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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 
1.  Main objectives of the Cumbria Citizen’s Panel Survey: 
 

a) Verify and build upon the British Crime Survey (‘BCS’) statistics in relation to 
public confidence measures; 

b) Use Cumbria-specific confidence questions; 
c) Improve understanding of factors influencing public confidence in the criminal 

justice system; 
d) Improve understanding of the impact that various forms of media may have on 

public perceptions of criminal justice; 
e) To produce data that could form the basis of discussion regarding future cross-

agency strategy and operational development.  
 
2.  Although there are methodological differences between the BCS and the Panel Survey, 
it is possible to make valid and worthwhile comparisons in confidence data.  The sample 
size for the BCS is typically around 1,000 people per quarter.  The Panel Survey received 
1217 responses, but not all respondents completed every question.  The key confidence 
measure relating to ‘effectiveness in bringing offenders to justice’ was almost 
identical in both surveys: 
 

• BCS (March 2006) = 50.9% (excluding ‘Don’t knows’) 
• Panel (Summer 2006) = 50.0% (includes all response options) 

 
3.  Across the seven confidence questions, positive responses from both surveys (i.e. those 
people who are ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ confident) are broadly comparable, given the difference in 
methodology, although the Panel Survey results show a weaker confidence level in 
‘respecting the rights of defendants’ and ‘meeting the needs of witnesses’.   
 
4.  The balance between positive and negative responses across all seven confidence 
questions in the Panel Survey shows relative strengths in: ‘bringing offenders to 
justice’; ‘treating witnesses well’; and ‘respecting the rights of defendants’.  A 
similar strength is also apparent from responses to an extra question in the Panel Survey 
concerning ‘dealing with race and hate crime’.  Relative weakness is apparent in: ‘meeting 
the needs of victims’; ‘effective in reducing crime’; and ‘dealing with young people accused 
of crime’.  With regard to ‘dealing with cases promptly and efficiently’ there was an almost 
equal balance between positives and negatives. 
 
5.  The pattern of relative strengths and weaknesses in the seven BCS confidence 
questions is quite distinctive for the whole of the 42 LCJB areas.  Specifically, in every area 
‘respecting the rights of defendants’ is placed at the top of the confidence ‘league’ and 
‘meeting the needs of witnesses’ is placed second.  Conversely, ‘effective in dealing 
with young people accused of crime’ is placed at the bottom of the league in 
every case. 
 
6.  The Panel Survey results suggest that there has been a very slight negative overall 
change in confidence in the criminal justice system in Cumbria over the last 12 months, 
although the great majority of respondents (71%) stated that their confidence 
was about the same. 
 
7.  From the Panel Survey the most commonly indicated factors considered to be 
important in improving public confidence in the criminal justice system in Cumbria 
are: 
 

• Greater visible presence of the police (72% of respondents) 
• Prioritising and targeting those people who persistently commit crime (61%) 
• Stronger sentencing of offenders (47%) 
• Ensuring that those people before the courts are successfully prosecuted (36%) 
• Ensuring that all sentences are fully complied with (35%) 
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8.  The most commonly stated single thing that the criminal justice system generally 
could do to improve confidence in it is ‘harsher and more consistent sentencing’.  This 
was determined from a categorisation of similar themed answers within the free text field 
provided. 
 
9.  The sources having the most significant impact on views of crime and criminal justice 
were stated to be: 
 

• National TV (70%) 
• National press (58%) 
• Local press (54%) 
• Local TV (38%) 

 
These results illustrate the powerful position that national TV has in impacting on 
views of crime and criminal justice.  Although not investigated as part of the survey, this 
influence is likely to come from a combination of news reporting, documentary style 
programmes and even fictional drama.   
 
For the Board, this analysis of the survey data suggests that, in terms of media 
relationships, continued working with local sources has the potential to make a worthwhile 
contribution to improving public confidence, with local press being a significant influencer 
of people’s views.  However, this data also seems to support the view that national press 
and (particularly) television have the potential to ‘outweigh’ local media in 
affecting public confidence.  This could mean, for example, that crime and criminal 
justice issues and stories achieving national coverage have a disproportionate impact on 
local perceptions of local justice performance, although this could of course be in either a 
positive or negative sense. 
 
10.  The sources most commonly used to find information about the criminal justice 
system were stated to be: 
 

• Library or Citizen’s Advice Bureau (56%) 
• The Internet (55%) 
• Local press (29%) 
• National press (28%) 

 
Panel Survey data shows that many people continue to rely on well-established and 
‘official’ sources of information, such as public libraries and Citizen’s Advice Bureau.  
This may be because they offer opportunities for face-to-face contact and assistance.  In 
many respects these two sources are actually information ‘agents’.  That is, they store 
information from a range of ‘suppliers’ and facilitate access to it by their customers. 
 
