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Preface
This report is the third in a series1 on community views about 
crime, courts and sentencing.2 It presents evidence about 
the predictors of punitiveness in a random sample of 1,200 
Victorians.3

This report shows that, in response to abstract questions about 
sentencing, members of the Victorian public are moderately 
punitive. Some people are more punitive than others, with 
several factors underlying punitive attitudes. Beliefs about the 
courts and sentencing, and perceptions of increasing crime, 
bear the strongest relationships with levels of punitiveness. 
Greater punitiveness is also more evident among those who use 
commercial/tabloid media as their main source of information on 
crime and punishment, as well as those with less education and 
those who attest to being politically conservative.

It is useful to consider the finding of a moderately punitive public 
in the context of the Sentencing Advisory Council’s earlier 
reports on community views of alternatives to imprisonment 
and views of the purposes of sentencing (Gelb, 2011a; 2011b). 
The first report shows that, when presented with contextual 
information and asked to provide more considered responses 
to survey questions, people are willing to support the use of 
alternatives to imprisonment. The second report shows that, 
when presented with case studies of specific offenders and 
offences, people’s views of the purposes of sentencing are 
nuanced and complex. In particular, respondents were more 
punitive towards repeat adult violent offenders (preferring 
punishment as the main purpose of sentencing) and were less 
punitive towards first-time young property offenders (nominating 
rehabilitation as the main purpose of sentencing).
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Introduction
The results from this report thus complement those of the 
Council’s earlier reports, showing that, while people hold less 
punitive views when asked about specific types of offender or 
offence, they tend to be more punitive when asked abstract 
questions about sentencing. The Council’s findings from the full 
series of reports are thus consistent with the research literature 
that shows that people tend to think about violent and repeat 
offenders when asked abstract questions about sentencing, and 
thus tend to be more punitive. In contrast, people become less 
punitive when provided with specific scenarios or examples 
to consider. The findings thus show the value in understanding 
the differences in people’s opinions – of providing concrete 
examples as a way of dissecting the more abstract construct of 
punitiveness.123

1 In its first report, the Sentencing Advisory Council found that people 
were strongly supportive of increasing the use of alternatives to 
imprisonment, in particular, for young, mentally ill and drug-addicted 
offenders. In its second report, the Council found that people 
preferred rehabilitation as the most important purpose of sentencing 
for young offenders, first-time offenders and burglary offenders, 
but preferred punishment as the most important purpose of 
sentencing for adult offenders, repeat offenders and serious assault 
offenders. Thus like judges and magistrates, respondents tailored their 
preferences to the circumstances of the specific case before them.

2 Sections of this paper include direct replications of material from the 
first of the Council’s papers (Gelb, 2011a), as the same information – 
in particular, on the methodology of the study – is provided in each 
report.

3 A sample size of 1,200 gives a margin of error of ±2.9%. Details about 
the sample are found on page 8.

There is little doubt that public attitudes to crime and justice 
play a central role in the development of criminal justice policies. 
Given the important role of public attitudes to policy decisions, 
it is critical to understand where this punitive public sentiment 
comes from. In other words, what is driving punitive criminal 
justice attitudes? A large body of research has now been 
developed that identifies the central role played by the media 
in influencing public opinion about crime and justice issues. But 
other factors have also been identified as important influences: 
some are socio-demographic, some reflect instrumental 
concerns, such as the importance of crime in peoples’ lives, 
and some are expressive, reflecting broader social concerns or 
insecurities about the state of the world (Frost, 2010, p. 163).

There is little published scientific evidence from Victoria that 
identifies the factors associated with public punitiveness. This 
report attempts to contribute to the research literature by 
examining the results of a survey of 1,200 randomly selected 
Victorians about a range of crime and justice issues. The 
evidence from this analysis shows that punitiveness is related to 
a constellation of beliefs about the courts and sentencing, and 
perceptions of increasing crime.
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Research into public perceptions of sentencing
One of the statutory functions of the Sentencing Advisory 
Council is to gauge public opinion about sentencing matters.4 
To this end, in 2008 the Council joined a national survey of 
public perceptions of sentencing, funded by the Australian 
Research Council. The research, led by First Chief Investigator 
Professor Geraldine Mackenzie,5 was designed as the first-ever 
Australia-wide representative survey of public perceptions about 
crime, courts and sentencing. The longitudinal research design 
comprised four separate phases, including three surveys and one 
series of focus groups, in order to examine people’s changing 
perceptions over time.6

The Council contributed additional funding to the national 
survey, allowing an extra sample to be obtained in each of the 
three surveys. This additional sample was drawn exclusively 
from Victoria to allow the Council to examine the causes and 
correlates of public perceptions at a greater level of detail.

The last of the three surveys – and the final phase of the 
research as a whole – was completed in mid 2010. Since that 
time the Council has been preparing to present a series of 
short reports on the findings of the Victorian component of the 
research, each analysing a single aspect of the survey data.

This report is the third in this series. It presents analyses of data 
that were collected in the first survey, from late 2008 to mid 
2009. Subsequent reports will cover other topics from across the 
research design, such as confidence in the courts, covering data 
collected from late 2008 to mid 2010.

4 Sentencing Act 1991 (Vic) s 108C(1)(d).
5 The other Chief Investigators for this research are: 

Dr David Indermaur, Professor Rod Broadhurst, 
Professor Kate Warner, Dr Lynne Roberts and Nigel Stobbs. 
Dr Caroline Spiranovic is Research Assistant on the project.

6 Further detail on the methodology and design of the research will be 
published by the Chief Investigators in peer-reviewed journals.
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Research has consistently shown that, when properly 
informed, the public is less punitive than commonly portrayed 
(Gelb, 2006; 2008). Indeed, studies both in Australia and 
internationally have found that, when given more detail about 
a given crime and the available penalties, people’s sentencing 
preferences appear to be very similar to sentencing decisions of 
the courts.7

Despite the voluminous literature in this field, there have been 
few studies that examine the specific issue of predictors of 
punitiveness. Those that have considered the correlates and 
causes of public opinion about sentencing have tended to use 
measures of respondent perceptions of the adequacy of current 
sentencing practice or have asked respondents to impose 
sentences for specific crime scenarios, rather than measuring 
punitiveness per se, separately from perceptions of sentencing. 
Nonetheless, these related studies are useful in considering the 
relationship between socio-demographic and attitudinal variables 
and punitiveness.

7 For extensive analysis of this issue, see generally the work of 
Mike Hough, Julian Roberts and Anthony Doob; for an example of 
Australian research that illustrates this point, see the recent work of 
Kate Warner and colleagues in the Tasmanian Jury Sentencing Study 
(Warner et al., 2011).

