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CHAPTER 5

HOW CRIMINOLOGY AFFECTS PUNISHMENT: 
ANALYZING CONDITIONS UNDER WHICH 

SCIENTIFIC INFORMATION AFFECTS SANCTION 
POLICY DECISIONS

This chapter is under review for publication as:
Kuiper, M. E., Reinders Folmer, C., Kooistra, E. B., Pogarsky, G., & van Rooij, B. (under 
review). How criminology affects punishment: Analyzing conditions under which 
scientific information affects sanction policy decisions.
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Abstract

Criminology has a strong potential for impacting criminal justice policy. It is thought that 
criminology fails to shape policy because of the political context of such policies. The 
present study analyzes, however, whether criminological knowledge has the capacity to 
shape policy decision-making in the absence of an institutional political context. We do 
so through a vignette study (N = 212) comparing how participants make (hypothetical) 
criminal sanction policy decisions with or without reading criminological findings about 
the deterrent effect of longer sentences and whether this can be influenced by making 
harm to victims salient. Our findings show that when there is no institutional political 
context present, criminological evidence does affect participants’ punishment policy 
decisions, even when there is a countervailing factor such as victim salience. This shows 
that the science in and of itself need not be the obstacle to better alignment with policy. 
The study offers a new research agenda to further generalize these results and to work 
toward a better incorporation of criminology in criminal justice policy.
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Introduction

Criminology has brought a wealth of empirical evidence about the causes of crime 
and the effects of interventions to prevent and reduce crime. The deterrent effect 
of criminal punishment is a key example of a popular object of criminological study. 
Deterrence theory suggests that crime can be prevented when the costs of committing 
the crime outweigh the benefits, as perceived by the offender (Zimring & Hawkins, 1973). 
Simply put: people will comply more with the law when there is greater severity and 
certainty of punishment (Becker, 1968; Polinsky & Shavell, 2000). There is a large body 
of literature on different types of deterrence, different preconditions of deterrence, and 
the relation between punishment, deterrence, and criminal decision-making (see for 
example Dölling et al., 2009; Nagin et al., 2009 for reviews on deterrence; Pratt et al., 
2008). This literature holds fundamental insights for criminal justice policy. The literature 
concludes that there is no significant evidence that longer sentences have a general 
deterrent effect on violent crime (Dölling et al., 2009; Nagin, 2013a). Moreover, there is 
wide agreement that the certainty of punishment is more important than the severity 
of punishment, and that below a threshold level of certainty, punishment will not deter 
potential offenders (Apel & Nagin, 2011; Paternoster, 1987). Previous research has also 
demonstrated that deterrent effects are ultimately determined by people’s perceptions 
of the severity and certainty of punishment (Apel & Nagin, 2017), and that citizens do 
quite a poor job in estimating the probability and magnitude of punishment (Apel, 2022).

Ostensibly, such findings would seem to be of key importance to criminal justice 
policy. Yet often, criminal justice policy does not seem to reflect such key insights from 
criminology. For instance, many policies continue to be rooted in the idea that longer 
prison sentences will deter future offenders of violent crimes, even though there is little 
evidence to support this (Fagan, 2014; Pratt, 2008). Criminologists have voiced their 
frustrations and concerns that their scientific findings continue to be neglected (Clear, 
2010; Fagan & Buchanan, 2016; Pratt, 2008; Welsh & Farrington, 2012). Without much 
success, they have argued for an evidence-based practice to criminal justice policy.

The field of translational criminology seeks to understand how and when criminological 
empirical findings are used or not used in criminal justice policy decision-making. This 
research has suggested that the political context is one of the crucial challenges for 
criminology to make an impact on criminal justice policy (Laub & Frisch, 2016; Pesta 
et al., 2019). When shaping punishment policies, policymakers must attend to the 
preferences of the general public. Moreover, policymakers operate within an explicitly 
political environment, where their organization and/or leadership are directly or 
indirectly beholden to political interests and must ensure popular support for their 
organization. As a result, some scholars assume that policymakers will not adopt 
evidence-based policies that they think may be politically unpopular (Dunbar, 2022).