However, almost the same proportion of respondents would use the Internet as a source.  
This medium offers convenience (assuming that users have ready access to it) and 
potentially huge amounts of information, but also impersonality and possible uncertainty 
about information quality.  The growing power of ‘search engines’ that trawl the Internet is 
both an advantage and a drawback.  These mechanisms for helping the user to locate 
information can list hundreds and thousands of web pages within just a few seconds, but 
they cannot guarantee the accuracy or currency of the content.  
 
11.  It is perhaps encouraging to note that 30% of respondents were already aware 
of the existence of the Board prior to the Panel Survey taking place.  It also acts as a 
baseline for measuring future progress.  The most common source of previous awareness 
was stated to be the local press (39% of responses to this question). 
 
12.  Sentencing of offenders is an issue that has attracted considerable press and media 
attention for some time, both nationally and locally.  The public, and indeed some 
professionals, can be surprised and possibly confused by contrasting sentencing outcomes 
of criminal cases.  The results of the Panel survey already described above confirm 
that sentencing is an ongoing concern for the public in Cumbria.  At national 
government level there has been debate about sentencing policy and the drivers and 
responsibility for the setting of guidelines. 
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In response to the question, ‘Generally speaking, how satisfied are you that sentences for 
criminals fit the crimes committed?’, a clear view was expressed and by a substantial 
margin it was a negative view.  That is, 76% of respondents stated that they were 
either ‘dissatisfied’ or ‘very dissatisfied’.  Significantly, not one respondent expressed that 
they were ‘very satisfied’ and just 7% were unable to commit themselves to a view at all. 
 
13.  The Panel Survey asked three confidence questions relating to community-based 
punishments.  Using a positive or negative view analysis, results were as follows: 
 

• A total of 52% of respondents were either ‘not very confident’ or ‘not at all 
confident’ that community punishments are properly enforced; 

• A total of 72% of respondents were either ‘not very confident’ or ‘not at all 
confident’ that community punishments are effective in preventing re-offending; 

• A total of 53% of respondents were either ‘not very confident’ or ‘not at all 
confident’ that such punishments make a useful contribution to the well-being of 
the community. 

 
Within this survey, ‘community punishments’ are bundled together – clearly, there are 
significant differences between unpaid work (e.g. Community Payback) and curfew orders 
as punishments.  The results from this Panel survey could form the basis of further 
research work examining in greater depth public perception of the types, appropriateness 
and effectiveness of different forms of community punishment. 
 
14.  The final section of the Panel Survey focussed on perceptions of local area crime 
and community safety, including an overall assessment of Cumbria as a safe place to 
live and work. 
 
In aggregate, low level anti-social behaviour is perceived to be the greatest 
problem, with 23% regarding it as a ‘serious problem’ and 53% viewing it as a ‘minor 
problem’ in their area.  This is closely followed by: ‘driving related offences’ (aggregate 
75%); ‘domestic burglary and theft of property’ (73% aggregate); and ‘alcohol-related 
violence and anti-social behaviour’ (72% aggregate).  However, the categories with the 
highest level of ‘serious problem’ responses were: ‘drug-related crime and anti-social 
behaviour’ (26%); ‘alcohol-related violence and anti-social behaviour’ (25%); and ‘low 
level anti-social behaviour’ (23%). 
 
The categories of crime viewed in aggregate by respondents as being less serious 
problems within local areas (although clearly serious crimes in themselves) were stated to 
be: ‘sexual offences including rape’ (22% aggregate); and ‘serious violent crimes against 
the person excluding murder and manslaughter’ (29% aggregate). 
 
15.  Notwithstanding some of the issues discussed earlier in this report, results from the 
Panel Survey show an overwhelming positive confidence overall in Cumbria being a 
safe place to live and work .  A total of 89% of people stated that they were either ‘very 
confident’ or ‘confident’, with just 9% expressing a negative view.  Interestingly, only 2% 
were unable to state either a positive or negative view. 
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SECTION 1: 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
Local Criminal Justice Boards (‘LCJBs’) have an ongoing responsibility to engage and 
consult with the communities that they serve.  To help meet that responsibility, in the 
early part of 2006, Cumbria Criminal Justice Board (‘CCJB’) agreed to undertake a 
consultation exercise to verify and build upon the existing nationally-driven quarterly 
British Crime Survey (‘BCS’).  To achieve this in an effective and cost efficient way, the 
Board commissioned primary research through the Cumbria Citizen’s Panel, which is co-
ordinated by Cumbria County Council.  The primary research work took place during the 
summer months of 2006. 
 
As well as reporting the specific findings of the Citizen’s Panel survey, the purpose of this 
report is to try and interpret those findings, give them a context and make linkages to 
other work, where possible.  In addition, the report could be a tool for promoting 
discussion and debate about future strategic and operational development of Board 
business, particularly with regard to confidence building through joint working. 
 