Australian studies

In Australia, the most recent research to examine predictors 
of punitiveness comes from the national survey of public 
perceptions of sentencing, of which the current study is a 
part. Spiranovic, Roberts and Indermaur (2011) examined 
the effects of demographic variables, media use variables 
and perception of crime variables in predicting levels of 
punitiveness among a random sample of 5,571 Australian 
adults. Results from a hierarchical multiple regression analysis 
showed that levels of punitiveness (as measured on the same 
seven-item scale as used in the current study) were predicted 
by a number of measures of demographic characteristics, 
media use and attitudes to crime. In particular, higher levels 
of punitiveness were found among men, those with less 
education, those whose main source of information was 
commercial/tabloid media, those who watched more television 
and who were uncritical of the media, and those who had 
higher levels of fear of crime and who believed that crime 
had increased. The strongest single predictor of punitiveness 
was perceptions of crime. Education, commercial/tabloid 
media use and fear of crime were the next strongest 
predictors (Spiranovic, Roberts and Indermaur, 2011, p. 8).

The authors conclude that punitiveness is predicted by a 
complex mix of variables, but that ‘punitive attitudes are 
strongest where perceptions of crime levels are most distorted’ 
(Spiranovic, Roberts and Indermaur, 2011, p. 10).

In their earlier work, Roberts and Indermaur (2007) 
analysed 4,270 responses to the 2003 Australian 
Survey of Social Attitudes, examining the predictors of 
punitiveness per se to identify the factors that underlie punitive 
attitudes to punishment. Punitiveness was measured by 
combining responses to three statements: ‘judges should reflect 
public opinion when sentencing’, ‘people who break the law 
should be given stiffer sentences’ and ‘the death penalty should 
be the punishment for murder’.

Overall, Roberts and Indermaur found that the strongest 
predictors of punitiveness were criminal justice attitudes. They 
developed a four-stage model predicting punitive attitudes. The 
first stage included basic demographic variables – age, gender, 
education and social class. The second stage of the model 
added measures of religiosity and political position. The third 
stage added a measure of respondents’ source of news and 
information, while the fourth and final stage of the model added 
a series of measures of attitudes to the courts and the criminal 
justice system.

Previous research
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In their initial model, higher levels of punitiveness were found 
among men, older respondents, working-class respondents and 
those with fewer years of education. These results are consistent 
with research findings from other countries: lower education has 
consistently been found to predict punitive attitudes (see, for 
example, King and Maruna, 2009 in the United Kingdom; Indermaur 
and Roberts, 2005 in Australia; Dowler, 2003 in the United States) 
and most (though not all) studies have found that men and those 
in lower income groups tend to be more punitive (see, for 
example, Applegate, Cullen and Fisher, 2002 in the United States; 
Kury and Ferdinand, 1999 in Germany). Studies of the relationship 
between age and punitiveness have found inconsistent results.

Increased punitiveness was also associated with a self-reported 
leaning to political conservatism, attending religious services 
at least once a month and relying on commercial television as 
one’s main source of news and information. Finally, a series of 
variables measuring criminal justice attitudes was added to the 
model. Punitiveness was significantly higher among those with 
less confidence in the courts, less accurate perceptions of crime 
and more confidence in police. The final full model accounted for 
38.2% of the variance in people’s punitiveness. Of all the variables 
in the full model, the strongest predictors of punitiveness were 
perceptions of crime and confidence in the courts (Roberts 
and Indermaur, 2007, p. 61). The authors conclude that ‘there 
is a strong constellation of beliefs about crime and justice that 
coalesce, and are only partly influenced by demographics’. They 
suggest that the inaccurate and distorted perceptions of crime 
held by respondents – that overall crime had increased instead 
of stabilising or decreasing as actually seen in trends for crime 
overall across Australia8 – pose a problem in that these attitudes, 
based on inaccurate information, have the potential to influence 
the development of criminal justice policy. To address this 
problem, Roberts and Indermaur recommend public education 
and the provision of information to the public that can ‘address 
the symbolic and emotional issues that punitiveness reflects’ 
(Roberts and Indermaur, 2007, p. 62).

8 The specific issue used to measure perception of crime in this 
study was whether crime had increased, decreased or stayed the 
same over the last two years. As this was an Australia-wide survey 
aimed at understanding attitudes across the country as a whole, 
no specification was made in the question about the crime rate in 
respondents’ particular states or territories. In addition, this question 
asked people for their perception of crime rates overall, rather than 
for any specific form of crime. There may be nuances of opinion that 
are missed by asking about crime in general rather than about specific 
forms of crime. For example, perceptions about violent crime may be 
of greater importance in the development of people’s attitudes than 
perceptions about crime in general. The data used in the Roberts and 
Indermaur 2007 study (the Australian Survey of Social Attitudes 2003) 
did not allow for this differentiation to be made.

Walker, Collins and Wilson (1987) used a different approach to 
measure punitiveness. A random sample of 2,551 people across 
Australia was asked to nominate the appropriate sentence for 
each of 13 offences described to them in a brief scenario, ranging 
from male homosexuality to a fatal stabbing. The analysis found 
that public views of sentencing are not homogeneous – there is 
no single public opinion, but different views that vary depending 
on the seriousness of the crime and the culpability of the offender.

In particular, the study showed that there were several 
socio-demographic correlates of sentencing preferences. 
The most systematic differences in sentencing were found 
for respondent education, as people with higher education 
advocated more lenient sentences. A related variable, income, 
showed similar results, with greater leniency among those with 
a higher income. Men were usually more punitive than were 
women, although this reversed for some of the offences. The 
relationship between age and sentencing varied, with no clear 
pattern emerging. Likewise, no differences were found based on 
political views. Finally, residents of rural areas were more punitive 
than those living in city areas (Walker, Collins and Wilson, 
1987, pp. 4–5). The authors conclude that punitiveness ‘is not 
a characteristic of Australians’ and that the results showed an 
‘unexpected sophistication in public attitudes about crime and 
punishment’ (Walker, Collins and Wilson, 1987, p. 6).
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Studies in other countries

Much of the work on correlates and causes of punitiveness 
has been undertaken in Canada and the United States. As 
with Australian research, the concept of punitiveness has been 
operationalised in various ways by different researchers.

In their consideration of the predictors of punitive beliefs, Payne 
et al. (2004) measured punitiveness by asking 734 randomly 
selected residents of Virginia to impose a sentence for each of 
five crime vignettes. Two sets of independent variables were also 
measured: standard socio-demographic variables and, as a way of 
asking respondents to justify their sentencing choices, responses 
about the purpose of the sentence imposed for each vignette.

When all the variables were placed into a single regression 
model, Payne et al. (2004) found that some of the demographic 
variables were significant predictors of punitiveness, while all the 
justifications were significant predictors. In particular, punitiveness 
was higher among the less educated, older respondents and 
women, although the demographic variables in general were not 
strong predictors and were inconsistent across specific vignettes. 
Beliefs about the value of specific and general deterrence, 
as well as the importance of retribution, were all significant 
predictors of higher levels of punitiveness, while a preference 
for rehabilitation was a significant predictor of lower levels of 
punitiveness. These justifications were consistently stronger 
predictors of punitiveness than were the demographic measures 
(Payne et al., 2004, p. 200). Thus this research supports previous 
work that shows the inconsistent relationships between 
demographic characteristics and criminal justice attitudes 
(Payne et al., 2004, p. 197).

