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ABSTRACT

FRAMING PRETRIAL REFORM: MEDIA EFFECTS ON PERCEPTIONS OF BAIL
REFORM AND PRETRIAL RISK ASSESSMENTS

Mindy L. Thai, M.A.
George Mason University, 2025

Thesis Director: Dr. Evan Lowder

In the United States, about 450,000 individuals are held in jails awaiting trial,
adding to the burden pretrial detention has placed on overcrowded and understaffed jail
facilities. Experts have identified cash bail as the primary mechanism driving pretrial
detention rates. Across the nation, pretrial reform efforts have focused on reducing the
harms of cash bail by eliminating the system or implementing pretrial risk assessment
tools to guide judicial decision-making. However, bail reform is a highly contested topic.
Experts believe the media may play a key role in discussions of bail reform through
shaping individual perceptions. However, little research has empirically examined the
impact of media influence on perceptions of bail reform and pretrial risk assessments.
Thus, the purpose of this study is to examine how media framing of pretrial release

narratives affects perceptions of pretrial reform efforts. Data was collected using a



randomized experimental vignette design in two surveys of 1) the general population and
2) criminal legal professionals. Findings from this investigation may inform practitioners

on how to minimize or otherwise buffer the adverse negative effects of media attention.



INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, the United States has incarcerated people at unprecedented
rates—existing in a state of “mass incarceration.” Compared to other Western nations, the
U.S. maintains one of the largest incarcerated populations (Sawyer & Wagner, 2022) and
maintains a high pretrial detention rate (Walmsley, 2020). In Walmsley’s (2020) World
Pre-trial/Remand Imprisonment List, the U.S. pretrial detainment rate (148 per 100,000)
is three times as much as Canada’s (42 per 100,000) and eight times as much as
Sweden’s (17 per 100,000). Despite both recent policy reform efforts to divert individuals
from formal detention mechanisms and the release of incarcerated individuals during the
COVID-19 pandemic, almost two million people remain imprisoned in the U.S.

Among that incarcerated population, 636,000 are held in jails nationwide—
approximately 71% of whom are awaiting trial (Zeng, 2022). Experts have identified
pretrial detention as a major contributor to jail incarceration rates. From 1970 to 2015, the
proportion of individuals detained pretrial increased from 53% to 64% of the pretrial
population (Digard & Swavola, 2019). In addition, the Bureau of Justice Statistics (2022)
highlighted a sudden 16% increase in jail populations compared to a 1% decrease in
prison populations from 2020 to 2021. Given the recent rise in jail populations, experts
have expressed concerns that this will further burden facilities that are already

overcrowded and under-staffed (Blakinger, 2022). Additionally, longer stays in pretrial



detention can increase an individual’s likelihood of further criminal justice involvement
(Lowenkamp et al., 2013). Accordingly, scholars, legislators, and other stakeholders are
investing much time, effort, and money to reduce jail populations.

Previous research has identified the current cash bail system as a driver of the
growing pretrial detention population. Bail refers to the practice of collecting a monetary
sum from a defendant to facilitate their release on the condition of returning to court for
their subsequent hearings. In recent years, judges increasingly have used cash bail as the
primary mechanism for pretrial release. Reaves (2013) found that among felony
defendants in large urban counties, pretrial releases with financial conditions increased
from 37% in 1990 to 61% in 2009. Similarly, Liu and colleagues (2018) report that the
number of defendants required to post bail increased from 53% to 72% in that same time
period. Despite increased judicial reliance on cash bail, researchers have found that bail is
ineffective in deterring defendants from reoffending or appearing at court and facilitates
racial and socioeconomic disparities in the pretrial process (Arnold et al., 2018; Bechtel
et al., 2017; Wooldredge, 2012). As a result, legislators across the country have proposed
bail reform bills to reduce cash bail use through alternative strategies that promote the
pretrial release of individuals to the community while reducing the likelihood that
individuals will engage in pretrial misconduct.

However, bail reform efforts have received considerable backlash. Many public
officials and law enforcement officers criticize pretrial reforms for decreasing public
safety and increasing crime (Bennett & Hamilton, 2021; McKinley, 2020). Opponents

often argue that a reduction in jail populations during COVID-19 led to an increase in



violent crime across the U.S. (Kang-Brown et al., 2021). Some believe that the media
plays a key role in shaping public perceptions of pretrial reform efforts. Many media
outlets highly publicized the criticisms lodged by bail reform opponents — which, as
Bennett and Hamilton (2021) argue, resulted in lower public support for bail reform in
New York and contributed to the rollbacks on the reform. In addition, media outlets in
these jurisdictions have emphasized the failures of bail reform by publishing articles
highlighting the case of an individual released pretrial committing a new offense,
especially if the offense was violent, in an effort to portray that bail reform is an
unsuccessful and dangerous reform policy. These high-profile negative media portrayals
may diminish public support for bail reform. However, little research has examined this
claim empirically.

To the best of my knowledge, no experimental study has investigated how media
framing may impact pretrial reform efforts. Thus, this study aimed to examine how media
portrayals of high-profile events may shape public perceptions of bail reform and the use
of pretrial risk assessments. First, | administered a randomized vignette survey-
experiment to a general population sample and a criminal legal professional sample. By
analyzing different samples, I investigated whether framing effects differed across
populations. Second, I investigated whether perceptions of pretrial reform efforts varied
by individual characteristics. Findings from this study may help stakeholders understand
public perceptions of pretrial reform efforts. In turn, this may help understand why

reform efforts may be blocked or supported by the public. In addition, findings may



inform the development of strategies to reduce or combat media framing effects when

jurisdictions attempt to implement reform.



LITERATURE REVIEW

THE CURRENT STATE OF PRETRIAL

The pretrial process is the time period from when a defendant is initially charged
with an offense to their court case disposition. At a defendant’s first appearance, judges
may sentence individuals to pretrial detention, pretrial release without conditions (i.e.,
release on personal recognizance), or pretrial release with conditions (e.g., cash bail,
probational supervision, electronic monitoring). Judges may detain defendants if they
present themselves as a flight risk (i.e., would fail to appear at trial) or pose further
danger to the community (Elyounes, 2020). Prior research has established that judges
consider a variety of legal (e.g., defendant’s offense charge or criminal history) and
extralegal (e.g., race, age, or gender) factors in their pretrial decision-making practices
(Sacks et al., 2015).

While pretrial detention is important to ensure defendants appear at trial or
prevent further criminal acts, high rates of pretrial detention affect both the legal system
and individuals. For instance, Yang (2017) estimated that it may cost legal systems
$55,000 to $100,000 for each individual detained pretrial. Furthermore, defendants can
benefit significantly from being released pretrial. Pretrial detention can increase a
defendant’s risk of psychological or physical harm and exacerbate their burden upon

reentering society. Additionally, pretrial detention may worsen case outcomes. For



example, in a sample of felony and misdemeanor criminal cases in New York, the authors
found that pretrial detention increased the probability of being sentenced to incarceration
(Leslie & Pope, 2017). Felony defendants who were detained pretrial had an increased
probability of conviction by 13 percentage points compared to felony defendants who
were released pretrial (Leslie & Pope, 2017).

On the other hand, critics argue that pretrial release may increase the risk of
pretrial misconduct, like failing to appear at court or committing new offenses prior to
trial, further endangering the community. Moreover, defendant pretrial misconduct may
increase legal system costs to apprehend defendants and file new charges. As such,
judges must balance these considerations in their pretrial release decisions.

Bail

Over the past century, the dominant form of pretrial release has occurred through
cash bail. Bail refers to the conditional release of a defendant, who exchanges collateral
returned to them upon their reappearance at trial. Typically, the courts collect a monetary
sum from defendants as collateral for bail. In Schnecke and colleagues’ (2010) review of
the history of bail, they detailed that cash bail has been used since colonial times and
stems from English law. Bail was first developed and used in Medieval England, where
defendants eligible for bonds were required to find a guarantor who pledged that the
defendant would appear for their trial and take their penalty upon conviction (Schnacke et
al., 2010). The bail amount was equal to the amount the defendant would have to pay if
they were convicted. If the defendant failed to appear at court, the surety would be

responsible for paying the penalty. As a result, the system ensured that regardless of



whether the defendant attended their trial or not, the owed penalty would be fulfilled by
the defendant or surety.

However, the bail system became more complex and inefficient over time. For
instance, capital and corporal punishment gradually replaced monetary fines which led to
more defendants fleeing (Schnacke et al., 2010). Additionally, judicial discretion led to
wide bail corruption throughout the legal system. Eventually, the English parliament
developed regulations for the bail process, including categorizing which offenses were
eligible for bail, requiring evidence of the offense, and considering the defendant’s
criminal history in pretrial release decisions. Schnacke and colleagues (2010) detailed
that when the colonies came over to North America, they brought along English law but
developed more liberal criminal penalties and changed the laws around cash bail use
(Schnacke et al., 2010). In particular, new concerns about the legal system and bail
corruption led the founding fathers to establish the Eighth Amendment to protect against
cash bonds from being set excessively high. Since then, cash bail has remained a
traditional mechanism for pretrial release.

BAIL REFORM: CHANGING THE PRETRIAL PROCESS
Cash Bail Criticisms

In recent decades, experts have criticized the practice of cash bail, as they
attribute the growth of the United States pretrial populations to judicial reliance on cash
bail for pretrial release. One study by Liu and colleagues (2018) found that 53% of
defendants in 1990 had financial conditions to secure their pretrial release. In 2009, the

number of defendants required to post bail increased to 72%. Many scholars attribute the



escalated reliance on cash bail on the United States Supreme Court's decisions (e.g.
United States v. Salerno, 48 U.S. 739, 1987) which allow judges greater discretion in
determining bail amounts. In so doing, judges have received wide latitude in their bail-
setting practices. Although most jurisdictions have guidelines for determining bail
amounts, judges are still the final decision-makers and maintain considerable discretion.
The breadth of judicial discretion means that judges can “cautiously” over-assign bail to
avoid potentially releasing an individual who commits another offense or fails to appear
for their trial. Given the consequences of pretrial detention on individuals and the
system, many scholars have called for bail reform.

Calls for bail reform has also been supported by a growing evidence base showing
that bail is ineffective and contributes to disparities in the pretrial process. As highlighted
in Williams (2020), legal practitioners recognize the ineffectiveness of bail as a release
mechanism that has dramatically contributed to the growing jail population. Research
backs this claim and found little evidence of the effectiveness of bail on re-arrest and
failure to appear outcomes during the pretrial period (Bechtel et al., 2017).

For example, Ouss and Stevenson (2022) examined the effects of Philadelphia’s
“No-Cash-Bail” policy reform and found no change in failure-to-appear or recidivism
rates amongst the released pretrial population. Although they were unable to clearly
identify whether the policy impacted judicial bail decision-making choices, they reported
that there was an immediate increase in the fraction of eligible defendants released on
their own recognizance following the policy change. In other words, the main impact of

the policy was the release of more defendants without monetary conditions. Thus,



because there was a reduced reliance on bail as a release mechanism without a detectable
change in pretrial misconduct, the authors concluded that bail does not serve as an
effective mechanism to ensure defendants re-appear for their trial date.

Furthermore, multiple studies found that bail has a disproportionate harm on
people of color (Arnold et al., 2018; Demuth, 2003; Demuth & Steffensmeier, 2004;
Sacks et al., 2015; Schafer & Hughes, 2019; Wooldredge, 2012). Prior research has found
that Black and Hispanic defendants were more likely to be detained compared to White
defendants, a finding driven by both groups’ inability to pay bail for release in
comparison (Demuth & Steffensmeier, 2004). Pretrial detention also may negatively
impact case outcomes for individuals of color. For example, although Leslie and Pope
(2017) did not find pretrial detention to have a differential impact on conviction
outcomes by race, they observed that Black and Hispanic defendants were three
percentage points more likely to be sentenced to prison than White defendants.
Additionally, they estimated the impact of detention in predicting the likelihood of being
sentenced to prison and found that Black defendants are sentenced to prison at a rate of
1.4 percentage points higher than White defendants (Leslie & Pope, 2017). As such, bail
may not only disproportionately harm groups of color by increasing their chances of
detention but also lead to harsher case outcomes.

Another common criticism of bail is that the monetary sum of bail is a mechanism
for criminalizing low-income (i.e., indigent) defendants who are unable to afford bail. In
general, defendants with financial conditions (i.e., bail) are more unlikely to secure

pretrial release compared to other defendants without the requirement to post bail (Cohen



& Reaves, 2007). For instance, a report by Prison Policy found that prior to incarceration,
those who were unable to post bail tended to be poorer than their non-incarcerated
counterparts (Rabuy & Kopf, 2016). Lum and colleagues (2017) used a sample of
criminal cases handled by the New York Legal Aid Society (NYLAS) in 2015 to
understand better the impact of bail on indigent defendant case outcomes. NYLAS is
made up of public defenders and represents a population of defendants who are often
unable to afford legal services otherwise and are similarly unable to afford bail. The
authors found that if a defendant made any amount of income, requiring bail resulted in a
34% greater chance of conviction (Lum et al., 2017). Prior research has suggested that
higher conviction rate may be caused by detained defendants who are unable to post bail
and are incentivized to plead guilty to secure faster pretrial release (Dobbie et al., 2018).
As a result of these criticisms, many legal stakeholders and scholars are pushing to
change the cash bail system.
Bail Reform

Bail reform focuses on reducing the judicial system’s reliance on cash bail for
pretrial release while promoting the pretrial release of individuals to the community while
reducing the likelihood that individuals will engage in pretrial misconduct. At the same
time, decision-makers must balance release decisions against the likelihood that
individuals will fail to appear for court appearances or commit a new offense. Two
common forms of bail reform include: 1) Eliminating the cash bail system or reducing the
offenses eligible for bail and 2) the use of pretrial risk assessments to guide judicial

decision-making.
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Eliminating or Reducing Cash Bail Use

Across the nation, many states like New Jersey, Alaska, and New York have
passed legislation to eliminate the use of cash bail in the pretrial process (Fadel, 2022;
Rosenberg, 2016; Vera Staff, 2018). Preliminary research on the impact of eliminating
the cash bail system is primarily positive. For instance, a recent evaluation of New
York’s 2020 bail reform policy, which eliminated bail for most offenses (i.e.,
misdemeanor and felony), significantly reduced recidivism (Ropac & Rempel, 2023).
More specifically, the reform reduced re-arrest for individuals with misdemeanors,
without a pending case, and without prior criminal history. The authors also reported that
the reform increased re-arrest for those who had a criminal history and pending case
(Ropac & Rempel, 2023). Illinois also recently eliminated cash bail throughout the entire
state in September 2023. Since then, there has been positive news—jail populations have
decreased without a crime spike (Olsen, 2023).