 
NOTE ON CUMBRIA CITIZEN’S PANEL 
 
The Cumbria Citizen’s Panel (the ‘Panel’) is a sizeable, established consultation forum used 
by a number of local authorities and agencies around the county to inform their policies 
and operational work plans.  Also known as ‘Community Voice’, this forum allows good 
quality and robust research to be undertaken by postal survey at relatively low cost.  The 
Panel is made up of over 3,000 residents of Cumbria, broadly reflecting the demographic 
makeup of the county.  Greater detail on the methodology for the Citizen’s Panel Survey is 
described in the next section of this document. 
 
 
NOTE ON THE BRITISH CRIME SURVEY 
 
The BCS is undertaken by the British Market Research Bureau on behalf of the Home 
Office, with analysis co-ordinated through the OCJR Local performance Delivery Support 
Unit.  In essence, a nationally-representative random sample1 of just over 50,000 people 
aged 16 and over is interviewed on a face-to-face basis each quarter and a rolling ‘annual’ 
performance figure is produced based on the preceding four quarters.  This national 
sample level translates into an average of around 1,000 people in households per LCJB 
area per quarter, and at this level of coverage is considered to be sufficiently robust at 
area level to measure statistically significant change over time.  The questions asked 
within the BCS are wide ranging and help the government to assess the public’s ‘real’ 
experience of crime rather than that which is determined from actual reported crime.  At 
national level, the BCS is regarded as a fairly reliable indicator of people’s experience of 
crime. 
 
The BCS is a significant research process for LCJBs in that the outcomes from it are used 
to assess area performance.  Specifically, the key Public Service Agreement measure of 
improving public confidence in the criminal justice system is determined by responses to 
the single BCS question: ‘How confident are you that the criminal justice system is 
effective in bringing people who commit crimes to justice?’  This is one of seven questions 
that focus on issues surrounding confidence.  Others include: respecting the rights of 
defendants and treating them fairly; meeting the needs of victims; meeting the needs of 
witnesses; dealing effectively with young people accused of crime; dealing with cases 
promptly and efficiently; and effectiveness in reducing crime. 
 

                                               
1 A geographically stratified random sample of private households is taken from the Post Office 
address database covering England and Wales.  In addition, the sample is boosted in a way that 
ensures the survey outcomes are representative of BME community groups. 
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Based on responses to the key question of bringing offenders to justice, the latest available 
data from the BCS (as at March 2006) states that positive public confidence in the criminal 
justice system amongst the Cumbria sample is 50.9%.  This is in fact the highest 
confidence level of any LCJB area in the country, and Cumbria has held this prominent 
position for the last four BCS quarters.  Despite this positioning, and also recognising that 
the BCS is regarded nationally as reasonably robust, the Board felt that it would be useful 
to undertake a Cumbria-specific research exercise that could potentially verify BCS results 
and also enable us to try and explore related issues, such as the factors that influence 
public confidence. 
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SECTION 2: 
SURVEY METHODOLOGY AND INFORMATION ABOUT 
RESPONDENTS 
 
 
STATISTICAL CONFIDENCE LEVELS AND INTERVALS 
 
In analysing any survey, it is important to know the extent to which it is possible to be 
confident about the findings.  In simple terms, it is not possible to be absolutely certain 
about the views of any given population unless all members of that population are 
questioned.  In practical terms, this is very seldom realistic due to the implications for cost 
and time involved in the work, unless the population is very small.  Consequently, a 
‘sample’ is used to provide an indication of how a total population might respond if it were 
possible to question them all.  Based on probability, using different sample numbers it is 
possible to calculate different levels of ‘confidence’ in the survey outcomes. 
 
It is not the role of this report to describe in fine detail the statistical practices and 
calculations involved in arriving at a level of confidence for a set of survey outcomes.  
However, in statistical terms, there are two key calculations of confidence.  The ‘confidence 
level’ (expressed as percentage) indicates how certain we can be that the response from a 
random sample is a true reflection of the result that would have occurred if the whole 
population had been questioned.  The ‘confidence interval’ is the margin of error (+ or -) 
that we are prepared to accept in relation to the responses to questions.  The ‘standard’ 
confidence level for most research purposes is 95%.  The confidence interval is more 
variable, but +/- 5% is not unusual.  Taken together, these figures mean that we can be 
95% certain that the ‘true’ level of response is within +/- 5% of the actual calculation from 
a set of survey data.  In this scenario, when measuring change in data over time, the 
change would have to be at least 5% in order to be statistically significant. 
 
The BCS uses the 95% confidence level and, based on the actual number of people 
interviewed, produces a confidence interval of (typically) around +/- 3%.  The Panel 
survey results (based on a slightly larger sample size) are stated to be at a confidence 
interval of +/- 2.8% at the 95% confidence level.  However, it must be remembered that 
the Panel survey does not use a wholly random methodology. 
 
