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Abstract

Raising public confi dence in the criminal justice system (CJS) is one of the Government’s key Public Service 
Agreement (PSA) targets, and is measured through responses given to the British Crime Survey (BCS). 
This research used focus groups to draw out the key issues people considered when responding to the BCS 
confi dence question. Face-to-face interviews via an omnibus survey of 2,000 people were used to examine 
the extent to which the focus group fi ndings might be generalisable to the population as a whole.

Findings suggest most people perceive the CJS as being made up of the police and the courts. People’s 
confi dence in the CJS refl ected their consideration of agencies at both a national and local level. Confi dence 
as measured by the BCS tended to be more positive after people had been asked to consider their views 
about the CJS. Findings suggest that public confi dence in the CJS, as measured by the BCS, could be 
improved by (a) implementing initiatives aimed at informing the public about positive aspects of police 
and court performance, and (b) asking people for their estimate of overall confi dence after they had fi rst 
considered their views about the CJS.
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Implications

n The term ‘criminal justice system’ (CJS) leads most people to think of the police and/or the courts. 
Activities to improve public confi dence in the CJS should focus on the police and courts, as these 
agencies have the highest profi le amongst the public, but also to raise public awareness of the other 
CJS agencies. Messages should address common misperceptions using clear, simple statements that 
explain how the system works.

n Public information concerning the CJS should focus on the key areas of sentencing, improvements 
in services to victims, and citizen-focused policing. CJS activity should seek to improve community 
engagement by addressing local concerns, and to engage staff by highlighting and sharing CJS 
successes.

n As people think about their confi dence in the CJS both nationally and locally, consideration should 
be given to including specifi c local targets in any future Government target on public confi dence. 
Development of policy, target setting and monitoring from the national perspective should align closely 
with local management and delivery.

n Repositioning the general confi dence question contained within the British Crime Survey (BCS) such 
that it falls after questions concerning perceptions of the police and/or the courts is likely to elicit a more 
considered response.

4

Ministry of Justice | Research Series



Executive summary

Context
This report presents fi ndings from focus groups and an omnibus survey designed to identify factors people 
consider when answering the question: ‘How confi dent are you that the criminal justice system is effective 
in bringing people who commit crimes to justice?’ This question is contained within the British Crime Survey 
(BCS), the responses to which are used to monitor performance against one of the Government’s Public 
Service Agreement (PSA) targets.

The study investigated whether when assessing their confi dence, people considered the CJS as a national 
system, local system, or a combination of the two. It also sought to identify what people understood by 
the term ‘criminal justice system’. The work aimed to provide policy makers with a better idea of what the 
CJS general confi dence question is actually measuring, and to identify options that might improve public 
confi dence as measured by the BCS.

Methodology
A series of focus groups were conducted in Local Criminal Justice Board (LCJB) areas to identify the key 
issues people think about when answering questions on their confi dence in the CJS. People were asked: 
what factors made up their level of confi dence, what was understood by the term ‘criminal justice system’, 
whether they thought about their confi dence in the CJS nationally or locally. Findings from the focus groups 
were used to construct a module of questions that were inserted into a national omnibus survey (sample of 
approximately 2,000 people using random location quota sampling1), to see if these themes were common 
amongst the general population.

Key fi ndings from the omnibus survey:
n Confi dence ratings differed as a consequence of where the general confi dence question was placed in 

the omnibus survey. Confi dence rose seven percentage points (a statistically signifi cant increase) when 
the BCS confi dence question appeared at the end of a series of questions about the CJS compared to 
when it was asked at the beginning.

n The majority of people questioned in the omnibus survey (71%) thought about confi dence in terms of 
both national and local issues.

n Only four per cent of people questioned in the survey were able to identify fi ve criminal justice agencies 
that made up the CJS.

n People’s view of the CJS was predominantly comprised of their perceptions of the police and the courts.

Conclusions
The evidence collected suggests that people are more likely to respond positively to a question about 
confi dence in the CJS once they have been asked to think about specifi c factors that make up their views 
on confi dence. The implication is that moving the general confi dence question contained in the BCS from 
the beginning where it is currently placed, to the end of the section of confi dence questions may signifi cantly 
improve confi dence ratings. However, this result may have been due to a repetition effect and therefore 
needs to be tested with a more representative sample.

The current general confi dence question led most people (71%) to consider a combination of national and 
local issues. As there is a national confi dence target as well as LCJBs being set their own individual targets, 
results suggest there may be value in including a separate national and local confi dence question within the 
BCS.

1 Locations of the sampling points were randomly selected, and within each sampling point quota limits were set.
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The criminal justice system was viewed by most people as being made up of the police and the courts. The 
majority of people who took part in the omnibus survey identifi ed factors connected with these two agencies 
in determining their level of confi dence. Initiatives to improve public confi dence might usefully be directed 
towards these two agencies.