5
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It is often assumed that the general public only supports punitive policies. However, 
prior research has raised doubt about this and started to question whether the public 
actually demands strong punishment (Pickett, 2019). For example, studies have found 
that citizens would support alternative approaches to violent crime that move away from 
deterrence, such as rehabilitation programs, even in a conservative state such as Texas 
(Payne et al., 2004; Thielo et al., 2019; Thielo et al., 2016). As such, the political context 
and its influence on criminal justice policymaking may not be as is often assumed, or 
it may at least be changeable or malleable. This offers some hope that criminological 
science could come to play a more important role in shaping relevant policy.

Yet beyond the question of whether political considerations may obstruct its adoption, 
an even more fundamental question is whether criminological evidence can actually 
shape criminal justice policy decisions. So far, we do not know whether criminal justice 
policies would be better aligned with criminological knowledge independently of the 
institutional political context. Public administration studies have demonstrated that 
in general, successful evidence-based policy requires access to available research that 
is sufficiently clear, relevant, and reliable (Oliver et al., 2014). Research further shows 
that criminological evidence that is difficult to interpret or use is less likely to influence 
criminal justice policy (Innes & Everett, 2008; Pesta et al., 2019; Pratt, 2008). The 
question remains as to what would happen if an individual policymaker with a direct say 
in policy decisions about prison sentences were to be confronted with clear, relevant, 
and reliable criminological evidence without having to consider the institutional political 
context, and whether this would lead them to align their decisions with such evidence.

Often, there are contrasting considerations at play in criminal justice policymaking. 
However, it is unclear what may affect how criminological science comes to shape 
policy decision-making. One prominent consideration may be harm to victims. In 
recent years, the role of victims has become more prominent in the criminal justice 
system, and more attention is paid to their perception (Pemberton et al., 2017). Previous 
studies of individual sentencing decisions show that in specific cases, respectively 
American death penalty cases, information about the impact of the crime on victims 
can influence the sentencing decision, resulting in higher sentences (Kunst et al., 2021). 
Accordingly, considering the harm that crime inflicts on victims could prompt decision-
makers to attend more to the retributive function of stronger punishment—instead 
of to its preventative function, to which the criminological science appeals. As such, 
to understand how criminological science can shape criminal justice policy, a further 
critical question is to understand how contrasting considerations, like harm to victims, 
may affect its impact on policy decisions.

The present study will look into both these issues. The first aim of the study is to 
understand to what extent and how criminological evidence about the general deterrent 
effect of longer prison sentences for violent crime could shape hypothetical policy 
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decisions where there is no explicit institutional political context to be considered. In 
order to capture the effect of criminological science on such policy decisions without 
interference from popular or bureau-level politics, the present study deliberately studies 
decision-making amongst general population participants instead of real policymakers. 
Studying hypothetical decisions in a general population enables a better view of how 
the science comes to affect decision-making at the individual level outside of popular 
or bureau-level politics.

The second aim of the study is to understand whether possible effects of science on 
participants’ (hypothetical) policy decisions are robust when contrasting/conflicting 
considerations are made salient. Specifically, we examine whether presenting scientific 
information may continue to shape participants’ policy decisions when making salient 
how crimes have affected victims—which may trigger other punishment goals, such 
as retribution.

How Science Can Affect Policy
Existing research on decision-making in criminal justice has mostly focused on individual 
criminal decision-making of the general population and of legal actors such as judges 
or juries, looking at issues such as punitiveness (i.e., attitudes towards punishment; 
Pickett, 2019), cognition (e.g., Berthet, 2022), and the impact of victim harm (e.g., Kunst 
et al., 2021). There is limited research on the effect of scientific information on their 
decision-making (e.g., Van Es et al., 2022), and there is even less research about the 
effect of science on criminal justice policy decision-making.

Policy decisions are generally based on limited and often ambiguous information, but 
they are expected to be made in a limited amount of time, which results in uncertainty 
(Zahariadis, 2008). Studies in public administration have shown that scientific evidence 
can inform policy decision-makers in such way that it may minimize this uncertainty 
(Cairney, 2016). According to Welsh and Farrington (2011, p. 61) “an evidence-based 
approach [is] crucial to understanding where, when, and if different interventions 
reduce crime, as well as helping to establish why an intervention does or does not 
work.” However, decision-makers in policy face multiple obstacles to using scientific 
evidence as a source of information. For example, they often lack the time and energy 
to collect and consider relevant scientific information.