Other legislators have focused on reducing bail usage. For example,
Philadelphia’s District Attorney Larry Krasner implemented a policy where prosecutors
would no longer seek cash bail against defendants for a variety of misdemeanor and
felony offenses (Andrew, 2018; Ouss & Stevenson, 2019), thus minimizing the use of
cash bail in the jurisdiction. Ouss & Stevenson (2019) found that Philadelphia’s policy
led to a 23% increase in defendants eligible for release without financial conditions. The
policy also led to a reduction in short-term detentions but no effect on long-term stays.
Finally, the study found no change in failure to appear in court, implying that reducing

cash bail usage during the pretrial period would not adversely affect later outcomes in the
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criminal justice system (Ouss & Stevenson, 2019). Admittedly, the research evidence on
the influence of eliminating cash bail is still growing and inconclusive. However, these
positive findings encourage hope that eliminating or reducing cash bail may be an
effective form of pretrial reform that reduces disparities and increases public safety.
Pretrial Risk Assessment Tools

Another common bail reform strategy involves implementation of pretrial risk
assessment tools to guide judicial decision-making. Pretrial risk assessments have grown
in popularity: 47.9% of large jurisdictions have implemented and 8.3% are planning on
implementing risk assessment tools into pretrial processes (Lattimore et al., 2020).
Supporters of pretrial risk assessments argue that these tools could improve the
consistency and fairness of pretrial release decisions (Cohen & Lowenkamp, 2018).
Judges have the final say in whether a defendant is released pretrial, with or without
conditions. However, discretion and the increased latitude to use cash bail means that
judicial decision-making may be incredibly subjective and perpetuate disparities in the
pretrial process. Pretrial risk assessment tools may provide judges with more objective
guidelines to predict defendant pretrial outcomes.

Pretrial risk assessment tools rely on scientific algorithms that weigh various
defendant factors (e.g., criminal history, substance use, and employment status) to predict
the defendant’s pretrial outcomes (Desmarais et al., 2021). Pretrial risk assessment tools
assign defendants a risk score (e.g., low-, moderate-, or high-risk) reflecting the
likelihood that defendants may become a flight risk, commit a new offense, or pose

danger to the community if they are released pretrial. Typically, judges may receive a

12



defendant’s risk score prior to the defendant’s first appearance (NCSL, 2022). In
addition, some jurisdictions (e.g., New Jersey and Alaska) may provide recommendations
for conditions of release. Judges may use those scores and recommendations to advise
their pretrial release decisions. Judicial discretion is still an essential feature of these
pretrial release decisions because judges are not required to adhere to the scores and
recommendations (DeMichele et al., 2018). Thus, pretrial risk assessments do not replace
judicial decision-making but offer more standardized guidance.

The growing research evidence suggests that pretrial risk assessment tools have
good accuracy. For example, an examination of the Public Safety Assessment, a pretrial
risk assessment tool, revealed standard predictive validity (DeMichele et al., 2020).
Overall, the literature base supports pretrial risk assessments—one study reported that
pretrial risk assessments have good predictive accuracy for defendant’s future behavior
(Desmarais et al., 2021). In a meta-analysis of pretrial risk assessment tools, they found
the tools are good predictors of pretrial misconduct (» = 0.28) and new arrest (» = 0.27),
and are fair predictors for failure to appear (» = 0.22) (Bechtel et al., 2017). Desmarais
and colleagues (2021) argue that although risk assessments may be imperfect, these tools
are better than the traditional system, which solely relies on subjective judicial decision-
making.

Pretrial risk assessment tools appear to be a successful strategy for reforming the
pretrial process. More specifically, current preliminary evidence suggests that pretrial risk
assessment tools may reduce cash bail use and increase rates of non-financial condition

pretrial release (Anderson et al., 2019; Lowder et al., 2021). For instance, New Jersey’s
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2017 Criminal Justice Reform reduced the number of individuals detained pretrial and
increased the number of defendants released without financial conditions (Anderson et
al., 2019). Additionally, they observed that the reform significantly reduced the amount
of time defendants spent incarcerated in jail compared to defendants before the reform.
Additionally, when judges follow risk assessment recommendations, the tool had
increased effectiveness in reducing cash bail usage (Lowder et al., 2021).
Opposition to Bail Reform and Pretrial Risk Assessment Tools

Despite the body of research supporting pretrial reform efforts, opponents argue
that bail reform facilitates the release of more dangerous defendants and endangers public
safety. For example, the New York bail reform effort has been criticized as contributing
to an increased crime surge in the State (Lehman, 2022; Quinn, 2022). New York
legislators passed bail reform and rolled out the changes in the midst of the COVID-19
pandemic (Velasquez & Smith, 2022). Thus, while violent crime did increase in New
York, bail reform cannot be isolated as the sole cause for the increase. Additionally, as
discussed earlier, preliminary evidence in jurisdictions with bail reform show that the
reform efforts did not lead to an increase in crime (Olsen, 2023; Ropac & Rempel, 2023).
Despite promising evidence, many stakeholders remain apprehensive of bail reform.

Other critics of pretrial reform argue that risk assessments may perpetuate
systematic disparities and discrimination against people of color (Angwin et al., 2016;
Barabas et al., 2019; Cohen, 2013; NYCLU, 2020; Pretrial Justice Institute, 2020).
Essentially, detractors of pretrial risk assessments argue that the algorithms are built on

biased data that may reflect racial disparities, resulting in predictions perpetuating the
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same inequalities found in the data. (NYCLU, 2020). For instance, accounting for risk
factors like criminal history may reflect the overrepresentation of people of color
involved in the justice system (NYCLU, 2020; Pretrial Justice Institute, 2020). By
incorporating these biased factors, pretrial risk assessment tools may produce inflated risk
scores and exacerbate current system inequalities (Harcourt, 2015; Yang, 2017).

In a highly contested study, Angwin and colleagues (2016) evaluated the
predictive accuracy and efficacy of the Correctional Offender Management Profiling for
Alternative Sanctions (COMPAS), a type of risk assessment tool. The authors reported
that the tool correctly identified only 20% of individuals who proceeded to commit a
violent offense, and only 61% of individuals who committed another offense within two
years. Most importantly, despite COMPAS and some pretrial risk assessments not
including an individual’s race in their calculations, experts argued that other items
included in the tool’s scientific algorithm might perpetuate racial disparities in the
predictions (Dressel & Farid, 2018). In their evaluation of COMPAS, they observed
significant racial disparities in the predictions—White defendants were more likely to be
mislabeled as low-risk, and Black defendants were twice as likely to be mislabeled
compared to White defendants (Angwin et al., 2016).

Angwin and colleagues’ (2016) report sparked an intensive academic debate on
risk assessment tools (Dressel & Farid, 2018; Flores et al., 2016; Washington, 2018).
Since its publication, hundreds of articles have cited the original article and many
scholars have reanalyzed the publicly available data. The primary criticism revolves

around methodological issues (Flores et al., 2016). In a re-analysis, Flores and colleagues
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(2016) found that reported that COMPAS was a good predictor of arrest regardless of
racial groups. Additionally, they found the tool predicted recidivism similarly for both
Black and White defendants. Despite research supportive of pretrial risk assessments, the
efficacy and fairness of these tools remain a contentious issue in the realm of pretrial
reform.

Alongside these criticisms from legislators and other detractors of bail reform, the
news is believed to be particularly critical and resistant towards pretrial reform efforts.

For instance, below are some news article headlines around bail reform.

OPINION | COMMENTARY

‘Bail Reform’ Is Killing New Yorkers as Eric
Adams Pushes for Change

Albany lawmakers refuse to reconsider legal changes that are putting
dangerous criminals on the streets.

Figure 1 Screenshot of Wall Street Journal article headline (Bratton & Mangual, 2022)

Criminals taking ‘full advantage’ of lax sentencing as
retail, violent crime increases: ‘becoming more brazen’

Experts blamed bail reform, the anti-police movement, and DAs 'shirking' their responsibilities for recent crime waves

Figure 2 Screenshot of Fox News article headline (O’Brien, 2023)
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lllinois cops brace for crime spike after
state scraps cash bail in move branded
'America's most dangerous law'

+ lllinois will become the first state in America to eliminate cash bail entirely

» Law enforcement officials fear the move will mean violent criminals will be able
to reoffend while they await trial

» Criminals in other states with similar rules have gone on to commit horrific
crimes while on bail

Figure 3 Screenshot of Daily Mail article headline (Pennock, 2023)

Despite research evidence showing the potential benefits of bail reform and
pretrial risk assessments, these news articles may exaggerate bail reform’s dangerousness
to public safety. More specifically, they portray bail reform as a dangerous law that
criminals will take advantage of and will lead to a crime spike. Previous research has
identified that the media plays a significant role in shaping public perception of crime and
criminal policy. As such, many experts are concerned that this negative media attention
may significantly reduce public support and slow down pretrial reform efforts.

MASS MEDIA: SHAPING PUBLIC OPINION

Mass media refers to a type of media that is designed to communicate and reach a
large audience (i.e., the general public). Examples of mass media include newspapers,
social media platforms (e.g., Facebook, TikTok, or X, formerly called Twitter), television
broadcasts, and websites. Media is an essential and regular part of democratic societies.

Besides communicating information to the masses, the media acts as a mechanism that
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shapes public perceptions through exposure and framing of content. Research has found
that media outlets are particularly impactful on the public’s perceptions of crime and
policy (Reiner, 2007). Building on the work of previous social scientists, Garland (2000)
proposed that the media produces a perception that eventually becomes society's cultural
belief. In other words, how news outlets frame crime becomes the perceived state of
crime.

The general public’s experience with crime primarily come from: 1) the media, 2)
firsthand experiences, and 3) the experiences of others in their social network. As a
result, mass media plays a potentially large role in shaping people’s perception of crime
and the legislation surrounding it. For instance, Reiner’s (2007) review of crime in the
media detailed that the media has employed a variety of strategies to shape the public
perception of crime. First, he noted that the proportion of news dedicated to crime and
criminal justice has increased in recent decades. In addition, the article content typically
focuses on more severe or violent offenses and highlights incidents or narratives of crime
instead of crime trends. As a result of the increased coverage on crime and the emphasis
on violent offenses, the media overexaggerates the general public’s risk of crime
compared to real crime trends. Similarly, a study found that individuals who viewed
violence on TV news increased respondent’s anger and concern about crime (Kort-Butler
& Habecker, 2018). Given the potential impact of media on crime perceptions, much
research has also gone into understanding the mechanisms by which media influences the

public.
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Framing Theory

Framing theory focuses on how information may be presented in a variety of
perspectives to strategically communicate certain implications (Chong & Druckman,
2007). More precisely, the strategic presentation of information influences an individual’s
conceptualization, opinion, or attitude about the issue (i.e., a framing effect; Chong &
Druckman, 2007). Prior research has established that how issues are framed may
influence public opinion. For instance, Sniderman and Theriault (2004) evaluated
individuals’ attitudes toward allowing a hate group to have a political rally. The authors
found that how they framed the question affected respondent’s attitudes. Respondents
presented with this issue under the ‘frame’ of free speech answered in favor of the hate
group’s rights to rally compared to respondents presented with this issue under the
‘frame’ of violence (85% versus 45%). As such, individuals and entities looking to
influence the public may do so through their framing strategy.

Equally important in establishing their opinion on an issue, individuals consider
and apply different weights to a multitude of factors, referred to as their ‘frame in
thought.” In other words, frames may have differing levels of influence based on the
strength of the frame, how often the frame is presented, and what individuals prioritize
(Chong & Druckman, 2007). For example, Norris and Mullinix (2020) examined how
differing presentations (i.e. framing) of wrongful conviction impacted public perceptions
and attitudes of the legal system. Specifically, they used four framing strategies: 1) no
framing (control), 2) presenting facts (thematic), 3) narrative stories (episodic), and 4)

combination (thematic and episodic). Both factual numbers and narrative significantly
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decreased an individual’s support for capital punishment. Narrative framing, in particular,
reduced support for the death penalty by 10% compared to the control group. The
narrative frame also significantly increased respondents’ personal concerns that they may
be potentially impacted by a wrongful conviction. As such, Norris and Mullinix (2020)
discussed that framing effects may differ based on the outcome being examined.
Framing in the Media

The ways media frames, or strategically presents an issue, can send certain
messages intended to influence the audience. The media may frame information by
highlighting the issue in a positive or negative light (valence framing), changing the
terms and language used (semantic framing), or by narrating a story (storytelling
framing) (Hallahan, 1999). Other media strategies may focus on framing an issue within
a certain thematical context (Bos et al., 2016; Kensicki, 2001). For instance, Bos and
colleagues (2016) investigated the influence of four news article frames
(multiculturalism, emancipation, victimization, and assimilation) on public perceptions of
immigration. They found that regardless of individual background and attitudes, exposure
to the multicultural frame, which used arguments pertaining to diverse society and
respect, led to more positive attitudes towards immigration. On the other hand, exposure
to a frame highlighting immigrants as unequal, disadvantaged, and foreigners (i.e.,
victimization) led to more negative public perceptions of immigration.

Regarding media coverage of crime, media typically focuses on individual

narratives (i.e., episodic frame) over the broader contexts (i.e., thematic frame)

surrounding crime. Episodic framing is simpler to understand and has more entertainment
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value than discussing the facts or causes of crime (Perse & Lambe, 2016; Reiner, 2007).
However, this episodic framing may be problematic because it limits understanding of
the issue by oversimplifying and isolating the issue (Zillmann, 2006). For instance, the
media tends to highlight more negative outcomes like an individual committing a violent
offense rather than successfully receiving their GED while incarcerated. As a result,
episodic discussions of violence presented by the media may influence the public to
believe that the media narrative is representative of the current trends in crime.

While the media is a natural part of democratic societies, mass media framing
criminal issues can lead to severe legal consequences. Although media framing of crime
could be positively framed, those narratives are not as prevalent as negatively framed
stories which provide greater entertainment and shock factor (Reiner, 2007). Negatively
framed media coverage can increase public support for punitive policies and lead to
perceptions of increased crime (Reiner, 2007). For instance, Moriearty (2010) examined
how the media rhetoric on “new breed” and “wilding” juveniles distorted the reality of
juvenile crime in the United States. Despite a drop in juvenile crime, American news
exaggerated crime in the country and blamed juveniles of color for the increase. As a
result, the general public’s fear of crime increased, and they became more supportive of
punitive and harsh policies. Ultimately, the author noted that this made the juvenile
justice system more punitive and led to disproportionate harm on low-income young
Black men who were most vulnerable to the harsher criminal justice system.

