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HMCTS Behavioural Insight Team

[bookmark: _Hlk68873788]Early Guilty Pleas Research

[image: ]  What the research is about
The HMCTS Behavioural Insights & Evaluation team is undertaking research to better understand the factors that influence when defendants enter guilty pleas, and how the court process, timings, information flows, and interactions with legal representatives affect these decisions.

This research forms Phase 1 of a wider two-phase programme. Phase 1 focuses on:
· Diagnosing the behavioural, procedural and structural barriers that may delay guilty plea decisions.
· Exploring how information, case readiness, listing practices, and early interactions with legal professionals shape plea decisions.
· Understanding how current processes support or hinder timely and informed plea decisions.
· Exploring evidence-based opportunities that could help improve the timeliness of guilty pleas where appropriate, without influencing plea direction or individual professional decision-making.

This phase involves qualitative research only. It does not involve testing interventions or changing professional or court practice in any way.

Our findings will help HMCTS:
· Understand the range of factors that affect when guilty pleas are entered.
· Identify barriers faced by defendants, defence lawyers, CPS prosecutors, and court staff.
· Explore potential improvements to information provision, case readiness, and administrative processes.


[image: ]  Who we are

We are behavioural scientists and evaluation specialists working within HMCTS Strategy & User Insight.
Our role is to independently evaluate HMCTS services and help identify improvements that support fairness, transparency, and efficient court processes.


[image: ]  Why we are contacting you

We are speaking to criminal defence solicitors to understand:

· How plea decisions are made and advised in practice.
· What information is available to defendants at different stages of proceedings.
· Factors that contribute to early or later guilty pleas.
· How procedural, practical, or systemic factors influence plea timing.
· How defendants experience the process and engage with legal advice.

Your perspective is important in helping us build a detailed and accurate understanding of the practical realities of advising defendants at or before first hearings in magistrates' courts.

We are particularly interested in understanding the factors that help or hinder informed plea decisions and how the system operates in practice from a defence perspective.

This research is not intended to assess or evaluate individual legal practice. We are interested in understanding the system, the constraints practitioners work within, and the experiences of defendants navigating the process.

[image: ]  What the research will involve

We would like to invite you to take part in a phone or virtual interview at a time convenient for you.
· Format: Phone call or Microsoft Teams
· Length: Approximately 30–45 minutes
· Focus: Your professional experience and observations regarding plea timing and first‑hearing practice
· Materials: For Teams interviews, we will send a meeting invitation with joining details

Participation is entirely voluntary. No identifiable information will be included in any reporting, and all findings will be anonymised and aggregated.



What will happen on the day 


Before the interview
We will ask you to read this information sheet (if you have not already) and to confirm that you understand what the research is about. We will check that you are happy to take part, explain our confidentiality process, and then confirm that you are still willing to participate. We will then ask you to provide verbal consent.

What the interview will cover
The interview will focus on your professional experience of first hearings, plea‑taking, and the factors that influence when guilty pleas are entered.

With your permission, we will audio‑record the interview to ensure we have an accurate record of your observations. We will only record the interview if you consent to this.
We will not ask for any identifying details about specific cases or individuals. If, during the discussion, any case details are mentioned, these will be anonymised during analysis to ensure that neither you nor any parties involved can be identified.

[bookmark: _gjdgxs]Protecting your information

We work under strict rules when it comes to how we handle personal information and
interview recordings. Interview recordings will be used to help us write reports and will be securely stored. Your personal details will also be securely stored and then deleted along with the interview recording at the project’s completion.

The interview and observations are entirely voluntary, and all findings will be made anonymous. Where there are a limited number of people involved in the research, it may be possible to identify you from what you say, but all measures will be taken to avoid this in the editing of findings.

We may need to tell someone if:
· we believe that you or others are at significant risk of harm from yourself;
· if we are told about a crime that has not been reported to police.

If we do need to tell someone, we will talk to you about it first.

You can change your mind about taking part in this research at any time within two weeks of your interview. You can decide not to take part, even if you have provided consent. 

[bookmark: _Hlk68874261]If you change your mind during the interview, you can let the researcher know directly. If you change your mind after the interview but within two weeks of your interview, then you can still contact the researchers via rohin.kotecha@justice.gov.uk email. 

If you have any questions about the research, you can also contact the Team using the same email address.
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