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Literature Review: Media Influence on Public Perception of Serious and Violent Offenders

The relationship between the media portrayals and public perception of serious and violent offenders is a complex dynamic which significantly impacts societal attitudes towards individuals that have been incarcerated for these types of crimes. In the United Kingdom, mainstream media plays a significantly large role in shaping the public discourse around crime which tends to lead to reinforcement of stereotypes and creating higher levels of fear about criminal behaviour. This literature review examines the influence of the media on public perception while focusing on how serious and violent offenders are portrayed and what sort of consequences have occurred due to the way that they are represented. 
As shown in recent years, the media tends to prioritize certain aspects of crime over others with serious and violent crimes being at the forefront of media coverage. Studies have shown that violent crimes such as murder, sexual assault and youth offences are much higher in prioritizing for headline coverage despite having a lower crime rate statistically in comparison to crimes such as theft and burglary (Greer, 2003). 
This style of reporting by the media creates an unnecessary public perception of a specific group on individuals which leads to a highly exaggerated impression of the amount of violent crime being committed by a group of people (Brayford, 2012).
A key feature that is used by the media when reporting crime is called ‘Sensationalism’ which is defined as stories that are produced by the media either stretching the truth of the story, spreading false news which suits their selling capabilities of the story better or making the story seem more exciting and dramatic by including words such as ‘Attack’ or ‘Violence’ in an attempt to appeal to a wider audience. The key motives behind sensationalism across media within television, radio, printed newspapers or social media articles is to create emotions from the public such as excitement, shock, fear and astonishment which can further create stereotypical attitudes the more that stories based on specific crimes are published (Frye, 2005).
Public perception of crime is often more influenced by media representations than firsthand experiences as well as official crime statistics. For example, statistically within the last decade, violent crime rates have dropped across the United Kingdom by around twenty-eight percent but due to how the media represents rare and large stories which occur on average once every four years, fear within the public is still on the higher end of the scale which further provokes other individuals either causing more crimes through believing the articles fully word for word or due to trying to mimic crimes that have received a lot of attention across the nation ( BBC, 2023).
Due to how crimes are projected by the media and then further perceived by the public, it has put an increased strain on the criminal justice system in the United Kingdom to try and clamp down on crimes which statistically are not at the level that they are being projected to be at. The reason for this is because if the public deem the criminal justice system unwilling to do anything about the supposed crimes that are occurring ‘Regularly’ then they will deal with groups of individuals themselves (Garcia-Blanco, 2018).
 An example of this is; due to the ongoing war between Israel and Gaza, statistics show that around two thousand anti-Muslimism incidents have occurred within the UK due to the way that the media has represented the religion of Islam while covering the ongoing war. These incidents range from physical assaults to abusive behaviour to acts of vandalism. On average two out of three of every incident reported was committed on a Muslim woman as well as written threats to mosques within the UK as well as vandalizing buildings and vehicles with the Nazi swastika. These rates have nearly tripled since the year prior due to the way that a whole religion is being projected by the UK media (Monetta, 2024). 
One of the worst represented groups across the UK are youth offenders where studies have shown that between 71 to 80 percent of stories put out by the media about youths are heavily negative portrayals which has further created the stereotype of youth offenders being far more frequent across the UK than they are as well as being a much higher threat to community safety than they are. The media also leaves out vital information about several youth offenders who may have been brought up within a care home system without much educational facilities and financial support which further pushes youth individuals to commit crime out of necessity rather than doing it for fun (Creaney, 2022).
The media driven public perceptions continue to have direct impacts on the criminal justice police which refers to politicians and policymakers alike responding to the fears within the public by creating plans such as mandatory sentencing and higher police presence within areas that the public are most concerned about which takes away plans from evidence-based policing which sole focus is to prevent and rehabilitate crime. The media has previously been quoted to say about services needing to be ‘Tougher on crime’ which is not shown to be as affective but due to the public perception of those who collect their day-to-day information from the media believing that being ‘Tougher’ on crime is the more affective approach (Newburn, 2009).
An example of this approach being taken by the media is with sex offenders, where the media representation and exposure of sex offenders has led to restrictive policies within the UK including residency restrictions and requirements including if they are to change their name, address, bank or card details, then they might need to notify the police depending on the magnitude of the case. Some might argue that this amount of surveillance is a positive approach to sex offenders, but this can continue for an individual that may have had no issues with sex offences for over five years and still must notify the police of their whereabouts. This can further make individuals that have previously committed sex offences feel as if they are never going to rehabilitate from their previous actions and further decide to continue with the crimes as a way of believing that they will never change due to the way that they are treated. This goes against the policing structure of attempting to rehabilitate criminals back into society (Beard, 2023).
Social media plays a significant role in the public perception of serious and violent offenders due to the vast amount of people on different platforms across the country. In comparison to traditional media, social media broadcasts of instances of crime are more current as they can be recorded and uploaded immediately but at the same time they can spread just as much misinformation due to the individual who originally shares it, posting it with a potential personal agenda which can further create and build on stereotypes of individuals who have been involved in crime. Social media also allows anyone to have an opinion on any given matter which can also present dangerous projections as if an individual has a large enough following, they can do further damage to people of different ethnic backgrounds, gender or religious status due to their own personal stigmatisation of a specific group (Itoi, 2023). 
To conclude this literature review it is crucial to know that the media across the board influence public perception of serious and violent offenders in a more negative way than positive way as it is better for sales and views of their stories. Public perception could be changed if there was more of an expression of real statistics to show the number of specific crimes being committed and not being committed (Office for National Statistics, 2017) 
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