Relatedly, other framing strategies focused on the race of an individual suspected

of the offense (Barber, 2018; Oliver, 2003; Park et al., 2012; Welch, 2007). For instance,
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the majority of media articles surrounding the Virginia Tech shooting in 2009 focused on
the shooter’s race and related his culpability for the crime to his race (Park et al., 2012).
Similarly, researchers have observed that mass media contributed to the criminalization
of Black people (Hinton & Cook, 2021; Smiley & Fakunle, 2016; Welch, 2007). In
particular, the media has exaggerated Black criminal involvement and sensationalized
Black men as dangerous and aggressive individuals. Even as victims of police shootings,
Black men are post-humorously criminalized and de-victimized by negative media
coverage and rhetoric (Smiley & Fakunle, 2016). The consequences of this negative
media framing are visible through the United States legal system that incarcerates more
individuals than any other nation and has a disproportionate influence on communities of
color.

Because of its capacity to influence individuals’ perceptions of legal issues (in
both negative and positive ways), mass media framing on the issues of crime, legal
policies, and system reform requires stakeholder and researcher attention. Extensive
media attention to crime might cause the public to believe that crime is on the rise
(Slobogin, 2021). These exaggerations can be particularly harmful in the U.S. due to the
public's tendency for reactivity. As Slobogin (2021) described, the United States has a
more adversarial governance system than other democratic countries such as the U.K.,
which can amplify fear-based media portrayals, leading to the polarization of criminal
justice issues. These polarizing portrayals then impact public reaction. For example, in
response to increased crime reports, the public may place demands upon their legislators

without evidence-based alternatives (Slobogin, 2021).
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Framing Bail Reform

In recent years, bail reform has remained a hot topic of discussion. Many
legislators and scholars have heavily researched and discussed the benefits and costs of
implementing pretrial reform. As a result, bail reform has received considerable attention
within the media. Although there are articles discussing the potential benefits of bail
reform and pretrial risk assessments, mass media predominately scrutinized bail reform
across the country. Similar to other legal system issues, mass media coverage on pretrial
reform efforts may fan the flames of public discord by highlighting stories about the
release of dangerous offenders and linking bail reform to increasing local crime rates. As
a result, experts believe that the media majorly contributes to negative public perceptions
around bail reform efforts.

For instance, Bennett and Hamilton (2021) reported that in April 2019, 55% of
voters supported the New York bail reform bill. The bill reduced the usage of bail in the
state but did not eliminate it completely. However, the reform was met with negative
media attention, which analysts believe led to decreased voter support for the bill
(Bennett & Hamilton, 2021). For example, one article attributed the release of a woman
charged with a hate crime to the bail reform, despite the fact that she was released prior to
when the reform went into effect (Emmons, 2020). Likewise, another news article
reported that a man who had previously been charged for four bank heists was released
due to the reform (Tully & Piccoli, 2020). In both instances, the media coverage focused

on an individual case, or case study, to disparage New York’s bail reform.
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Furthermore, media coverage was primarily releasing information based only on
police sources, publishing false information, and using disparaging language (Bennett &
Hamilton, 2021). For instance, Police Commissioner Shea claimed that bail reform led to
increased crime and witness intimidation less than a month after the reform went into
effect (Shea, 2020). Ultimately, faced with the negative media attention and public
backlash, legislators rollbacked parts of the bail reform despite lack of evidence linking
bail reform to the rise in crime in New York (Hamilton & Sivin, 2022). Other states
experience similar negative media coverage highlighting the negative outcomes and
pretrial failures of bail reform.

Given the impact media has had on public perception of other legal policies,
supporters of bail reform believe mass media has strong framing effects that can
influence the greater public’s perceptions of pretrial reform efforts. Mainly, they note that
narratives around bail reform and pretrial risk assessment tools may damage public
perceptions. In particular, media stories about reform efforts often highlight cases where
an individual released pretrial commits a violent offense while awaiting trial. For
instance, below are two screenshots of article headlines that highlighted an individual

released pretrial.
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He Was Charged With 4 Bank Heists,
and Freed. Then He Struck Again,

Police Say.

A man accused of robbing banks in New York City had been
released under a Jan. 1 law that ended bail for most nonviolent

charges.

Figure 4 Screenshot of The New York Times article headline (Tully & Piccoli, 2020)

IEELN EXCLUSIVE

Man accused of ‘mutilating’ stranger in
fatal NYC stabbing back on streets
thanks tojudge

000G o

Figure 5 Screenshot of New York Post article headline (Marino & Lungariello, 2022)

Given that prior research has established that media framing may influence
individual perceptions of the state of crime (Garland, 2000; Reiner, 2007), mass media
proliferation of pretrial misconduct cases can have consequences. By focusing on these
narratives of “bail reform failure,” the general public may falsely attribute the rise in
crime to bail reform. Similarly, mass media encourages the belief that these case studies
represent the impact of bail reform—implying that bail reform overall is failing at
maintaining public safety. Media exposure to case studies can shape and reinforce public

perception of the success or failure of the legislation.
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However, little research has empirically examined the effects of mass media
exposure in the context of bail reform. Consequently, there is a limited understanding of
if and how media exposure affects attitudes toward pretrial reform efforts. Similarly, little
is known about how different populations may react to the same media frame. This gap in
the empirical literature means that despite research evidence supporting the benefits of
bail reform, negatively framed mass media coverage may shape public and legal
professional’s perception and attitudes against reform. Ultimately, media framing effects
may hamper future pretrial reform efforts aimed at reducing cash bail use and increasing
the use of pretrial risk assessments.

The present study explores whether exposure to different media frames impact
respondents’ perceptions of bail reform and pretrial risk assessments. The findings of this
study may inform best practices for translating research and promoting pretrial reform
efforts to the public. Additionally, knowledge on the extent to which media exposure
sways individuals’ perceptions—both those who work inside of the system as well as the
general population—can inform strategies to improve public perceptions of pretrial
reform efforts. Relatedly, there are few positively framed media articles about bail reform
as mass media focuses on narratives of bail reform failure (Covert, 2022). Although
narratives of success could improve public understanding and receptivity to bail reform
efforts, the media tends to focus on negative scenarios. Perhaps sharing successful
narratives of bail reform may improve perceptions of pretrial reform efforts. Finally, this

study will also explore individual factors that potentially drive perceptions of pretrial
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reform. Findings from this exploration may provide guidance on frames that would most

successfully impact attitudes about bail reform and pretrial risk assessment tools.
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METHODS

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND HYPOTHESES

This study aims to understand the influence of media framing on perceptions of
bail reform and pretrial risk assessment tools. Given that purpose, my first research
question is:

1. Do positive or negative media framing of individual narratives
influence perceptions of pretrial reform?

Prior research has found that negative media framing of legal issues results in
more negative public perceptions of crime (Kort-Butler & Habecker, 2018; Moriearty,
2010; Reiner, 2007). For instance, despite declining juvenile crime rates, mass media
coverage of juvenile crime increased, leading to a distorted reality of the state of juvenile
crime in the United States. Experts have attributed mass media coverage as the largest
driver for the “Super Predator” moral panic and the development of a more punitive
juvenile justice system (Moriearty, 2010). Similarly, mass media proliferation of negative
stereotypes and coverage about people of color, have led to ongoing persistent
criminalization of people of color, especially Black men (Hinton & Cook, 2021; Smiley
& Fakunle, 2016; Welch, 2007). Though media framing and public perceptions of pretrial

reform has not been empirically tested, I expect that exposure to negatively framed
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articles will reduce favorable perceptions of bail reform and pretrial risk assessment
tools.

On the other hand, to my knowledge, no study has examined the influence of
positive stories on public perceptions of policies within the legal system. However, prior
research has found positive media frames may similarly influence public perceptions
(e.g., Bos et al., 2016; Kensicki, 2001). In fact, positive media framing may do the
reverse of negative media framing and increase public support for legal reform.
Anecdotally, some have suggested that exposure to positively framed individual
narratives of bail reform may increase favorable attitudes to pretrial reform efforts
(Covert, 2022). Positive narratives may become a critical strategy that stakeholders in
bail reform employ to combat the influence of media. As such, my hypotheses for media
framing influence on perceptions are:

Hypothesis 1a: Exposure to a negatively framed narrative will reduce
favorable perceptions of pretrial reform efforts.

Hypothesis 1b: Exposure to a positively framed narrative will increase
favorable perceptions of pretrial reform efforts.

Besides understanding if media framing is influential, I also wanted to investigate
how media framing influence may differ across groups. As discussed earlier in framing
theory, frames may have different effects based on the frame’s strength and what
individuals prioritize (Chong & Druckman, 2007). For instance, individuals who
prioritize maintaining public order and safety may prefer policies that would make the

legal system more punitive. Given that prior research has established media effects differ
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across individuals, I was curious if the frames would uniformly affect groups of similar
individuals. Accordingly, my second research question:
2. Do media framing affect groups of individuals similarly?

To my knowledge, no study has directly compared the general public to criminal
legal professionals. However, prior research has identified some characteristics that may
make an individual more susceptible to framing. For instance, educational level and
previous knowledge with the legal system may moderate how media effects influence
individual opinion (Perse & Lambe, 2016). Prior knowledge may be influential as it can
bias an individual’s attitude toward new information (Perse & Lambe, 2016). Individuals
may compare new information from the media and compare it to their prior knowledge to
reinforce or change their opinion. For instance, prior experience where police acted in a
procedurally just manner may make an individual more likely to believe a media article
discussing the importance of police. However, exposure to new information may be
rejected. For example, prior negative knowledge or experience with police stops may
make one less likely to believe new information that stops are a beneficial or fair police
practice. Trust in the media may also mediate the impact of framing; if individuals are
distrustful of the media source, they may fall back on their previous knowledge or
experiences for formulating their opinions (Perse & Lambe, 2016).

Education may also moderate the role of media framing. For instance, individuals
with higher education may be able to understand media frames better and recognize the
implications the messaging is attempting to exert. On the flip side, individuals with lower

education may not be able to understand those frames and instead rely on peripheral cues

30



(i.e., social reactions) or simpler messaging. In addition, individuals with lower education
levels are more likely to remember episodic personalized news stories (Perse & Lambe,
2016; Price & Czilli, 1996). Respondents with lower education levels were able to recall
82% of news articles focused on persons but only 33% of articles not centered on persons
(Price & Czilli, 1996). Experts have suggested this may be because less educated
respondents transfer knowledge from their daily lives into their frames of thought (Perse
& Lambe, 2016). Episodic frames are influential because individuals can refer to their
personal experiences and transfer that associated frame of thought to the topic presented
in the article.

Given that research has identified prior experience and education are important
moderators in the strength of media framing, I suspect that criminal legal professionals
may be more resistant to media framing. Legal professionals’ prior experience with the
criminal legal system may mean they have a solidified opinion of pretrial reform efforts
that would not be swayed by media exposure. In comparison, public opinion may be
more vulnerable to media framing as they may not have prior knowledge as the base for
their opinion. In addition, the general public may be more likely to recall episodic
articles, which may bias their opinions of crime and policy. As a result, my hypothesis is:

Hypothesis 2: The effect of media be stronger amongst the general public
relative to criminal legal professionals.

Finally, I conducted an exploratory analysis to identify what factors may affect

perceptions of pretrial reform. As such, my third research question is:
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3. What and how do individual-level factors influence perceptions of
pretrial reform efforts?

Given that this is an exploratory question, I used previous literature to guide
which factors I included in my regression models. First, I included background
characteristics that previous literature has found to influence attitudes and moderate the
influence of frames. For the multiple regressions, I included age, education level, gender,
political ideology, and race/ethnicity as covariates in both samples. Prior researchers have
found that there can be gender differences in framing influences. For instance, men
favorably respond to frames that appeal to their ego while women favorably respond to
altruistic frames (Fissinger, 2015). On the other hand, the role of gender in shaping
perceptions is unclear. Generally, public opinion about crimes does not tend to differ
based on respondent gender (Stylianou, 2003). However, gender differences may occur
based on the type of crime. For instance, studies found that women are more likely than
men to rate rape as a more serious crime (Hsu, 1973).

Given that pretrial reform efforts are partly designed to assist in reducing
disparities in the pretrial process, I wanted to explore if public support for reform were
affected by an individual’s racial/ethnic identity. Previous literature has identified that an
individual’s race and ethnicity influence their perceptions of the criminal justice system,
especially for injustice and disparities within the system (Buckler et al., 2011; Henderson
et al., 1997). Studies have found that African Americans and Hispanics perceived greater
levels of injustice compared to White individuals (Buckler et al., 2011). An individual’s

race also influences the effects of media framing. For instance, in an experiment testing
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the impact of media framing in crime reports, respondents who had the same race as the
defendant featured in the crime report were more likely to sympathize with them than if
the article featured a defendant of a differing race (Foreman et al., 2016).

Age may influence the strength of media framing because younger and older
individuals have different decision-making processes and motivations (Carstensen &
DeLiema, 2018; Reinhardt & Rossmann, 2021). Compared to younger respondents,
studies have found that older respondents are more averse to negatively-framed messages
(Carstensen & DeLiema, 2018; Ruva & Hudak, 2013). Older respondents exposed to
positively framed news articles were more likely to have lower ratings of defendant guilt
and more positive ratings that the defendant was credible (Ruva & Hudak, 2013). In
addition to impacting the influence of frames, some believe age plays a critical role in
shaping attitudes. Many have informally asserted that individuals become more
conservative as they age (Peterson et al., 2020). For instance, one study found that
punitive attitudes tended to increase after age 50 (Schwartz et al., 1993). However,
previous research has also found that political attitudes usually remained stable over time
(Peterson et al., 2020).

I also included education level in my regression. Generally, individuals with high
education level compared to individuals with lower education level tend to prefer less
punitive policies (Johnston, 2011; O’Hear & Wheelock, 2020). In addition, education
moderates how media influence an individual’s opinion. For instance, Perse and Lambe
(2016) discussed that less educated individuals tend to rely on episodic narrative frames,

which are simpler and allow individuals to transfer frames from their daily lives easily.

