Chapter 8

Personal Attributes of Offenders

INTRODUCTION

The performance of criminal acts clearly depends on their proximal antecedents and the situational contexts in which they occur, but must also be understood in terms of the personal attributes which the actor brings to the situation. This chapter is concerned with individual characteristics which might contribute to criminality as a disposition or readiness to perform such acts. These characteristics include the social and temperament traits of traditional personality research, but person variables also encompass competencies, values, beliefs, and goals emerging from the individual’s history, which mediate the effects of new experiences (Alston, 1975; Mischel and Mischel, 1976).

Research on the personality of criminals has employed more than a hundred psychological tests (Waldo and Dinitz, 1967; Arbuthnot, Gordon and Jurkovic, 1987), but while most studies comparing criminal samples with controls on standardised measures have identified significant differences, these have not always been replicated. Some reviewers therefore remain sceptical about whether differences found shed any light on the personal antecedents of crime, and conceptual and methodological shortcomings pervade much of this area of research.

First, many studies have been method-driven, the selection of measurement instruments being dictated more by their availability than by a clear theoretical rationale of what personality variables relate to crime. The MMPI, for example, has been widely used in this context, but while it has some empirical utility in distinguishing offenders (Gearing, 1979), it emphasises psychopathology rather than personality traits, and was not standardised for use with criminals (Dietrich and Berger, 1978). A second problem is the selection of subjects, and the definition of “criminal”. There has been an overemphasis on incarcerated criminals, who may not be representative of offenders generally, or on groups selected by type of offence, which does not always reliably index a disposition to engage in that kind of behaviour. A single crime of extreme violence, for example, does not necessarily indicate a persisting violent tendency (Chapter 9), and Holland, Holt and Beckett (1982) suggest that only property offending shows a “career” pattern for which dispositional correlates might be identified. Again, discretionary influences in the criminal justice system undermine the reliability of “recidivism” as an index of persistent offending (Repucci and Clingempeel, 1978; Hollin and Henderson, 1984).

A further problem is the implicit assumption in many studies that offenders are homogeneous. Despite the debate about specialisation among criminals, and the persisting interest in antisocial personality, the evidence indicates that offenders are heterogeneous in personality (Chapter 3). The assumption of a distinct “criminal personality” is therefore questionable, and comparison of unselected offenders with nonoffenders is likely to be a strategy with limited payoffs. It is also unlikely that specific traits in isolation are significant mediators of offending, but investigations of interactions between person variables remain the exception rather than the rule.

Research on some of the more theoretically significant personal attributes was discussed in Chapter 5, but individual correlates of crime continue to be sought in the context of less systematic or more specific theories, or through the use of multi-trait inventories, notably the MMPI (Gearing, 1979) and CPI (Laufer, Skoog and Day, 1982). This chapter presents a selective review, focusing on concepts of relatively enduring or recent interest.

INTELLIGENCE, ATTAINMENT AND COGNITIVE FUNCTIONING

Intellectual functioning

Intellectual ability has been of continuing interest in psychological criminology since the early studies of Goddard (1914), and is considered a critical factor in development in cognitive-developmental and social learning theories. IQ tests do not capture the full range of cognitive skills, but political debate surrounding their use in educational selection has tended to obscure issues of their validity. The available evidence indicates that they measure significant aspects of problem-solving skills, which are relatively stable, though not entirely immutable individual characteristics (Weinberg, 1989).

Surveys in the early part of the century suggested that a third or more of offenders were feebleminded, according to test criteria, and it was assumed that low intelligence contributed directly to antisocial behaviour through its effects on the learning and understanding of moral rules. This figure shrank with improvements in test standardisation, and applying a criterion of IQ 70 to Binet data collected in a large number of studies, Zeleny (1933) estimated that the ratio of feebleminded offenders to feebleminded nonoffenders was 1.8:1.

More recent estimates of the proportion of offenders who are mentally retarded continue to indicate that they are an overrepresented minority, although figures vary markedly. Coid (1984), for example, cites figures from surveys of sentenced prisoners ranging from 2% to 45%. However, prevalence estimates from penal populations must be treated with caution, since they reflect not only local and national policies for diverting mentally retarded offenders to the mental health system, but also variations in criteria and

methods of assessment. In a study in Florida, for example, Spruill and May (1988) found that 4% of the prison population obtained IQs of less than 70 on a group intelligence test (Revised Beta) administered to inmates on entry to prison. Subsequent individual testing with the WAIS suggested that only 1% met this criterion of mental retardation, and that group testing of inmates at the time of admission yielded inflated estimates because of temporary anxiety or failure to co-operate.

