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Unlock’s response to the Sentencing Council’s consultation on strategic objectives 2027-30
Introduction

Unlock is an independent national charity supporting and advocating for people with criminal records across England and Wales. Rooted in lived experience, we combine specialist information and advice with research, employer engagement, campaigning and systemic reform.
Unlock exists to address the enduring impact of criminal records, which continue to shape people’s lives long after a sentence has been served. The organisation recognises that current systems; particularly disclosure regimes, employer practices and public stigma, create ongoing barriers to opportunity, dignity and belonging.
Unlock’s vision is of a society where individuals are not permanently defined by past mistakes, and where growth, rehabilitation and change are recognised in practice. Central to this vision is fairness, inclusion and the belief that people should be able to move forward into work, education, family life and civic participation. 
With a crisis in public confidence of sentencing and the wider criminal justice system, characterised by the recent commentary around the early release scheme, the Sentencing Council’s role to ensure sentencing is proportionate, effective, and trusted is more important than ever.
Drawing from Unlock’s extensive work with people with lived experience of the criminal justice system, we outline why the Council’s guidelines need to reflect shifts away from custodial and towards community sentencing, seek the voice of those with lived experience when revising these guidelines, and how they can promote public understanding of sentencing.
This document is a submission to the Sentencing Council’s consultation on their strategic objectives for 2027-30. Full details can be found here.
Developing and revising sentencing guidelines

Paramount to the Council’s strategic objectives needs to be updating the current sentencing guidelines to reflect changes to sentencing in the Sentencing Act, in particular a shift away from custodial and towards community-based sentences. As outlined in the consultation document, the production and maintenance of the sentencing guidelines is the Council’s core function.
With the prison system at capacity and the government’s own statistics showing that reoffending rates are significantly lower for those given community sentences as opposed to short custodial sentences[footnoteRef:2], not only are community-based sentences necessary but are also more effective. [2:  Proven reoffending statistics: July to September 2024 – gov.uk] 

Whilst the Council’s focus should be on revising and maintaining the sentencing guidelines there is also an important piece of work to be done around public understanding of why these changes are helpful for rehabilitation and reintegration. Although the research is clear on the benefit of community sentences, the Justice Select Committee’s report “Public opinion and understanding of sentencing” highlighted the low level of public understanding of sentencing[footnoteRef:3]. Any work to revise and maintain sentencing guidelines should be in tandem with a genuine public information campaign about the proposed changes and the evidence for their merits. [3:  Public opinion and understanding of sentencing – House of Commons Justice Committee 2022/23] 

A key cohort to consult when updating sentencing guidelines that the Council have conceded they struggle to reach are those with lived experience of the criminal justice system. Confidence that sentencing is fair, evidence-based, and proportionate is vital for those who have been through and are in the criminal justice system. Although evidence is limited, anecdotally we know that those with confidence in the system are far more likely to engage with it, and the rehabilitation activities offered. As a lived experience led organisation assisting over 10,000 people every year on matters relating to criminal records, we would be very happy to assist the Council in reaching those with lived experience. As well as this lived experience voice should also be heard in the conversations at your conferences. 
Producing and using analysis and research to inform evidence-based decision-making

The Council rightly underpin everything that it does with a significant amount of evidence from those who work in the criminal justice system and data from the Ministry of Justice. But as alluded to on one the Council’s webinars on the consultation, there is little evidence from those with lived experience of the criminal justice system. Whilst the Ministry of Justice’s Court Proceedings Database does of course provide information on those sentenced, there is a lack of voice from those sentenced and from the public generally.
As mentioned previously, confidence in the criminal justice system is crucial for those sentenced. Not hearing the voices of those sentenced risks further marginalising this already vulnerable group. With one in four people of working age in the UK estimated to hold some form of a criminal record,[footnoteRef:4] it is important to remember that those sentenced are members of the public too. We would recommend that, if the Council has a list of cohorts that it seeks to engage with when making decisions, a new distinct group for those sentenced and with lived experience should be created with a specific project looking at how to seek the views of this group. [4:  Number of working-age individuals with a record on the PNC – gov.uk] 

The Council’s own research has shown that short custodial sentences are not as effective as community sentences for rehabilitation[footnoteRef:5] however research on the effectiveness of longer sentences is much more limited. A key research project the Council may therefore wish to consider is on the effectiveness of longer sentences. Specifically, to give the Council a wider evidence basis for sentencing guidelines, it may be helpful to commission independent, long-term research into the effectiveness and outcomes of longer sentences. [5:  The Effectiveness of Sentencing Options on Reoffending – The Sentencing Council] 

Promoting public understanding of sentencing

We understand and appreciate that the Council has limited resources and will likely have a focus on revising and maintaining the sentencing guidelines, however promoting public understanding of sentencing is critical at this time. Whilst the government, the judiciary, and the press share in this responsibility, the Council also have an important role in shaping a more constructive, evidence-based public debate. This is not to say that the Council should be seeking to persuade the public, more that there is a lot more work to be done to promote public understanding.
This is difficult in a landscape where the criminal justice stories that dominate in the UK media are often the most sensationalist and not reflective of the criminal justice system as a whole. The Justice Select Committee’s report ‘Public opinion and understanding of sentencing’ found that “Low levels of understanding of sentencing has an effect on the quality of public debate on sentencing… the public debate on sentencing is stuck in a dysfunctional and reactive cycle.”
Clearly the Council’s public communication work needs to be expanded. Resources like the Council’s “You be the Judge”[footnoteRef:6] are welcome and useful in promoting public understanding of sentencing but against the current media backdrop, struggle to get the traction they deserve. [6:  You be the Judge – The Sentencing Council] 

The media narrative may mean a more proactive approach to providing information on sentencing is required. To increase public understanding of sentencing through the media, the Council may wish to support the UK introduction of ‘press judges’ as seen in the courts in the Netherlands and Finland. ‘Press judges’ or ‘briefing judges’ are employed by the courts and provide explanations of a ruling when this is desirable[footnoteRef:7], for example in high-profile or complex cases. [7:  ‘Section 2.4’ Press Guidance 2005 – De Rechtspraak (Netherlands Judiciary)] 

As judges explain decisions only in the written record or orally in the courtroom, further clarification is not provided. Press judges can act as a bridge between the sentencing judge and the press to explain rulings and their justification, giving quotes to the media and conducting broadcast interviews. There is a significant gap here in the UK, with news stories on cases often hearing from reactive, emotive voices which can lead to public misunderstanding of sentencing.
Whilst possibly beyond the Council’s remit, supporting something similar to press judges may be a way of promoting public understanding of sentencing with the limited resources the Council has.
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