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Background 

• Parole boards under siege in recent years. 

• Highly publicised ‘parole failures’ occur in several 
countries. 

• Leads to a raft of parole legislation: parole is 
tougher to get and easier to contravene. 

• Sense that this reaction is in response to public 
outrage, or minimally the desire to boost 
perceived public safety. 



However, public views on parole mixed
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Understanding Diversity in Australians’ Attitudes to Parole

A typology: public not uniformly 

homogenous when a range  of 

questions are considered



Why speak to 
parole board 
members?

Two overarching reasons: 

1.Parole boards, like courts, may be influenced 
directly or indirectly by public opinion. 

2.Parole boards, like other criminal justice bodies, 
may choose to engage with the public or not. 



The study

• 80 in-depth semi-structured interviews 

• Parole board members + some related staff. 

• Drawn from: 

• Parole authorities from 4 countries – Australia, New Zealand, Canada & Scotland. 

• 12 parole authorities in Australia (all 8 states and territories, but not at the Cth level). 

• ** Excludes WA data today.

• Thematic analysis



‘What does the public think about parole & 
parole boards?’

Parole board members assume public is homogeneous and thinks…

‘Too lenient’

• Parole is a “soft option”, 

• “just a matter of getting out early” or 

• a form of “sentence discount”.

‘Blameworthy’

“You hear, ‘How is this person getting out of jail?’ I think there's a lot of willingness to blame the 
parole board for a decision”. (Participant 030)

‘Scapegoated’

“…I think we’re easily blamed, quickly, for the system’s problem…” (Participant 075)



‘Why does the public hold particular views?’

‘Public is uninformed’ 

“…what plays into the public’s 
opinion, is their lack of knowledge and 
understanding around sentencing.” 
(Participant 028)

‘Public is influenced by media 
coverage’ 

“it depends on the media…[members 
of the public] are only really turning 
their minds to it when something’s 
gone wrong.” (Participant 035).

‘The public is emotional’ 

People act emotionally in relation 
to any kind of criminal law 
outcomes and we’re trying to act 
the complete opposite. (Participant 
015).

“…public emotion would always 
trump reason’ (Participant 021)



Do 
presumed 
public views 
influence 
PBM 
decision-
making?

58%

‘No’
“We have strict obligations 
under the law … the public’s 
view is not relevant.” 
(Participant 070)

‘No, but…’

“…public opinion does not 
affect me. … I've been 
involved in the release of high-
profile murderers. … there has 
to be special care and there 
has to be a sensitivity in 
relation to victim interests… 
But I don't think I have ever 
made a decision because of 
some concern that this will 
create a media stir, for 
instance. (Participant 051)

35%

‘Yes, public reaction 
matters’

“It certainly does, yes...We 
discussed the pub test 
today in the meeting…” 
(Participant 019)

‘Yes, it’s unavoidable’

“Well, I think it’s naïve to 
say that we’re immune from 
[public opinion], … I defy 
people to say that it’s not 
something that’s in your 
head. (Participant 045)



Is there a place for the public in parole decision-
making/policy-making?

‘No, policy and processes should be 
insulated from an often ‘emotive’ public’

“No, I think they’ve had their say. I think some 
of the outrage and concern that was voiced 
after the murder, certainly had an impact on 
where the parole board is now, to where it was. 
It certainly had an impact on the review.” 
(Participant 059)

“… the problem with engaging with the public is 
it brings out an emotive response” (Participant 
015).

‘Yes, an informed public voice should appear 
in policy development’

“Well, absolutely. The public should be involved 
in these processes… We’re a democracy after 
all. We’ve got an obligation to educate the public 
in terms of what the costs and benefits are of 
different approaches to criminal justice. So, the 
public really needs to have information about 
how corrections works, how community 
corrections works, and then have a say in those 
decisions. …” (Participant 069).

‘Yes, but through existing structures’

“That’s exactly the reason why we have 
community members.” (Participant 014)



How do Boards engage the public? 

Which public? 

• In describing strategies for engaging the public, participants sometimes differentiated between 
‘audiences’. 

• The general public

• Victims

• The justice community

• Prisoners/parolees

• Participants described varying strategies to address these communities. Two overarching approaches:
• Active

• Passive



Passive strategies

• At a base-level, all parole 
authorities had a public-facing web 
presence. 

• ‘sufficient’ but ‘low traffic’ 

• aimed primarily at those 
involved: ‘victims’ ‘offenders’. 



Publication of determinations?

No (35%) or undecided (25%)

“I can’t immediately see who it helps; I don’t 
think the victims would get enough 
information that would satisfy them … And 
the prisoner, I can’t see what impact it has 
on him positively. … You put all sorts of 
people’s names potentially in the public 
domain, which puts them at risk possibly.
I don’t know, who would be happy with it? I 
guess the press, with more stuff to write 
possibly.” (Participant 061). 

Yes (40%)

“Accountability” 

“Transparency” 

“Discipline or rigour” 



The value of social media

“…our biggest issue is fighting the media 
and fighting the front page …places like 
us…have to nail social media.  If they can 
nail social media they're out with the 
message before anybody else is…. ”  
(Participant 011)

“…don't want to be constantly retweeting 
Corrections material.” (Participant 053) 



Podcasts, radio, television

Where should the message be aired?

“Have a look at what Survivor rated last night. … 
these shows have the power of influence” 
(Participant 011)



Active strategies: Public talks

Various members engaged public in 
‘road shows’, small and large face-to-
face meetings and talks. 

Parole board members felt ‘freer than 
judiciary’ 

[as a judge] you’ve got to be careful, 
because you don't want to put yourself in a 
position where you can't decide cases… But 
I think the parole board is completely free. I 
don't feel any restraint. (Participant 045) 

Aims: 

‘to educate’

‘to create a two-way conversation’

“I’ve tried to do as many public speeches as 
I can… and you do get a lot of feedback 
there”. (Participant 045)



Active strategies: Deliberative strategies

Citizen engagement through forums

Bringing together broad cross-sections of the 
public ‘could distil public opinion based on 
dialogue’. 

Sense of ‘consultation’

However, ‘long term outcomes questionable’, 
could ‘lead to greater community frustration’, and 
‘costly. 

NZ Criminal Justice Summit, 2018 



Conclusion

• Worry about a blaming, angry, emotional and uninformed public. 

• ‘We lose sleep over it’ (015)

• Traditionally work in isolation – for some ‘public doesn’t need to know’, ‘you wouldn’t employ the public 
to fix your car or do heart surgery’ (061). 

• However, for others, the public cannot be ignored. 

• Education – ‘… we need proactive work as opposed to just getting in front of the media because 
something horrific has happened by someone under supervision’ (030). 

• Redirection – seek engagement with public reaction to crime and punishment (Loader, 2011)

• ‘…it starts a conversation and that’s what you need’ (027)