While offenders with serious mental handicaps pose significant problems of rehabilitation, the conventional but arbitrary cutoff of IQ 70 is of little theoretical relevance in assessing the contribution of intelligence to crime. More significant is the much larger proportion of offenders whose abilities are below average, and although criminologists have tended to dismiss lower scores of delinquents as artefacts of sampling bias or social disadvantage, research consistently indicates a small but significant negative correlation between intellectual level and delinquency. For example, Caplan and Siebert (1964) reviewed IQ data obtained on delinquents dealt with in Cleveland, Ohio, between 1929 and 1963. Mean IQ increased from 80 to 92 following the replacement of the earlier Stanford-Binet by other tests, notably the Wechsler scales, but the latter figure was relatively stable. The authors estimated that almost a half of the delinquents dealt with had an IQ below 90. The Cambridge study also found a disproportionate number of offenders to be of low intelligence. Of those who subsequently became delinquent, 39% had an IQ of less than 90 at age 8, compared with 22% of nondelinquents, while 57% of the recidivists were of below average IQ (West, 1982). Recent studies further suggest that higher intelligence is a protective factor against criminal development in those who are at risk for criminality, either through having a criminal father (Kandel et al., 1988), or through child conduct disorder (White, Moffitt and Silva, 1989).

From a comprehensive review of studies comparing delinquents with nondelinquents, Hirschi and Hindelang (1977) concluded that the mean IQ of unselected delinquent samples was about 92, and that the association held when social class and race were statistically controlled. Moffitt et al. (1981) also found a significant negative correlation of 0.2 to 0.3 between intelligence and number of offences in two birth cohorts in Denmark, which remained when social class was partialled out. The suggestion that the lower intelligence of officially adjudicated delinquents simply reflects failure of the less able delinquent to avoid detection and apprehension is contradicted by the finding

of a comparable relationship with self-reported delinquency (West, 1982). This holds up whether or not high scorers have been officially detected (Moffitt and Silva, 1988).

Although low scores on global measures of IQ commonly distinguish delinquents, their scores on measures of verbal (V) ability tend to be most discriminating. Since the introduction of the Wechsler scales, it has been a common finding that delinquent males (though not females) produce discrepancies between performance (P) IQ and VIQ in favour of the former, and since PIQ means tend to be only marginally lower than those of nondelinquent samples, the PIQ > VIQ sign has generally been interpreted in terms of deficient verbal skills rather than superior nonverbal abilities. Studies using the WISC-R find sample mean VIQs of delinquents which are typically almost a standard deviation (10 to 12 points) below the general population mean, and suggest that about two thirds of delinquents have some deficiency in verbal ability (Quay, 1987b). A minority of delinquents, however, shows an imbalance in the direction of VIQ > PIQ. Walsh, Petee and Beyer (1987) found that 37% of a male delinquent sample produced a PIQ > VIQ of 9 or more points, and 11% a VIQ > PIQ of similar magnitude. These compared with 26% and 23%, respectively, of a nondelinquent sample. While the underrepresentation of the VIQ > PIQ group in the delinquents suggests that a verbal dominance protects against delinquency, Walsh et al. found that both imbalaced groups had a more frequent involvement in delinquency than delinquents not showing this imbalance.

Some studies suggest that the PIQ > VIQ sign may be particularly discriminating within delinquent populations. Haynes and Bensch (1981), for example, found that 70% of recidivists showed a PIQ dominance on the WISC-R, compared with 42% of nonrecidivist delinquents. Hubble and Groff (1982) also found that delinquents identified as psychopathic or neurotic by Quay’s system produced a larger performance dominance than those classified as subcultural. However, the PIQ > VIQ sign has a relatively high base rate in the general population, and has little diagnostic utility in the individual case. A longitudinal survey of a large New Zealand birth cohort by Moffitt and Silva (1987) also revealed that WISC-R VIQ-PIQ discrepancies were only moderately stable between the ages of 7 and 11, and were not associated with factors indicative of brain dysfunction. On the other hand, a large performance dominance was consistently associated with poor academic achievement.

How low intelligence contributes to criminality remains unclear. Quay (1987b) suggests that low verbal ability may contribute directly to antisocial behaviour through limiting the development of higher order cognitive functions, such as verbal self-regulation and social problem solving. A more common view is that the effect is indirect, and dependent on school performance (see below). Intelligence probably also interacts with other personal attributes. Heilbrun (1982), for example, showed that among adult prisoners, history of violent crime was influenced by the interaction of intellectual level with psychopathy. Less intelligent psychopaths were more likely to have a history of impulsive violence, and also lower degrees of empathy, than more intelligent psychopaths or less intelligent nonpsychopaths. It must also be noted that a significant minority of offenders is of above average intelligence. Caplan and Siebert (1964), for example, estimated that 9% of delinquents in their survey had IQs higher than 110. The more “gifted” offender has received relatively little attention in research, although there is some evidence that both male delinquents (Tennent and Gath, 1975) and female delinquents (Cowie, Cowie and Slater, 1968) of high intelligence are more likely to show psychological abnormalities.