Dowler (2003) chose a different focus for his work, examining 
the influence of the media on punitive attitudes and fear of 
crime. Analysing data from 1,005 randomly selected adults 
from across the United States who participated in the National 
Opinion Survey on Crime and Justice, Dowler measured punitive 
justice attitudes via an 11-item scale covering a range of issues, 
such as sentencing purposes, the death penalty, parole and 
youth sentencing. Media use was measured in terms of the 
frequency of viewing of television crime shows, the number of 
hours of television use and a measure of the main source of news 
on crime. Fear of crime was measured with seven items that 
examined fear or worry about a range of specific types of crime 
(Dowler, 2003, p. 113).

Multivariate analyses predicting the punitiveness measure showed 
that none of the media use variables was a significant predictor 
of punitive criminal justice attitudes. However, some of the 
demographic variables were significant: punitiveness was lower 
among college-educated respondents but was higher among 
those with a low income and those with a high fear of crime. 
In contrast, regressions predicting the fear of crime measure 
showed that regular viewers of crime shows were more likely 
to fear crime, as were women and people with a low income. In 
contrast to previous research, older respondents were less likely 
to report high levels of fear of crime (Dowler, 2003, p. 117).

The importance of fear of crime was also identified by Sprott 
and Doob (1997), whose earlier analysis of data from more 
than 10,000 respondents to the Canadian General Social 
Survey shows that, as the level of fear increases, so does the 
proportion of people who think that sentences are too lenient. 
Even controlling for age, victimisation status and gender, fear of 
crime was still a significant predictor of respondents’ punitiveness 
(Sprott and Doob, 1997, pp. 281–283).

These studies show that it is feasible that media consumption 
has an indirect effect on punitive criminal justice attitudes, via 
the role of fear of crime. That is, rather than leading directly 
to punitive attitudes, media consumption of crime stories 
may lead to increased fear about crime, which in turn leads to 
more punitive attitudes. Indeed, the work of researchers such 
as Johnson (2009) and Costelloe, Chiricos and Gertz (2009) 
consistently demonstrates the importance of fear of crime in 
predicting punitive attitudes. In addition, the important role 
of the media in shaping people’s attitudes about crime is now 
a well-established finding of a substantial body of work, which 
shows that ‘the way that crime is portrayed in the news media 
suggests that crime is more prevalent, more threatening’, leading 
to ‘a distorted view of crime and the utility of punishment’ 
(Roberts et al., 2003, p. 76). This distorted image has been 
said to support a single policy approach to reducing crime: 
‘an expanded and enhanced punitive criminal justice system’ 
(Indermaur, 2000, p. 3).

In her subsequent work with a sample of 1,006 adults in 
Ontario, Canada, Sprott (1999) attempted to define the 
various dimensions underlying public punitiveness. Focusing on 
gender differences in criminal justice attitudes, Sprott’s work 
included measures of demographic characteristics, as well as 
respondents’ knowledge of crime trends and fear of crime. 
Punitiveness was operationalised in two ways: as perceptions of 
the appropriateness of sentences imposed in adult courts (with 
a simple too tough/too lenient question) and with the use of 
specific cases where respondents had to choose a sentence of a 
fine, a community order or imprisonment.
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The only significant predictor of the simple too tough/too lenient 
question in Sprott’s study was perception of crime, with higher 
punitiveness among those who felt that crime was increasing. 
Gender did not predict punitiveness directly; rather, women 
were more likely to believe that crime was increasing, such that 
gender had an indirect effect on punitiveness. When punitiveness 
was measured via the vignettes, the only demographic variable to 
reach statistical significance was education, with more educated 
respondents being more likely to prefer a community order 
rather than a prison sentence. Gender was an inconsistent 
predictor – women were more likely than men to prefer a 
community order for some cases, but not others (Sprott, 1999, 
pp. 470–472). Sprott concludes that women are not generally 
less punitive than men, although they may be in very specific 
instances. She notes that her work lends support to the notion 
that ‘punitiveness, as a concept, is complex, and argues against 
the use of simple, single measures to assess punitiveness’ 
(Sprott, 1999, p. 473).

Summary

In summary, studies of the role of demographic variables 
consistently find that education is the strongest predictor of 
punitiveness, with more highly educated people being less 
punitive. Results for other demographic variables have been less 
consistent. As a group, demographic variables collectively are 
fairly weak predictors of punitive attitudes.

Far stronger predictors are found in variables measuring the 
subjective importance of crime, or ‘crime salience’ (Costelloe, 
Chiricos and Gertz, 2009). These variables measure factors 
such as fear of crime, concern about crime as a social problem 
and crime victimisation experience. Of these, fear of crime has 
been consistently linked with punitiveness, as have measures 
of people’s perceptions of crime as increasing. Victimisation 
experience, on the other hand, is not a predictor of punitive 
attitudes.

The role of the media in shaping people’s punitive attitudes is 
clear, with a plethora of studies in various countries showing 
that people whose main source of news and information is 
commercial or tabloid media are more punitive than are those 
who consume non-commercial or broadsheet media.

The first working hypothesis for this research is thus that, of the 
demographic variables, the strongest predictor of punitiveness 
will be education. The second hypothesis is the type of media 
people use will be a significant predictor of punitiveness. 
Variables measuring crime salience – perceptions of crime and 
worry about crime – should also predict people’s responses 
on the punitiveness scale. And as punitiveness may be seen as 
but one specific instance of a general constellation of criminal 
justice attitudes, it is also hypothesised that other measures of 
criminal justice attitudes – in particular, attitudes to the courts 
and sentencing – will also play a role in this study in predicting 
punitiveness.



8

Data collection

The data collection involved a survey9 of 1,200 Victorians from 
December 2008 to the end of April 2009 using Computer 
Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI) technology. The sample 
was drawn from the Electronic White Pages and numbers 
were dialled using random digit dialling. Respondents were 
English-speaking adults aged 18 or older who were not part of 
difficult-to-contact populations, such as homeless people.

Table 1 shows the characteristics of the 1,200 Victorians in the 
sample.

Despite being a random sample of the Victorian population, 
the survey sample is not entirely representative of the Victorian 
population from which it was drawn. Two differences of note are 
found in the sample’s age and education status.

The survey sample is considerably older than the Victorian 
population: the median age of the adult Victorian population 
aged 18 and older at the 2006 census was 44 years (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, 2007), while the median age of the survey 
sample was 54 years. It is likely that this difference is due, at 
least in part, to the nature of telephone survey methodologies in 
general: this survey technique typically yields a somewhat older 
sample (Steel, Vella and Harrington, 1996), especially with the 
increasing proportion of young people who rely solely on mobile 
telephones and who are thus not captured in sampling frames 
such as the Electronic White Pages.