33



These individuals may not develop solidified and thoughtful opinions prior to exposure to
a media frame because they lack the education or prior knowledge to understand the
entire debate. As such, they may look to the media or their environment to provide their
frame of thought for formulating an opinion. On the other hand, individuals with higher
education levels allow them to consider their frame but ultimately develop an opinion
based on their knowledge and understanding of the issue.

Finally, I included political ideology in my regressions for both samples. Pretrial
reform has become embroiled in national and local political debates (Akinnibi, 2022;
Murdock, 2024). As such, I would expect that an individual’s political ideology would
impact their perceptions — more conservative individuals would be less likely to support
bail reform compared to more moderate and liberal respondents. Previous research has
suggested that public opinion is largely influenced by how an individual identifies
politically (Perse & Lambe, 2016). For instance, conservative individuals tend to support
punitive legal policies compared to moderate or liberal respondents (O’Hear &
Wheelock, 2020). As a result of their tendency towards punitiveness, they may be less
likely to support pretrial reform efforts and also reject new information that contradicts
their opinion. Media framing is also conditioned by an individual’s political involvement
and knowledge (Perse & Lambe, 2016). For instance, many individuals are uninformed
or misinformed about current events. As a result, they rely on social and political cues
(i.e., frames) in mass media to form their opinion towards an issue. In contrast,
knowledgeable individuals are less likely to rely on media frames to form their

perceptions.
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For the criminal legal professional sample, I included some professional
characteristics in the regression: professional role, years of experience, training, and the
frequency individuals use risk assessment tools. I included these variables because they
are measures of an individual’s prior experience with bail reform or pretrial risk
assessments. If they had more extensive prior experience, their perceptions of pretrial
reform efforts may be more solidified than individuals not previously exposed to these
efforts. I included professional role groups because I wanted to explore if different roles
in the legal system impacted perceptions. Research has established the existence of the
courtroom work group which must collaborate and cooperate in order to keep the court
system running (Merritt, 2022). As such, I wanted to know if legal actors had differing
opinions and how that may influence their perceptions of the vignettes.

This thesis uses primary survey data from a randomized vignette design sub-study
within two larger surveys that examined perceptions of judicial decision-making and
pretrial practices. To create my survey and study, I followed Sharma and colleagues'
(2021) checklist for reporting and developing survey studies.

DATA COLLECTION

In early 2023, I began developing my randomized vignette survey that I
administered in two larger surveys. I decided to embed my study into two larger surveys
to target the pretrial reform perceptions of different populations.

First Survey: General Population
The first survey focused on the general population to understand the public

perceptions of the United States criminal legal system’s pretrial process. Subsections of
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the general population survey included questions examining perceptions of disparities in
the pretrial process, legal permissibility of certain supervision strategies, and other
components of the pretrial process. My survey materials were presented as the first
vignette participants encountered. This study was reviewed and approved by the George
Mason University Institutional Review Board (IRB # 2018934).

For my study, I targeted adults aged 18 or older residing in the United States.
Researchers recruited participants through Qualtrics Sampling Services, which is an
online sampling service. Qualtrics is a popular platform in social science research for its
user-friendly options, sampling quality checks, and mass distribution capacity
(Kalkbrenner, 2021). Qualtrics recruited participants via email and provided some form
of compensation (e.g., cash, gift cards, redeemable points, sweepstakes entrance).
Qualtrics gathered a sample of at least 500 respondents and followed quota sampling
parameters for gender (Male: 48%, Female: 52%, Non-Binary: natural fallout 5%), age
(18-34: 30%, 35-54: 32%, 55+: 38%)), race (White: 75%, Black/AA: 13%, Asian or
Pacific Islander: 6%, American Ind/Alaskan Native or Other: 6%), and ethnicity
(Hispanic: 18%, Non-Hispanic: 82%). Before launching the survey, Qualtrics staff also
reviewed the study and provided some recommendations to improve the flow and clarity
of the survey material. Then, Qualtrics conducted a soft launch of the survey and allowed
me to review the data quality. At that point, I added a speed check to remove respondents
who completed the survey too fast as their responses would not reflect them completing
the survey with fidelity and seriousness. Qualtrics removed any responses that took less

than 7.23 minutes, which was the median time all respondents took to complete the
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survey. The final general population sample consisted of 513 respondents (Response rate
0f 47.6%; 513 completed surveys of 1077 surveys sent).
Second Survey: Criminal Legal Professional Survey

The second survey focused on understanding criminal legal professionals'
decision-making processes and perceptions. The survey involved two tracts containing
three vignettes each, followed by universal questions on pretrial risk assessments for all
respondents. Subsections of this study included questions looking at the impact of various
factors on pretrial risk assessment adherence, perceptions of implementation issues, and
racial bias. My sub-study was presented as the first vignette in the second tract of the
survey. The target population included professionals currently involved in the pretrial
system serving as judges, pretrial officers, prosecutors, or defense attorneys.

Recruitment efforts occurred primarily through a two-stage sampling strategy
consisting of 1) modified cluster random sampling of at least 10 counties from each State
across the United States and 2) snowball sampling within each county. Counties were
researched to identify a minimum of five legal system representatives or points of contact
from legal organizations. Researchers gathered information about representatives via
publicly listed emails from legal agencies (courts, pretrial services, general attorney,
public defender) that provide services or advocacy for pretrial decision-makers (i.e.,
judges, pretrial services officers, prosecutors, and defense attorneys). Recruitment emails
asked agency representatives to participate and forward the survey invitation and

Qualtrics survey link to eligible colleagues in their agencies. In states with low response
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rates, the research team oversampled by researching and contacting more than 10
counties from the State or using state-wide contact lists.

The team sent 2547 emails over three months. The larger survey received 404
participants, two of which did not consent and were subsequently dropped from the
survey. Of the 402 participants, 202 (50.2%) were assigned to Survey Tract 1 and 200
were assigned to Survey Tract 2 (49.8%). Seven (3.5%) consented but then left before
clicking the next button. Of the 193 respondents assigned to Survey Tract 2, 70 (35.0%)
respondents dropped out before answering the first question. Finally, 17 (8.5%) responses
were removed for being incomplete. As such, the final criminal legal professional sample
used for analysis in this thesis is 7 =113 (56.5% of 202; Response rate of 4.4%). This
study was reviewed and approved by the George Mason University Institutional Review
Board (IRB # 2019268).

SURVEY MATERIALS

In developing my survey, I sought guidance from vignette methodology research
articles (e.g., Atzmiiller & Steiner, 2010; Bergold et al., 2021; Schoenberg & Ravdal,
2000; Wason et al., 2000). Generally, a vignette survey design consists of a 1) vignette
experiment and 2) a traditional survey respondents will answer following exposure to the
vignette (Atzmiiller & Steiner, 2010). Since my study aimed to understand the effects of
media framing, I designed my vignettes to resemble online news articles. Bergold and
colleagues (2021) used vignettes to understand the stigmatization effects of news articles.
They used three vignette conditions: 1) an original published newspaper article with

biased and stigmatizing language, 2) an edited version of the published newspaper article
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that removed the biased language found in the original, and 3) a control article. I
followed this design by including three conditions as well: a positive frame, a negative
frame, and a control article. In so doing, I could differentiate between the potential media
framing of the negative and positive narrative by comparing them to each other and the
control article. However, it was difficult to find an article containing introductory
information about bail reform which would be necessary to provide respondents baseline
knowledge about pretrial reform efforts. In addition, many of the narrative articles about
pretrial misconduct focused on the defendant committing a violent crime during their
pretrial release (e.g., Emmons, 2020; Tully & Piccoli, 2020), which would be challenging
to reframe in a positive manner. As such, I designed my own articles for the vignette to
have more control over the language used, the information provided, and the scenario
constructed for the vignette conditions.

First, I designed the articles using language found in published publicly available
online news articles that discuss bail reform and pretrial risk assessment tools. In
particular, the quotes used in the vignettes were based on the phrasing used by real-life
defendants, legal professionals, or politicians that I found reported in other articles. All
articles featured the same introductory information describing the debate around the
reform in the county, the evidence behind pretrial risk assessments, and the county's
adoption of risk assessment tools. I included this in the article to educate respondents
about bail reform and pretrial risk assessments, particularly given survey materials were
provided to the general population. The latter half of the article contained the study's

manipulation by describing a high-profile incident. In two articles, a defendant is
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introduced as an individual arrested for a domestic violence disturbance. Under the new
bail reform in the county, defendants are released as they are identified as a low-flight
and low-danger risk. In one article, the individual released under the reform successfully
reenters the community (i.e., successful pretrial release). The other article featured the
same released individual, but they conduct pretrial misconduct (i.e., unsuccessful pretrial
release). The last article featured no released individual and serves as a baseline/control
group. | formatted the articles to appear like snippets from an online news source in
Qualtrics. The text content of the articles and a screenshot of how the article was
formatted in Qualtrics are in Appendix A.

After developing my survey, I distributed the drafts to my thesis committee
members and incorporated their feedback. In both surveys, my sub-study was the first
study participants were exposed to. As a result, respondents would not have experienced
survey fatigue or been influenced by information presented in the other sub-studies. All
respondents were first randomly presented with one of three potential fictional news
articles. After reading the article, they were then presented with the survey questions, and
finally, the manipulation check. I developed measures to illicit respondents' perceptions
of bail reform and pretrial risk assessment tools. The manipulation checks and twelve
survey questions can be found in Appendix A. All survey questions were measured on a

5-point Likert scale.
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VARIABLES
Independent Variable

Given that the purpose of this study was to understand the effects of media
framing on respondent perceptions, the independent variable for the study was a variable
of this study’s three manipulation (vignette) conditions. I coded this variable as a nominal
categorical variable with three categories. In order, the vignettes were coded as: 1 =a
narrative of successful pretrial release, 2 = a narrative of unsuccessful pretrial release, or
3 = the control condition without a defendant. I used this independent variable in the
manipulation checks and my main analyses to see if each condition had a differential
effect on respondent’s perceptions of pretrial reform.

For my second research question of whether media framing differ among different
groups of individuals, I included a second independent variable that represented the
sample from which the observation came. I used this variable to see if there were
differences in perceptions amongst the criminal legal professional sample and the general
population sample. I coded this variable as a dummy variable, where 1 meant the
observation came from the criminal legal professional sample and 0 meant the response
was from the general population sample.

Dependent Variable

To examine the impact of media framing on perceptions of bail reform and
pretrial risk assessments, I developed four dependent variables to elicit respondent’s
attitudes to pretrial reform efforts. My survey included 12 questions, all measured on a

scale of 5-point Likert Scale rating (1 = “Strongly Disagree” to 5 = “Strongly Agree”).
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The first dependent variable was made up a single question and asked respondents to rate
their agreement with the statement, “The article is credible.” I designed this question to
reveal a respondent’s levels of susceptibility to being presented with a fictitious article.
Additionally, the question serves as a verification that the vignettes looked realistic to
participants. If participants viewed the article vignettes as legitimate news articles, they
may have been more susceptible to the media framing.

The second dependent variable was also a single survey item that asked
respondents to rate how much they agreed with the statement that they preferred pretrial
risk assessments over cash bail. I designed this question to distinguish between
conflicting opinions about bail reform and pretrial risk assessments. An individual may
be supportive of bail reform in general. However, they may be unsupportive of pretrial
risk assessments as the mechanism for reform. For instance, in a Harvard Law Review
article (2018), the authors argue against the use of risk assessments for reform because
data-driven reform is susceptible to reproducing the same system inequalities. Similar to
the federal sentencing reform of the 90s—which established mandatory minimums—risk
assessment tools may be used as tools to increase the punitive nature of the pretrial
process. While the authors argue there is a need for bail reform, they remain skeptical of
risk assessments as the tool for the job. Accordingly, other individuals may have similar
opinions where they are supportive of bail reform but not the tools.

The last two dependent variables focused on respondents’ perceptions: 1) bail
reform perceptions and 2) pretrial risk assessment perceptions. Because these variables

are attempting to capture an abstract concept (i.e., a respondent’s perceptions about an
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issue; see e.g., Gerring, 2011; MacKenzie et al., 2011), I believed it would be best to
develop multiple survey items and sum them together to elicit respondents’ attitude about
pretrial reform efforts. Bail reform perceptions are a summative average of five items
(see Appendix A questions #2 to #6). I designed these questions to highlight key ideas of
bail reform. I designed some questions to reflect that cash bail is an ineffective
mechanism of pretrial release (Ouss & Stevenson, 2022; Williams, 2020) and that cash
bail contributes to system disparities (Demuth & Steffensmeier, 2004; Leslie & Pope,
2017; Lum et al., 2017). Respondents who agreed that cash bail leads to negative
outcomes in the pretrial process would mean they are most likely supportive of bail
reform. Questions number 3, 4, and 5 best reflect that domain. As a secondary domain
within bail reform perceptions, questions number 2 (“The criminal justice system should
move away from cash bail.”) and number 6 (“Tax dollars should support reducing the use
of cash bail”) were designed to fulfill the goal of bail reform which is to eliminate or
minimize the use of cash bail.

For pretrial risk assessment perceptions, I included the domains of knowledge on
the evidence for these tools (Bechtel et al., 2017; Desmarais et al., 2021), that pretrial risk
assessments can guide judicial decision (Cohen & Lowenkamp, 2018), and fidelity on
how these tools are utilized during the pretrial process (Lowder et al., 2021). High scores
to questions number 8 (“Pretrial risk assessments accurately assess defendant risk.”), 9
(“Using pretrial risk assessments helps keep the public safe.”), and 11 (“Pretrial release
decisions should be guided by research.”) implied that the respondents perceived pretrial

risk assessment tools as being based on evidence and research. I designed question
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number 10 to highlight that pretrial risk assessments can guide judicial decision-making.
Finally, question number 12 stated that judges should follow pretrial risk assessment
recommendations. Respondents who agreed with this statement most likely would be
supportive of pretrial risk assessments because they would encourage judges to follow the
recommendations from risk assessments.

After I summed and averaged the variables, Cronbach’s Alpha values were
satisfactory for bail reform perceptions (General population: a = 0.80; Criminal legal
professional sample: a = 0.92) and pretrial risk assessment tools perceptions (General
population: a = 0.86; Criminal legal professional sample: a = 0.84). As such, I proceeded
to use these dependent variables in my analysis. In general, all variable scores ranged
from 1 to 5, as they were either a single 5-point Likert-scale item or an average of five 5-
point Likert-scale items. The only exception was in the criminal legal professional
sample, no respondent completely responded that they “Strongly Disagreed” with all
items used to construct the pretrial risk perceptions variable. As such, the minimum for
that variable was 1.2 in the criminal legal professional sample.