Learning disabilities and educational attainment

In North America, considerable attention has been paid in recent decades to the relation between delinquency and learning disabilities. This term is less favoured in Britain, where the notion of learning difficulties has come to replace the concept of mental retardation or handicap. Learning disability (LD) refers to a discrepancy between what is expected of a child on the basis of established ability, and actual educational achievements, and it includes cognitive and perceptual-motor problems such as dyslexia, aphasia, or attentiona1 deficits. LDs are widely believed to have a constitutional basis.

Although retrospective prevalence estimates of LDs among delinquents have ranged from 26% to 73% (Zimmerman et al., 1981), a causal link cannot be assumed. In a review of the earlier literature, Murray (1976) observed that, although learning problems are probably common among delinquents, the prevalence of specific LDs remained unclear as a result of varying definitions of LDs and inadequate sampling of the delinquent population. Zimmerman et al. (1981) assessed discrepancies between measured intelligence and achievement in large and heterogeneous samples of schoolboys and delinquents of both sexes. They found that 18% of the former and 33% of the latter met criteria for LDs, the prevalence being higher in male than in female delinquents. However, LD subjects were not distinguished from those without LDs on self-report delinquency measures, indicating an absence of a direct relationship between LDs and antisocial behaviour .

Recent work emphasises that LD subsumes heterogeneous disorders which are unlikely to have a single aetiology .Rourke (1988), for example, has shown that there are varying forms of LD which are differentially related to both academic achievement and social disturbance. LDs involving nonverbal deficits are more clearly associated with problems of social adjustment than LDs involving primarily psycho1inguistic skills. Meltzer, Roditi and Fenton (1986) also showed that a fine-grained analysis of LDs can identify different patterns of educational and cognitive functioning, which are not uniformly shown by delinquents. In a comparison of delinquents, LD adolescents, and normally functioning schoolchildren, which examined learning styles and error patterns across several educational skills, they found that 14% of delinquents had a profile similar to that of the LD group, while a third were similar to controls. Some forms of LD may therefore be associated with antisocial development in some delinquents.

Educationa1 underattainment correlates with antisocial behaviour in the early school years as well as with later delinquency in several studies (Elliott and Voss, 1974; Feshbach and Price, 1984; Dishion et al., 1984), and it has generally been assumed that the influence of both intelligence and LDs is an indirect one mediated by poor school performance (Murray, 1976; Rutter and Giller, 1983). A common view is that the experience of school failure leads to negative self-esteem or hostile attitudes to school, which in turn leads to association with other “problem” children, and hence greater opportunity for delinquent behaviour. Control theory , for example, sees educational failure as promoting negative attitudes to school, and hence weaker attachment to the societal values represented by the school (Hirschi and Hindelang, 1977). Consistent with this is the finding of Austin (1978) that the relation between intelligence and self-reported stealing largely depended on negative attitudes to teachers.

There are, nevertheless, other explanations for the association of intellectual functioning with delinquency. It may, for example, reflect the influence of a third factor, such as class, family, or temperament characteristics. However, Hirschi and Hindelang (1977) found that the effect of IQ remains after controlling for social class and race. Similarly, McGarvey et al. (1981) found that, although social class of parents contributed indirectly to criminality through its influence on educational performance, intelligence exerted an independent effect. The same appears to apply to family influences. Offord (1982), for example, found that there was no difference in IQ or school performance between delinquents and their nondelinquent sibs, and that delinquents failing at school were more likely to come from disorganised families. He suggests that both antisocial behaviour and poor school performance are a consequence of family disorganisation. Others, however, find that delinquents are less intelligent than their sibs (Healy and Bronner, 1936), and in the Cambridge study the effect of intelligence on later delinquency was independent of family factors (West, 1982). 

In the Cambridge study, however, the effect of intelligence disappeared when “troublesomeness” at age 8 to 10 was taken into account, suggesting that both later failure at school and delinquency may be attributed primarily to deviant temperament, and several studies support this. Stattin and Magnusson (1989), for example, found that after partialling out intelligence and socioeconomic status, teacher ratings of aggression in 10 year olds remained significantly correlated with later delinquency. Patterson’s work also suggests a direction of effect from antisocial behaviour to school failure and delinquency (Patterson et al., 1989). A recent longitudinal study by Tremblay et al. (1992) not only emphasises the influence of deviant personal attributes, but also raises some doubts about the significance of school performance. They found that disruptive behaviour of boys at age 7 was associated with both poorer academic achievement at age 10 and self-reported delinquency at age 14, but path analysis indicated that academic achievement was incidental to later delinquency. Academic achievement, however, mediated the relation between disruptive behaviour at age 7 and personality traits associated with delinquency at age 14.

