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The Court System: Public Perception on Sentencing, is it impacting upon community trust? 
The goal of this chapter of the dissertation is to analyse important, pertinent, reputable and highly regarded sources of research about how the public view sentencing in the legal system and how it affects the community trust. This section will then address the following objectives: 
1. To explore the public perception on sentencing within the courts
2. To identify if public perception on sentencing is impacting upon community trust towards the police
3. To identify ways to improve the public perception on sentencing and the link to police and their trust within.  
Any criminal justice systems legitimacy depends on both its capacity to uphold the law and the level of public faith within it. As a very evident representation of justice, sentencing is crucial in establishing that trust. The literature shows that how sentencing judgements are seen, especially regarding fairness, transparency and proportionality, affects the public trust in the systems and the police service. The scholarly debate about how the public views sentencing and how these views affect legitimacy in institutions and public trust is examined in this section. 
2.1 Public Understanding and Misconceptions of Sentencing
The discrepancy between the public beliefs and the actual sentencing methods is highlighted in a large body of literature. According to (Roberts and Stalans, 2019) the majority of people have little to no knowledge of sentencing guidelines, frequently as a result of relying more on the media that on factual information. According to research by (Gelb and Sentencing, 2006), when the public is polled regarding sentencing in an abstract way, they frequently think that punishments are too light; yet when given thorough case studies, they are more likely to support the judges’ rulings. This highlights that the public don’t have an understanding of the Criminal justice system nor how sentencing works. 
A recent study shows from (Justice Committee, 2022) shows that the public biassed and inadequate understanding of sentencing trends is demonstrated by the systematic underestimating of the harshness of existing practices. The public think that the sentences are too light. Misconceptions about the typical prison term then influence sentencing and sentencing opinions. The 2021 Sentencing academy poll found that respondents who believed that sentencing was “much too lenient” were much less accurate in estimating sentencing practices than those who believed that sentencing was about appropriate. In particular, supporters of harsher penalties tended to under vale the current usage of imprisonment. 
In 2021, respondents to a survey conducted by (Roberts et al., 2022) were asked if they thought sentencing was appropriate, too light or too harsh. About two – thirds (65%) of those surveyed agreed that the penalty was too light, Excluding the ‘don’t know’ responses increase the percentage of respondents who chose this perspective to 76%; these results are largely consistent with the British crime survey from 1966. According to a survey conducted by (Clark, 2020), these results are consistent as 70% of the public believe that sentencing is not harsh enough. 
The above research outlines that the general public do not have an understanding of how sentencing works and the majority believe the sentences provided to defendants aren’t harsh enough. 
2.2 To explore the Public Perception on Sentencing within the Courts
The perception that the public have on the courts is crucial to the legitimacy and effectiveness in the prevention of crime. Surveys indicate that how the public trust in the judicial system is relatively high, but there are worries about sentencing leniency and inconsistency (Hough and Roberts, 2005). The media and social platforms frequently have an influence on the public perceptions towards the court. Sensationalised coverage of high-profile cases can give the impression that sentencing is excessively lenient, despite evidence that courts normally impose adequate punishments (Marsh and Melville, 2014). The sentencing council have worked to increase transparency by publishing the guidelines and communicating with the public so that they have an idea as to what the advice is when sentencing for offences (Sentencing Council, 2022). 
In addition, the wording used in sentencing is unclear. Although many people think they understand phrases like “life sentence” and “on license”, qualitive discussions show that real comprehension is frequently lacking. This discrepancy emphasis how important it is to communicate sentencing guidelines and results more clearly. The same as people do not understand what probation is and how this has an influence on sentencing and prison times.
The public’s perspective of the court system’s effectiveness is an important aspect in determining its legitimacy and authority. A study that examined data from the Crime survey for England and Wales (CSEW) investigated how demographic factors and person experience with crime influence the trust that people have in the system. The findings indicate that perceptions of fairness and success range among population groups, empathising the necessity for the justice system to address these disparities to preserve public trust (Morales-Gomez and Associate, 2020).