Oliver et al. (2014) conducted a systematic review of the barriers to the use of scientific 
evidence by policymakers. They found that two of the main barriers to the use of 
evidence were the lack of availability and access to research and the lack of clarity, 
relevance, and reliability of research findings. The lack of (open) access to criminological 
science (Ashby, 2020), and the fact that criminological evidence can be inconclusive, 
ambiguous, and even inconsistent (Tonry, 2013), complicates this process even more 

5
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for crime reduction policy. Oliver et al. (2014) also identified facilitators for the use 
of scientific evidence in policymaking. Two of the five main facilitators were: great 
availability and access to research and high clarity, relevance, and reliability of research 
findings.

Research on translational criminology has indicated that this is also true for criminal 
justice policy (Laub & Frisch, 2016; Pesta et al., 2019). It shows that besides ideological 
and bureaucratic obstacles, a main barrier to the use of criminological evidence in 
criminal justice policy seems to be research that is difficult to interpret or use (Innes 
& Everett, 2008; Pesta et al., 2019; Pratt, 2008). However, it is unclear whether 
criminological findings, when made accessible and easier to interpret, will actually 
affect criminal justice policy decisions. This is a crucial question to answer in order 
to understand how criminology can inform and have an impact on criminal justice 
policy. We therefore urgently need to answer the questions as to what extent and how 
criminological evidence that has been made accessible and clear would impact policy 
decision-making. In the present research, we do so for evidence about the general 
deterrent effect of longer prison sentences for violent crime.

Considering Victim Harm
When presented with science, criminal justice policymakers may also be influenced by 
the harm offenders afflict on victims. By considering harm to victims, policymakers could 
come to think more about crime retribution than crime prevention, and thus rely less on 
science that could aid in such prevention (Dubber, 2002; Garland, 2001; Simon, 2007). 
The idea is that solidarity with victims is a source of support for retributive crime policies 
by increasing the perceived need to protect vulnerable citizens from victimization.

In recent years, the legal position and voice of victims have become more prominent in 
the criminal justice system (Pemberton et al., 2017). Previous research has demonstrated 
how information about victims can be used to motivate harsher punishment to reduce 
the risk of crime (Hogeveen, 2005). Nonetheless, there is still little understanding of 
how salience of victim harm might impact punishment decisions. A number of empirical 
studies have focused on the impact of victim statements in individual court cases 
and suggested that statements of victims themselves can increase punitiveness and 
sentencing recommendations (Bandes & Blumenthal, 2012; Kunst et al., 2021). The 
impact of information about victims is linked to retributive motives of punishment as 
opposed to utilitarian motives (i.e., about the effectiveness of punishment; Roberts et 
al., 2009).

There is no empirical research on whether and how salient victim harm might influence 
the decision-making in criminal justice policy. It could be suggested that, in line with 
theory and previous research, information about victim harm may be used as a 
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motivation to increase punishment, because it could trigger retributive punishment 
goals (Roberts et al., 2009). As such, it is interesting to study whether the effect of 
presenting criminological science to crime policymakers remains robust when a 
countervailing consideration about harm to victims is present.

The Present Research
As previously mentioned, the use of criminological evidence in criminal justice policy 
may be obstructed for many reasons, of which ideology and politics is an important 
one (Pesta et al., 2019). The result of such barriers is that criminological evidence and 
criminal justice policy are often not aligned, as examples of policies on increasing 
punishment with the intention of deterring future offenders show (Pratt, 2008). The 
question remains, however, whether criminal justice policies would be better aligned 
with criminological evidence in the absence of such an institutional political context. 
So far, it is unknown whether individual decision-making would be better aligned with 
criminological evidence when individuals are confronted with such evidence without 
having to consider the institutional political context. On the other hand, theory suggests 
victims can be used as an excuse or motivation for more severe punishment in criminal 
justice policy. It is unknown how information about victim harm might influence 
punishment policy decisions itself and how it could serve as an excuse to bypass 
criminological evidence on deterrence in decisions about longer prison sentences.