This older age profile could potentially influence the findings of 
the survey analysis, as research has shown a positive bivariate 
correlation (the relationship between just the two measures) 
between punitiveness and older age, with older people being 
more punitive (see, for example, Walker, Collins and Wilson, 
1987). However, when age is included in multivariate analyses 
with other theoretically relevant variables (considering the 
relationships among a whole range of measures), this relationship 
disappears and age is no longer a significant predictor of 
punitiveness (see, for example, Roberts and Indermaur, 2007). 
As research has shown no consistent relationship between age 
and punitiveness, the older age profile of this sample should not 
directly affect the results of this analysis.

9 The mean duration of the interview was 15 minutes and 37 seconds, 
while the median was 14 minutes and 37 seconds. The survey 
instrument was designed to constrain the duration to less than 
20 minutes, in acknowledgement of the respondent burden that a 
longer survey entails.

The Australian Research Council–Sentencing Advisory Council study: methodology

Table 1: Sample characteristics

Characteristic Sample

Gender

% female 45.7

% male 54.3

Age (years)

Mean 64.5

Median 54

Range 18–90

Education

% with some tertiary education 48.0

Income

% lower 19.3

% middle 70.0

% upper 10.7

Residential location

% metro 54.7

% rural 28.3

% regional 16.2

% remote 0.8

Politics

% left 32.1

% middle 33.4

% right 34.5

Personal experience with the courts

% yes 31.4

% no 68.6
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In addition, the survey sample is more highly educated than 
the Victorian population as a whole: 39.8% of Victorians aged 
15 years and older at the 2006 census had completed a tertiary 
qualification, compared with 48.0% of the survey sample 
having undertaken at least some tertiary education. However, 
the median number of years of education for this sample was 
13 years, and the mean number of years of education was 13.59. 
Thus a person located at the midpoint of the sample in terms 
of number of years of education has completed high school, but 
has not completed a tertiary degree. In addition, the skewness 
of the sample was only 0.48, indicating a small skew towards the 
lower end of the scale (towards fewer years of education). While 
research has shown that higher levels of education are associated 
with lower levels of punitive attitudes (see, for example, Walker, 
Collins and Wilson, 1987), the median and mean values for 
education, and the small positive skew value, all indicate that the 
sample will not present biased estimates of the results.

The other characteristics of the survey sample cannot be directly 
compared with broader Victorian population data due to 
differences in census question wording and response grouping 
(for example, the census asked people for their actual income, 
while the survey asked people to classify themselves as upper, 
middle or lower income). Nonetheless, it is contended that this 
analysis of 1,200 randomly selected Victorians presents a fair 
representation of ‘public opinion’.10

10 The characteristics of this sample of 1,200 randomly selected 
Victorians are consistent with the characteristics found in the larger 
national research project from which these data were obtained. 
The national sample includes 6,005 randomly selected people from 
each state and territory across Australia. The characteristics of this 
sample are also consistent with those of the smaller sample of 300 
randomly selected Victorians found in the Council’s earlier analyses 
of community views on alternatives to imprisonment and community 
views on purposes of sentencing (see Gelb, 2011a; Gelb, 2011b). As 
the sample characteristics are consistent across all three samples, 
it is argued that all three present reasonable representations of the 
Victorian population as a whole.

Measures

Dependent variable: punitiveness
The primary variable of interest in this analysis is a scale 
measuring respondents’ levels of punitiveness.

Punitiveness was measured via a scale of seven items 
(mean = 23.97, SD = 5.60), with a Cronbach’s alpha11 of 0.84, 
meaning that the scale had very good reliability. The 
development of this measure (and indeed, all of the measures 
in the study) was the result of an intensive process of both 
theoretical development and quantitative testing with an initial 
pilot study.

The individual items that were combined to form the scale were 
as follows:

• The death penalty should be the punishment for murder.

• People who break the law should be given stiffer sentences.

• The courts are too soft on offenders.

• The tougher the sentence, the less likely an offender is to 
commit more crime.

• Rehabilitation is not taken seriously by criminals.

• High crime rates are mainly an indication or sign that 
punishments are not severe enough.

• The most effective response to crime is to have harsher 
sentences.

All items were measured on a five-point Likert scale, ranging 
from 1 = ‘Strongly disagree’ to 5 = ‘Strongly agree’. The 
individual item responses were added to compute a scale score 
for each respondent, with a possible score ranging from 7 to 35. 
Higher scores on the scale indicate a higher level of punitiveness, 
or a greater desire for punishment of offenders.

11 Cronbach’s alpha is a commonly used measure of the internal 
consistency or reliability of a psychometric test that assesses how 
well the items in a scale are all measuring a single, underlying construct.
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Independent variables: socio-demographic characteristics
The following socio-demographic and background characteristics 
were measured for each participant in the survey:

• gender;

• age (in years);

• education completed (in years);

• income (self-assessed as lower, middle or upper);

• residential location (self-assessed as metropolitan, rural, 
regional or remote);

• politics (self-assessed 0–10 scale of left/right);

• experience with the criminal justice system (yes or no); and

• media use (commercial/tabloid or non-commercial/
broadsheet).

Independent variables: attitudinal variables
This survey was designed to cover a range of theoretically 
relevant variables, based on the existing literature in the field.

Several scales were created to measure a variety of constructs 
that are theoretically relevant to the study of public opinion 
about sentencing. Table 2 describes the characteristics of the 
scales used in the analysis (see Appendix A for a description of 
each of the constructs underlying these scales).

Table 2: Scale characteristics

Scale name Number of items Scale mean (SD) Cronbach’s alphaa

Evaluation of the media 5 11.25 (3.52) 0.83a

Perception of crime 3 11.62 (2.25) 0.71a

Worry about crime 3 4.91 (2.08) 0.68a

Egalitarian courts 3 9.34 (2.34) 0.64a

Judges should reflect public opinion 3 10.34 (2.97) 0.84a

Appropriate sentences 5 19.88 (3.13) 0.80a

Acceptance of alternatives to imprisonment 5 18.02 (3.29) 0.65a

Confidence 7 19.70 (5.62) 0.84a

Punitiveness 7 23.97 (5.60) 0.84a

a Although the social science literature typically uses a Cronbach alpha level of 0.70 as the cut-off for ‘acceptable’ scale reliability, this value alone 
does not provide an entirely accurate assessment of a scale. Cronbach’s alpha is a function of the number of items in a scale: a scale with only a 
small number of items (such as the ‘egalitarian courts’ scale) will have a better average inter-item correlation than a larger scale with the same 
alpha value (Cortina, 1993). While the three scales with alpha values just below 0.70 are less than optimal (George and Mallery, 2003), they are 
considered in the current context to be of sufficient value to be included as scale measures in this analysis.
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Results

Figure 1: Distribution of responses on the punitiveness scale
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The 1,200 participants in this survey could be classified as 
‘moderately’ punitive. Responses on the punitiveness scale 
ranged from a low of 8 to a maximum of 35, with a mean of 
23.97 (SD = 5.60). The most commonly occurring score on 
the scale (the mode) was 26, while the percentile scores were 
as follows:

• 25th percentile = 20 (one-quarter of respondents fell 
below this score);

• 50th percentile = 25 (the median, or the score below 
which half of all responses were located); and

• 75th percentile = 28 (three-quarters of respondents fell 
below this score).