Because the omnibus survey questioned a relatively small non-random sample of people, care needs to be 
taken when generalising the fi ndings to the population as a whole. However, notwithstanding the limitations 
of the omnibus survey design, the fi ndings do provide evidence of potentially useful directions for policy 
development and performance measurement in this area.
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1. Context

Raising public confi dence in the criminal justice system (CJS) is one of the Government’s key Public Service 
Agreement (PSA) targets. “Confi dence in the CJS is important for maintaining public support for the rule 
of law. It is key to ensuring the public play their role in the process as witnesses or jurors. Levels of public 
confi dence also provide a measure of the quality of the services provided by the criminal justice agencies, 
and is a test of whether the improvements made to the CJS are being recognised.” (Chapman et al, 2002)

The level of public confi dence in the CJS is currently measured by responses given to the seven confi dence 
questions contained within the British Crime Survey (BCS). The BCS is a national rolling annual survey 
covering approximately 47,000 interviewees aged 16 and over. Results from the BCS are used to develop 
and monitor a number of Home Offi ce and CJS policies.

The confi dence questions contained in the BCS are analysed to monitor progress against the PSA2 – to 
increase public confi dence in the CJS across England and Wales. Although there are seven confi dence 
questions, the main measure is based on the question: ‘How confi dent are you that the criminal justice 
system is effective in bringing people who commit crimes to justice?’ (For the purposes of this report this will 
be referred to as the general confi dence question.) From a baseline fi gure of 39 per cent for the year ending 
March 2003, the target is to achieve a statistically signifi cant increase (at the 95% level)2 to an estimated 
40 per cent by the year ending March 2008. Each Local Criminal Justice Board (LCJB) has been set a CJS 
target to improve public confi dence in the CJS (as measured by the general confi dence measure) in their 
area.

Responses to the confi dence questions are measured by a four-point Likert scale, the responses being: very 
confi dent, fairly confi dent, not very confi dent, not at all confi dent. The level of public confi dence is defi ned as 
the proportion of people who say that they are ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ confi dent that the CJS is effective in bringing 
people who commit crimes to justice.

Table 1 shows that good progress has been made toward meeting the target. Three years after the baseline 
(year ending March 2003) was set, the level of confi dence in the CJS across England and Wales has risen 
by almost six percentage points to 44 per cent (year ending March 2006).

Table 1 BCS responses to the general confi dence question

 Year ending March Percentage very/fairly confi dent

 2003 39
 2004 41*
 2005 43*
 2006 44*

* Indicates that the year ending fi gure is statistically higher from the year ending March 2003 fi gure at the 95% level.
Source: Allen et al (2006).

Aims of the research
This research focused on the main PSA2 confi dence question contained in the BCS and was designed to 
address two central aims: 

1. To understand the process by which people form their opinion in answering the general confi dence 
question so as to gain a better understanding of what it is actually measuring. Understanding more 
about what factors are being considered when people are asked the general confi dence question would 

2 Tests at the 95 per cent level of statistical signifi cance are the level at which there is a one in twenty probability that the results are 
due to chance alone and not a genuine difference.
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help provide policy with key information on what is being measured. This would allow initiatives to be 
developed to address these points, with the ultimate aim of increasing public confi dence. In addition, it 
would give an indication on whether or not the general confi dence question remained the best measure 
for determining people’s confi dence in the CJS.

2. To identify what people understand by the term ‘Confi dence in the criminal justice system’. For example, 
are people describing their confi dence in the CJS at a national or at a local level? Page, Wake and 
Ames (2004) conducted a MORI survey with a sample of 2,001 people to examine public confi dence in 
the CJS. Two of the questions asked people how confi dent they were in the CJS in their local area and 
nationally. The study found that people were generally more confi dent about the way crime was dealt 
with locally (63%) than nationally (47%). The general confi dence question in the BCS does not explicitly 
state whether people should be considering the CJS nationally or locally when responding.

Research questions
The research sought to look at the key terms within the general confi dence question and examine what 
factors and/or associations people made when asked the question: How confi dent are you that the criminal 
justice system is effective in bringing people who commit crimes to justice? The following fi ve research 
questions were posed:

Question 1:
What factors do people think about when deciding how confi dent they are in the criminal justice 
system?

The central aim of the research was to identify what factors immediately come to mind when people are 
asked the general confi dence question. Confi dence within the bounds of the CJS was defi ned by Southgate 
and Grosvenor (2000) as “a belief that the powers of the law will be used without fear or favour at all stages 
of the criminal justice process, from policing to imprisonment with the courts in between. More fundamentally, 
it means a feeling that one is safe from crime and interference in the street and in one’s home”.

However, the fi ndings of Page, Wake and Ames (2004) suggested that people’s confi dence covered a wide 
range of issues, which included ‘promptness and effi ciency of the system’, ‘effectiveness in the system in 
dealing with violent disorder’, and ‘whether the system created a society that made people feel safe’. The 
question for this research was therefore whether people thought of one particular issue or whether there 
were a number of factors that contributed to their feelings of confi dence in the CJS.

Question 2:
When people think about how confi dent they are, do they think about the CJS in their local area or at 
a national level (or both)?