While IQ was not measured in the latter study, the findings are consistent with the suggestion that its effects on later delinquency may be mediated by temperament factors, and this is supported by the 22-year follow-up study of Huesmann, Eron and Yarmel (1987). They found that IQ was related to peer nominations of aggression at age 8, but adult intellectual achievement was more strongly predicted by childhood aggression than was adult aggression (including criminal behaviour) by childhood IQ. Huesmann et al. Suggest that low intellectual ability may contribute to child aggression by impairing the development of social problem-solving skills, but that aggressiveness subsequently has a continuing effect on academic achievement. This does not exclude later additional effects of educational achievement on delinquency, nor the role of differential treatment of some children by the school system (Menard and Morse, 1984; see also Chapter 7). It does, however, emphasise that the relation of IQ and school performance to delinquency is dependent on earlier developmental factors.

SELF CONTROL AND IMPULSIVITY

The ability to delay or inhibit a response is of concern in all analyses of development and learning, and has been examined variously under the headings of impulse control, self control, delay of gratification, or tolerance for frustration. Since criminal acts frequently involve the satisfaction of immediate needs at the risk of longer term aversive consequences, criminals are commonly assumed to be deficient in control or delay functions (Wilson and Herrnstein, 1985; Gottfredson and Hirschhi, 1990). Impulsivity is als central to clinical concepts of psychopathic personality, and features of the “antisocial lifestyle” found to be associated with both official and self-reported delinquency - such as heavy drinking, smoking, gambling, sexual precocity, and drug abuse (Chapter 2) - can be construed in similar terms (Parrington, 1992). The childhood disruptive and aggressive behaviour which precedes later delinquency can also be understood as a manifestation of lack of impulse control.

Impulse control refers to both a psychological process and a generalised style or trait of impulsivity, but the concept is only loosely tied to observable behaviour. Since it implies that there is an impulse to be controlled, an act said to manifest lack of control may simply be the expression of a strong impulse. An “impulse”, however, is merely a circular inference of the presumed inner cause of some behaviour, and as Skinner (1953) observed, the notion of “self control” begs the question of “who is controlling what?”. Moreover, everyday descriptions of an act, or person, as impulsive depend on prior history and social context. Someone’s crime, for example, may be said to have been “impulsive” simply because they were previously of “good character”.

In psychological and psychiatric use, impulse control is similarly a vaguely defined term, which is highly dependent on theoretical presuppositions (Pulkinnen, 1986). In psychodynamic theory, delay of gratification is a function of ego control, in which instinctual impulses are restrained through fantasy and planning (Singer, 1955). Inadequate control may be manifest both in primary process thinking and unrestrained motor discharge of tension. It may take the form of specific symptoms, such as pyromania or kleptomania, or a generalised impulsive disposition of character disorder. Shapiro (1965), however, rejects the instinct model, and sees impulsivity as a style of speedy and unplanned responding, which is related to cortical processing, and which is expressed in cognition, affect, and overt behaviour.

Learning theorists, however, regard self regulation as acquired behaviour which is context-specific. Skinner (1953) analyses self control in terms of behaviour emitted by the individual which arranges the contingencies governing another response. The controlling response is itself under the control of environmental contingencies, and for behaviourists, self control is ultimately situational control (Stuart, 1972). For social learning theorists, on the other hand, self regulation is also under the control of attentional processes, standards of self reinforcement, and outcome expectancies (Lopatto and Williams, 1976; Kanfer, 1980). Kanfer, for example, defines self control as a case of self management under conditions of response conflict. The person engages in behaviour that previously had a lower probability than that of a more tempting behaviour, consequent on a commitment or intention to select the delayed alternative. A further approach to impulse control comes from cognitive-behavioural therapists who draw on Russian concepts of the verbal regulation of behaviour through “inner speech” (Meichenbaum, 1977; Kendall, 1984).