Figure 1 illustrates the distribution of responses on the 
punitiveness scale. It shows that the distribution was somewhat 
skewed towards the higher, or more punitive, end. That is, 
the distribution indicates that respondents were somewhat 
more punitive than would be expected were responses 
normally distributed.
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The distribution of responses on the punitiveness scale 
for this sample of 1,200 is very similar to that found in the 
national research funded by the Australian Research Council. 
In a comparison of public punitiveness in each state and 
territory across Australia, Roberts, Spiranovic and Indermaur 
(forthcoming) used a sample of 6,005 randomly selected 
respondents to determine if there were any jurisdictional 
differences in attitudes to sentencing. The authors found that 
Victorian scores on the punitiveness scale were not significantly 
different from those in the other states and territories, except 
for Western Australia (which had higher levels of punitiveness 
than did Victoria). The mean punitiveness score for Victorians in 
the Australia-wide analysis was 23.50, which is almost identical to 
the mean score found for this sample of 1,200 people (23.97).

Bivariate relationships

This section examines the bivariate relationships between 
various socio-demographic and attitudinal variables and 
punitiveness in order to understand the types of people who 
are more or less punitive.

The first step in the analysis, presented below, involved 
identifying the strength of the unique bivariate relationship 
between each of the independent variables and the dependent 
variable (punitiveness). This analysis was conducted in order to 
identify those variables that were statistically significantly related 
to punitiveness, for further analysis. The second step, discussed in 
the following section, involved multivariate analysis to identify 
significant predictors of punitiveness, taking into account all the 
other variables in the model.

Bivariate correlations were first calculated for each of the 
continuous variables12 (presented in Table 3). For the categorical 
variables – gender, education (tertiary), income (lower), region 
(metro), media use (commercial/tabloid) and experience with the 
courts – independent-samples t-tests13 were conducted to 
compare the mean scores on the punitiveness scale in each 
variable’s groups.

Table 3 contains the values of the bivariate correlations between 
each of the socio-demographic and attitudinal variables14 and the 
punitiveness scale.15 The table shows that all of the attitudinal 
variables were significantly correlated with the punitiveness 
scale, as was the respondent’s self-classification on the political 
spectrum, with people who classified themselves as more 
conservative scoring higher (more punitive) on the scale.

12 Correlations are used for identifying the strength of relationships 
between two continuous variables (scales).

13 The t-tests are used for identifying the strength of relationships 
between a continuous variable and a categorical variable with 
two groups.

14 See Appendix A for a description of, and coding guide for, each 
attitudinal variable.

15 The punitiveness scale was coded such that a higher value indicated 
higher levels of punitiveness.
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A moderate correlation was found between punitiveness 
and two other scales: a belief that judges should reflect public 
opinion when sentencing (r = 0.485) and perceptions of crime 
(r = 0.452). Thus people who thought that judges should 
consider public opinion in their decisions, and people who 
believed that crime had increased, had significantly higher levels 
of punitiveness.

Finally, punitiveness had small correlations with a number of 
scales. Worry about crime17 (r = 0.276) was significantly related 
to punitiveness, with higher levels of punitiveness being found 
among people who were more worried about crime. People 
who did not support alternatives to imprisonment for certain 
offenders (r = −0.267) or who did not believe that the courts 
were fair18 (r = −0.253) were also more punitive.

Of the categorical variables examined in the t-tests, four 
showed statistically significant differences in mean scores on the 
punitiveness scale: media use, education, income and region.19 
There were no significant differences in the mean punitiveness 
scores for gender or for experience with the courts.20

17 The questions in this scale asked people how ‘worried’ they have 
been about becoming a victim of violent crime, and how safe they 
have felt at home or in their neighbourhood at night. The word 
‘worry’ is somewhat more emotive than the word ‘concern’, which is 
sometimes used to measure essentially the same construct.

18 ‘Egalitarianism’ is not strictly identical to ‘fairness’. The questions 
in this scale asked respondents whether courts treat people with 
respect, listen to people and are sensitive to people’s concerns. 
The word ‘egalitarian’ attempts to capture the overall construct 
represented by these questions.

19 Levene’s test for equality of variances was not significant for income 
and region, such that equal variances were assumed for the t-test 
results. The test for equality of variances was significant for media use 
and education, such that equal variances were not assumed for the 
t-test results.

20 Separate t-tests were conducted to determine if victims of crime had 
different levels of punitiveness. No significant differences were found 
between victims (n = 63) and non-victims. 

Table 3: Relationship between continuous socio-demographic 
and attitudinal variables and the punitiveness scale

Measure Correlation with 
punitiveness scale

Age 0.009**

Politics 0.267**

Evaluation of the media 0.056**

Perceptions of crime 0.452**

Worry about crime 0.276**

Egalitarian courts −0.253**

Judges should reflect public opinion 0.485**

Appropriate sentences 0.628**

Alternatives to imprisonment −0.267**

Confidence in sentencing −0.534**

** = Relationship is statistically significant at the p < 0.01 level.

The scale that was most highly correlated with the punitiveness 
scale was ‘appropriate sentences’: a greater perception 
of current sentences as too lenient was strongly16 and 
significantly related to higher levels of punitiveness (r = 0.628). 
High scores on the punitiveness scale were also significantly 
correlated with low levels of confidence in sentencing 
(r = −0.534). Both ‘appropriate sentences’ and ‘confidence in 
sentencing’ are thus separate from, but strongly related to, the 
construct of punitiveness.

16 There is no definitive guide for how large a coefficient should be 
before it is considered ‘strong’. Cohen (1988) suggested the 
following: correlation coefficients of 0.10 are ‘small’, those of 0.30 are 
‘medium’ and those of 0.50 and above are ‘large’ in terms of their 
effect sizes (Cohen, 1988, pp. 77–81). However, other distinctions 
have also been suggested. For example, Hemphill (2003) examined 
two large, diverse reviews of the psychological research literature 
and proposed the following cut-off points: less than 0.20, 0.20 to 
0.30, and more than 0.30 (Hemphill, 2003, p. 78). Indeed, Hemphill 
suggests that ‘the value Cohen used to represent a large correlation 
coefficient occurs somewhat infrequently in many key research 
studies in psychology and that a lower value might be warranted in 
some instances’ (Hemphill, 2003, p. 79).
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Media use
There was a significant difference in the mean scores on the 
punitiveness scale between those who use non-commercial/
broadsheet media (M = 22.23, SD = 5.81) and those who 
use commercial/tabloid media (M = 25.61, SD = 4.85); 
t(1,124) = 10.85, p < 0.001. That is, people whose main source 
of information was commercial/tabloid media were significantly 
more punitive than were those who relied on non-commercial/
broadsheet media.