Within the BCS, the general confi dence question does not explicitly state whether people should be thinking 
in terms of their local area or nationally (England and Wales). As LCJBs have been set local confi dence 
targets, in order for them to develop initiatives to improve confi dence in the CJS, they need to understand 
whether people are thinking about the CJS locally, nationally or a combination of the two. The aim was to 
identify the relative proportions of people who apply their confi dence of the CJS at these different levels to 
inform whether there was a need for a separate national and local confi dence question in the BCS.

Question 3:
When the term ‘criminal justice system’ is mentioned what particular agencies do people think 
about?

Southgate and Grosvenor (2000) found that there was “only a vague public understanding of the term 
‘criminal justice system’; it can mean either the system of criminal law or the agencies which enforce it. 
These agencies are not always seen to be linked”. The research aimed to explore whether people envisaged 
the criminal justice system as a series of different agencies, or whether it was seen as a specifi c agency 
working towards a single goal.
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Question 4:
What factors or measures do people think would have a positive impact on their level of confi dence 
in the CJS?

The aim was to identify what people thought would improve their levels of confi dence in the CJS.

Question 5:
Are people’s levels of confi dence affected if they are fi rst asked a series of questions that examine 
what factors contribute to their confi dence in the CJS?

The research examined whether there was any change in how people rate their level of confi dence when 
asked the general confi dence question at the beginning of a section of questions on the CJS compared to 
their rating when they are asked the same question again at the end of the section. The intention was to see 
whether or not getting individuals to consider factors relating to their confi dence in the CJS had any effect on 
their confi dence rating.

When determining the ordering of questions in a survey, the conditioning effect of earlier questions should 
be considered (Gorden, 1987). ‘Funnelling’ is a term used to describe a sequence of questions where 
people answer the broad questions at the start, followed by more specifi c questions. Alternatively, ‘inverted 
funnelling’ is where the broader question is placed at the end of the module of questions, with the early 
questions asking about the range of issues involved. The current general confi dence question is placed at 
the beginning of the ‘confi dence in the CJS’ section of the BCS questionnaire.

Roberts and Hough (2002) found that when people were provided with more meaningful information about 
a subject area, they were likely to provide a more considered response. If this research were to show that 
by allowing people to think about the factors that contribute to their level of confi dence, a more considered 
opinion would be provided when answering the general confi dence question, then there would be grounds 
for discussion with offi cials on where the general confi dence question is best placed within the BCS.
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2. Methodology

The project adopted a two-phased approach:

i) Qualitative data collection: focus groups
The fi rst phase of the research involved conducting six focus groups to draw out the key themes that 
participants considered when thinking about confi dence in the CJS. Levels of public confi dence across LCJB 
areas vary. Bearing this in mind, LCJBs were divided into three groups according to whether the year ending 
March 2005 general confi dence fi gure was statistically signifi cantly (at the 95% level)3 higher (West Mercia), 
lower (Humberside) or the same as the national average (South Yorkshire) (see Appendix 2). Within each 
of these three groups, one LCJB was selected. Two focus groups were conducted in each of the selected 
LCJBs, making a total of six focus groups. A pilot focus group was conducted in Nottinghamshire.

Focus group participants were sampled to include age group and gender mix, as these would be the focus 
of the analyses (See Table 2 for sample breakdown). Recruitment of participants was conducted with the 
assistance of the LCJB Performance and Communication Offi cers who made use of their local contacts 
within the community. To be consistent with the BCS methodology, the focus groups excluded people aged 
under 16.

Table 2 Sample breakdown of focus group participants

 Number of participants

 Males Females Total

Aged 16 to under 45 13 12 25
Aged 45 and over 9 15 24
Total 22 27 49

The focus groups were run with a group facilitator and assistant moderator. A coding matrix was devised 
so that facilitators could log the responses to each of the questions in a way that facilitated easy recording 
of relevant data. The focus groups were conducted to determine the range of interpretations of the general 
confi dence question and these responses were used to feed into the development of questions for a 
quantitative survey.

ii) Quantitative data collection: omnibus survey
To establish the extent to which views elicited from the focus groups might be generalised, it was determined 
that a much larger sample taken from an omnibus survey4 would be used. The key fi ndings from the focus 
groups were drawn together and developed into a module of questions that were then inserted into an 
omnibus survey (see Appendix 1 for a copy of these questions). The survey was conducted by the British 
Market Research Bureau (BMRB) during the third week of March 2006.

The omnibus survey was conducted face to face with a sample of approximately 2,000 persons aged 16 
years or over across England and Wales5. The sample of people chosen was obtained using ‘random 
location quota sampling’. The locations of the sampling points were randomly selected, and had an average 
size of 300 households. Within each location, quota limits were set. To reduce the risk of interviewer bias, 
people responding to the omnibus survey were allowed a free response to the question, which was then 

3 Tests at the 95 per cent level of statistical signifi cance are the level at which there is a one in twenty probability that the results are 
due to chance alone and not a genuine difference.

4 An omnibus survey is a method of quantitative market research on a number of subjects, which is collected during the same 
interview.