The focus here is on evidence for an impulsive disposition in criminals, but it should be apparent that this is a multifaceted concept. A large number of tests has been developed to measure lack of impulse control as a trait or style (see Pulkinnen, 1986). These variously assess psychomotor speed and accuracy, delay of reinforcement, or choice decision time, and impulsivity appears in different guises in most multi-trait personality inventories. Psychodynamic influences are apparent in some measures which emphasise control over the arousal and expression of anger and aggression. More commonly, however, trait measures assess personal tempo, or the tendency to react to events with speedy decision or action, and without deliberation of future consequences, as exemplified by the inventory question; “Do you often act on the spur of the moment without stopping to think?”. As S.B.G. Eysenck and H.J. Eysenck (1978) note, this describes a narrow trait, and they suggest that a broader conception should include traits such as risk-taking and liveliness. However, this does not necessarily encompass emotional arousal and expression. These conceptual ambiguities are reflected in disagreement about whether impulsivity is a primary trait or a higher-order dimension (Chapter 5).

Self-report inventories

The Ma (Hypomania) scale of the MMPI is commonly interpreted as an index of impulsivity or “acting out”, and many items of the SC (Self Control) scale of Gough’s CPI come from the MMPI. An MMPI impulsivity (IM) scale was also derived by Blackburn (1971b) from factor analysis of these scales, the content reflecting lack of moral restraint, easily aroused anger, and need for excitement. Comparisons of offenders with nonoffenders generally show that the only MMPI scale which discriminates significantly is Pd, which contains few items related to impulse control. As was noted ear1ier, however (Chapter 3), the combined elevation of scales 4 (Pd) and 9 (Ma) is associated with primary psychopathy, and offender samples are generally found to obtain their highest mean scores on these scales and on scale 8 (Schizophrenia), which taps deviant thinking. Two large scale prospective studies showed that adolescents with this pattern of scores were subsequently more likely than those with other score combinations to become official delinquents (Monachesi and Hathaway, 1969). All three scales also correlate with se1f-reported delinquency, particularly measures of theft, use of soft drugs, and property destruction (Rathus and Siegel, 1980). Impulsivity as measured by Ma, then, appears to increase the 1ikelihood of criminality, but only when combined with high scores on Pd. The latter may tap the attachment bonds of control theory.
Impulsivity has occupied a significant, though contentious place in Eysenck’s theory of criminality (Chapter 5). While Gillan (1965) found no difference between female delinquents and controls on an early impulsiveness scale, S.B.G. Eysenck and McGurk (1980) found that male delinquents scored higher than controls on a recently developed scale of impulsiveness. This scale also correlates with self-reported delinquency in both male and female Spanish adolescents (Silva, Martorell and Clemente, 1986).

The F (Surgency) scale of Cattell’s 16PF (Cattell, Eber and Tatsuoka, 1970) is also regarded as a measure of impulsivity. In a longitudinal study, Kelly and Veldman (1964) compared children who became school dropouts or delinquents with nondeviant children on F scores obtained four years ear1ier. Both deviant groups had higher F scores. However, delinquents were not differentiated on this scale by Cattell et al. (1970). Saunders, Repucci and Sarata (1973) also found no differences between delinquents and schoolboys on Barratt’s Impulsivity scale, or on the Matching Familiar Figures Test, which is held to measure a cognitive style of “reflection-impulsivity”.

Impulsivity may contribute to variations in frequency or type of offending and there are some indications that recidivists are more likely to be impulsive. Gough, Wenk and Rozynko (1965), for example, compared parole-violating and nonviolating delinquents on the MMPI, CPI, and a base expectancy table derived from prior history. The latter yielded the best discrimination, but the Ma and CPI SC and So scales also discriminated between the two groups. Como (1977) also found that recidivists scored higher on Blackburn’s IM than first offenders, and this scale correlated with reoffending by mentally disordered offenders (Black and Spinks, 1985), and with self-reported delinquency within a sample of official delinquents (Renwick and Emler, 1991). Mack (1969), in contrast, obtained no MMPI differences between recidivist and nonrecidivist delinquents, and while Gendreau et al. (1979) found that So contributed to the prediction of recidivism, Ma was not significant in this respect.

Differences between offenders categorised by offence type have proved elusive. Panton (1958) observed no MMPI differences between six offence categories, although he noted that they all deviated from the normative mean. While Laufer, Johnson and Hogan (1981) found that drug related offenders were more impulsive than murderers on Block’s Ego Control scale, which measures psychodynamic concepts of delay and impulse expression, other studies indicate that murderers are heterogeneous on MMPI impulsivity scales (Blackburn, 1971a; McGurk, 1978).