The goal of the present study is to understand this. It will do so first by examining 
whether participants who receive a summary of scientific information about the lack 
of effectiveness of more severe punishment as a general deterrent will make different 
policy decisions from those who do not receive such information. Moreover, we examine 
if their decisions become more aligned with this scientific knowledge. We expect that 
participants who have access to scientific knowledge about the lack of effectiveness 
of stronger punishment in reducing crime will be less inclined to increase punishment 
to reduce crime (H1). More specifically, we expect this effect to be mediated by the 
perceived effectiveness of the policy (H2). Second, we aim to understand whether 
the effect of science on policy decisions remains robust when the decision-maker 
is confronted with information about how the crimes have affected the victims. In 
other words, we aim to understand whether presenting scientific information can also 
influence the decision when harm to victims is made more salient. We expect that 
participants who read about the impact of the crime on victims will be more inclined to 
increase punishment as a new policy to reduce crime (H3). More specifically, we expect 
this effect to be mediated by punishment goals other than utilitarian ones (including 
retribution; H4). Finally, we expect the effect of science on the punishment policy 
decision to be moderated by victim salience, such that individuals’ reduced tendency 
to impose stronger punishment to deter offending will be mitigated when harm to 
victims is salient (H5).

5
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This research will focus on participants from the general population who are asked 
to imagine they are policymakers. This allows us to study the effect of scientific 
information on hypothetical policy decisions in a relative vacuum where there are no 
explicit institutional political considerations. By adding salient victim harm, the study 
examines whether possible effects of science may be robust when a potential obstacle 
is made salient, namely harm to victims.

Methods

Ethical approval was obtained from the Ethics Review Board of the Amsterdam Law 
school, University of Amsterdam, on May 19, 2020. All participants provided consent 
before taking part in the study. Participation was voluntary, and participants could stop 
the study at any time. This study was preregistered on Open Science Framework. The 
data can also be found on there.

Participants
Based on a priori analysis using G*Power (Faul et al., 2009) for the 2 (science vs. no 
science) by 2 (victim salience vs. no victim salience) interaction for an effect size Cohen’s 
f = .25, power of .95, and α = .05, 212 participants13 were recruited through the online 
platform Prolific Academic (prolific.com). Three participants were excluded from the 
analysis because they failed one or more of the attention checks.14 Therefore, three 
more participants were recruited, resulting in a final sample of 212 participants.15 In 
this sample, ages ranged between 18 and 79 years (M = 36.03, SD = 13.34) and 59.4% 
of the participants identified as female. Participants were randomly assigned to one of 
four conditions (control, science, victim salience, science + victim salience); see Table 
1 for descriptive statistics.

13	 Power analysis revealed 210 participants. To ensure that groups would be equal in size, 212 participants 
were necessary.

14	 All participants received at least two attention checks. Participants in the science conditions received 
an additional attention check asking them about what the research they read was about in the form of 
a multiple-choice question.

15	 As these supplementary participants were randomly assigned to conditions, the final group sizes differed 
slightly in size, in contrast to the equal group sizes assumed in our preregistration. As ANOVA is robust 
against such small variations, we proceeded with our analyses as planned.
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Materials16

Vignettes
 See Supplementary Materials D for the exact vignettes.

Crime Vignette. All participants received a vignette that described how the 
participants were tasked with developing policy interventions with the aim of reducing 
crime and that recently, there had been a wave of burglaries in their jurisdiction. The 
participants were tasked with effectively reducing this type of crime. They learned that 
they lacked the personnel and funds to increase the likelihood of punishment. However, 
they did have the authority to change the level of punishment for this type of crime.