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A recent survey from (Kirk, 2022) shows that most of the public being 65% believe that the sentencing for criminals is “not harsh enough” whereas 2% believe it is “too harsh”. This impression influences political and judicial policy, with a preference for harsher punishments over evidence-based rehabilitative strategies. 
Table 1 - (Kirk, 2022)


2.3 To Explore Public Perception on Sentencing and Sentencing Within the Courts
Instead of firsthand experience, the public's perception of sentencing is frequently influenced by incomplete facts and media narratives.  There is a persistent disparity between sentence facts and public perceptions, according to research.  According to (Ashworth and Roberts, 2013), a lot of people think that judges' punishments are too light, especially when they involve violent offences.  However, the public's preferences for sentence more closely resemble judges' when they are given complete facts of actual cases (Gelb and Sentencing, 2006). 
One of the main problems is that the public is unaware of the process used to determine sentences.  According (Wood and Gannon, 2011), the general public does not fully comprehend sentencing guidelines, complex legal reasoning, or aggravating or mitigating factors.  When sentences are perceived to deviate from public expectations or media representations, this information gap exacerbates feelings of injustice or contradiction. It is impossible to ignore how the media shape’s public opinion. (Morgan, Reiner and Maguire, 2012) contend that a distorted perception of court leniency can result from the mass media's frequent framing of sentencing decisions as insufficient, particularly in high-profile criminal cases.  Public pressure for harsher penalties and a decline in confidence in judicial discretion can result from this "penal populism" (Pratt, 2007). 

2.4 To Identify if Public Perception on Sentencing is Impacting Upon Community Trust Towards the Police
Although the judiciary makes sentencing choices, the police is the first step in a larger justice process.  Since the police are frequently viewed as the face of justice, opinions about them may change if people believe that the courts are unfair, especially when it comes to sentencing (Bradford, 2017). Police trust is significantly impacted by how the public views sentencing.  The public's trust in law enforcement's capacity to uphold order may be weakened if they perceive the legal system to be forgiving.  According to the (Justice, 2013) members of the public’s experiences of crime and interactions with the police were important indicators of confidence in the CJS and the police.
Furthermore, the Justice Committee's 2022 report, (Justice Committee, 2022) made clear that public perception of punishment has an impact on trust in the Criminal justice system.  The study underlined that increased openness and communication regarding sentencing may boost public confidence. Demographic groupings differ in how they view sentence and police trust. According to a 2022, study by the Sentencing Council, Asian adults and adults under the age of 54 were more likely to believe that the Criminal justice system was effective.  
However, compared to women and Black adults, men and White and Asian adults were more likely to believe it was fair. These variances show that cultural, societal, and personal experiences influence perceptions and trust levels.  Comprehending these distinctions is essential for formulating focused tactics to enhance public trust in the legal system and law enforcement (Rice and White, 2010) contend that there is a reciprocal relationship between faith in legal authorities like the courts and the perception of the police as being unjust, particularly in neighbourhoods where there are longstanding grievances.  This is particularly true in ethnic minority and marginalised communities, where experiences of under protection and over policing can exacerbate mistrust (Bowling and Phillips, 2002; Lammy, 2017). 
Beliefs that the entire system, from the police to the courts, is biassed are strengthened by perceived sentencing inequalities, such as harsher terms for minority criminals. According to procedural justice theory, perceived fairness of procedures as well as results are key components of trust in institutions (Tyler, 2006). The public may believe that the system, including the police, lacks legitimacy and fairness if they believe that the courts are not producing just results, whether because of perceived leniency or severity (Jackson et al., 2012). There are connections between the different elements of the Criminal Justice System (CJS) and trust.  Trust in law enforcement may suffer as a result of unfavourable opinions about sentencing.  When communities regard the courts as lenient or inconsistent, they may question the efficacy of police initiatives, leading to decreasing collaboration and involvement.
