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The Changing Landscape of Criminal Justice Data

Our collective role in Improving the Evidence Base:

Examples from Sentencing Research in England and Wales

Jose Pina-Sánchez
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Sentencing Landscape Pre 2013

• Until 2013 empirical sentencing research in E&W was relatively
rare

− Parker et al. (1989), Hood (1992), Hedderman (1994), Dhami
(2004), Tarling (2006), ...

− time consuming, based on small samples

• Meanwhile, in the US

− 2 meta-analysis on race disparities, 1 systematic review on
gender disparities, ...

• Why this divide?
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The Crown Court Sentencing Survey

• The Sentencing Council released in 2013 - open to all - the first
batch of the CCSS

− individual-level data reporting the sentence outcome and
guideline factors considered by the judge

− an explosion of empirical sentencing research ensued
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Could Have Gone Much Further

• Key variables were censored

− courts IDs

− offenders ethnicity

• No data sharing methods were in place

− turned down / ignored by the Sentencing Council, Judicial
Office, MoJ and HMCTS

• They had to conduct that research themselves

− which made it more expensive

− and led to a shallow evidence base

• Huge implications for our collective (mis)understanding of

− consistency (the Council’s stated goal)

− discrimination (two-tier CJS)
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Data-Starved Sentencing Research
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The Lammy Review (2017)
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The Lammy Review (2017)

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a82009040f0b62305b91f49/lammy-review-final-report.pdf
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Lammy Review

• Key role in pushing criminal justice agencies to share their data

− Recommendation 3: “The default should be for the Ministry of
Justice (MoJ) and CJS agencies to publish all datasets held on
ethnicity”

− Key principles: “[...] bringing decision-making out into the
open”, is essential to deliver fair treatment
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Data First

• Helped us understand the presence and origin of ethnic
disparities in sentencing

− Sorsby (2022) previous convictions applied more heavily on
ethnic minority offenders

− Lympropoulou (2024) differences in disparities across ethnic
minority groups

− Pina-Sánchez et al. (2025) stronger area deprivation disparities,
ethnic disparities concentrated among drug offenders

− Lympropoulou (2026) black and mixed race defendants more
likely to be remanded
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Data First

• Subject to important gaps

− no aggravating and mitigating factors

− missing data affecting offenders ethnicity

• Really slow workflow

− from accessing the data to receiving permission to publish

− hurdles that are to a large extent unnecessary

• Implications

− has not triggered the expected explosion of research

− we failed to make the case that disparities, in some cases, reflect
discrimination

− but also that they are not widespread

− which probably misinformed the Council’s design of the revised
guidelines for custodial sentences and the MoJ’s response
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Academic Failures

• We don’t always need data to advance the field

• We need more progress on research methods

− model uncertainty

• And on research culture

− publication bias
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Choosing Controls
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Model Uncertainty
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Publication Bias

• Mitchell (2005)

− race disparities in the US are not significant when taking into
account the grey literature

• Pina-Sánchez & Brunton-Smith (2025)

− race disparities are twice as strong in studies referring to race in
their title
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Registered Reports

https://www.cos.io/initiatives/registered-reports
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https://www.cos.io/initiatives/registered-reports
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Journals Offering Registered Reports

• Few criminology journals

− Criminology

− Revista Española de Investigación Criminológica

• A few more ‘crime-adjacent’ journals

− Law and Human Behavior

− Legal and Criminological Psychology

− Analysis of Social Issues and Public Policy

https://rr.peercommunityin.org/PCIRegisteredReports/
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In Conclusion

• Access to government data completely transformed sentencing
research in England & Wales

• Data sharing should be pushed further

− the RoI is far higher than funding academic projects

− limited access affects the quality of the evidence base

• We (academics) need to put our house in order too

− quality over quantity

− improve methods and research culture
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