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics by Condition

Measure Control Science Victim 
Salience

Science + 
Victim Salience

N 52 54 53 53

Age (M(SD)) 35.38 (14.87) 36.30 (12.98) 35.74 (13.69) 36.70 (12.03)

Trust in Science (M(SD)) 4.15 (.65) 4.24 (.58) 4.19 (.63) 4.22 (.50)

Punitiveness (M(SD)) 2.97 (.97) 2.62 (.98) 2.94 (1.02) 3.00 (1.08)

Gender (%)
Female
Male
Other

61.5
34.6
3.8

63.0
31.5
5.6

50.9
43.4
5.7

62.3
32.1
5.7

Personal Political Orientation (%)
Very Liberal
Liberal
Moderate
Conservative
Very Conservative

25.0
44.2
21.2
7.7
1.9

31.5
31.5
18.5
13.0
5.6

24.5
34.0
26.4
15.1
0

20.8
41.5
20.8
15.1
1.9

Social Science Experience (%) 26.9 22.2 13.2 22.6

Law Experience (%) 15.4 3.7 5.7 11.3

Note. No significant between-group differences were found on any of these measures.

16	 We also measured the following control variables: Social Science Experience, Legal Experience, Trust 
in Science, Punitiveness, Victimization of Burglary, Personal Political Orientation, Perceived Reliability 
of Science, Perceived Understandability of Science, Subjective Understandability of Science, Objective 
Understandability of Science (see the preregistration for the exact items https://osf.io/9g6km). These 
variables were outside the scope of this paper and are not further analyzed.

5
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Science Manipulation17. Participants in the science conditions received the science 
manipulation vignette, providing them with a short summary of the main findings 
on deterrence and the severity and certainty of punishment. Participants learned 
that there is no conclusive evidence that more severe punishment will deter future 
offenders. Moreover, they learned that for deterrence, the certainty of punishment is 
more important than the severity of punishment and that below a certain threshold 
of certainty punishment will not deter (based on Brown, 1978; Chamlin, 1991; Helland 
& Tabarrok, 2007; Males & Macallair, 1999; Nagin, 2013a, 2013b; Shepherd, 2002a; 
Zimring & Kamin, 2001).

Victim Salience Manipulation. The participants in the victim salience conditions 
received the victim salience manipulation vignette that described how they were 
contacted by scared victims who called to explain the impact of the crimes and urged 
them to take action.

Explanatory Variables
All items were measured on a 7-point Likert scale from (1) “strongly disagree” to (7) 
“strongly agree.”

Punishment Decision. For the decision regarding punishment, participants were 
asked if they wanted to double the maximum sentence in order to reduce future crime. 
For this purpose, one item was solicited: “To effectively prevent burglaries in the future, 
I would double the average sentence for burglary in my jurisdiction.”

Perceived Effectiveness of Policy. The effectiveness of the policy as perceived by 
participants was measured using one item: “I believe doubling the sentence will be 
effective in reducing home burglaries.”

Goals of Punishment. Participants’ beliefs about the goals of punishment were 
measured using five items covering punitive goals (i.e., denunciation, deterrence, 
incapacitation, rehabilitation, retribution).

Procedure
After giving consent and filling in their demographics, all participants received the crime 
vignette. Next, participants in the science condition received the science manipulation 

17	 We first piloted various ways to present the science, respectively a short version of the information, 
a version where all content is paraphrased, a version using direct quotes from research, and a version 
that emphasized the authority of the author of the quotes. Analyses showed no differences in the 
perspective on presented science (reliability, trustworthiness, biasness, accuracy, convincingness, 
understandability, legibility), subjective understanding, or objective understanding. See https://osf.
io/2vjtg for the preregistration and data of this pilot.
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vignette, and participants in the victim salience condition received the victim salience 
manipulation vignette. Participants in the science and victim salience condition 
first received the science manipulation vignette and thereafter the victim salience 
manipulation (see Supplementary Materials D for the full vignettes). Immediately 
following the vignettes, participants were asked to indicate the extent to which they 
agreed with the following: “To effectively prevent home burglaries in the future, I would 
double the average sentence for burglary in my jurisdiction” on a 7-point Likert scale 
from (1) “strongly disagree” to (7) “strongly agree.”

Participants were subsequently asked to fill in the post-experimental questionnaire 
containing the other explanatory variables and the control variables relevant for 
their condition: participants in the science condition and the science and victim 
salience condition received questions about the perceived reliability, the subjective 
understanding, and the objective understanding of the presented science. Participants 
were paid £18.48 per hour for their participation, with an average time of 5.37 minutes.

