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The Problem
We now know a bit now about how community sanctions and measures are 
represented in mainstream media (not least through the work of members of this 
group…). The answer seems to be ‘mostly negatively’ (Fitzgibbon, 2013; Hayes, 
2013; Carr and Maguire, 2013). 

We also now know a fair bit about public attitudes to community sanctions and 
measures (Allen and Hough, 2007; Maruna and King, 2008). There is a lot of 
ignorance, a lack of trust, a ‘top of the head’ punitiveness, some apparent 
shifts in attitude through deliberative processes and perhaps some potential 
in redemption narratives. But overall, CSM suffer an an underlying (cognitive) 
legitimacy problem.

What we don’t know is exactly how these two issues are linked.



Our Aims
Although criminologists have studied public attitudes to probation and some 
have begun, very recently, to explore media representations of it, there has 
been no serious examination of the role of the media in shaping public 
understanding and perceptions of community sanctions. This exploratory study 
addressed this gap through qualitative research involving focus groups with 
members of the public. 

The aims were first, to examine existing knowledge and beliefs, media sources 
and assessments of credibility and trust of probation and community sanctions 
and, second, to assess the impacts of new multi-media information offering 
different perspectives on the subject. We explored whether these new media led 
to any potential alterations in former attitudes. 



1. Examined the nature and sources of audience members beliefs 
towards crime and community payback/service; 

2. New information was introduced to identify the triggers 
shifting beliefs, or not;

3. Assessed the impact of new information and any alterations in 
audiences previous positions;

4. Audience members were able to ask questions to the on duty 
criminologist.  

How



• 4 focus groups with average 7 participants from a total sample of 27
• Different demographic groups local to the Glasgow/ Cleaners, 

Janitors, Web-designers and Students
• ‘Naturally occurring’ – groups who would normally gather and speak;
• Discussion focused on: reasons for taking measures against people who 

commit crime; alternative measures; how they accessed and evaluated 
media representations about it; associations with the term “community 
service”; trust in the media and the judiciary system.

Part 1



• CSM as a way to avoid jail;
• CSM as a form of punishment;
• Community benefits in local news;
• Electronic Monitoring;
• Celebrities doing CSM;
• Experts discussing CSM stats;
• Prisoners discussing CSM;
• Prison and motherhood, vulnerable 

women

Part 2



General Findings
● Generational and socioeconomic access/openness to new 

technologies impacts upon how audiences interact with media

● Views on punishment globally informed, decontextualised, always 
positive in comparison to their local experiences;

● Suspicion of power elites expressed in support for sources that 
challenge traditional media hierarchies and ethics (both 
negative);

● Fines more credible, understood;

● Low interest combined with lack of specificity



Findings of Taste
•Reporting Styles

•Reputations

•Us vs. Them (Relating and Othering)

•Opting-In vs. Opting-Out



“Taste is not an attribute, it is not a property (of a thing 
or of a person), it is an activity. You have to do something 
in order to listen to music, drink a wine, appreciate an 
object… Through comparison, repetition and so on, things 
that are less inert than they appear are made more present. 
They must be made to appear in and through contact: to taste 
is to make feel, and to make oneself feel, and also, by the 
sensations of the body, exactly like the climber, to feel 
oneself doing” (Hennion, 2007: 101).

What of Criminal Justice Amateurs?



From Newsmaking to Tastemaking?
“This barbarous reintegration of aesthetic consumption into 
the world of ordinary consumption abolishes the opposition, 
which has been the basis of high aesthetics since Kant, 
between the 'taste of sense' and the 'taste of reflection', 
and between facile pleasure, pleasure reduced to a pleasure 
of the senses, and pure pleasure, pleasure purified of 
pleasure, which is predisposed to become a symbol of moral 
excellence and a measure of the capacity for sublimation 
which defines the truly human man. The culture which results 
from this magical division is sacred” (Bourdieu, 1996: 5).



Conclusion
• CSM’s problems of legitimacy represent an interesting test case (and 

testing ground) for the pretensions of public criminology (Loader and 
Sparks, 2010) to generate ‘a better politics of crime and its 
regulation’.

• The challenge of altering tastes is a big one; but not an impossible 
one. Tastes do change.

• To do so might require us (a) to increase the intensity of the 
flavour, for better or worse (to help people really taste punishment 
(both in prisons and communities), and (b) to expose people to the 
distasteful consequences of developing and maintaining certain penal 
appetites, in order to de-couple aspects of penal taste, excess, 
identity, consumption and markets (Loader, 2009).


