
Research brief No. 3: Community knowledge of sentencing terms and outcomes

Most people tended to  

overestimate their sentencing  

knowledge when it came to 

defining topics like life sentence, 

probation and parole, and 

struggled when asked to 

articulate the correct meaning.

Many people misunderstand 

life sentence to mean 'in prison 

for a lifetime' and most couldn't 

explain the difference between 

parole and probation.

Female, Townsville, T5

So, there is a limit on 
 life? Life years in this 

scenario, there's 
actually - if you're 

sentenced to life in 
prison, life in prison is 

considered  
20 years?

When you talk about  
parole, how do they  

work out how much time  
you're going to get on  

parole? What's the  
equation? Is it a  
math equation?...  

Or is it personality or  
what is it?

Male, Mount Isa, M1

Male, Brisbane, B15Male, Brisbane, B17

I didn't realise that after you - if you were let out 
on parole, you were on parole for all the rest  
of it as well .  didn't realise that.  

So, is probation 
a bit like parole 
without the jail sentence?    

This research brief delves into what the Queensland public know and think about 

sentencing. It also reveals some common misconceptions and knowledge gaps.

We also tested the public’s ‘sentencing outcomes’ knowledge by asking them to  

estimate imprisonment rates for burglary, murder and trafficking in dangerous drugs. 

1.

2.

Female, Brisbane, B31

I think the great source of all of our knowledge is the media 
and you know, they sort of paint the sensationalist cases 
and people that get off too lightly, well that type of thing 
rather than hearing the actual percentages which  
were quite surprising. 

I thought about they will do something else.  

Like not just straight to jail , like oh no, community work 

or something like that. 

Female, Brisbane, B33

3.

Others thought this was 

because courts preferred non-

prison sentences

Some people thought this  

was because the media 

sensationalises crime.   

4.

Participants generally under-estimated the proportion of offenders who get sentenced to at least one day in prison 

(the correct figures are 40-49% for burglary, 100% for murder and 70-79% for trafficking in dangerous drugs).     



Female, Brisbane, B33

6.

When quizzed on length of 

prison sentence for these 3 

offences, most people tend to 

underestimate how much time 

is spent in prison for burglary 

and murder yet overestimate 

prison time for trafficking in 

dangerous drugs.  

These discussions also 

uncovered a general confusion 

between murder and 

manslaughter and an incorrect 

assumption that drug traffickers 

are typically a ‘king pin’. 

Participant’s understanding 

generally changed throughout 

the focus group session as they 

learned more and discussed 

different scenarios. 

In summary

Improving the community’s understanding of sentencing will  

enhance confidence in the criminal justice system and the courts.

I think it's because the 

prevalence of home break-ins 

at the moment. I guess my view 

was because there's so many 

happening all the time, then 

they mustn’t be in prison, they 

must just be out roaming the 

streets. 

Female, Brisbane, B33

kills someone – I suppose not really fully    

I think too many times when someone 

I thought the [average] sentence 
was pretty low, because I put eight 
years. A lot of these people have 
got multimillion dollar properties.  

  like someone running over someone.

intentionally killing someone, it’s just 

It makes you think though, doesn’t it, because you don’t really – I 
don’t really think about the deep and meaningful of it all . You look 
at the cursory, you look at the headlines and/or just – whatever’s 
going on without sitting down and really trying to understand  
and…evaluate it. 

When you say 'sentencing' [the] first thing, initially, what comes to mind is punishment, as we said, that’s ‘just’... Whereas now, we’re going through the scenarios it’s a very, very different… you know... It’s really interesting, the psychology involved [laughs].  

5.

Male, Townsville, T18Female, Brisbane, B7

Male, Townsville, T12

Female, Townsville, T4

7.