Delay of gratification

One paradigm for the study of self-control is self-imposed delay of reward, in which a reward available at some future point in time is preferred to a smaller but immediately available reward. Studies of delay in children indicate that it is a cognitive skill involving the ability to deploy attention to minimise the arousing properties of the desirable reward, and which tends to be optimal by the age of 9 to 10 (Mischel, Shoda and Rodriguez, 1989). Delay also depends on the formation of contingency rules specifying the conditions under which self-reinforcement is appropriate, and therefore exhibits variability within individuals and between situations. However, it also shows significant generality and stability over time (Mischel, 1984), and Mischel sees delay and impulsivity as contrasting trait patterns. More consistent delay is associated with sustained attention, higher intelligence and cognitive development, and resistance to temptation, and it is more typical of middle class and achievement oriented groups. Conversely, preference for immediate reward is related to a present-oriented time focus, lower socioeconomic status, and membership in groups in which achievement needs are low.

Mischel suggests that preference for immediate reward contributes to delinquency and psychopathy, and this was supported in a study of delinquents in Trinidad (Mischel, 1961). Reformatory school boys more frequently opted for immediate reward than did secondary school boys, although almost half the delinquents chose delayed reward. Variations in preference for delay of reward within delinquents were noted by Roberts et al. (1974), who found that recidivists were more likely than nonrecidivists to have chosen immediate reward when tested prior to release.

Psychomotor impulsivity

Impulse control is often measured by the degree of care or accuracy during task performance, or motor inhibition. For example, Kelly and Veldman (1964) found that future delinquent and dropout schoolchildren were more speedy and inaccurate on simple tasks of motor production. Most widely used has been the Porteus Mazes (Porteus, 1959). This paper-and-pencil test requires the solution of a series of visual mazes, and yields a Test Quotient (TQ) and a Qualitative error (Q) score. TQ correlates moderately with spatial skill, and is held to measure foresight and planning ability. Q reflects carelessness and rule-breaking within the test, and has hence been construed as a measure of impulsivity.

Porteus summarised studies revealing highly significant differences on Q between workers exhibiting disciplinary problems and those considered “satisfactory”, delinquents and nondelinquents, and adult criminals and noncriminals. TQ was less discriminating. These findings on offenders have been replicated in a number of studies (Riddle and Roberts, 1977). O'Keefe (1975), however, criticised this research for failing to control for institutionalisation. He found no differences between young institutionalized delinquents and boys in a children’s home, and no relationship of Q score to staff ratings of impulsiveness.

On the other hand, Q score distinguishes within delinquent populations in several studies. Roberts et al. (1974) found that Q significantly predicted recidivism in delinquents, and also correlated with verbal and behavioural measures of delay of reward. Schalling and Rosen (1968) also found that psychopathic offenders, defined by Cleckley’s criteria, attained higher Q scores than nonpsychopaths. Negative findings have nevertheless been reported in some studies. Q scores were found to be unrelated to either institutional rule infraction or MMPI impulsivity scores among Borstal boys (Gibbens, 1963) or mentally disordered offenders (Davis, 1974b). Psychopathic criminals, as identified by MMPI patterns, were also found to score lower on Q than nonpsychopaths by Sutker, Moan and Swanson (1972).

Gibson (1964) criticised the derivation of the Q score, and devised a Spiral Maze (SM) to measure more homogeneous errors of motor execution. Scores derived are (a) total time to traverse the maze, and (b) errors of touching the sides of the maze or obstacles. With time scores partialled out, errors correlate moderately with Q scores. Gibson regards the test as a measure of risk taking. He found that both delinquents and schoolboys rated as “naughty” by teachers performed the task more quickly and carelessly. Davis (1974b) also found that error scores were significantly related to ratings of institutional nonconformity, but Gillan (1965) observed no differences between female delinquents and controls. Neither of the latter studies found any relation between SM performance and self-report trait measures of impulsivity.

A task resembling the above tests is the Arrow-Dot (AD) subtest of the IES (Impulse, Ego, Superego) test of Dombrose and Slobin (1958), which attempts to operationalise psychodynamic structural concepts. The AD test requires the subject to draw a line to a dot, avoiding various “barriers”, and performance is held to symbolise impulse strength, ego control, and superego inhibition. Rankin and Wickoff (1964) found that second offender motor thieves obtained higher impulse scores than college students, but generalisation from this comparison is questionable. Other studies using the AD test have failed to identify any difference between more and less compliant institutionalized delinquents (Saunders et al., 1973).

Time orientation

Delay of gratification is presumed to involve consideration of future consequences, and the experience of time has been examined as an index of impulse control in a number of studies. Impulsive individuals are expected to be more concerned with immediate than with future events, and hence to have a restricted future time perspective. They are also assumed to have a faster “internal clock”, and to overestimate the passage of time.