5 The original omnibus survey sample included Scotland, but for these analyses it was excluded to keep in line with the PSA2 
confi dence target, which covers England and Wales.
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coded into pre-determined categories. The exceptions were the general confi dence question, which was 
measured by a four-point Likert scale and the question asking whether people assessed their level of 
confi dence of the CJS (nationally/locally/combination of the two).

The sample size allowed the detection of systematic differences in the interpretation of the confi dence 
questions. The SPSS statistical package was used to explore and describe the omnibus survey data in terms 
of key characteristics with regard to age and gender. Age-group analyses looked at persons aged: ‘16-44’ 
and ‘45 and over’. These age groups were chosen as research conducted by Lovbakke (2003) found that the 
younger age group had higher levels of confi dence in the CJS than the older age group. Bivariate analysis 
was used to gain further insight into the differences between these groups. 

Caution needs to be taken in regarding the results from the omnibus survey as being representative of the 
general population. The omnibus survey used a relatively small sample of people through quota sampling. 
This means there may be some bias in the results refl ecting those interviewed rather than the general 
population.
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3. Results and Conclusions

Notwithstanding the limitations of the omnibus survey sample design (random location quota sampling), 
there are a number of fi ndings from the omnibus survey that may be indicative of the views of the general 
population. The quantitative fi ndings from the omnibus survey with supplementary data from the qualitative 
focus groups are presented against each of the key research questions.

Statistical signifi cance
Any differences reported in the text for the omnibus survey are statistically signifi cant at the 95 per cent 
level6.

Question 1:
What factors do people think about when deciding how confi dent they are in the criminal justice 
system?

Key fi ndings:
n ‘Consistency of sentences passed’, ‘criminal justice agency (CJA) contact with victims and 

witnesses’, ‘whether the offender is caught’ and ‘police visibility’ were identifi ed as the main 
factors people thought about when assessing their level of confi dence in the CJS.

n A higher proportion of people aged 45 and over identifi ed ‘consistency of sentencing’, ‘police 
visibility’ and ‘prison effectiveness’ as factors affecting their confi dence compared to those aged 
under 45. A higher proportion of those under 45 identifi ed CJA contact with victims and witnesses

n Almost four fi fths of people considered either one or two factors when assessing their level of 
confi dence in the CJS. The majority of factors identifi ed were associated with the police and the 
courts. 

Table 3 provides a description of the factors (freely reported) that came to mind when people were asked 
to consider how confi dent they were in the CJS. Overall, the four main responses were: ‘Consistency of 
sentences passed’ (33%), ‘criminal justice agency (CJA) contact with victims and witnesses’ (25%), ‘whether 
the offender is caught’ (24%) and ‘police visibility’ (23%).

Table 3 Factors people thought about when deciding how confi dent they were in the criminal 
justice system

   Proportion of respondents (percentages)

 Sex Age group

Factor(s) considered Total Males Females under 45 45 & over

Consistency in sentencing 33 32 34 30 35*
Criminal justice agency contact with victims 
and witnesses 25 27 24 26 24*
Whether the offender is caught 24 24 24 25 23
Police visibility 23 23 22 19 26*
Prison effectiveness 17 16 17 14 19*
Whether the criminal justice system was 
perceived as fair to all 16 16 17 16 16
Personal experience 13 15 12 15 12
Court case length 12 11 13 12 12
Other peoples’ views 8 8 7 8 8

6  Tests at the 95 per cent level of statistical signifi cance are the level at which there is a one in twenty probability that the results are 
due to chance alone and not a genuine difference.
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Media 5 4 6 6 5
Lenient sentencing 4 4 4 3 5
Other** 17 18 16 17 17

* Value for 45 & over age group higher than under 45 age group fi gure (Chi-squared test, p<0.05).
** Where subject responses accounted for less than one per cent of the sample.

The fi ndings from the focus groups were consistent with the omnibus survey fi ndings with regard to ‘CJA 
contact with victims and witnesses’. The frequency of contact people had with these agencies (mainly the 
police and the courts) was seen as a key factor in their level of confi dence. However, the majority of focus 
group participants who had some experience of dealing with the police or the courts said they had received 
a low level of contact, which had made them feel abandoned by the CJS. People responding to the omnibus 
survey aged 45 and over were more likely than those aged under 45 to mention ‘consistency of sentence 
passed’, ‘police visibility’ and ‘prison effectiveness’ as factors that would have an effect when assessing their 
level of confi dence in the CJS.

The factor of ‘police visibility’ being considered more by the older age group in the omnibus survey was 
consistent with the fi ndings of the focus groups, where people in the 45 and over age group were generally 
of the opinion that the number of police offi cers seen on the streets was less compared to twenty years ago. 
People commented that the only time that the police appeared was after an incident had taken place. One 
person used the phrase: “the police have become a faceless mask”, to illustrate how they were less able 
to identify with police offi cers locally and the perception that they were being removed from the streets to 
undertake more bureaucratic tasks such as form fi lling.