Education
There was also a significant difference in the mean scores on 
the punitiveness scale between the two education groups, 
with respondents who had some level of tertiary education 
(M = 22.03, SD = 5.84) being significantly less punitive than 
were those with no tertiary education (M = 25.76, SD = 4.70); 
t(1,096) = 12.07, p < 0.001.

Income
There was a significant difference in levels of punitiveness 
between the two income groups, with people who classified 
themselves as lower income (M = 24.83, SD = 5.72) being 
significantly more punitive than those who classified themselves 
as being of middle or upper income (M = 23.76, SD = 5.55); 
t(1,182) = 2.60, p = 0.010. The magnitude of the difference in 
mean punitiveness scores based on income, although statistically 
significant, was nonetheless rather small.

Region
Finally, there was a significant difference in levels of punitiveness 
based on self-nominated region of residence. People who lived 
in a metropolitan area (M = 23.45, SD = 5.75) were significantly 
less punitive than were people who lived outside a metropolitan 
area (M = 24.58, SD = 5.34); t(1,188) = 3.49, p = 0.001. As with 
income, the magnitude of the difference in mean punitiveness 
scores based on region, although statistically significant, was also 
rather small.

Multivariate relationships: predictors of 
punitiveness

This section identifies significant predictors of punitiveness, taking 
into account the effects of all the other variables being examined. 

The predictors in each model were chosen on the basis of the 
bivariate relationships: only those variables that had a statistically 
significant relationship with the dependent variable were included 
in the model.

The predictors were entered in a hierarchical model, in the 
following three blocks:

1. Background variables – demographic variables (politics, 
education, income and region) and media use variables (use 
of commercial/tabloid media).

2. Perception of crime variables – knowledge of, and attitudes 
towards, crime (perception of crime levels and worry 
about crime).

3. Attitude to courts variables – opinion on courts (egalitarian 
courts) and on sentencing (judges should reflect 
public opinion, appropriate sentences, alternatives to 
imprisonment and confidence in sentencing).

These blocks were developed based on the research literature 
that shows that perception of crime is consistently a strong 
predictor of crime and justice attitudes (such as attitudes about 
sentencing and levels of punitiveness), while demographic factors 
are related to crime and justice attitudes only inconsistently. In 
particular, media use is thought to influence fear/worry about 
crime and perceptions of crime levels, which in turn are thought 
to affect criminal justice attitudes more broadly.21 Figure 2 
illustrates this theoretical model.

21 This model varies slightly from the model presented by the Council 
in its 2011 research paper, Alternatives to Imprisonment: Community 
Views in Victoria. In that paper, the positions of blocks two and three 
were reversed, such that the measures of attitudes to sentencing 
preceded the measures of perceptions of crime. The order has been 
reversed in this paper based on the research literature specific to the 
question of predictors of punitiveness. 
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Figure 2: Theoretical model underlying the hierarchical regression analyses
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Table 4: Linear regression predicting punitiveness scale

Unstandardised 
coefficients

Standardised 
coefficients

Step Predictor B Standard 
error Beta t Significance sr2

1 Background variables

Politics 0.460 0.062 0.215 7.479 0.000** 0.045

Education (tertiary) −2.834 0.326 −0.256 −8.692 0.000** 0.062

Income (lower) 0.619 0.406 0.044 1.525 0.128** 0.002

Region (metro) −0.303 0.322 −0.027 −0.941 0.347** 0.001

Media use (commercial) 2.371 0.323 0.215 7.349 0.000** 0.044

2 Background + crime variables

Politics 0.379 0.056 0.177 6.736 0.000** 0.030

Education (tertiary) −1.876 0.303 −0.170 −6.189 0.000** 0.026

Income (lower) 0.082 0.371 0.006 0.222 0.824** 0.000

Region (metro) −0.266 0.296 −0.024 −0.898 0.370** 0.001

Media use (commercial) 1.828 0.295 0.166 6.193 0.000** 0.026

Perception of crime 0.845 0.069 0.346 12.276 0.000** 0.101

Worry about crime 0.320 0.073 0.121 4.390 0.000** 0.013

3 Background + crime + courts variables

Politics 0.169 0.046 0.079 3.693 0.000** 0.006

Education (tertiary) −1.285 0.243 −0.116 −5.286 0.000** 0.012

Income (lower) 0.099 0.297 0.007 0.333 0.739** 0.000

Region (metro) −0.091 0.236 −0.008 −0.386 0.699** 0.000

Media use (commercial) 1.306 0.237 0.118 5.503 0.000** 0.013

Perception of crime 0.407 0.059 0.167 6.939 0.000** 0.021

Worry about crime 0.155 0.058 0.059 2.655 0.008** 0.003

Egalitarian courts 0.198 0.060 0.084 3.292 0.001** 0.005

Judges should reflect public opinion 0.428 0.043 0.230 10.070 0.000** 0.043

Appropriate sentences 0.596 0.047 0.341 12.695 0.000** 0.069

Alternatives to imprisonment −0.123 0.037 −0.074 −3.341 0.001** 0.005

Confidence −0.146 0.030 −0.148 −4.845 0.000** 0.010

** = Relationship is statistically significant at the p < 0.01 level.
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Table 4 shows the results of the hierarchical linear regression 
analysis undertaken to predict responses to the scale measuring 
punitiveness. The regression included all the variables that had 
significant bivariate relationships with the dependent variable.22 
The results are presented for each of the three models, as blocks 
of variables were sequentially entered.

In the first step of the regression, the four demographic 
predictors and the media variable were entered into the 
equation. This model predicted 20% of the variance in the 
scale (adjusted R2 = 0.198). The strongest of the predictors in 
this initial model was education (Beta = −0.256, t = −8.692, 
p < 0.001), accounting for more than 6% of the unique variance 
in the model (sr2 = 0.062).23 Thus people with lower levels of 
education were more likely to be punitive. Politics (Beta = 0.215, 
t = 7.479, p < 0.001; sr2 = 0.045) and commercial/tabloid 
media use (Beta = 0.215, t = 7.349, p < 0.001; sr2 = 0.044) 
were also significant predictors in this model, with punitiveness 
higher among conservative respondents and consumers of 
commercial/tabloid media.

Adding the two predictors on opinions about crime increased 
the explanatory power of the model by 14% (to an adjusted 
R2 of 0.340). Both perceptions of crime (Beta = 0.346, 
t = 12.276, p < 0.001) and worry about crime (Beta = 0.121, 
t = 4.390, p < 0.001) were significant predictors in this second 
model, although the effect was far greater for perceptions of 
crime, which accounted for fully 10.1% of unique variance 
(sr2 = 0.101), than for worry about crime (sr2 = 0.013). While 
each of the three significant demographic predictors from the 
first model was still significant in the second model, their effects 
were weakened by the inclusion of the variables measuring 
opinion about crime.