Only 40% of English citizens trust their police force, according to a 2024 survey, with the Metropolitan Police scoring the lowest.  Between July 2022 and September 2023, the study, which was published in the journal Policing and Society, polled more than 8,000 people in nine different districts of England.  It was discovered that trust was especially low in London, where public confidence has been damaged by high-profile scandals involving the Metropolitan Police, and among ethnic minorities. (Dodd, 2024). 
2.5 Ways to improve the public perception on sentencing and the link to police and their trust within
A report conducted by the (Ministry Of Justice, 2013), they highlight that transparent communication about sentence decisions should be a top priority for the criminal justice organisations and judicial organisations.  Sentencing procedures can be made more understandable by interacting with communities through open forums, educational resources, and candid discussions.  This kind of openness can clear up misunderstandings and increase confidence among the public, the legal system, and law enforcement. 
It is essential to increase public awareness of sentencing procedures. The knowledge gap can be closed through educational activities including adding sentencing education to school curricula and making resources easily accessible online. (Justice Committee, 2022) suggests creating initiatives that educate people about sentencing in order to promote educated public debate and boost confidence in the legal system 
(Hewson, 2025) states that by requiring an annual statutory report on sentencing, Parliament and the government are held more accountable for the resource consequences of the sentencing policies they propose or implement and enhance the Sentencing Council's mandate to increase public knowledge of sentencing.
Resource-related issues might be the first to be addressed. Although no organisational reform is free, it is not always costly to improve the quality of relationships in interactions with the general public. The use of good leadership is more effective in bringing about changes in policing and justice delivery methods than either training or re-engineering formal procedures. Police chiefs and court administrators must make it very evident to their staff that upholding procedural justice is a fundamental aspect of their jobs. Making sure that internal management genuinely commands legitimacy in the eyes of the workforce is a crucial component of this communication process. Police and Crime Commissioners may play a significant role in making sure that system legitimacy and procedural justice receive enough attention.
It is crucial to take steps to remedy perceived inequities in sentencing, such as applying uniform criteria and taking mitigating circumstances into account.  The legitimacy of the legal system can be improved by making sure that sentencing procedures are fair and representative of society's values.  Moreover, admitting and addressing cases where punishment may have been influenced by biases can reinforce public confidence (Justice Committee, 2022b). 
Police personnel frequently voice their dissatisfaction with the results of sentence, particularly when repeat criminals are involved.  When expressed publicly, these opinions have the power to sway public opinion.  Aligning police communication with judicial message can be achieved by pushing police officials to advocate for transparency and provide justifications for punishment (Reiner, 2016). 
Engaging local communities through citizens’ sentencing panels or public forums can enhance perceptions of inclusiveness and accountability (Marder, 2016). These initiatives promote dialogue and reduce the distance between judicial authorities and the communities they serve.
2.6 Summary
The important connection between public opinion of punishment and police trust has been examined in this literature review, emphasising how these interrelated factors influence public trust in the criminal justice system as a whole.  It is clear that public discontent with sentencing, which is exacerbated by perceived structural injustices, a lack of transparency, and media misrepresentation, leads to a deterioration in public confidence in both the legal system and law enforcement.
Therefore, efforts to change public opinion must be multifaceted.  The public must be educated about sentencing procedures, structural inequities must be addressed, and transparency must be increased through easily accessible information and open justice efforts.  Promoting alternatives to jail time, such visible community-based sanctions and restorative justice, can also help to match justice objectives with public expectations.
Most significantly, re-establishing confidence necessitates a collaborative approach that bridges the gap between courts and law enforcement.  When both institutions communicate effectively and act publicly within a framework of fairness, accountability, and inclusiveness, the public perceives them as having a shared legitimacy.  Finally, boosting public knowledge and confidence in sentencing is not merely a judicial concern—it is fundamental to restoring long-term trust in the entire criminal justice system.
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