Covariate Variables

For my third research question, I included these covariates to understand what
impacts perceptions of pretrial reform. For respondent background characteristics, I
included age, education, gender, race, ethnicity, and political ideology. For the variables I
recoded, I used participants’ responses to transform variables into dummy variables or
categorical variables. Age was a continuous variable in both samples. The two surveys

measured education with different categories. As such, I recoded education into three
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categories: 1 = less than or equal to a high school diploma (<= High School), 2 = greater
than a high school diploma and less than or equal to a 4-year degree/Bachelor (<= 4-Year
Degree), and 3 = greater than a 4-year degree/Bachelor (> 4-Year Degree). For both
groups, I recoded gender (1 = Female, 2 = Male, 3 = Other) as a dummy variable so that
males would become the variable of interest (Criminal legal professional sample: 0 =
Female, 1 = Male; General public population sample: 0 = Female/Other, 1 = Male).

For the general population sample, race was coded as a six categorical variable (1
= Other (i.e., Something not Listed), 2 = Multi-racial, 3 = Asian or Pacific Islander (API),
4 = Native American or Alaska Native (AI/AN), 5 = White, 6 = Black). [ used White
participants as the reference group when I included this variable in the multiple
regression. For the criminal legal professional sample, I coded race as a singular dummy
variable to compare Non-White participants to White participants. The criminal legal
professional sample only had 7 respondents of color. Given that small sample size, |
could not justify re-coding and using race in the same manner. As such, in the multiple
regression, I recoded race to be a dummy variable where the variable of interest in
participants of color while the reference group was White participants. Political ideology
was measured on different categorical scales in both samples. As such, like education, I
re-coded political values to a 3-point scale for my analysis. The variable was coded as 1 =
Conservative, 2 = Moderate, and 3 = Liberal, and Moderate (the most frequent group)
served as the reference group.

The criminal legal professional sample included a few additional profession-

related control variables. For my multiple regression, I included role, years of experience,
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the frequency they use risk assessment tools (RAT) in their county, and if they have
received training on how to use RAT. Role was measured as a categorical variable, where
1 =Judge, 2 = Prosecutor, 3 = Defense Attorney (DA), 4 = Pretrial Services Officer
(PSO), 5 = Other. Years of experience was measured as a continuous variable. The
frequency they used risk assessment tools was measured as an ordinal categorical
variable (1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Monthly, 4 = Weekly, 5 = Daily). Training was also
measured as a dichotomous variable (0 = No training received; 1 = Training received)
ANALYTICAL STRATEGY
Before conducting the analysis, I conducted quality checks on the data.
Manipulation Check

A manipulation check was included in this study to ensure that respondents were
responding to the question after being exposed and correctly interpreting the media
framing found in this study’s vignettes. The manipulation check asked respondents to fill
in the blank statement, “The defendant mentioned in the article was: .’ Respondents
were able to select one of three responses that corresponded with the vignette conditions
and content: 1) “Was successful in the community.” 2) “Was unsuccessful in the
community.” And 3) “There was no defendant referenced in the article.” I ran a crosstab
of the randomly assigned vignette conditions against the respondent’s manipulation check
answers to see if my manipulation was successful.

Among the criminal legal professionals, their responses to the manipulation check
were mostly correct amongst all three viewing conditions X; (4) = 183.69, p <.001, ¢. =

0.918). The sample’s lowest percentage of correct responses was for the second
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condition, with the unsuccessful defendant story (n = 31, 88.6%). On the other hand, the
general population sample was more likely to respond incorrectly compared to the
criminal legal professional sample. Only 97 (59.2%) participants assigned to the
unsuccessful condition identified the defendant unsuccessfully completed pretrial release.
14 (7.4%) of participants thought the defendant was successful, while 16 (10.1%)
participants thought there was no defendant in the vignette. However, because most
respondents were able to respond correctly to the manipulation check, I decided to
proceed with the analysis (X; (4) =310.81, p <.001, ¢. = 0.550) since I am following an
intent-to-treat analysis method. In so doing, I maintained my randomization and could

draw unbiased conclusions about vignette influence (McCoy, 2017).

Table 1 Crosstab of Vignette Condition and Manipulation Check

Assigned Condition
Manipulation Criminal Legal Professional (N = 109) General Population (N = 513)
Check Success Unsuccess No Def. Success Unsuccess No Def.
n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)
Successful 35 (94.6%) 2(5.7%) 0(0%) 148 (77.9%) 35 (21.3%) 29 (18.2%)
Unsuccessful 1(2.7%) 31 (88.6%) 0 (0%) 14 (7.4%) 97 (59.2%) 16 (10.1%)
No Defendant 1(2.7%) 2(5.7%) 37 (100%) 28 (14.7%) 32(19.5%) 114 (71.7%)

Note. Some participants (n = 4) in the Criminal Legal Professional sample completed the survey questions but did not
complete the manipulation check and are excluded from the above analysis.

Attrition Analysis
The second quality check before analysis was an attrition analysis on the criminal
legal professional sample. For that sample, I had 80 missing or incomplete responses and

113 complete responses for analysis. The crosstab revealed that the missing responses
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were spread out quite evenly across the article conditions, leading me to infer that the
attrition was random and that I can proceed with analysis X (2) = 0.393, p = .822, 9. =

0.045).

Table 2 Attrition Analysis Crosstab of Vignette Condition and Missing Response

Assigned Condition
Response Success Unsuccess No Def. .
n %) n ) n (%) Comparison
0 (Missing) 21(36.2%) 23 (39.0%) 18 (31.0%) X2(2) =0.393
1(Completed) 37 (63.8%) 36 (61.0%) 40 (69.0%) p =822

Cramer's’V =0.045

SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS

The final samples comprised 513 general population survey respondents and 113
criminal legal professional responses. However, only 97 (85.8%) criminal professional
respondents reported their individual characteristics. I placed questions about background
information and professional experience were placed at the end of the survey and were
optional. Respondents who did not want to answer the characteristic questions dropped
out of the survey at that point. For the general population, approximately half the sample
was female (n =271, 52.8%; male: n = 239, 46.6%; other: n =3, 0.6%) and
predominantly white (n =329, 64.1%). About 11.9% (n = 61) of respondents were Black,
5.1% (n = 26) Asian or Pacific Islander, and 2.92% (n = 15) American Indian or Alaska
Native. There were 26 (5.1%) respondents identified as Other/Something not listed and
56 (10.9%) respondents were multi-racial (10.9%). The sample was mostly non-Hispanic

(n =427, 83.2%; Hispanic: n = 86, 16.8%).
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Unlike the general population sample, there was a more significant proportion of
male respondents (n = 59, 60.8%; female: n = 38, 39.2%) for the criminal legal
professional sample that reported characteristics (n = 97). Additionally, the respondents
were primarily non-Hispanic (n = 92, 94.9%; Hispanic: n =5, 5.1%) and White (n = 87,
89.7%; Black: n =4, 4.1%; Other: n = 6, 6.2%), which shows that the criminal legal
professional sample did not have much racial/ethnic diversity. In terms of education, the
general population sample was primarily made up of individuals who had greater than
high school education and less than or equal to a four-year degree (n = 330, 64.3%; less
than high school: n = 123. 24.0%; and greater than four-year degree: n = 60, 11.7%).
Comparatively, the criminal legal professionals sample predominantly had 4-year degrees
or higher, and no respondent (n = 0, 0%) in that sample had less than high school
education (less than or equal to a four-year degree: n = 27, 27.8%; greater than a four-
year degree: n = 70, 72.2%). The criminal legal population had slightly higher liberal
representation (n =39, 40.2%; Conservative: n = 26. 26.8%; Moderate: n = 32, 33.0%)),
while the general sample did not have noticeable political ideology differences
(Conservative: n = 167, 32.6%; Liberal: n = 173, 33.7%; Moderate: n =173, 33.7%). See

Table 3 for more information on sample characteristics.
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Table 3 Summary Statistics for Sample Characteristics

) Criminal Legal Professionals (N=97) General Population (N=513)
Variable Min, Max. M SD Min, Max. M )
Education 2 3 2.72 0.45 1 3 1.87 0.59
Less than high 0 1 0 0 0 1 0.24 0.43
school
4-year degree 0 1 0.28 0.45 0 1 0.64 0.48
Greater than 4- 1 0.72 0.45 1 0.12 0.32
year degree
Gender 1 2 1.39 0.49 1 3 1.48 0.51
Female 0 1 0.39 0.49 0 1 0.53 0.50
Male 0 1 0.61 0.49 0 1 047 0.50
Other 0 1 0 0 0 1 0.01 0.08
Race 1 3 1.16 0.51 1 6 4.46 1.36
Other 0 1 0.06 0.24 0 1 0.05 0.22
Multi-Racial - - - - 0 1 0.11 0.31
API - - 0 1 0.05 0.22
Al/AN - - - - 0 1 0.03 0.17
White 0 1 0.90 0.31 0 1 0.64 0.48
Black 0 1 0.04 0.20 0 1 0.11 0.32
Hispanic 0 1 0.05 0.22 0 1 0.17 0.37
Political ideology 1 3 2.06 0.77 1 3 2.01 0.81
Conservative 0 1 0.27 0.45 0 1 0.33 0.47
Moderate 0 1 0.33 0.47 0 1 0.34 0.47
Liberal 0 1 0.40 0.49 0 1 0.34 0.47
Age 22 65 44.82 10.61 18 92 47.44 18.03

Note. Some participants in the criminal legal professional sample (n=16) completed survey questions but did not fill out
respondent characteristics at the end of the survey and are excluded from this descriptive analysis.

Some additional characteristics for the Criminal legal professional sample are
seen in Table 4. Of the 97 respondents, 11 were judges (11.34%), 12 were prosecutors
(12.37%), 32 were defense attorneys (32.99%), 29 were pretrial services officers
(29.90%), and 13 identified as other (13.40%). Respondents had an average of 11.53
years of experience in the criminal justice system (SD = 8.75, range: 0.5 to 36 years).
Criminal legal professionals seem to have high confidence in their decision-making
ability (M = 86.02, SD = 10.09, range: 50 to 100). Pretrial risk assessments seem quite

well spread as more than half of respondents reported that their county uses pretrial risk
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assessments (n = 71, 73.20%) and that they have received training on how to use those
tools (n = 58, 59.79%). Additionally, nearly two-fifths of participants (n = 38, 39.2%)
use risk assessment tools daily (never: n = 16, 16.5%; rarely: n = 14, 14.4%; monthly: n =

9, 9.3%; weekly: n =20, 20.6%).

Table 4 Additional Summary Statistics for Criminal Legal Professional Sample (N=97)

. Statistic
Variable Min. Max. M SD
Role 1 5 3.22 117
Judge 0 1 0.11 0.32
Prosecutor 0 1 0.12 0.33
Defense Attorney 0 1 0.33 0.47
Pretrial Service Officer 0 1 0.30 0.46
Other 0 1 0.13 0.34
Years of experience 05 36 11.53 8.75
County uses risk assessments 0 1 0.73 0.44
RAT use frequency 1 5 3.52 1.53
Never 0 1 0.17 0.37
Rarely 0 1 0.14 0.35
Monthly 0 1 0.09 0.29
Weekly 0 1 0.21 0.40
Daily 0 1 0.41 0.49
Received RAT training 0 1 0.59 0.49
Decision confidence level 50 100 86.02 10.09

Note. Some participants in the criminal legal professional sample (n=16) completed survey questions but did not fill
out respondent characteristics at the end of the survey and are excluded from this descriptive analysis.

Table 5 reviews some summary statistics for this study’s dependent variables. As
discussed earlier in the operationalization of the dependent variables, in the criminal legal
professional sample, no respondent completely responded that they “Strongly Disagreed”
with all items used to construct the pretrial risk perceptions variable. As a result, the
minimum value is 1.2 instead of 1. In both populations, dependent variables are both

slightly skewed to the right. In other words, responses tended to be more positive.
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Table 5 Summary Statistics for Dependent Variables

) Criminal Legal Professionals (N=113) General Population (N=513)

Variable Min. Max. M SD Min. Max. M SD
Article credibility 1 5 3.63 0.94 1 5 4.04 0.88
Prefer pretrial risk 1 5 3.70 1.21 1 5 3.72 1.16
assessment over
cash bail
Bail reform 1 5 3.62 1.16 1 5 3.46 0.93
perceptions
Pretrial risk 1.2 5 3.67 0.83 1 5 3.70 0.87
assessment
perceptions
DATA ANALYSIS

I extracted data for both surveys from Qualtrics and analyzed it in STATA. For
the first research question, I used a One-Way ANOVA separately on both datasets for the
first research question exploring the overall influence of media framing on perceptions.
The samples were analyzed independently to see if media framing generally affected
either the general population or the criminal legal professional sample. I merged the
samples dataset and ran a two-way factorial ANOVA for the second research question.

Finally, for the third research question, I ran multiple linear regressions on each
sample separately to explore which individual characteristics led to differences in
perceptions. The variables I included in my regressions were guided by previous
literature and included background characteristics (e.g., gender and racial/ethnic identity)
and professional characteristics (e.g., professional role and frequency using pretrial risk
assessments). When I reported my results, I used unstandardized coefficients (B) because
I wanted to directly discuss the influence of each confounding variable on the outcomes

(perceptions of bail reform and pretrial risk assessments). For significant findings, I also
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ran margins to get the predicted values of the dependent variable for each level of a

significant independent variable.
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FINDINGS

ONE-WAY ANOVA

First, I conducted a one-way ANOVA in both general population and criminal
legal professional samples separately to examine whether media framing impacted
perceptions of bail reform. Results show that in the criminal legal professional sample, no
differences were detected between the media framing conditions on respondent’s
perceptions of all four dependent variables (ps > .438). See Table 6 and Table 8 for more

information on One-Way ANOVA values for the criminal legal professional sample.