 
IMPORTANT DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE BCS AND THE PANEL METHODOLOGY 
  
The statistical outputs from the Panel survey are not subject to any adjustment or 
weighting process, and all possible responses to specific questions are enumerated within 
this report unless otherwise stated (e.g. if numbers are very small and not meaningful). 
 
In contrast, the BCS uses a complex weighting process to adjust the raw percentage 
response figures in order that the final published data are as representative of the whole 
population as practicable.  In addition, ‘don’t know’ or other forms of nil response to 
survey questions are excluded from the percentage calculations.  For example, in respect 
of the seven confidence questions, only those respondents who express either a positive 
(very or fairly confident) or negative (not very or at all confident) view are measured.  
Whilst this clearly has some impact on the final data release, the number of ‘don’t know’ or 
other forms of nil response in the BCS is actually very small, and the effect on the local 
data for Cumbria is minimal (probably due to the face-to-face technique of interview and 
questionnaire completion). 
 
The impact of weighting on Cumbria BCS data for March 2006 can be illustrated in the 
following table. 
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Table 2.1: BCS impact of weighting (March 2006 data) 
 
Confidence issue Sample size Raw ‘positive’  

BCS 
percentages 

(excluding don’t 
knows, etc) 

Weighted 
‘positive’ BCS 
percentages 

Bringing offenders to justice 
 

1056 49.1% 50.9% 

Meeting the needs of victims 
 

1029 35.7% 37.4% 

Respecting the rights of 
defendants 

1013 79.5% 79.7% 

Dealing with cases promptly and 
efficiently 

1005 48.5% 50.9% 

Meeting the needs of witnesses 
 

941 67.7% 69.2% 

Reducing crime 
 

1051 43.4% 44.6% 

Dealing with young people accused 
of crime 

1035 30.2% 31.7% 

 
 
GENERAL INFORMATION ABOUT THE RESPONDENT GROUP 
 
All Citizen’s Panel surveys incorporate a number of standard questions that help to 
describe the make up of the actual respondent group and thereby assist general analysis.  
These questions include items such as age, gender and area of residence. 
 
The total respondent number for the Panel survey was 1217 people.  The information and 
diagrams within this sub-section, which illustrates the make-up of the whole respondent 
group, are based on this number unless otherwise stated. 
 
Figure 2.1: Gender analysis 
 

 
 

Citizen's Panel - respondents by gender 

Male 
48% 

Female 
52% 
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The gender split in the respondent group is broadly in line with the actual gender split of 
the county as a whole. 
 
Figure 2.2: Age range analysis 
 

Citizen's Panel - respondents by age group
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Figure 2.2 shows the age range distribution of the respondent group.  In comparison with 
the general population age distribution estimates for Cumbria for 2005, the respondent 
group is over-representative of the ‘45 to 54’ and ‘55 to 64’ age categories and slightly 
under-representative of the ‘35 to 44’ age category.  The most significant under-
representation occurs in the age ‘16 to 24’ category. 
   
Figure 2.3: District of residence analysis 
 

Citizen's Panel - respondent district analysis
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Figure 2.3 shows how the respondent group is made up in terms of district of residence.  
In broad terms, this is fairly close to the proportionate distribution of the total population 
of Cumbria across the six local authority districts with the exception of Eden, which is over-
represented in the survey.   
 
Figure 2.4: Work status of respondent group 
 

Citizen's Panel - respondent work status analysis

Education or training, 1.6%

Working FT, 49.4%

Working PT, 16.2%

Retired, 24.4%

Other, 8.4%

 
 
Virtually half of the respondent group (49.4%) was made up of people in full-time work, 
whilst just over 16% were in part-time work.  Almost a quarter of the group described 
themselves as retired, broadly reflecting the age structure described earlier.  The ‘Other’ 
category includes the unemployed (whether claimants or not), those temporarily or 
permanently sick/disabled, and those looking after a home or family.    
 
 
PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE OF THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM 
 
As a preliminary to the main set of questions, the Panel survey included a short section 
intended to identify the extent to which respondents had had previous experience of the 
criminal justice system in Cumbria.  Four categories of experience were listed and for each 
one respondents were asked to state how recent their experience had been, if at all.  The 
four categories were: 
 

• As a victim of a crime reported to the police 
• As a witness at court 
• As someone prosecuted for an offence 
• As a member of a jury in a trial 

 
Almost one in four of respondents (38%) stated that they had experience of the criminal 
justice system as victims of a reported crime, although in the majority of cases this 
experience was more than three years ago.  There was much less evidence of experience 
in the other three categories, with 14% having previously in court as a witness and 9% as 
a member of a jury.  The respondent group included a small proportion of people (7%) 
who had been through the prosecution process, although none of these had been 
prosecuted within the last twelve months.  
 