Results

Manipulation Checks
The manipulation checks revealed that the manipulations were successful. Participants 
in the science conditions reported more often that they had read information about the 
effectiveness of more severe punishment than participants who did not read about the 
science, χ2 = 106.28, p < .001. Participants in the victim salience conditions reported 
more often that they had read information about how the burglaries affected the 
victims than participants who did not read about victim salience, χ2 = 181.79, p < .001.

Explanatory Analyses
Table 2 presents descriptive statistics of the explanatory variables. To test the main 
effects and the interaction effect, we conducted a 2 (Science) x 2 (Victim Salience) 
Analysis of Variance using SPSS 28.0.

5
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Table 2
Means and Standard Deviations (M(SD)) for Dependent Variable and Mediators per Condition All 
variables were measured on a 7-point Likert scale.

Variable Control Science Victim Salience Science + Victim Salience

Punishment Decision 4.48 (1.81) 2.93 (1.75) 4.57 (1.91) 3.75 (1.78)

Perceived Effectiveness 3.77 (1.78) 2.54 (1.42) 4.08 (1.88) 3.09 (1.50)

Purpose of Punishment

Denunciation 5.48 (1.48) 5.15 (1.39) 5.60 (1.15) 5.92 (.96)

Deterrence 4.79 (1.72) 4.30 (1.67) 4.87 (1.74) 4.62 (1.43)

Incapacitation 5.17 (1.40) 4.74 (1.63) 5.00 (1.51) 5.32 (1.17)

Rehabilitation 3.50 (1.87) 3.06 (1.88) 3.43 (1.87) 3.17 (1.64)

Retribution 5.23 (1.41) 4.50 (1.63) 5.30 (1.55) 5.28 (1.17)

We first examined the key question for our research, namely to what extent participants 
who received a summary of scientific information about the lack of effectiveness of 
more severe punishment as a general deterrent differed in their decision to increase 
punishment in order to effectively prevent future crime. The analysis indicated a 
significant main effect of science, meaning that participants presented with scientific 
insights about the effectiveness of punishment as a means to prevent future misconduct 
were less inclined to double sentences compared to participants who were not given 
this information, F(3, 208) = 22.64, p < .001, d = .66. This confirms hypothesis 1. To 
test whether this effect was mediated by the perceived effectiveness of the policy, we 
performed a mediation analysis using Process v4.1 (Hayes, 2017) in SPSS 28.0. In this 
model, Science was the independent variable, Punishment Decision the dependent 
variable, and Perceived Effectiveness of the Policy served as the mediator. Victim 
Salience was included in the model as a covariate. As predicted by hypothesis 2, we 
found a significant indirect effect of science on policy decision through the perceived 
effectiveness of the policy, b = -1.00, BCa CI [-1.38, -.59]. Figure 1 displays this mediation 
model. As the figure indicates, participants who were presented with the science 
regarded increasing punishment as significantly less effective than participants who 
did not read the science. Lower perceived effectiveness significantly predicted a lower 
tendency to increase punishment. As such, there was a significant negative indirect 
effect of science on punishment, such that people in the science conditions perceived 
increasing punishment as less effective, and were therefore less inclined to double the 
sentencing in order to deter people from future crime.
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Figure 1
Mediation Science

Our second major question concerned whether the effect of science may be robust 
when victims were made salient. To analyze this, we first examined whether participants 
who read about victim harm differed in their decision to increase punishment to prevent 
future misconduct from participants who did not read about this. Contrary to hypothesis 
3, we did not find support for a main effect of victim salience, F(3, 208) = 3.38, p = .067, 
d = .25. However, we did find support for a significant indirect effect of Victim Salience on 
Punishment Decision with Science as a covariate through Retribution b = .19, BCa CI [.02, 
.38], as shown in Figure 2. As the figure indicates, participants who were presented with 
the information about victim harm showed significantly stronger belief in retribution as 
a goal of punishment than participants who did not read about victim harm. More belief 
in retribution predicted a greater tendency to increase punishment. As such, there was 
a significant positive indirect effect of salient victim harm on punishment, such that that 
people reading about victim harm believed more in retribution as a punishment goal 
and therefore were more inclined to double the maximum sentence.