Table 6 One-Way Summary Table for Criminal Legal Professional (N=113)

Variable
Assigned Article Credibility Prefer PRA over Cash Bail Reform PRA Perceptions
Condition Bail Use Perceptions
M SD M SD M SD M SD
Successful 3.72 0.90 3.59 1.16 3.45 1.30 3.55 0.74
Unsuccessful 3.47 0.94 3.89 1.21 3.74 1.05 3.67 0.76
No Defendant 3.70 0.96 3.62 1.25 3.68 1.15 3.79 0.96

Similarly, results from the general population sample also show that there were no
differences detected between the media framing conditions on respondent’s perceptions
of all four dependent variables (ps > .233). See Table 7 and Table 8 for more information

on One-Way ANOVA values for the criminal legal professional sample.
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Table 7 One-Way Summary Table for General Population (V=513)

Variable
Assigned Article Credibility Prefer PRA over Bail Reform PRA Perceptions
Condition Cash Bail Use Perceptions
M SD M SD M SD M SD
Successful 3.96 0.93 3.78 1.15 3.48 0.91 3.72 0.86
Unsuccessful 413 0.78 3.65 1.20 3.43 0.95 3.65 0.93
No Defendant 4.03 0.89 3.74 1.10 3.46 0.91 3.71 0.79
Table 8 One-Way ANOVA Results
Sample
Dependent Criminal Legal Professionals General Population
Variable (N=113) (N=513)
F p Ui F p m
Article credibility 0.83 440 015 1.46 233 .006
Prefer PRA over bail 0.65 523 012 0.60 548 .002
Bail reform 0.62 540 011 0.16 .855 <.001
perceptions
PRA perceptions 0.83 438 015 0.34 713 .001

Two-WAY ANOVA

Next, I conducted a two-way factorial ANOVA to examine whether the effect of
the assigned vignette condition on perceptions of bail reform differed based on the
sample (i.e., criminal legal professional sample versus general population sample).
Findings show that there is not a significant difference between samples perceptions of
pretrial reform efforts despite exposure to media framing vignettes. The only exception is
the article credibility model (F(2, 5) =4.77, p <.001, #° = .037). In that model, the main
effect of the group variable is significant, thus, implying there is a difference between the
two samples’ perceptions of the credibility of article vignettes. It appears that the general
population (M = 4.04, SD = 0.88) were more likely to highly rate the article’s credibility

than the criminal legal professionals (M = 3.63, SD = 0.94) (Table 5). In contrast, the
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models for the other three dependent variables do not provide sufficient evidence for

significant differences between the samples.

Table 9 Two-Way ANOVA Results

Source Statistic
df MS F p n?
Article credibility
Model 5 3.76 477 <.001 .037
Condition 2 0.15 0.19 824 <.001
Sample 1 15.58 19.77 <.001 .031
Condition x Sample 2 1.43 1.81 .164 .006
Prefer pretrial risk assessments over cash bail
Model 5 0.72 0.53 .55 .004
Condition 2 0.27 0.20 818 <.001
Sample 1 0.04 0.03 871 <.001
Condition x Sample 2 1.59 1.16 312 .004
Bail reform perceptions
Model 5 0.88 0.92 467 .007
Condition 2 0.48 0.51 .603 .002
Sample 1 2.45 2.57 109 .004
Condition x Sample 2 0.97 1.02 .361 .003
Pretrial risk assessment perceptions
Model 5 0.34 0.46 .807 .004
Condition 2 0.47 0.64 528 .002
Sample 1 0.06 0.08 783 <.001
Condition x Sample 2 0.55 0.75 A74 .002

Note. Bolded values are significant at the 0.05 level

MULTIPLE REGRESSION

Finally, I conducted a series of multiple regression analyses to explore potential

drivers of bail reform and pretrial risk assessment perceptions. First, I will review the

models for the criminal legal professional sample. The model for article credibility was

significant (F(14, 82) =2.13, p < .018, R’ = .142). The sole significant difference is based

within respondents’ political ideology. When compared to respondents who identified

their political ideology as moderate, more liberal respondents had more positive ratings
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on the credibility of the article (B =0.53, p =.041). Respondents who had greater than a
4-year degree were more likely to have lower credibility ratings than respondents who
had less than or equal to 4-year degree (B =-0.55, p =.119). Findings also showed that
individuals who had training on pretrial risk assessments (B = 0.13, p =.615) and more
frequently used pretrial risk assessments (B = 0.13, p = .126) had more positive ratings
about the article’s credibility.

Results show that the second model, examining whether respondents preferred
pretrial risk assessments over cash bail, was non-significant (¥(14, 82) = 1.59, p =.099,
R’ =.079). Despite the overall lack of model significance, findings show that prosecutors
were significantly more likely to report lower scores to preferring pretrial risk
assessments over cash bail when compared to defense attorneys (B =-0.91, p = .043).
Additionally, although not significant, all role types had similar negative ratings when
compared to defense attorneys (judge: B = -0.07, p = .901; pretrial services officer: B = -
0.86, p = .105; other: B =-0.80, p =.081). Similar to the previous model, respondents
with graduate education had lower ratings compared to individuals with a 4-year degree
(B=-0.75, p = .095).

For the third model, results show that bail reform perceptions were significantly
driven by some of the variables I included (F(14, 82) = 5.53, p <.001, R’ = .398).
Individuals who identified as politically liberal were more likely to have higher positive
perceptions regarding bail reform than individuals who identified as moderate (B = 0.63,
p =.014). When compared to defense attorneys, all other roles were more likely to have

negative perceptions of bail reform (Judges: B = -1.22, p = .004; Prosecutor: B = -1.84, p
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<.001; Pretrial Services Officer: B =-1.47, p <.001; Other: B =-1.06, p = .004).
Training also seems to positively influence bail reform perceptions (B = 0.42, p =.095).
Compared to White respondents, Non-White respondents were more likely to have more
negative scores (B =-0.33, p = .412).

The final model looking at drivers of perceptions of pretrial risk assessment tools
was also significant (F(14, 82) = 4.15, p <.001, R’ = .315). Non-white individuals were
significantly more likely to have more negative perceptions of pretrial risk assessment
tools than compared to White individuals (B =-0.76, p = .003). Finally, prosecutors were
also significantly more likely to have negative perceptions of pretrial risk assessments

than defense attorneys (B =-0.72, p = .006).
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Table 10 Multiple Regression for CLP Sample

Dependent Variable
Effect Article credibility Prefer pretrial risk _ Bail reform perceptions Pretrial risk as_sessment
assessments over cash bail perceptions
B B (SE) p B B (SE) p B B (SE) p B B (SE) p
Age 0.02 0.23(0.01) 127  0.01 13(0.02) 403 <0.01 .06 (0.01) 648 <0.01  .11(0.01) 415
Education (>Highschool, but less
than 4-year degree)

Greater than 4-year degree 055 -0.26(035 .119 -0.75 -28(045) 095 -053 -21(0.35) A2 -0.02  <-01(0.26) .952
Male (female) 0.03 0.01(0.21) 891 -027 -11(0.26) .304 <0.01 <.01(0.20) 966  0.08 .05 (0.15) 587
Political ideology (Moderate)

Conservative 011 -0.05(0.27) 684 -0.03 -01(034) 926 -012 -05(0.26) .659 -0.08 -04(0.20) .700

Liberal 053 0.27(0.26)  .041 0.13 .06 (0.32) 678  0.63 .27 (0.25) 014 035 22 (0.19) .062
Non-white (white) -050 -016(0.33) 136 -0.68 -17(042) 112 -033 -09(0.33) 312 -0.76 -29(0.25  .003
Hispanic (non-Hispanic) 033 0.07(044) 454 0.06 .01 (0.56) 917 -016 -03(044) 709 -0.32 -09(0.32) .332
Role (defense attorney)

Judge 030 -010(042) 470 -0.07 -02(053) %01 122 -34(041) .004  0.07 .03 (0.31) 831

Prosecutor 0.09 0.03(0.35) .807 -091 -25(0.44) 043 -184 -53(0.34) <001 -0.72 -30(0.26) .006

Pretrial Services Officer 004 -0.02(042 916 -086 -33(052) 105 -147 -59(041) <001 0.27 .16 (0.30) 373

Other 024 0.08(0.36) 503 -080 -23(0.45  .081 -1.06 -32(0.35 .004 023 10 (0.26) 378
Years experience 001 -013(0.02) 358 <-0.01 -01(-0.02) 921 <-0.01 -05(0.02) .665 <0.01 .03(0.01) J97
RAT frequency 013 0.20(0.08 126  0.12 15(0.10) 268  0.02 .03 (0.08) J73 007 14 (0.06) 243
Training 013 0.07(0.26) 615  0.08 .03(0.32) 796 042 .18 (0.25) 095 0.1 07 (0.19) .560

Note Reference groups are indicated in parentheses
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Based on the multiple regressions, an individual’s professional role was
significant for all the models, excluding credibility. As such, I ran margins to get the
predicted values of the dependent variable for each level within the independent variable.
For this section, I provide the graphs for the outcomes: bail reform perceptions and
pretrial risk assessment perceptions below. To see all figures, please see Appendix B.

The figure below reflects the predicted values for bail reform perceptions broken
down into each professional role. The graph below clearly shows that defense attorneys
generally have a greater predicted positive score for bail reform than all other roles (¥ =
4.64, SE = 0.21). Prosecutors seem to have the largest gap (B =-1.84; §=3.17, SE =
0.30), and the lowest score within professional role groups. Excluding defense attorneys,
every group’s predicted score aligns with a somewhat neutral rating of bail reform
(Judge: y =3.42, SE = 0.33; Pretrial Services Officer: § =3.17, SE = 0.26; Other: y =

3.58, SE = 0.29).
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Figure 6 Predicted Likert Rating of Bail Reform Perceptions by Professional Role

For the predicted values in pretrial risk assessments, the defense attorneys
predicted rating, while still positive, is lower than in the bail reform graph (y = 3.74, SE =
0.16). In the graph below, the scores for judge (¥ = 3.80, SE 0.25), pretrial service officer
(¥ =4.01, SE =0.20), and other (y = 3.97, SE = 0.21) tended towards somewhat neutral to
positive ratings of pretrial risk assessments. In contrast, prosecutors continue to have the

lowest predicted score of the professional role groups.
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Figure 7 Predicted Likert Rating of Pretrial Risk Assessment Perceptions by Professional Role

In regards, to the general population sample, all models were significant (ps <
.004). The article credibility regression model was significant (F(12, 500) = 2.46, p
=.004, R? = .056). Throughout the four models, individuals who identified as Other were
significantly more likely to have negative ratings compared to White respondents (article
credibility: B =-0.58, p = .002; prefer pretrial risk assessments over cash bail: B =-0.68,
p = .004; bail reform perceptions: B =-0.34, p = .007; and pretrial risk assessments
perceptions: B =-0.50, p = .005). On the other hand, gender is not significant in any of
the models. Liberal respondents compared to moderate respondents were more likely to
have a more positive score regarding the article credibility (B =0.23, p =.017). Although

not significant in the article credibility regression model, respondents who had a graduate
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degree were more likely to have higher ratings than individuals who had a four-year
degree (B=0.19,p=.117).

In the second regression model, political ideology and race were significant
drivers for the model significance (F(12, 500) = 4.94, p < .001, R’ = .105).
Conservative individuals were less likely to support pretrial risk assessments over cash
bail and have negative perceptions of bail reform and pretrial risk assessments compared
to politically moderate respondents (B = -0.37, p <.003). Similarly, liberal individuals
were more likely to support pretrial risk assessments and maintain positive views of bail
reform and pretrial risk assessments compared to individuals who identified as politically
moderate (B = 0.39, p =.001). Although not significant, multi-racial respondents and
American Indian or Alaska Native individuals were less likely to support pretrial risk
assessments compared to White respondents (B = -0.25, p = .396).

The third model on bail reform perceptions (F(12, 500) = 8.74, p <.001, R’ =
.1734) and the pretrial risk assessments perceptions model (F(12, 500) =5.52, p <.001,
R’ = .117) were both significant. Like the second model, they both find that political
identification was significant. Conservative individuals were more likely to have lower
scores (bail reform perceptions: B =-0.34, p <.001; pretrial risk assessment perceptions:
B =-0.24, p=.009) and liberal individuals were more likely to have higher scores when
compared to moderate identifying participants (bail reform perceptions: B =10.37, p <
.001; pretrial risk assessment perceptions: B =0.33, p <.001). Education was significant
for the bail reform model: individuals with graduate education level were likely to have

higher perceptions of bail reform than individuals with a four-year degree (B =0.26, p =
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.036). Compared to White respondents, individuals who identified as Other, Multi-Racial
(bail reform perceptions: B =-0.35, p = .007; pretrial risk assessment perceptions: B = -
0.37, p =.003), and American Indian or Alaska Native (bail reform perceptions: B = -

0.47, p = .038) had negative perceptions for pretrial reform efforts.

64



Table 11 Multiple Regression General Population

Dependent Variable

Article credibility

Prefer pretrial risk

Bail reform perceptions

Pretrial risk assessment

Effect assessments over cash bail perceptions
B B (SE) p B B (SE) p B B (SE) p B B (SE) p

Age <0.01 .04 (<0.01) 357 <001 -01(<0.01) .791 <001 -12(<0.01) .007 <-0.01 -.09(<0.01) .043
Education (>Highschool, but
less than 4-year degree)

Equivalent or less than high ~ -0.08  -.04 (0.09) 397 -0.07 03 (0.12) 467 -0.07 -.03(0.09) 427 -0.01 <-01(0.09) .898

hool

SGcre(;\(t)er than 4-year degree 0.19 07(0.12) 117 0.29 08 (0.15 070 026 -.09(0.12) .036 0.12 .05 (0.12) 310
Male (female) -0.10 06 (0.08 215 0.03 01(0.10) 801 -0.10  -.06(0.08) 182 -0.03  .02(0.08) 684
Political ideology (Moderate)

Conservative 0.03 01(.10) .788  -037 -14(012) .003 -0.34 -17(0.10) <001 -0.24 -13(0.09) .009

Liberal 0.23 12 (0.09) 017 0.39 .16 (0.12) .001 0.37 19(0.09)  <.001 0.33 18(0.09)  <.001
Race (White)

Other -0.58 15(0.18)  .002  -068 -13(0.24) .004 -049 -12(0.18) .007 -0.50 13(0.18)  .005

Multi-racial 019 -07(0.13) 137  -0.31 -09(0.17) .057 -0.35 -12(0.13) .007 -0.37 13(0.12)  .003

API -0.25 06 (0.18) 172 0.07 13 (0.23) 761 -0.06 -.01(0.18) 726 -0.03 01(0.17)  .839

Al/AN 044 -08(023) .05%6 -025 -03(029) 396 -047 -09(0.23) .038 038 -07(022) .081

Black 0.13 .05 (0.12) 305 0.11 .03 (0.16) 490 001 <-01(012)  .969 -0.01 01(0.12)  .962
Hispanic (non-Hispanic) 0.09 .05(0.12) 271 0.22 .07 (0.15) 136 0.20 .08 (0.11) .066 -0.04 02(0.11)  .740

Note Reference groups are indicated in parentheses
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To see all the margins graphs, please see Appendix B. The graph below focused
on predicted Likert rating for bail reform perceptions by education level. As seen in the
multiple regression, having a graduate school education (y =3.71, SE=0.11) was
significantly associated with a more positive score compared to individuals who have a 4-
year degree or less (y = 3.45, SE = 0.05). While not significant, the predicted value for
individuals who have a high school degree or less (y = 3.38, SE = 0.08) leans towards a

positive rating.
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Figure 8 Predicted Likert Rating for Bail Reform Perceptions by Education Level
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DISCUSSION

In this study, I used a randomized vignette design to examine the influence of
media framing on individuals’ perceptions of bail reform and pretrial risk assessments.
Overall, this study found no significant impact of media portrayal on perceptions of bail
reform and pretrial risk assessments in both the general public and among criminal legal
professionals. Similarly, I found no evidence that either population was more susceptible
to media influence than the other. However, the general population was more likely to
find the fictional vignette scenarios credible than criminal legal professionals. Finally,
multiple regressions run on both samples revealed that some individual characteristics
may be drivers of pretrial reform perceptions.