A summary of the responses is given in Table 2.2 below. 
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Table 2.2: Summary of respondent experience of the CJS in Cumbria 
 
 % of respondents 

 
Personal experience Within last 

12 months 
Between 1 
yr and 3yrs 

ago 

More than 3 
yrs ago 

Never 

As a victim of a crime 
reported to the police 
 

7% 8% 23% 61% 

As a witness in court 
 
 

2% 1% 11% 86% 

As someone prosecuted for 
an offence 
 

0% 1% 6% 93% 

As a member of a jury in a 
trial 
 

1% 2% 6% 86% 
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SECTION 3: 
PUBLIC CONFIDENCE IN THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE 
SYSTEM IN CUMBRIA  
 
 
The key measure of performance in raising public confidence in the criminal justice system 
relates to the effectiveness in bringing people who commit crimes to justice.  This is a 
Public Service Agreement target for all LCJB areas. 
 
This specific measure runs alongside six other measures of confidence that are surveyed 
quarterly through the BCS.  As mentioned earlier in this report, one of the aims of this 
research was to check BCS confidence findings with those from a dedicated Cumbria 
survey, albeit with a slightly different methodology (see earlier section).  Whilst this means 
that an exact like-for-like comparison of data cannot be made, there are sufficient 
similarities to allow reasonable analysis and conclusions to be drawn. 
 
Using the key confidence measure as a starting point, 50% of the respondents to the Panel 
survey stated that they were either ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ confident that the criminal justice 
system in Cumbria is effective in bringing people who commit crimes to justice.  This is 
almost identical to the latest available BCS figure (March 2006) of 50.9%.  Given the 
methodological differences explained earlier and the slightly larger sample size of the Panel 
survey, this is a reassuring result.   
 
With regard to the remaining six questions concerning confidence, there is a broad 
similarity between the BCS data and the Panel findings, both in terms of the relative 
rankings of responses to the six questions and the actual percentage figures.  The largest 
differences in percentage figures occur in relation to respecting the rights of defendants 
and meeting the needs of witnesses.  Although the Panel results are some way below the 
BCS figures, the number of ‘don’t know’ responses for these two categories in the Panel 
survey was relatively high (see earlier comments about differences in survey 
methodology).  A full comparison of the results from the confidence questions is shown in 
Figure 3.1 below. 
 
Figure 3.1:  Comparison of survey findings on questions of confidence 
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For the purpose of the Panel survey, we included one additional question regarding public 
confidence in the effectiveness of the criminal justice system in Cumbria in dealing with 
race and hate crime.  Just over half of respondents (51%) stated that they were ‘very’ or 
‘fairly’ confident, although a significant proportion of respondents (29%) were unable to 
express a firm view.  This may be partly explained by the fact that Cumbria only has a 
small (but growing) BME population and there are relatively few reported and publicised 
incidents of this nature upon which to base an opinion.   
 
Figure 3.2 below shows the balance between positive views (very or fairly confident) and 
negative views (not very or not at all confident) across all eight of the confidence questions 
contained in the Panel survey.  Positive (and substantial) differentials are noted with 
regard to respecting the rights of defendants, treatment of witnesses and dealing with race 
and hate crimes.  Meeting the needs of victims is the only measure where negative views 
form over half of the responses and this also has the largest negative differential. 
 
Figure 3.2: Comparison of positive and negative views on confidence measures 
from Panel survey 
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CONFIDENCE MEASURES ACROSS ALL LCJB AREAS IN ENGLAND AND WALES 
 
A brief analysis of the latest BCS public confidence data (March 2006) for all local criminal 
justice board areas around the country, helps to place Cumbria performance in context.  
Figure 3.3 below shows how the 42 LCJBs perform across the seven confidence questions.  
The LCJBs are (intentionally) not identified in this chart – what appears to be particularly 
interesting is relative ‘rank’ of each of the seven confidence issues.  For example, every 
area of the country gives ‘respects the rights of defendants and treats them fairly’ the top 
ranking in confidence terms.  Similarly, each area also ranks ‘meets the needs of 
witnesses’ in second place.  Both of these issues appear to attract somewhat greater levels 
of confidence than the remaining five. 
 
At the opposite end of the scale, all 42 areas seem to experience rather less public 
confidence in the ability of the criminal justice system to be ‘effective in dealing with young 
people accused of crime’.  However, there may be a need to clarify what is meant by 
‘dealing’ with young people.  For example, does it mean successfully prosecuting or 
preventing re-offending, or possibly something else?     
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Figure 3.3: Public confidence – BCS data for all LCJB areas as at March 2006 
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CHANGE IN OVERALL CONFIDENCE IN THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM 
 
Following the individual confidence questions, the Panel survey asked respondents to state 
if they were more or less confident in the criminal justice system in Cumbria overall than 
12 months earlier.  If applicable, they were also asked to state what factor(s) has caused 
the change of view.  Factors were not listed and respondents had a free text field to 
complete.  A summary of responses is shown in Figure 3.4 below. 
 