Studies of time estimation in offenders have produced moderately consistent results. Siegman (1966) found that delinquents showed evidence of a faster internal clock than army recruits, as shown by underestimates of the lapse of short periods of time and overestimates of the length of time intervals. Although this contradicted his earlier results, it is consistent with findings on sociopathic patients (Getsinger, 1976).

Delinquents have also been found to have a shorter future time perspective than nondelinquents, as indicated by story completion tasks, or estimates of the closeness in time of significant events, such as getting married or becoming a grandfather (e.g. Stein, Sarbin and Kulik, 1968). This characterizes recidivist delinquents in particular (Roberts et al., 1974). However, Landau (1976) suggested that previous research had failed to control for the effects of institutionalisation on time orientation. He found that institutionalization (imprisonment, military service) had the effect of shortening future time perspective in both delinquents and soldiers, but that future orientation increased with the approach of release.

Despite some negative findings, impulsivity has been found to contribute to delinquent tendencies in several studies, but two problems continue to confound research in this area. The first is the heterogeneity of criminals, and while impulsivity as a temperament trait, preference for immediate reward, careless psychomotor performance, or restricted future time perspective may be significant factors in some groups of offenders, not all criminals display these characteristics. Those rated as “psychopathic” are likely to score highly on inventory measures (Cattell, Eber and Tatsvoka, 1970; Kipnis, 1971), but profile analyses of test data of offenders clearly establish that there are also subgroups who obtain low scores on impulsivity scales (Blackburn, 1975a; 1986; McGurk and McGurk, 1979; Megargee and Bohn, 1979). The second problem is that relationships between different measures of impulse control are in some cases negligible, and factor analytic results suggest that impulsivity does not describe a unitary domain of behaviour (Twain, 1957; Gillan, 1965). This is a reflection of the ambiguities in the concept of impulse control, which has sometimes been observed to be an explanation in need of a phenomenon. More attention seems necessary to the theoretical contexts in which different measures of impulsivity are embedded, and to distinctions between the cognitive, affective, and motivational aspects of this global construct.

ATTITUDES, VALUES, AND BELIEFS

The developing area of social cognition represents converging interests of social psychologists and those investigating higher cognitive functioning, and reflects the assumption that social behaviour is the outcome of reciprocal interactions between the individual’s cognitive structures and processes and the reactions of others. This approach has also influenced research and intervention with deviant populations, and investigations of social cognition are described in the following sections. Although a somewhat arbitrary division, this section focuses on the content of socially relevant cognitions in offenders. The following section examines sociocognitive processes and skills.

The self concept

While relegated by behaviourism to the status of an epiphenomenon, the self as the subjective experience of a separate “I” or “me” is regarded in several theories as a unifying factor determining both protective and goal seeking behaviour (Wylie, 1968). When used to denote “the total personality”, a global and undefined concept of “self” or “ego” can be justifiably criticised as a mystical homunculus, but social cognitive theorists have revived a view of self as an active information-processing structure, or cognitive schema (Greenwald and Pratkanis, 1984; Bandura, 1989). Epstein (1973), for example, uses the metaphor of a scientific theory in describing the self concept as a self-theory, whose postulates are continuously validated in the appraisal and seeking out of relevant information. Self concept therefore refers to knowledge and beliefs about oneself, including attitudes of affective regard or self esteem. Since the self is generally believed to derive from and mediate social interaction, a deviant self concept may also mediate antisocial behaviour (Wells, 1978).

Self attitudes are held to supply organisation and direction to behaviour, but there remains disagreement about the motivational processes involved. One view is that people seek consistency between their beliefs and the information received from their environmental exchanges. Dishonest behaviour, for example, may be more likely to occur when it does not violate the self image, and there is evidence that those whose self esteem is low are more likely to take advantage of opportunities to cheat (Eisen, 1972). An alternative view is that people are motivated to maintain or enhance their self esteem. This may be achieved by deviant behaviour, since the anticipated approval of a deviant reference group is esteem enhancing. However, the maintenance of cognitive consistency seems more relevant to the content of the self concept, which is not necessarily related to the direction of evaluation or self esteem. Howells (1978), for example, describes a repertory grid study of a poisoner, whose self concept was that of a famous, successful person. This was an unusual case, but it indicates that a person may have a self concept which is deviant from society’s viewpoint, without experiencing self derogation.

Low self esteem is, nevertheless, associated with nonconformity in adolescents (Richman, Brown and Clark, 1984), and characterises delinquents in several studies. Early research established higher levels of worry and emotionality in delinquents (Metfessels and Lovell, 1942), and “neuroticism” is higher in officially defined offenders, although less clearly related to self-reported delinquency (Chapter 5). Since the neuroticism dimension is closely related to self esteem (Watson and Clark, 1984), these findings imply a more negative self image.