‘Consistency in sentencing’ of cases between courts was frequently mentioned by focus group participants 
aged 45 and over as having an effect on their level of confi dence. People provided some examples of cases 
in the media where an offender found guilty of an offence in one area had received a different sentence or 
length of sentence compared to an offender found guilty of the same offence in another area.

The omnibus survey fi ndings on prison effectiveness being more likely to be reported by the 45 and over age 
group were consistent with the focus group fi ndings. The responses of this age group generally indicated 
that they believed that prison had become a softer option over time and frequently mentioned that in the past 
prisons had been regarded as a tough regime. In contrast, the current image portrayed through the media 
was of prison now being an easy option (quote: “prisons have become a holiday camp”).

Table 4 provides a breakdown by age and gender for the number of factors people reported when assessing 
their confi dence in the CJS. Almost four fi fths of people considered either one or two factors when assessing 
their level of confi dence. An analysis of the total sample that identifi ed two or more factors showed that 
nearly two thirds of these combinations related to the police and courts. 

Table 4 Number of factors people considered when assessing their level of confi dence in the 
criminal justice system

   Proportion of respondents (percentages)

 Sex Age group

Factors considered Total Males Females under 45 45 & over

1 48 46 48 49 45
2 30 30 29 28 31
3 14 13 13 14 13
4 6 6 6 5 6
5 or more 2 5 5 4 6
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Question 2:
When people think about how confi dent they are, do they think about the CJS in their local area or at 
a national level (or both)?

Key fi ndings:
n People were more likely to rate their confi dence levels based on a combination of their 

perceptions of the CJS at a local and national level (71%) than either just locally or nationally. 

Table 5 Proportion of people who considered their confi dence in the criminal justice system at the 
local area or nationally

   Proportion of respondents (percentages)

 Sex Age group

Confi dence considered Total Males Females under 45 45 & over

Locally 20 25 17 17 23
Nationally 9 8 9 10 7
Locally and Nationally 71 67 74 73 70

Table 5 shows that the majority of people applied a combination of perceptions of the CJS at both a national 
and local level (71%) when considering how confi dent they were. The BCS confi dence question does not 
make a distinction as to whether people should be thinking about the CJS nationally or locally. As there are 
national and local confi dence targets, these fi ndings suggest the need to have a separate national and local 
confi dence question within the BCS, so that an accurate measure of people’s perceptions can be obtained. 
This would allow the impact that LCJB initiatives are having on confi dence in the local CJS to be monitored.

Question 3:
When the term ‘criminal justice system’ is mentioned what particular agencies do people think 
about?

Key fi ndings:
n Almost three quarters of people identifi ed the police and almost two thirds identifi ed the courts 

as being one of the agencies that made up the criminal justice system.

n When asked to identify agencies that formed the criminal justice system, on average people 
identifi ed two agencies with the most frequent combination being the police and the courts.

n Only four per cent of people were able to identify fi ve CJS agencies.

Table 6 Proportion of people who identifi ed each of the main criminal justice agencies

Criminal justice agency Percentage

Police 74
Courts* 64
Crown Prosecution Service 24
Prisons 17
Probation 15
Other** 19

* Includes magistrates’ and/or the Crown Court.
** Where each category response was less than 10 per cent.

Table 6 shows the proportion of people who mentioned each of the CJS agencies (each person was asked to 
freely report as many of the agencies as possible). The police were identifi ed by almost three quarters of the 
people who took part in the omnibus survey (74%), with the courts identifi ed by almost two thirds of people 
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(64%). These fi ndings were similar to the focus group fi ndings, where three quarters of participants identifi ed 
the police and just over three fi fths mentioned the courts as agencies within the CJS. For the majority of 
focus group participants the police were seen as the primary agency because it was people’s fi rst point of 
contact with the CJS.

The evidence from the omnibus survey and focus groups is consistent with the fi ndings of Southgate and 
Grosvenor (2000) who found that there was “only a vague public understanding of the term ‘criminal justice 
system’”. The omnibus survey fi ndings suggested that most people have a fi xed view of the CJS, which is 
predominantly that of the police and the courts. Furthermore, it was found that knowledge of these agencies 
had mainly come from the media. 

Figure 1 shows the proportion of people from the omnibus survey who identifi ed the number of different criminal 
justice agencies they thought made up the CJS. The most frequent number of agencies identifi ed by people 
was two (35% of responses) and within this the combination the ‘police’ and the ‘courts’ accounted for 68 per 
cent of responses. This fi nding supports the focus groups where people viewed the CJS as being predominantly 
made up of the police and the courts, in which it was perceived that the police undertook the task of arresting 
the offenders, and the courts’ duty was to determine guilt/innocence and pass the appropriate sentence. 

Figure 1 Number of criminal justice agencies people identifi ed as making up the criminal justice 
system

Question 4:
What factors or measures did people think would have a positive impact on their level of confi dence 
in the CJS?