Figure 3.4: Overall confidence compared to 12 months ago 
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Figure 3.4 shows that almost three-quarters (71%) of people feel as confident as they did 
12 months ago.  There has been equal shift (7%) in the proportions that are ‘a little more’ 
or ‘a little less’ confident, but 5% of respondents are actually ‘much less’ confident than 
they were in 2005.  This pattern bears some resemblance to the recent trend in the BCS 
findings, which show the key measure of public confidence easing back from 52% in March 
2005 to 50.9% in March 2006.  
 
A total of 166 people completed the free text box and briefly described what had caused 
their change of view during the year.  Whilst some of these were highly individual 
comments, it is possible to categorise them for the purpose of identifying patterns of 
responses.  The most prominent reason for a negative change in view was that offenders 
are not given strong enough sentences or punishments are too lenient.  This opinion was 
shared by just over 16% of respondents to this question and was also supported by related 
opinions such as: ‘offenders appear to get off with a lot of crimes’ and ‘offenders let 
off/cases dropped’.  Other negative changes in view were accounted for by: ‘personal 
experience of the system’ (8%); ‘increasing crime’ (7%); ‘lack of police action’ (7%) and 
‘fewer police on patrol’ (5%). 
 
In contrast, increased police visibility was included as a reason for positive change of view 
(8%) and this was supported by statements such as: ‘action on drugs and associated 
crime has improved’, ‘crime decreasing’, and ‘starting to target youngsters on the street’.  
Additionally, 6% of respondents who gave a reason stated that there had been a more 
generic ‘improvement in the criminal justice system’. 
 
 
FACTORS CONSIDERED TO BE THE MOST IMPORTANT IN IMPROVING PUBLIC 
CONFIDENCE 
 
A further question asked respondents to specify the factors that they consider to be most 
important in improving public confidence in the criminal justice system in Cumbria.  A list 
of 17 factors was provided and respondents were asked to select from this list the five that 
they believed were most important.  However, respondents were not asked to place the 
five in any particular order. 
 
Outcomes from this question could be significant as the Board tries to understand what it 
might be able to do to improve local public confidence.  Clearly, the use of a pre-selected 
list of factors ‘led’ respondents to some extent, but the factors themselves were chosen to 
reflect themes that are commonly reported in the media and often held to be ‘concerns’ 
amongst the public.   
 
The relative ‘scores’ of the 17 factors are shown in Figure 3.5 below.  Please note that as a 
multiple response question the percentages in the diagram do not add up to 100%. 
 



Cumbria Citizen’s Panel Survey – Summer 2006 

 
Cumbria Criminal Justice Board Research Report 

17 

Figure 3.5: Factors in improving public confidence 
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Figure 3.5 shows that almost three-quarters of respondents included ‘greater visible 
presence of the police’ in their top five list of factors that are important in improving public 
confidence in the criminal justice system.  This was some way ahead of the second most 
common answer ‘prioritising and targeting those people who persistently commit crime’, 
which was included by 61% of respondents.  Only these two options were included by 
more than half of all respondents. 
 
Just under half (47%) included ‘stronger sentencing of offenders’, whilst over one-third 
included ‘ensuring those people before the courts are successfully prosecuted’ (36%) and 
‘ensuring that all sentences are fully complied with’ (35%).  A number of other factors 
were fairly evenly supported, but significantly less importance (included by just 4% of 
respondents) was attached to ‘ensuring that defendants are treated fairly’.  This latter 
point is interesting, in that the earlier analysis of the seven confidence questions shows 
that existing positive confidence in the effectiveness of ‘respecting the rights of people 
accused of crime’ is higher than for any other confidence measure. 
 
Taken together, these two survey outcomes could support the view that, in general terms, 
the public perceive that defendants are already treated fairly and their rights are well 
safeguarded.  In contrast, effectiveness in meeting the needs of victims attracts the 
highest proportion of negative responses in the confidence measures, although perhaps 
surprisingly, only around a quarter of Panel survey respondents feel that ‘providing better 
support for victims of crime’ is an important factor in improving public confidence in the 
system (see Figure 3.5). 
 
As a follow-up question, respondents were asked to specify what single thing the criminal 
justice system could do to improve their confidence in it.  A free text box was provided for 
answers (i.e. respondents did not have to use the wordings supplied in the previous 
question).  To assist with analysis, free text answers with similar ‘themes’ were 
categorised accordingly.  A total of 859 respondents used the free text facility.  By a 
considerable margin, the most prominent category of statements referred to ‘harsher and 
more consistent sentencing’ - mentioned by 361 people (42% of those who answered this 
question).  The second most prevalent statement was categorised under the heading 
‘greater police presence’, which was mentioned by 190 people (22%). 
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The issue of sentencing was also covered by other questions within the Panel survey and is 
further discussed later in this report.  On the basis of the data produced by the Panel 
survey, the impact of visible police presence (or perceived lack of it) on public confidence 
is clearly a substantial issue for a significant number of people.  Coincidentally, the 
recently released findings of Cumbria Constabulary’s own annual Public Consultation 
Survey 2006/2007 revealed that satisfaction with police officer visibility had dropped in 
comparison with the previous year.  This particularly applied to the visibility of foot patrols.  
However, both the Constabulary and the Panel surveys could indicate that the impact of 
patrols made by officials other than uniformed police officers (e.g. Highways Agency and 
Community Support Officers) has not yet become fully embedded in the consciousness of 
the public.      
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SECTION 4: 
IMPACT ON VIEWS, INFORMATION SOURCES AND 
AWARENESS OF THE BOARD 
 