Figure 2
Mediation Victim Salience – Retribution
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We also found an indirect effect of Victim Salience on Punishment Decision through 
denunciation as punishment goal b = .29, BCa CI [.07, .51], as shown in Figure 3. As the 
figure indicates, participants who were presented with the information about victim 
harm showed significantly stronger belief in denunciation as a goal of punishment than 
participants who did not read about victim harm. More belief in denunciation predicted 
a greater tendency to increase punishment. As such, there was a significant positive 
indirect effect of salient victim harm on punishment, such that people reading about 
victim harm believed more in denunciation as a punishment goal and therefore were 
more inclined to double the maximum sentence, as shown in Figure 3. We did not find 
an indirect effect of victim salience on the punishment decision through the punishment 
goals of deterrence, incapacitation, and rehabilitation.

Figure 3
Mediation Victim Salience – Denunciation

Our last step in analyzing whether the effect of science may be robust when victims 
are made salient was to study the possible interaction effect between Science and 
Victim Salience. Contrary to hypothesis 5, there was no significant interaction effect 
between science and victim salience, F(3, 208) = 2.24, p = .136, d = .21. Figure 4 shows 
the results. Thus, these results show that the effect of science remained robust even 
after victim harm was made salient.18

18	 Additional analyses of all explanatory analyses revealed that controlling for personal political orientation 
did not change the significance of any of the analyses.
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Figure 4
Mean Scores of Punishment Decision for Control Condition, Science Condition, Victim Salience 
Condition, and Science + Victim Salience Condition with SE as Error Bars

Discussion

Despite the undeniay decision-making. Although years of research show that more 
severe punishment is not a solution against crime, many policymakers still rely on the 
idea of incarceration as a solution to crime. This misalignment between the research and 
policy is often explained by the institutional political context in which a policy is created. 
However, until now, little was known of whether criminological evidence would actually 
influence policy decisions in the first place, apart from the institutional political context. 
The aim of this study was to understand whether presenting clear, relevant, and reliable 
criminological evidence about general deterrence can shape individual policy decisions 
about enhancing sentences for violent crime in a hypothetical vignette. Moreover, the 
study sought to understand whether the effects of presenting such science on policy 
decisions in this setting would remain robust when countervailing considerations, such 
as the harm to victims, are made clearly present.

First, we found that participants who received criminological evidence were less inclined 
to double the maximum sentence than participants who did not receive information 
about the deterrent effect of punishment. This effect was explained by perceptions of 
the effectiveness of punishment for deterring crime, which declined when participants 
were presented with criminological evidence about this question. This shows that when 
there is no explicit institutional political context, as the participants were not part 
of any bureaucracy or beholden to a popular political process, criminological science 
can indeed affect hypothetical criminal policy decision-making. If these findings would 
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generalize to actual policy decision-makers, this would offer hope that science itself, 
when it is made accessible and is clear, relevant, and reliable (cf., Oliver et al., 2014), 
can indeed come to shape policy decision-making.

Second, we sought to understand whether these findings would remain robust if 
we introduced harm to victims as a consideration that might go against the science. 
Because of the growing prominent role of victims in the criminal justice system, 
our goal was to understand to what extent salient victim harm would reduce the 
impact of criminological evidence on the policy decision. Previous research on the 
possible influence of salient victim harm is inconclusive and has mainly focused on 
victim statements in mock court cases (Kunst et al., 2021). We found that the effect of 
criminological evidence was robust against the possible influence of salient victim harm: 
even with information about salient victim harm, reading criminological evidence still 
resulted in a reduced tendency to double sentences to prevent violent crime. Thus, even 
when there were countervailing considerations, such as harm to victims, criminological 
evidence influenced the hypothetical decision in such way that the outcome was better 
aligned with the criminological literature.

Our study findings offer hope that criminology may come to shape criminal justice 
policy decisions. They show that the science itself need not be a barrier and that 
communicating relevant and reliable scientific findings in a clear manner may result in 
better alignment between such findings and punishment decisions. The findings show 
that this is even the case when there are countervailing considerations at play, such as 
harm to victims. These insights point to a new research avenue. In tandem with research 
about how politics and ideology play a role in the translation of criminological evidence 
into policy (Laub & Frisch, 2016; Pesta et al., 2019), we must also look more closely at 
how exactly science is presented to policymakers and how they come to process and 
adapt it in their decision-making. We must learn more about how different types of 
science, types of presentation and summary of such science, and types of crime and 
policy decisions affect how policy decisions align with science. It is hoped that such 
research can help contribute better usage of criminological science and evidence-based 
criminal justice policy.