Key fi ndings:
n ‘More police on the streets’, ‘tougher sentencing’, ‘offenders serving the full sentence’, and 

‘consistency in sentencing’ were identifi ed as the main factors that would improve people’s 
levels of confi dence in the CJS.

n A higher proportion of people aged 45 and over identifi ed ‘more police on the streets’ and ‘consistency 
in sentencing’ as factors which would improve their level of confi dence than people aged under 45.

Table 7 shows the measures people felt would have a positive effect on their confi dence in the CJS (people 
were allowed a free response and were able to identify as many factors as they wished). ‘More police on the 
streets’ was expressed by just over three fi fths of people (61%). People aged 45 and over were more likely 
to identify this measure than those aged under 45 years. A similar difference between these age groups was 
also found for ‘consistency in sentencing’.
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Table 7 Proportion of people who identifi ed measures that they thought would improve their 
individual confi dence

   Proportion of respondents (percentages)

 Sex Age group

 Total Males Females under 45 45 & over

More police on the streets 61 60 62 58 65*
Tougher sentencing 44 45 43 43 47
Offenders serving full sentence 31 30 33 31 33
Consistency in sentencing 27 28 26 24 30*
Better family and school discipline 19 18 20 19 20
Tougher prison regime 15 13 16 15 15
More community offi cers/wardens 13 12 14 13 14
Court system more in favour of victims 12 12 12 12 13
Better role models 11 10 11 10 11
Greater contact with victim and witnesses 6 6 7 6 7
Other** 19 19 18 20 17

* Value for 45 & over age group higher than under 45 age group fi gure (Chi-squared test, p<0.05).
** Where subject responses accounted for less than one per cent of the sample.

Research by Allen (2006) found that there was evidence to suggest a link between police visibility and 
people’s perceptions of safety. Over four fi fths of BCS respondents felt that seeing more police offi cers on 
foot patrol would make them feel safer. Caution must be exercised in assuming people’s perceptions of what 
would increase their confi dence would actually increase their confi dence e.g. it cannot be assumed that 
putting more police on the streets would in reality improve people’s confi dence.

For ‘tougher sentencing’, the majority of focus group participants in the 45 and over age group highlighted 
that high profi le cases portrayed in the media had made them feel that sentences handed down by the 
courts to offenders were softer than they had been in the past. It should be noted that these are retrospective 
thoughts, as the research did not seek to examine changes in views over time. This perception is in spite 
of the fact that the Criminal Statistics (RDS 1996 and 2006) showed that the proportion of offenders being 
sentenced to immediate custody for indictable offences6 at all courts had increased from 20 per cent in 1995 
to 25 per cent in 2005.

For ‘consistency in sentencing’, the omnibus survey results suggest that people are not aware of the efforts 
made by the CJS to address this issue. The Sentencing Guidelines Council, was set up under the Criminal 
Justice Act 2003, with the aim of promoting consistency in sentencing. The Council considers advice from 
the Sentencing Advisory Panel and, after further consultation, produces sentencing guidelines for the courts. 
The outcome of this approach is refl ected in Criminal Statistics (RDS 2006), which showed for each of the 
main offence groups there was little variation between the average custodial sentence length for each of the 
regions. These fi ndings support the need to develop better strategies of informing the public about the work 
of the Sentencing Guidelines Council and performance of the CJS that could convey confi dence-building 
messages.

6 Indictable offences include indictable only and triable-either-way offences.  ‘Indictable only’ are the most serious breaches of the 
criminal law and must be dealt with at the Crown Court.  ‘Triable-either-way offences may be tried either at the Crown Court or at 
a magistrates’ court.
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Question 5:
Are people’s levels of confi dence affected if they are fi rst asked a series of questions that examine 
what factors contribute to their confi dence in the CJS?

Key fi ndings:
n People expressed a higher level of confi dence in the CJS after they had answered questions 

that examined what factors contributed to their level of confi dence (the total sample showed a 
rise of seven percentage points). These changes occurred across gender and age.

n People aged 16 to under 45 expressed a higher7 level of confi dence in the CJS than those aged 
45 and over, which is consistent with Lovbakke (2003).

Figure 2 shows people’s responses to the general confi dence question for both occasions it was asked i.e. 
fi rstly at the beginning of the survey section and then again at the end of the survey section on confi dence 
in the CJS. In between these questions, people were asked a series of questions around the factors and 
associations they made when thinking about how confi dent they were. 

People were more confi dent in the CJS when they were asked the general confi dence question at the end of 
the section on confi dence (43% very or fairly confi dent) in the omnibus survey compared to when they were 
asked it at the start (36% very or fairly confi dent); a difference of seven percentage points. A similar increase 
was found across gender and age groups.

Figure 2 Proportion of people who were very or fairly confi dent that the criminal justice system is 
effective in bringing offenders to justice

7 A signifi cant difference between the under 45 and 45 and over age group when asked the confi dence question at the start of the 
section (1) and the end of the section (2), Mann Whitney Test, p< 0.05.