 
IMPACT ON VIEWS ABOUT CRIME AND CRIMINAL JUSTICE 
 
The question of how people’s perceptions of the criminal justice system are constructed 
has been and continues to be the subject of considerable debate.  Apart from direct 
personal experience, individual perceptions can be coloured by a number of different 
external influences.  Amongst these are family, friends, colleagues, the Internet and the 
media in various forms. 
 
One of the purposes of initiating the Panel survey was to try and build upon the findings of 
the BCS and improve the Board’s understanding of which sources have the greatest 
impacts on people’s views about crime and criminal justice.  This would inevitably include 
issues that affect public confidence and be placed in a Cumbria context by virtue of the 
survey sample.   
 
The survey asked simply ‘Which information sources tend to have the most significant 
impact on your views about crime and criminal justice?’  A series of ten sources were listed 
and respondents were asked to select the three most significant.  The results are shown in 
Figure 4.1 below.  Clearly, this was a multiple response option question, and the 
percentages refer to the number of people who included the particular source within their 
top three. 
 
Figure 4.1: Sources having a significant impact on views of crime and criminal 
justice 
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The Panel survey was not constructed to enable in-depth exploration of exactly how the 
impact of these various sources occurs.  Therefore, it is not possible to distinguish between 
the true impact of the source and the effect that occurs by virtue of frequency of use of the 
source.  That is, if a person spends three hours per day watching national TV and only 30 
minutes reading a local newspaper, it is likely that the TV would have greatest impact due 
to the length of exposure.      
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Nevertheless, Figure 4.1 illustrates the seemingly powerful position that national TV has in 
impacting on views of crime and criminal justice, with 70% of respondents including it in 
their top three sources.  Although not investigated as part of the survey, this influence is 
likely to come from a combination of news reporting, documentary style programmes and 
even fictional drama. 
 
For the Board, this analysis of the survey data suggests that, in terms of media 
relationships, continued working with local sources has the potential to make a worthwhile 
contribution to improving public confidence, with local press being a significant influencer 
of people’s views.  However, this data also seems to support the view that national press 
and (particularly) television have the potential to ‘outweigh’ local media in affecting public 
confidence.  This could mean, for example, that crime and criminal justice issues and 
stories achieving national coverage have a disproportionate impact on local perceptions of 
local justice performance, although this could of course be in either a positive or negative 
sense. 
 
 
SOURCES OF INFORMATION 
 
The survey also asked people to state which sources they would use to find out more 
about the criminal justice system.  The possible sources of information listed within the 
questionnaire were the same as the sources of impact, with the addition of libraries and 
Citizen’s Advice Bureau as a further option. 
 
Data produced from the survey in response to this question shows some interesting 
contrasts with that from the preceding question.  In particular, it shows that many people 
(56%) continue to rely on well-established and ‘official’ sources of information, such as 
public libraries and Citizen’s Advice Bureau.  This may be because they offer opportunities 
for face-to-face contact and assistance.  In many respects these two sources are actually 
information ‘agents’.  That is, they store information from a range of ‘suppliers’ and 
facilitate access to it by their customers. 
 
Almost the same proportion of respondents (55%) would use the Internet as a source.  
This medium offers convenience (assuming that users have ready access to it) and 
potentially huge amounts of information, but also impersonality and possible uncertainty 
about information quality.  The growing power of ‘search engines’ that trawl the Internet is 
both an advantage and a drawback.  These mechanisms for helping the user to locate 
information can list hundreds and thousands of web pages within just a few seconds, but 
they cannot guarantee the accuracy or currency of the content.  
 
Relatively less prominent as information sources are national and local press and media.  
The reason for this may well be that these sources are first and foremost rapid turnover 
news orientated services rather than reference sources, although many offer news archive 
facilities that can be used in a research context. 
 
Figure 4.2 below shows the extent to which each of the sources was listed by respondents 
to the survey.  Respondents were able to select as few or as many as they wished.    
 