Limitations and Setting a Research Agenda
Although these results are promising, there are several limitations to this study and 
its paradigm, with the most important limitation being that our study is not directly 
generalizable to different situations.

First, we focused on presenting criminological evidence in which there is a clear 
consistency in findings: that there is no conclusive evidence that more severe 
punishment deters future crime. In reality, criminological findings are often more 
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nuanced, ambiguous, or even contradictory (Tonry, 2013). As this may make it more 
difficult to understand and apply the criminological findings, it may form a barrier 
to criminological findings being implemented in criminal justice. Future research is 
necessary to understand the extent to which the ambiguity of criminological evidence 
can form a barrier to implementation in policy decisions. Such research may also explore 
how personal factors may influence the way that people process or navigate ambiguous 
findings (e.g., confirmation bias; Nickerson, 1998).

Second, in this study, we only focused on doubling sentences for one type of crime, 
specifically home burglary. Previous research has suggested that the seriousness 
of the crime can influence punishment decisions in such way that people want to 
impose stronger punishment for more severe types of crime (Gromet & Darley, 2006; 
Michel, 2016). Thus, it is possible that the seriousness of the crime forms a barrier to 
the implementation of criminological evidence in policy decisions. Future research is 
necessary to understand this.

Last, the findings are not directly generalizable to real policy settings. For one thing, 
we surveyed the general public as the goal was to understand whether criminological 
evidence could influence individual punishment decisions without the explicit 
institutional political context. As said, political climate is seen as one of the main 
barriers to why criminology has not been as impactful in criminal justice policy as it 
could be (Welsh & Farrington, 2012). Additionally, previous research has suggested 
that there is a relation between political orientation and punishment decisions (e.g., 
Clark & Wink, 2012; Confino et al., 2022) as well as between political orientation and 
the acceptance of science (e.g., Gauchat, 2012; Rutjens, Sutton, et al., 2018). However, 
before understanding how the barrier of political climate can be overcome, it is essential 
to fully understand the conditions under which criminology has the possibility to impact 
criminal justice policy. The present research demonstrates that in the absence of an 
institutional political context, criminological science does have the capacity to shape 
policy decision-making toward greater alignment with the empirical evidence. Moreover, 
our results demonstrated that decision-makers’ personal political orientation did not 
affect their receptiveness to scientific evidence. Future research should explore further 
how the institutional political context, in terms of public preferences and institutional 
pressures, may influence these processes.

With this study, we were able to explore the first conditions toward this impact outside 
of an institutional political context. This study opens up an avenue to explore other 
conditions necessary for criminology to be implemented in a realistic policy setting. 
Therefore, we suggest a new research agenda studying these conditions, such as the 
aforementioned possible barriers of the ambiguity of criminological evidence or the 
seriousness of crime. Moreover, it is important to also study this for other aspects of 
criminal justice policy, as its instruments and responsibilities are broader than just 
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(increases in) punishment. When there is a better understanding of the conditions and 
barriers, the ultimate step is to understand the specific barriers of the political context 
in which criminal justice policy is created and the way in which criminology may navigate 
these to inform more evidence-based policy.

Conclusion
Criminology is arguably the discipline within social sciences with the strongest reason 
to influence public policy (Fagan, 2014). But until now, this potential has not translated 
into practice, and criminologists have mainly blamed the political context as a reason 
for the lack of impact on criminal justice policy. Until the present study, it was unknown 
whether criminological evidence would influence the individual decision-making process 
about punishment in the first place, independently of an institutional political context. 
This study has shown that criminological evidence can be presented in such a way that it 
can influence individual decisions about punishment policies, resulting in policies that are 
more aligned with what the science shows. Moreover, we found that this effect is even 
robust against the possible influence of salient victim harm. These findings are a first step 
toward a better understanding of the conditions under which criminology can make the 
desired impact in criminal justice policy: the place where criminology is most needed.
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