England and Wales

Males

Females

16 to under 45

45 and over

*

*

*

*

*

Asked at the start of the Ominbus survey section

Asked at the end of the Ominbus survey section

36%

35%

37%

42%

31%

43%

41%

44%

47%

38%

* A signifi cant difference between groups when asked the confi dence question at the start of the omnibus section in comparison to 
when it was asked at the end, Wilcoxon Sign Test, p< 0.05.

The evidence suggests that people’s level of confi dence in the CJS rises after they have had an opportunity 
to think about what factors made up their confi dence. This supports the fi ndings of Roberts and Hough 
(2002) where people provided a more considered response having been given more information about the 
subject matter prior to answering the main question. This would suggest the use of the inverted funnelling 
approach to the questions on confi dence in the CJS contained in the BCS, which would allow the specifi c 
questions about the CJS agencies to be asked fi rst followed by the broader question on general confi dence.

Alternatively, these fi ndings may have been the result of a ‘repetition effect’ as the general confi dence 
question was asked at the beginning and end of the omnibus survey and this possibility will need to be 
examined.
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4. Implications

The evidence from this research suggests a more considered measure of confi dence was achieved once 
people had a chance to think about what factors contributed to their feelings of confi dence in the CJS. The 
current general confi dence question contained in the BCS is asked at the start of the section on confi dence 
in the CJS. This approach follows the ‘funnelling sequence’ (Gorden, 1987) in which the broad question is 
asked at the start of the section, followed by the more specifi c questions. The fi ndings from this research 
provide an argument for using the ‘inverted funnelling sequence’. Placing the general confi dence measure at 
the end of the section, thereby moving from specifi c questions about the CJS to the general one, may allow 
people to give a more considered response.

This analysis further showed that approximately seven out of ten people rated their confi dence based on a 
combination of perceptions of the CJS nationally and in their local area. This fi nding suggests that a question 
on confi dence in the CJS needs to be explicit about whether people are expected to respond in regard to 
the local or the national CJS. As there is a national confi dence target as well as LCJBs being set individual 
targets to improve confi dence, this research would suggests the potential value of separate local and 
national confi dence questions in order to get a true measure of confi dence at each level.  This would allow 
each LCJB initiative to be monitored and give an indication of how much of an impact they were having on 
local confi dence.

The criminal justice system was felt by most people as consisting of the police and the courts. These 
fi ndings may account for why the majority of people identifi ed factors connected with these two agencies in 
determining their level of confi dence. This evidence suggests that initiatives to improve people’s confi dence 
should be directed towards these two agencies, but also that more effort be made to increase public 
awareness of the other agencies involved in the CJS.

Consideration should be given to develop a strategy with LCJBs in order to tackle the misconceptions that 
people have in how the CJS works, by developing confi dence-building messages that highlight sentencing 
consistency and severity, the development of Neighbourhood Policing to promote police visibility, and 
comparison data over time, that will help reduce the perception gap people have about the CJS.
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5. Knowledge gaps

In order to see if the evidence presented in this report is consistent over time and across similar studies, 
follow-up work would need to be conducted. Consideration should also be given to whether follow-up studies 
should be conducted on larger and more representative samples so that additional variables such as race 
and other demographics factors could be analysed.

If a decision were made to re-position the general confi dence question within the BCS, the risk of any 
potential movement of the general confi dence question would need to be fully examined as it would limit 
any comparison with historical trends. The issue of a repetition effect accounting for the changes in people’s 
responses to the general confi dence question would also need to be examined.

The evidence from the omnibus survey suggests that the police and the courts were the two key agencies 
that people identifi ed as making up the CJS and that these agencies were most infl uential when considering 
their level of confi dence. This suggests the need for further examination of where people get their information 
from on these two agencies.

Evidence from the focus groups suggested there were differences in the aspects of the CJS that people 
thought of locally and nationally. ‘Personal experience’ and ‘police visibility’ tended to be thought of locally, 
whereas external factors such as ‘cases portrayed in the media’ and ‘prison effectiveness’ (whether it 
stopped people re-offending on release) tended to be thought of nationally. These fi ndings were based on a 
small sample size and need to be further examined on a more representative sample before they could be 
said to refl ect the views of the general population.

The evidence from this research suggests that there may be a disparity between people’s perceptions and 
reality. This suggests a need to better inform the public about work to promote police visibility and current 
sentencing practices at court. Previous research by Chapman et al. (2002) found that by providing factual 
information about sentencing practices (as well as crime rates) to people had a positive impact on their 
knowledge and upon some aspects of their confi dence in the CJS.
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Appendix 1

Copy of the questions on confi dence in the CJS submitted by RDS – Offi ce for Criminal Justice Reform that 
was inserted into the BMRB omnibus survey.

Question 1
Question and the four available answers to be given to the respondent (one response required)

How confi dent are you that the criminal justice system is effective in bringing people who commit 
crimes to justice?

n Very confi dent

n Fairly confi dent

n Not very confi dent

n Not at all confi dent

Question 2
Question and the three available answers to be given to the respondent (one response required)

When you say you are (question 1 response) confi dent are you thinking about things?

n Nationally

n Locally 

n Both (nationally and locally)

Question 3
Question to be given to the respondent, but not the responses (the responses are to be noted down by the 
interviewer, AND multiple answers can be given)

When you said you were (question 1 response) confi dent what factors did you think about when 
coming to this answer?