A critical point of discussion is that this study did not find any evidence of media
frames impact on individual’s perceptions of pretrial reforms. However, my study’s null
findings do not mean that media frames do not have an influence on individual opinions.
My findings contradict previous research which has found that media framing can
influence public perception. Prior studies specifically showed that harmful media
exposure to crime results in more negative public perceptions of crime (Kort-Butler &
Habecker, 2018), increases fear of crime (Kort-Butler & Habecker, 2018; Reiner, 2007),
and increase punitive attitudes (Moriearty, 2010; O’Hear & Wheelock, 2020). My sub-

study was the first vignette administered to general population and professional samples,
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indicating the other sub-studies within the larger two surveys would not have influenced
the results from my study. Despite successful manipulation of the randomized vignette
design, my study did not find evidence that the media framing impacted individuals’
perceptions of bail reform or pretrial risk assessments. On one hand, my results
potentially suggest that individuals are resistant to the effects of media framing. On the
other hand, my results could also suggest that the vignette’s framing strategy was not
convincing enough to influence individuals’ perceptions. Additionally, perhaps
individuals have cemented perceptions about pretrial reform efforts before they
participated in this survey.

A potential explanation for these null findings could be due to spillover effects
from other sources. As discussed earlier, framing refers to how people conceptualize their
opinions and attitudes on a topic (Chong & Druckman, 2007). Generally, people weigh
various considerations, like different information sources and personal experiences, to
develop a particular opinion. For instance, members involved in legal reform may be
more open to implementing bail reform due to their community advocacy. As such,
exposure to one negatively framed news article may not outweigh their personal
experience in their perceptions of bail reform.

Similarly, individuals may have prior exposure to external media articles. For
instance, individuals may come from counties or states where bail reform has been highly
publicized and discussed. Although I would not expect this prior knowledge to have a
differential impact across treatments, individuals’ real-life experiences and knowledge of

pretrial reform efforts may have solidified their perceptions of bail reform and pretrial
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risk assessments. Thus, although the vignette may frame bail reform in one manner, the
singular article may not be influential enough to shift the respondent’s general attitudes
and opinions.

Relatedly, there may be a ceiling or floor effect (Andrade, 2021;
Grimmelikhuijsen & Klijn, 2015). If there is a ceiling effect, an individual may have a
positive perception so high that media framing cannot further positively influence their
opinion on the issue. Similarly, a floor effect may occur when an individual’s score is so
negative that exposure to any influence cannot make their attitude more negative. In
either case, the ceiling or floor effect would prevent researchers from identifying
differences between the treatment and control groups (Andrade, 2021). In my study, the
effect may explain why I did not find a media influence on individual perceptions.
Responses for the dependent variables from the criminal legal professional sample and
the general public population sample were negatively skewed. In other words, most
responses trended towards more positive Likert scores. Perhaps, my study had
experienced a ceiling effect—respondents had such positive perceptions of bail reform
and pretrial risk assessments in general that my study could not detect actual differences.
Individuals’ perceptions may be solidified in one direction so that exposure to one article
could not significantly skew or increase their perception scores.

My null findings could be due to my study design. For instance, perhaps a
different framing strategy would have been more effective. In my study, I used a positive
and negative frame in an episodic format. The frames may have led to similar reactions

making it difficult to detect between group change in perceptions. Instead, I could have
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additional vignettes where I compared positive and negative frames in both thematic and
episodic formats. In so doing, I could have compared the strength of individual narratives
against broader bail reform trends and the valence of these frames. Additionally, I could
have used framing strategies focused on directly prompting an individual’s background
beliefs. For example, bail reform could be framed as a law that increases crime and
reduces public order to prompt a more conservative response. In contrast, to prompt a
liberal response, the issue of bail reform could be framed as a due process strategy that is
attempting to make the pretrial process fairer.

Relatedly, null results could have been attributed to the baseline information
about pretrial reform presented in the vignettes. Although it was necessary to present
information to help prime respondents to the bail reform movement, some of the
language used may have triggered reactions from respondents. For instance, the language
of “racial disparities” may result in different responses. Individuals who believe there are
systemic disparities in the legal system may be more inclined to believe the information
presented in the article. On the other hand, individuals who are resistant towards the idea
of structural racism may become distrustful of the article’s arguments. In other words,
what I believed to be neutral language may have been biased. Another strategy may have
been to use a different control article which was unrelated to the topic I investigated.
Bergold and colleagues (2021) investigated whether mass media frames shaped serotypes
for intellectually gifted individuals. As a control, they included an article on wolf
resettlement in Germany as a clearer control for detecting a difference between the

stigmatizing vignette and destigmatizing vignette. For my study, using an unrelated
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control article may have revealed general understandings and perceptions of pretrial
reform efforts and allowed a more precise means comparison with the treatment article.

Another interesting finding is that although there were no significant framing in
either sample, the general population sample was more likely to rate the credibility of the
fictional vignettes higher than the criminal legal professional sample. Prior framing
research has established that a variety of individual factors may shape individual
susceptibility to media effects (Chong & Druckman, 2007). Perhaps my finding reveals
that the public may be generally more susceptible to media effects. As a result, it may be
necessary to implement different strategies to influence both samples’ perceptions of bail
reform and pretrial risk assessments. For instance, the public may require focusing on
increasing the positive media coverage of bail reform to improve public perceptions and
willingness to support these efforts. On the other hand, criminal legal professionals will
require a different strategy to influence their attitudes surrounding pretrial reform efforts.
Instead of focusing on media, perhaps criminal legal professionals may require more
education and research evidence on these efforts to improve their perceptions.

The study’s multiple regression identified an interesting dynamic within the
courtroom workgroup. The courtroom work group is the group of legal system actors
whose collective purpose is to handle and resolve court cases (Merritt, 2022). Most legal
system outcomes result from collaboration and cooperation between these criminal legal
professionals (Merritt, 2022). Additionally, legal actors’ decisions are often constrained
by the cultural norms of the courtroom workgroup. I found clear differences between

defense attorneys and other criminal legal professionals in this study. Prosecutors
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consistently had more negative perceptions of bail reform and pretrial risk assessments
when compared to defense attorneys. Additionally, although not on every outcome, other
members of the courtroom had similarly negative perceptions about these reform efforts.
Overall, my findings suggest that the courtroom workgroup may be resistant or skeptical
of pretrial reform efforts, at least in comparison to defense attorneys. Given that prior
research has found that judicial decisions and legal outcomes may be impacted by other
legal actors, collective resistance from legal actors may lead to additional challenges as
jurisdictions and scholars attempt to go through their pretrial reform efforts.

In the general population, the multiple regression identified an individual’s
political ideology, educational attainment level, and race as significant predictors for
perceptions of pretrial reform efforts. Although I did not find evidence of media framing,
the role of political ideology in shaping perceptions of pretrial reform efforts matches my
predicted expectations. Conservative individuals were more likely to have lower scores
while liberal individuals were more likely to have higher scores when compared to
moderate identifying participants. Previous research has identified that conservative
individuals may be less supportive of reform efforts due to having a greater preference
for punitive policies when compared to moderate and liberal individuals (O’Hear &
Wheelock, 2020). In contrast, liberal individuals tend to prefer less punitive policies and
may be more supportive of reform efforts (O’Hear & Wheelock, 2020). The influence of
political ideology may imply that that one could strategically use political frames to incur
certain public perceptions. However, using political frames as a strategy may be a

double-edged sword. For instance, doing so may solidify a political ideological stance
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against reform, resulting in continual lack of support from one group of individuals. No
matter the research evidence developed, or the framing strategy used, political ideology
may make it nearly impossible to change public perception.

Similarly, an individual’s race may also shape their attitudes towards pretrial
reform efforts. Compared to White individuals, respondents who identified as Other,
Multi-Racial, or American Indian or Alaska Native were more likely to have had lower
scores for bail reform perceptions. Moreover, individuals who identified as Other were
likelier to have more negative perceptions of pretrial reform efforts. This finding is
surprising given that prior research has identified that White individuals were more likely
to have greater punitive attitudes compared to persons of color (O’Hear & Wheelock,
2020). Perhaps these findings confirm that not all persons of color support the same
reform strategies. Improving public perception for pretrial reform efforts may require
tailored strategies for each local jurisdiction.

Finally, comparing the series of multiple regressions between the two samples
reveals an opposite educational effect. In the criminal legal professional sample,
respondents with a graduate education were more likely to have lower perceptions of bail
reform and pretrial risk assessments when compared to individuals who had a four-year
degree. In contrast, respondents with graduate education in the general population had
more positive perceptions of bail reform compared to the same education level group.
Perhaps education may make individuals more open to legal system reform efforts but the
culture of the courtroom work group results in more resistance toward these pretrial

reform efforts (Chen et al., 2023; Spohn, 2014).
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IMPLICATIONS

Though I found null findings, these findings advance the understanding of the
impact of media framing on individuals’ perceptions in the pretrial context. First, findings
show that one singular media source may not result in a reformation of individual
opinions. Similarly, null findings may imply that media framing does not immediately
impact attitudes and opinions. Individuals may require processing time after reading a
news article before any change in attitude occurs. Further research may find it essential to
examine whether the quantity of media consumption matters more than the article content
and whether time interacts with the framing effect.

Additionally, social processes may play an influential role in affecting attitudes
and opinions. For instance, Noelle-Neumann proposed a theory for the spiral of silence
(Noelle-Neumann, 1993; Perse & Lambe, 2016). Mass media plays a major role in
establishing public opinion by projecting their views to the public. Mass media
projections may or may not correctly reflect the majority—however, due to their presence
and power, mass media projections become the accepted standard view. Even if
individuals disagree with the majority view proposed by the media, fearing social
isolation, individuals may avoid expressing divergent opinions. Thus, in this scenario,
social interactions interact with the power of mass media to suppress diverse attitudes and
thoughts. Another possibility is that echo chambers may make individual attitudes
polarized in one direction. Echo chambers refer to environments where an individual is
surrounded by peers and media sources that have similar attitudes towards an issue

(Cinelli et al., 2021; Ranalli & Malcom, 2023). Besides increasing the proliferation of a
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particular attitude, these chambers also isolate individuals from diverse external opinions.
Media plays a critical role in the proliferation of echo chambers--researchers have found
that social media algorithms favor and promote the emergence of echo chambers (Cinelli
etal., 2021). As a result, individual perceptions may become polarized due to the
capacity of media to recommend reinforcing information and ideas. In both examples of
the spiral of silence and echo chambers, social processes shape how media influences
individual perceptions.

Second, previous research has noted that adverse media framing may influence
people’s perceptions of crime. However, little research examined whether positive
framing would have a similar impact. As such, one of the vignettes included a positive
scenario where the defendant had avoided pretrial detention to increase positive
perceptions towards bail reform and the pretrial risk assessments. Unfortunately, my null
findings mean I cannot say definitively that positive portrayal impacted participants’
perceptions. As a result, reform advocates and supportive legislators cannot rely on
campaigning for bail reform through publishing articles that positively frame pretrial
reform.

Third, findings indicated that the general population was more susceptible to
believing the article was credible than criminal legal professionals. Perhaps this finding
implies that criminal legal professionals are less susceptible to media effects as they
remain cautious of the media’s credibility in providing information about bail reform. As
such, promoting reform efforts through the mass media may not be a successful strategy

to gain buy-in to these reform efforts by criminal legal professionals. However, media
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portrayal of these efforts may still be necessary and influential on public perceptions.
Another interpretation could suggest that legal professionals may be less reactive than the
general population. For instance, if the public finds an article credible, they may be more
likely to believe the article’s content, without further consideration.

On the other hand, legal professionals’ skepticism towards the credibility of the
article may mean they are less likely to believe the content of an article reactively.
Instead, they may experience a buffer period where they can consider the information
provided by the article and weigh its value to make informed decisions and opinions
regarding the newest innovation in policy and practice. However, this skepticism may
also mean criminal legal professionals may resist pretrial reform efforts. Thus, an
important implication could be that increasing legal professionals’ likelihood to adopt
reform will take longer than for the public and require strategies outside of media
framing.

Given the potential resistance to reform from the courtroom work group and the
lack of media framing influence on legal professional’s opinions, supporters of reform
may need to focus on changing perceptions of pretrial reform in other areas of the legal
system. For instance, Galanter's (1974) legal essay discusses how reform could be
achieved through coordinated cooperation within the lowest tier of the legal system (i.e.,
“The Have-Nots”). He breaks down the legal system into the law, the courts, the lawyers,
and the parties. Although he acknowledges the ideal solution to reform the legal system
would be to incorporate change within every sector, achieving that encompassing change

is difficult to achieve. Instead, Galanter (1974) suggests starting reform from the bottom-
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up, with the “Have-Nots.” Unifying these “Have-Nots,” improves their position within
the legal system by allowing them to pool resources, legal expertise, and play long term
strategies like the “Haves,” who are the players that typically have greater legal
advantage. Additionally, unified groups can effectively demand greater access and
quality to legal services and create pressure for changes in the institution and law.
Supporters of bail reform may want to strategically use lessons from social movement
and Galanter (1974) to cause reform from the bottom-up, gain support from the public,
and improve perceptions of pretrial reform efforts.