22 The categorical variables were entered into the regression equation 
as dummy variables, coded 0 or 1. Thus education (tertiary) was 
coded as 0 = non-tertiary education and 1 = tertiary education, 
income (lower) was coded as 0 = upper/middle income and 
1 = lower income, region (metro) was coded as 0 = non-metropolitan 
region and 1 = metropolitan region, and media use (commercial) was 
coded as 0 = non-commercial/broadsheet media and 
1 = commercial/tabloid media.

23 The squared semi-partial correlation (sr2) is equivalent to the change 
in variance explained (R2) when each individual variable is added 
into the model. It thus represents the amount of unique variance 
contributed by each individual variable in the model.

Finally, adding the third block of five predictors measuring 
opinion on courts and sentencing increased the explanatory 
power of the model by a further 24%, resulting in an 
adjusted R2 of 0.581, meaning that the final model as a whole 
predicted 58.1% of the variance in responses to this scale 
(adjusted R2 = 0.581, F(12) = 114.98, p < 0.001). This model was 
thus very successful in predicting levels of punitiveness.24

Almost all of the predictors attained statistical significance in this 
model, when holding constant the effects of the other predictors. 
Neither income nor region was statistically significant, once the 
effects of all the other variables were taken into account in the 
model, but the other three demographic variables remained 
statistically significant.

The strongest predictor of punitiveness was appropriate 
sentences: people who felt that current sentences were too 
lenient were more likely to hold punitive views (Beta = 0.341, 
t = 12.695, p < 0.001; sr2 = 0.069). People were also more likely 
to be punitive if they believed that judges should reflect public 
opinion when sentencing (Beta = 0.230, t = 10.070, p < 0.001; 
sr2 = 0.043). Although its effect was weaker in this third and final 
model, perceptions of crime remained significant, with higher 
levels of punitiveness among people who perceived that crime 
had increased (Beta = 0.167, t = 6.939, p < 0.001; sr2 = 0.021). 
People who had lower levels of confidence in sentencing were 
also more likely to be punitive (Beta = −0.148, t = −4.845, 
p < 0.001; sr2 = 0.010).

Thus three of the four strongest predictors of punitiveness in 
the final model were measures of public opinion about courts 
and sentencing.

Of the demographic variables in the final model, the original 
three remained significant predictors of punitiveness, although 
once again their effects were smaller than in the previous model. 
People whose main source of information was commercial/
tabloid media were more likely to be punitive (Beta = 0.118, 
t = 5.503, p < 0.001; sr2 = 0.013), as were people who did not 
have any tertiary education (Beta = −0.116, t = −5.286, p < 0.001; 
sr2 = 0.012) and those who classified themselves as politically 
conservative (Beta = 0.079, t = 3.693, p < 0.001; sr2 = 0.006).

The remaining variables, although having less influence in 
predicting punitiveness, were nonetheless statistically significant. 
Thus higher levels of punitiveness were found among people 
who were less willing to accept alternatives to imprisonment 
(Beta = −0.074, t = −3.341, p = 0.001) and people who were 
more worried about crime (Beta = 0.059, t = 2.655, p = 0.008). 

24 An adjusted R2 of 0.581 is considered to be a very large effect size 
in this type of research. Cohen (1988) proposed defining small effect 
sizes as those with an R2 of 0.02, medium effect sizes as those with 
an R2 of 0.13 and large effect sizes as those with an R2 of 0.26.
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Higher levels of punitiveness were also found among people who 
believed in the fairness of the courts (Beta = 0.084, t = 3.292, 
p = 0.001). This finding is somewhat unexpected and it is unclear 
why this may be the case. One possibility is that the nature of 
the questions themselves may have led to this anomalous finding. 
This scale is comprised of three items that asked respondents 
whether courts treat people with respect, listen to people and 
are sensitive to people’s concerns. It is at least feasible that 
respondents may have been thinking about defendants as the 
questions did not refer to either victims or defendants. Thus 
people may have meant that the courts are too fair in their 
treatment of defendants. A definitive explanation for this finding 
is beyond the scope of the survey itself.

Multivariate relationships: path analysis

The linear regression presented above provides information on 
the direct predictors of punitiveness; that is, on the variables that 
have a direct effect on punitiveness, taking into account all the 
other variables in the model. However, there are sure to be 
indirect predictors of punitiveness as well: predictors that play a 
role in levels of punitiveness via other variables, following 
indirect paths.

In order to gain a more detailed understanding of the indirect 
pathways that predict punitiveness, a path analysis was 
conducted.25 While a path analysis does not definitively establish 
the direction of causality (as it depends on the pre-specified 
model that has been proposed), it does provide estimates of the 
magnitude and significance of hypothesised causal connections 
among the variables. That is, once a model has been identified 
based on theoretical grounds, the strengths of the relationships 
among the variables in the models can be tested. The following 
discussion thus attempts only to identify which are the more 
important pathways in the model; causation is not inferred from 
this analysis.

25 A path analysis allows both direct and indirect predictors of a 
variable to be identified, as well as the strengths of the various 
pathways. Essentially, a path analysis involves a series of linear 
regressions, predicting one variable at a time by changing it from 
an independent variable to a dependent variable and using the 
preceding variables in the theoretical model as predictors. The 
resulting path coefficients are the standardised regression coefficients 
(the beta weights). For example, to understand indirect paths to 
punitiveness that run via ‘egalitarian courts’, this variable becomes 
the dependent variable with all preceding variables in the ‘crime’ and 
‘background’ blocks used as predictors. 

As it is beyond the scope of this paper to identify in detail every 
one of the 35 statistically significant26 pathways found for this 
model, instead a brief overview of the key points will be presented.

There are three variables that stood out as having multiple 
significant pathways, both direct and indirect, to punitiveness. 
The first of these was politics. In addition to its direct pathway to 
punitiveness, politics was linked indirectly to punitiveness via the 
following five variables: perceptions of crime, a belief that judges 
should reflect public opinion, appropriate sentences, alternatives 
to imprisonment and confidence in sentencing. Thus people who 
classified themselves as politically conservative were more likely 
to perceive crime as increasing and to have negative attitudes 
towards the courts and sentencing.

Media use was also linked to punitiveness both directly and 
indirectly via the following five variables: perceptions of crime, 
worry about crime, egalitarian courts, a belief that judges should 
reflect public opinion and confidence in sentencing. That is, 
people who relied on commercial or tabloid news for information 
were more likely to perceive crime as increasing, to worry about 
crime and to hold negative attitudes towards the courts.

Finally, perception of crime was linked to punitiveness both 
directly and via all five variables measuring opinions on courts 
and sentencing. That is, people who perceived that crime 
had been increasing were more likely to believe that judges 
should reflect public opinion when sentencing and that current 
sentences are too lenient, and were less likely to believe in the 
fairness of the courts, to accept alternatives to imprisonment for 
certain offenders and to have confidence in the courts.