Question 4
Question to be given to the respondent, and the response noted down

From the response(s) you gave in the previous question, which factor impacts on your confi dence 
the most?

Question 5
Question to be given to the respondent, but not the responses (the responses are to be noted down by the 
interviewer, AND multiple answers can be given)

Are there any particular crimes that impact on your confi dence in the criminal justice system?

Question 6
Question to be given to the respondent, but not the responses (the responses are to be noted down by the 
interviewer, AND multiple answers can be given)

When the term ‘criminal justice system’ is mentioned what particular agencies or organizations do 
you think about?

FILTER QUESTIONS (questions 7 to 10 dependent on answers given to question 6)
If the ‘police’ were mentioned in question 6

Question 7
Question as well as the three available answers to be given to the respondent (one response required)

You mentioned the police as one of the criminal justice agencies. Do you think about them?
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n Nationally

n Locally

n Both (nationally and locally)

Follow on from question 7

Question 8
Question to be given to the respondent, but not the responses (the responses are to be noted down by the 
interviewer, AND multiple answers can be given)

If the ‘Courts’ were mentioned in question 6

Question 9
Question as well as the three available answers to be given to the respondent

You mentioned the Courts as one of the criminal justice agencies. Do you think about them? 

n Nationally

n Locally

n Both (nationally and locally)

Follow on from question 9

Question 10
Question to be given to the respondent, but not the responses (the responses are to be noted down by the 
interviewer, AND multiple answers can be given)

What factors infl uence your confi dence in the courts?

BACK TO MAIN SAMPLE

Question 11
Question and responses to be given to the respondent, AND multiple answers can be given

When thinking about your confi dence in the criminal justice system, what sources provide you 
personally with the most information?

Question 12
Question to be given to the respondent, but not the responses (the responses are to be noted down by the 
interviewer, AND multiple answers can be given)

What crimes do you see as a problem in your local area?

Question 13
Question to be given to the respondent, but not the responses (the responses are to be noted down by the 
interviewer, AND multiple answers can be given)

What factors or measures would improve you confi dence in the criminal justice system?

Question 14
Question as well as the four available answers to be given to the respondent

Having responded to these questions, how confi dent are you that the criminal justice system is 
effective in bringing people who commit crimes to justice?

n Very confi dent

n Fairly confi dent

n Not very confi dent

n Not at all confi dent
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Appendix 2 

Local Criminal Justice Board general confi dence fi gures, 2004/05

NORTH WALES 44% 

MERSEYSIDE 45% 

CHESHIRE 45% 

NORTHUMBRIA 39% 

DURHAM 45% 

CUMBRIA 52% CLEVELAND 37% 

NORTH YORKSHIRE 37% 

HUMBERSIDE 31% 
LANCASHIRE 45% 

GREATER MANCHESTER 39% 

WEST YORKSHIRE 39% 

KENT 44% SURREY 48% 

SUSSEX 42% 

HAMPSHIRE 49% 

DORSET 47% 

AVON & SOMERSET 40% 

DEVON & CORNWALL 48% 

SOUTH YORKSHIRE 42% 

DERBYSHIRE 44% 

NOTTINGHAMSHIRE 36% 

LINCOLNSHIRE 41% 

NORFOLK 39% 

LEICESTERSHIRE 48% 

STAFFORDSHIRE 44% 

DYFED POWYS 51% 

WEST MIDLANDS 40% 

WEST MERCIA 49% 

WARWICKSHIRE 48% 

NORTHAMPTONSHIRE 35% 

BEDFORDSHIRE 42% 

CAMBRIDGESHIRE 46% 

SUFFOLK 50% 

ESSEX 41% 

HERTFORDSHIRE 45% 

MET/CITY OF LONDON 
45% 

THAMES VALLEY 45% 

GLOUCESTERSHIRE 41% 

GWENT 34% 

SOUTH WALES 41% 

WILTSHIRE 46% 

England and Wales national average = 43%

Percentage very or fairly confident that the criminal justice system
is effective in bringing people who commit crimes to justice

LCJB figure significantly higher than 
the national average 

LCJB figure is not significantly different
from the national average

LCJB figure significantly lower 
than the national average 

Key *

* Tests at the 95 per cent level of statistical signifi cance are the level at which there is a one in twenty probability that the results are due 
to chance alone and not a genuine difference.

Source: Allen et al (2006)
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This report presents the fi ndings from an omnibus survey and focus groups designed to identify the factors 
that people consider when answering the question: ‘How confi dent are you that the criminal justice system 
is effective in bringing people who commit crimes to justice?’ This question is contained in the British Crime 
Survey, the responses to which are used to monitor performance against one of the Government’s Public 
Service agreement targets

ISBN 978 1 84099 085 0

© Crown copyright 2007

Produced by Ministry of Justice

Point of contact research@justice.gsi.gov.uk



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.5
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