Finally, the clear role differences in perceptions of bail reform serve as a warning
to researchers about the potential challenges they may experience while attempting to
implement system reforms. Despite the researcher’s efforts, legal professionals can resist
or minimize adopting new practices. More centralized court systems should be open to
various differential interventions. However, with low buy-in from legal professionals,
many implementations may fail due to the courtroom work groups’ resistant attitude.
Another concern is that it could lead to conflict amongst different actors within the
courtroom work group, potentially making the judicial process more adversarial than
necessary.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

There were methodological limitations to this study. First, given that my study
found null influence of media effects on perceptions of bail reform and pretrial risk
assessments, there may be some concerns about the internal validity of my results.

Although my design prevented selection bias through randomization, other forms of bias
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(performance bias and detection bias; see Andrade, 2021) could have influenced my
ability to determine a causal relationship between media framing and perceptions of
pretrial reform.

Second, the use of fictional news articles for vignettes reduces the generalizability
of my study’s findings. Despite my efforts to create realistic news articles, perhaps
authentic news articles from more legitimized sources may have added to the credibility
of my study and influenced respondent’s responses. Third, in the real world, individuals
may be exposed to multiple media sources and articles. Thus, exposure to one vignette
may not be influential enough to fully portray the impact of media framing on an
individual’s perceptions of bail reform. Future research may want to present multiple
articles or headlines to simulate real-life conditions.

Finally, the criminal legal professional sample included a few more limitations.
For instance, my studies’ sample may have a threat to generalizability as I was unable to
gather respondents’ information from all 50 U.S. states. Additionally, the criminal legal
professional small sample size (N = 113) limited my study’s statistical power. Besides
increasing my statistical power, a larger sample size could potentially increase the
number of judges and prosecutors within the sample. Future research should focus on
gathering samples with more comparable role groups. They could then examine
differences among selected vs non-elected officials. This thesis hypothesized that elected
officials may be more susceptible to the media framing of a criminal justice issue,
particularly negative framing. Elected officials may be more sensitive to the will of the

public who elect them to their positions than non-elected officials. However, due to the
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small sample size and even smaller portion of respondents who were elected officials, 1
was unable to run statistical tests to examine these effects.

Study limitations point to several future research directions. First, a potential
route for future research may be replicating this study with some improvements. For
instance, perhaps I could have inquired about their knowledge and perceptions of bail
reform and pretrial risk assessments prior to vignette exposure, which may have provided
researchers better guidance in understanding the influence of media framing and to show
if there was a ceiling or floor effect (Grimmelikhuijsen & Klijn, 2015; Lodge & Zloteanu,
2020). Grimmelikhuijsen and Klijn (2015) find that individuals who initially had more
positive perceptions of judges were unlikely to increase their trust levels when exposed to
more transparent judicial practices. Individuals may have solidified opinions (e.g.,
positive or negative) towards these reform efforts. Thus, exposure to one article’s framing
strategy may not be able to influence respondent’s perceptions. Pre-test questions could
provide researchers with knowledge of respondent’s baseline perceptions (i.e., their
predisposition toward the issue).

Similarly, future work could also attempt to expose respondents to multiple
articles over a period of time. For instance, a future survey could attempt to send survey
respondents a series of similarly framed articles to shape an individual’s knowledge and
opinion. Repeated exposure to a multitude of stories may reflect the reality of how mass
media works in the real world and potentially show a clearer framing influence on
perceptions of pretrial reform efforts. Another direction would be to send respondents a

series of differently framed articles. In so doing, perhaps I could identify what framing
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strategies are stronger for certain groups and how individuals process new information
with their prior experience and knowledge from previous manipulations.

In addition to improving the vignette and controls, survey questions could have
contributed to my null results. Although I used previous literature to guide my survey
development and received feedback from advanced scholars, I did not run a pilot test
prior to launching the survey. As a result, perhaps my measures may not have recorded
accurately individual’s perceptions of pretrial reform efforts. Additionally, I did not
include a reverse-coded survey item. Despite including a time cut-off and questions to
check whether respondents were paying attention throughout the larger survey, there is
still a possibility that respondents were not participating fully in the study, resulting in
data quality concerns.

Another area of improvement could be enhancing the content validity of my
survey questions. I could have piloted survey questions beforehand to test whether they
measure the content I wanted to measure and receive feedback on my survey. Performing
a pilot test would have been particularly helpful for my first dependent variable on
credibility. Individuals may have different interpretations of what makes the article
credible. Additionally, the language I used may have been too broad and open for
interpretation. Instead, the variable could have been broken down into multiple questions;
asking whether respondents believed the information in the articles were factual,
unbiased, or realistic article. In so doing, I broke down what credibility refers to and may
have improved my measure. Relatedly, I could have asked if the article source — the

fictitious “The Daily”—seemed like a reputable news source. Future surveys could use
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other national, well-known information sources (e.g., The New York Times, Fox News,
CNN, etc.) and examine how that may have moderated the vignette frames’ influence on
individual’s perceptions of pretrial reform.

Another way to improve this study could be through focusing on improving the
internal validity. In particular, future studies should focus on reducing bias by reducing
confounding extraneous variables. For example, my study may have benefitted from
blocking my participants. In so doing, I could get the variability within blocks to be less
than the variability between blocks. In addition to employing statistical techniques to
reduce the effect of confounding variables, future replications should attempt to gather a
larger sample size. Perhaps future replications could increase recruitment efforts in order
to increase the sample size. Future research should inquire about the causes of these
professional role-based differences in opinions to guide how reforms are structured and
implemented. As my study found, other professional role groups tended to have negative
perceptions about bail reform compared to defense attorneys. Previous investigations on
the courtroom work group have often discussed how the courtroom actors may influence
reform efforts. In particular, courtroom actors may resist reform efforts because they may
not agree with the values of the reform or because it may alter the norms and stable
nature of the courtroom (Chen et al., 2023; Lynch et al., 2021; Spohn, 2014; Webster et
al., 2023). In a study examining prosecutorial decision-making after the reform of human
trafficking statutes, they found that prosecutors were reluctant to use the new statutes
because they lacked training on the law, believed it would be difficult to convince judges

and juries to convict an individual for this crime, and due to the inherent ambiguity of
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new laws (Spohn, 2014). As such, future reform efforts must understand and consider the
opinions of the courtroom work group for successful changes to occur.

Finally, although this study did not find evidence of media framing from exposure
to a narrative case study, many pretrial reform efforts are primarily covered via this
media tactic. For instance, New York’s bail reform faced a lot of negative media
coverage and criticisms from prominent legal system actors. Despite the lack of evidence,
many of these critics accused bail reform as the cause for the growth in violence. Even
today, after studies have reported that bail reform did not increase crime in the city
(Ropac & Rempel, 2023) and various rollbacks of the policy have occurred (Hamilton &
Sivin, 2022), current news continue to cite concerns that bail reform is problematic and
releasing dangerous defendants (Eyewitness News, 2024; Kopel, 2024).

As other jurisdictions attempt to reform their pretrial process, they must find ways
to prevent public opinion from challenging these efforts. Future studies will need to
develop strategies to buffer these harmful media effects. For example, studies could focus
on whether education helps mitigate negative perceptions. These studies could answer
questions such as: Should aggregate data on pretrial reform efforts be publicized to
improve public perception? Should positive narratives be highlighted to show narratives
of pretrial success? What framing strategy would improve public perceptions of bail
reform? Similarly, would education on bail reform and more training on pretrial risk
assessments improve criminal legal professionals’ perceptions of these reform efforts?
Would developing guidelines around bail reform increase courtroom workgroup’s

acceptance of these changes in the pretrial process? More research will be needed to
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understand how to best support pretrial reform efforts in the eyes of the public and

criminal legal professionals.
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CONCLUSION

Given the growing evidence base supporting pretrial reform and the increased
application of evidence-based practices in the pretrial period, bail reform efforts will
continue occurring across the United States. Similarly, critics and the media will
scrutinize and resist reform efforts. The media will continue to use high-profile cases to
exemplify the failures of bail reform. As such, policymakers and supporters of bail
reform must consider how the media may shape future reform efforts. Although this
study failed to find significant influence of media framing on individual perceptions,
continued research in this area can inform the development of strategies to enable
stronger adherence to evidence-based practices while mitigating some of the harmful

narratives in media.
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APPENDIX A — SURVEY MATERIALS

Excerpt describing pretrial procedure from the beginning of the survey
The pretrial period is the phase after a defendant is charged with a criminal
offense and before the final decision on their case (i.e., guilty, not guilty). Once a
person is formally charged with a crime, they become a “defendant.” One of the
most important decisions in the pretrial period is what happens to a defendant
after they are booked into jail and formally charged with a crime. Judges, or
sometimes a magistrate, must decide whether to grant a defendant pretrial release
or to detain a defendant pending the resolution of their case. If a defendant has
the opportunity for release from jail, the judge must decide whether a defendant
should have conditions attached to their release. Examples of release conditions
include paying a cash bail to the court or being on supervision while in the
community. To remain in the community during the pretrial period, defendants
cannot be arrested for a new offense or fail to appear for a court appearance. In
the past decade, there has been a growing push to “reform” the cash bail system
to allow more defendants to be released into the community without having to pay
cash bail.

Please read through the following excerpt and answer the corresponding questions.

Spotlight on Bill 38: Bail Reform in George County

Last September, George County adopted Bill 38 to guide local bail reform. This
legislation comes after years of divisive debate over the effectiveness and value of using
bail as a mechanism of pretrial release. In the United States, bail typically refers to the
amount of money a defendant must pay to be released from jail while awaiting trial.
Proponents of Bill 38 argue that the bail system unfairly incarcerates individuals,
especially people of color, due to their financial situation rather than their risk to the
community. On the other hand, opponents of bail reform cite concerns of rates increasing
for both property and violent crimes. Despite these claims, research has shown no clear
relationship between bail reform and increased crime rates.

Bill 38 moves the county away from cash bail towards an approach focusing on
an individual’s danger to the community through use of pretrial risk assessments. These
risk assessments use a scientific algorithm to determine a defendant’s risk of failing to
appear for court or committing a new offense during the pretrial period. The judge uses
these “risk scores” to guide their pretrial release decision. Research shows that risk
assessments provide consistency and transparency to a judge’s release decision and can
estimate a defendant’s risk to the community with good accuracy.
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[Insert Scenario]
Scenario 1 (Positive Outcome):

Last year, only 100 people were released pretrial from jail. Since
risk assessments were adopted, over 280 individuals have been released to
the community awaiting trial. One of them was Alex Miller. Police picked
him up after neighbors reported a domestic violence disturbance. Miller
was arrested but quickly released without cash bail after the risk
assessment tool found Miller to be a low flight and danger risk.

Since being released, Miller has excelled in the community. He has
stayed out of trouble and claims he is grateful for the chance to avoid
remaining in jail. “I was at a low point in my life,” Miller says, “but I'm
better now. I want to be there for my kids. I won’t let them grow up
without a father.” Miller has remained employed since his release and has
been attending Alcoholics Anonymous. The prosecution has applauded
Miller, saying, “People deserve second chances. Bill 38 helps to break the
cycle of repeat criminal involvement.”

Miller’s case presents hope that Bill 38 will change the pretrial
process of the criminal justice system. The local University has been
contracted to evaluate George County’s pretrial reform effort; results of
this broader evaluation will be available in the next year.

Scenario 2 (Negative Outcome + Prosecutor)

Last year, only 100 people were released early awaiting trial. Since
risk assessments were adopted, over 280 individuals have been released to
the community early. One of them was Alex Miller. Police picked him up
after neighbors reported a domestic violence disturbance. Miller was
arrested but quickly released without cash bail after the risk assessment
tool found Miller to be a low flight and danger risk.

Since being released, Miller has struggled in the community. A
week ago, Miller was rearrested after bringing a weapon to threaten his
partner at her place of work. “It is outrageous that a violent offender such
as Miller was released before seeing a judge,” said Henry Smith, the
prosecutor overseeing Miller’s case. He adds that he believes Bill 38 is
“reckless and dangerous,” contributing to the violent crime rates and
decreasing public safety. Smith calls on lawmakers to remake the failed
bill and do “what is best for the community.”

Considering Miller’s case, the debate around bail reform in George
County continues. The local University has been contracted to evaluate
George County’s pretrial reform effort; results of this broader evaluation
will be available in the next year.

Scenario 3 (Control / Baseline)

Last year, only 100 people were released early awaiting trial. Since
risk assessments were adopted, over 280 individuals have been released to
the community early. The local University has been contracted to evaluate
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George County’s pretrial reform effort; results of this broader evaluation

will be available in the next year.

In this set of questions, we ask you to reflect on this article and your knowledge
about the criminal justice system. Please rate the extent to which you agree or

disagree with each statement as it relates to your understanding.

Manipulation Check

e The defendant mentioned in the article:
o Was successful in the community.
o Was unsuccessful in the community.

o There was no defendant referenced in the article.

Survey Questions

Strongly ~ Somewnhat aNthﬁ(r)r Somewhat  Strongly
disagree disagree dg agree agree
isagree
1. This article is credible. 1 2 3 4 5
2. The criminal justice system should
i 1 2 3 4 5
move away from cash bail.
3. Qash pail bengfits people with more 1 9 3 4 5
financial security.
4. .Cfash.bail contributes to system 1 9 3 4 5
injustices.
5. Cash bail fails to keep the public safe. 1 2 3 4 5
6. Tax doIIarg should support reducing use 1 9 3 4 5
of cash bail.
7. Pretrial risk assessments should be 1 9 3 4 5
adopted as an alternative to cash bail.
8. Pretrial risk assessments accurately
. 1 2 3 4 5
assess defendant risk.
9. Using pretrial risk assessments helps
. 1 2 3 4 5
keep the public safe.
10. Pretrial risk assessments are a fairer
way to make release decisions 1 2 3 4 5

compared to cash bail.
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11. Pretrial release decisions should be
; 1 2 3 4 5
guided by research.

12. Judges should follow pretrial risk
assessment recommendations.

Screenshot of Article Formatting in Qualtrics

Section 2 of 7: Please read through the following article and answer the corresponding

questions.

The Daily

By: Chief Editor Max Thompson

January 27, 2023

gpotlight on Bill 38: Bail Reform in George
ounty

Last September, George County adopted Bill 38 to guide local bail reform. This legislation
comes after years of divisive debate over the effectiveness and value of using bail as a
mechanism of pretrial release. In the United States, bail typically refers to the amount of
money a defendant must pay to be released from jail while awaiting trial. Proponents of Bill
38 argue that the bail system unfairly incarcerates individuals, especially people of color,
due to their financial situation rather than their risk to the community. On the other hand,
opponents of bail reform cite concerns of rates increasing for both property and violent
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APPENDIX B - MARGIN GRAPHS
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