The prominence of the perception of crime variable in this model 
is noteworthy. Perception of crime was linked to punitiveness by 
a total of six direct and indirect paths, running through each of 
the variables measuring people’s opinions about the courts and 
sentencing. Perception of crime was predicted quite successfully 
by just the background variables in the model: people who were 
politically conservative, less educated, lower income and relied 
on commercial/tabloid media were more likely to perceive that 
crime had increased. These four variables accounted for almost 
10% of the variance in perception of crime (adjusted R2 = 0.098). 
The strongest pathway to perception of crime was education 
(Beta = −0.205, t = −7.015, p < 0.001), followed by media use 
(Beta = 0.126, t = 4.350, p < 0.001), such that people with less 
education and those whose main source of information was 
commercial or tabloid media were more likely to perceive that 
crime had increased. Thus perception of crime is an important 
variable in understanding the indirect effects of socio-demographic 
and background variables on levels of punitiveness.

26 There were 35 paths that were significant at the p < 0.05 level in the 
path analysis.
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The 1,200 randomly selected Victorians who participated in 
this survey were asked a variety of questions to measure their 
opinions on crime, courts and sentencing. By measuring a series 
of variables that are theoretically linked, the survey has allowed 
an analysis of predictors of punitiveness based on relevant 
variables drawn from the research literature.

The key findings to emerge from this study are as follows:

1. The 1,200 respondents to this survey were moderately 
punitive, with responses to the punitiveness scale skewed 
slightly towards the higher end of the scale. On a possible 
scale of 8 to 35, the average score was 24 while the 
median score was 25.

2. Higher levels of punitiveness were significantly related to 
all of the attitudinal variables as well as three of 
the socio-demographic ones. In particular, greater 
punitiveness was significantly related to the variables in the 
following ways:

a. people who perceived that current sentences were 
too lenient were more likely to be punitive;

b. people who believed that judges should reflect 
public opinion when sentencing were more likely 
to be punitive;

c. people who perceived that crime levels had been 
increasing were more likely to be punitive;

d. people who held low levels of confidence in sentencing 
were more likely to be punitive;

e. people who relied on commercial/tabloid media as 
the main source of information were more likely 
to be punitive;

f. those who had not undertaken any tertiary education 
were more likely to be punitive;

g. those who classified themselves as politically 
conservative were more likely to be punitive;

h. those who believed in the fairness of the courts were 
more likely to be punitive;

i. those who were less willing to accept alternatives to 
imprisonment for certain offenders were more likely 
to be punitive; and

j. people who worried more about crime were more 
likely to be punitive.

3. Victims of crime were no more punitive than were those 
who had not experienced crime victimisation. There were 
also no differences in punitiveness based on age or gender.

4. High levels of punitiveness were most significantly 
predicted by respondents’ opinions on courts and 
sentencing: a perception that current sentences were too 
lenient, low levels of confidence in sentencing and a belief 
that judges should reflect public opinion when sentencing.

5. Punitiveness was also significantly predicted by 
respondents’ perceptions of crime: those who believed that 
crime had increased were more punitive.

6. Perception of crime also played a central role in the path 
model through its indirect effect on punitiveness. People 
who were politically conservative, less educated, lower 
income and who relied on commercial/tabloid media were 
more likely to perceive that crime had increased.

The clearest of this study’s findings is that people’s perceptions 
of crime27 play a substantial and significant role, both directly and 
indirectly, in punitive attitudes and levels of punitiveness. These 
findings are consistent with previous Australian and international 
research on predictors of punitiveness. They align very closely 
with the findings of Spiranovic, Roberts and Indermaur (2011), 
whose analysis of almost 6,000 Australians found that the 
strongest predictors of punitiveness were perceptions of crime, 
education, commercial/tabloid media use and fear of crime. 
The findings are also consistent with earlier work by Roberts and 
Indermaur (2007), highlighting the importance of perceptions 
of crime and confidence in the courts. Finally, the results of this 
study are consistent with a number of international studies that 
have shown the importance of perceptions of crime, even when 
measuring punitive attitudes in different ways.

27 Perceptions of crime were measured via a three-item scale that 
covered crime in general, property crime and violent crime. The 
following questions were used: In your opinion, do you think that the 
level of crime overall in Victoria has increased, decreased or remained 
the same over the past two years? In your opinion, do you think that 
the level of burglary in Victoria has increased, decreased or remained 
the same over the past two years? In your opinion, do you think that 
the level of murder in Victoria has increased, decreased or remained 
the same over the past 10 years? These questions were designed to 
attempt to capture some of the nuances of opinion that are likely to 
exist when differentiating among different categories of crime.

Summary and discussion
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The results of this study with regard to the relationship 
between victimisation and punitiveness are also consistent with 
the research literature. There is now a general consensus that 
victims of crime are no more punitive than are those who have 
not been victims of crime. Studies in countries such as the United 
Kingdom and the United States show no differences in sentencing 
preference (Hough and Roberts, 1999), preference for the 
primary goal of the criminal justice system and the most effective 
ways of reducing crime (Hart, 2002) and opinions on crime 
prevention (ICM Research, 2006). Such studies have consistently 
shown that victims of crime prefer effective prevention to 
retribution and that victims are more concerned with addressing 
the root causes of crime than with seeking vengeance 
(ICM Research, 2006).

Finally, it is useful to consider the finding of a moderately 
punitive public in the context of the Council’s earlier reports 
on community views of alternatives to imprisonment and views 
of the purposes of sentencing (Gelb, 2011a; 2011b). The two 
reports showed that providing people with relevant contextual 
information or with specific case studies facilitates more nuanced 
and complex responses to survey questions. The results from 
this report complement those of the Council’s earlier reports, 
showing that, while people hold less punitive views when asked 
about specific types of offender or offence, they tend to be 
more punitive when asked abstract questions such as those used 
in the punitiveness scale. The Council’s findings from the full 
series of reports are thus consistent with the research literature 
that shows the value in understanding the nuances of people’s 
opinions – of having concrete examples of the more abstract 
construct of punitiveness.
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Appendix A
Table A1: Description and coding for each attitudinal variable

Measure Description High score coding

Evaluation of the media Measures degree of acceptance of 
information presented by media 
(or levels of media scepticism)

Greater uncritical acceptance of the 
media (or lower scepticism)

Perception of crime Measures extent to which crime is 
thought to be increasing 
(knowledge of actual crime trends)

Greater perceived increases in crime 
levels

Worry about crime Measures worry about becoming a 
victim of crime

High levels of worry about crime

Egalitarian courts Measures confidence in court processes 
and treatment of people

High confidence in court processes

Judges should reflect public opinion Measures desire for judges to reflect 
community opinion when sentencing

Greater belief that judges should reflect 
public opinion

Appropriate sentences Measures perceptions of leniency of 
current sentencing practice

Greater perceived leniency in 
sentencing

Acceptance of alternatives to 
imprisonment

Measures people’s acceptance of 
alternatives to imprisonment for certain 
offenders

Greater acceptance of alternatives

Confidence Measures confidence in the sentencing 
of criminal cases

High confidence

Punitiveness Measures a desire for harsher 
punishment of offenders

High punitiveness
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