The relationship between these sources as information providers and their ability to impact 
upon perceptions of crime and criminal justice is an interesting one, but also has 
implications for how the Board might be able to increase public awareness and confidence.    
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Figure 4.2: Sources used to find information about the criminal justice system 
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AWARENESS OF THE BOARD 
 
In order to act as a baseline for measuring future progress, the survey established the 
extent to which the public are already aware of Cumbria Criminal Justice Board’s existence.  
An additional question sought to clarify how people had become aware of the Board, if 
applicable. 
 
Figure 4.3: Previous awareness of Cumbria Criminal Justice Board 
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Figure 4.4: Source of awareness 
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Almost one third of respondents (30%) stated that they were already aware of the Board 
prior to receiving the survey questionnaire.  Although this is a minority figure, it is 
encouraging and acts as a useful baseline for the future.  Whilst it is not possible to say 
when they became aware, the means by which people became aware of the Board 
certainly reflects the relative emphasis on press releases as a form of media contact over 
the last twelve months or so.  During this time, the Board has also attracted some local TV 
and radio publicity and produced literature for public distribution. 
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SECTION 5: 
SENTENCING AND COMMUNITY PUNISHMENTS 
 
 
Sentencing of offenders is an issue that has attracted considerable press and media 
attention for some time, both nationally and locally.  The public, and indeed some 
professionals, can be surprised and possibly confused by contrasting sentencing outcomes 
of criminal cases.  The results of the Panel survey already described above confirm that 
sentencing is an ongoing concern for the public in Cumbria.  At national government level 
there has been debate about sentencing policy and the drivers and responsibility for the 
setting of guidelines. 
 
Some recent national and local media headlines have included: 
 

• 'Life should mean life' - poll 
• Call this justice? 
• Too many in jail, says top judge 
• Release of 53 lifers under fire 
• Reid suspends plans to increase magistrates' sentencing powers 
• Judges told to cut sentences for muggers 
• Sentencing panel calls for some robbers to be spared jail 
• MPs say judges too soft on domestic violence 
• Reforms may let young killers escape life in jail 

 
For this reason, the survey included a question about satisfaction with the match between 
crime and sentence, and more specifically sought views about community based 
punishments, such as community service orders, unpaid work curfew orders, etc. 
 
In response to the question, ‘Generally speaking, how satisfied are you that sentences for 
criminals fit the crimes committed?’, a clear view was expressed and by a substantial 
margin it was a negative view.  That is, 76% of respondents stated that they were either 
‘dissatisfied’ or ‘very dissatisfied’.  Significantly, not one respondent expressed that they 
were ‘very satisfied’ and just 7% were unable to commit themselves to a view at all. 
 
Figure 5.1: Satisfaction with sentencing for crimes committed 
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Notwithstanding the ongoing discussions about the control of sentencing policy and the 
application of specific guidelines, the survey data suggests that a great deal of work needs 
to be done by the criminal justice system to convince the public that the sentences applied 
in criminal cases are generally appropriate, robustly enforced and effective in reducing 
further offending. 
 
 
COMMUNITY PUNISHMENTS 
 
Public satisfaction and confidence in community punishments is one aspect of the wider 
concern with sentencing.  The range of community based punishments has expanded in 
recent years and greater attempts have been made to increase the ‘visibility’ of them 
through developments such as ‘Community Payback’.  The Panel survey asked three 
relevant confidence-focused questions: 
 
‘How confident are you that community based punishments for crimes committed are…… 
 

1) Properly enforced 
2) Effective in preventing re-offending 
3) Make a useful contribution to the well-being of the local community’.   

 
Although some examples of community punishments were provided within the question, 
the number of ‘don’t know’ responses across the three elements (ranging between 13% 
and 18%) may suggest that there is a degree of lack of knowledge and/or understanding 
amongst the public as to exactly what constitutes such punishments and what they are 
intended to achieve.   
 
Responses to the first question show that, overall, there is a negative view about 
enforcement, with a total of 52% feeling either ‘not very confident’ or ‘not at all confident’.  
Conversely, a total of 30% of respondents had a positive view, although only a very small 
percentage was ‘very confident’.  Results are illustrated in Figure 5.2 below.    
 
Figure 5.2: Community based punishments properly enforced 
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Once again, with regard to the effectiveness of community punishments in preventing re-
offending, a substantial majority of respondents (72%) expressed a negative view, with 
only 14% holding a contrary opinion.  The proportion of ‘very confident’ responses was 
similarly small and there were slightly fewer ‘don’t knows’.  See Figure 5.3 for full details. 
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Figure 5.3: Community based punishments effective in preventing re-offending 
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With regard to the contribution made by community based punishments to the local 
community, whilst a greater number of positive views were expressed (34%) the overall 
balance of views remained negative (53%).  Figure 5.4 shows the results for all categories 
of response. 
 
Figure 5.4: Community based punishments make a contribution to the community 
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In aggregate, responses to the questions relating to confidence in aspects of community 
punishments appear to reflect earlier concerns about sentencing generally.  In many 
respects, work to improve public confidence in this area of activity is likely to be required 