More direct measurement of the self concept tends to confirm this. Bhagat and Fraser (1970), for example, found that compared with nondelinquents, delinquents evaluated “real self” less favourably, and lower levels of self esteem as measured by the Tennessee Self Concept Scale have been observed in both American and British samples of delinquents (Lund and Salary , 1980; Eyo, 1981). However, there are variations in self concept among offenders. Eyo (1981), for example, found that while delinquents as a group scored lower than controls on moral, personal, social, and family components of the self concept, Borstal boys showed a greater emphasis on physical aspects, and also had a more rigidly defended self image than boys on remand.

These studies are correlational, and do not establish a causal relation between self concept and criminality, but there are three theoretical approaches implicating the self concept in deviant behaviour. First, Reckless (1961) proposed that the promotion of conformity and self-control through inner containment is a function of a favourable self concept, goal orientation, frustration tolerance, and commitment to norms. A “good” self concept in this context is an insulator against deviant influences, a need for cognitive consistency being assumed. Reckless and Dinitz (1967) described research showing that boys nominated by teachers as “good” or “bad” differed on self-report measures of socialisation and self concept, and on subsequent delinquent outcome. The self concept scale correlated with both teacher nominations and socialisation, and it was argued that boys exposed to adverse family and socioeconomic conditions were less vulnerable to delinquency when they had a favourable self concept. Orcutt (1970), however, criticized this research for biased selection of “good” and “bad” boys, and inadequate conceptualisation of self concept, and concluded that Reckless’ argument was not established. Although interest in containment theory has waned, partial support was obtained in a factor analytic study by Thompson and Dodder (1986), who found that self-reported delinquency was related to self concept in white boys, though not among white girls or black boys and girls. However, studies of those from ethnic minorities who avoid trouble with the law, despite high risk backgrounds, lend support to the notion of self concept as a factor which protects against delinquency. Interview observations suggest that such “resilient” individuals have higher self esteem, which they derive from personal achievement (Ross and Glaser, 1973; Werner, 1989).

A second approach sees negative self attitudes as an outcome of labelling. According to labelling theory, a deviant self image is a consequence of the stigmatisation accompanying legal processing, and mediates subsequent secondary deviance. While this again assumes needs for consistency, the focus is on lowered self esteem as a reflected appraisal of the negative reactions of others. The evidence of a correlation between official delinquency and low self esteem from cross-sectional studies can be interpreted in this light, and a longitudinal study by Ageton and Elliott (1974) supports the hypothesis. Among boys with no prior police contact, those who subsequently experienced such contact also adopted a more delinquent self orientation than those who remained free of legal apprehension. Other studies, however, produce inconsistent findings. Gibbs (1974), for example, found that although motor thieves had a more delinquent self image than controls following police apprehension and subsequent court appearance, both their self concept and self esteem moved closer to that of controls following appearance in court. In view of the evidence for the weak effects of labelling on subsequent delinquency, the case for a motivating influence of reflected appraisal is correspondingly weakened. Indeed, it might be anticipated that labeling effects depend on prior self concept.

The most comprehensive model relates delinquency to esteem enhancement (Wells, 1978; Gold, 1978; Kaplan, 1980). In Kaplan’s analysis, self esteem derives from competence and confidence in achievements, and acceptance in social relationships. Failures in these areas lead to self derogation, which motivates alternatives to conventional behaviour. Delinquency is one alternative, since the delinquent reference group enhances self esteem by providing acceptance and approval. Self esteem is thus a mediator of the relation between academic and social failure and delinquency, and not an ultimate cause or effect. This model predicts an initial negative relation between self esteem and delinquency, but a subsequent positive relation as delinquency restores self esteem. Tests of the model therefore require longitudinal analysis.

Kaplan (1980) reports several studies of the relationship of self esteem to delinquency at different points in time, which are consistent with the developmental features of the model, but does not examine the continuous causal sequence. Three other studies have examined self esteem and self reported delinquency at repeated waves of the Youth in Transition survey. From cross-lagged correlations between self esteem and delinquency at the first two waves, almost two years apart, Rosenberg and Rosenberg (1978) concluded that self esteem predicted later delinquency, although the effect was stronger for lower class youth. Brynner, O’Maney and Bachman (1981) criticised this analysis, and extending the study to a later wave, found little effect of self esteem on subsequent delinquency. However, they found a modest positive effect of delinquency on later self esteem, consistent with the enhancement model. A further analysis, in contrast, failed to demonstrate either a motivating effect of lowered self esteem on delinquency , or an enhancement effect of delinquency on subsequent self esteem (Wells and Rankin,1983).

The research to date, then, has not estabtished any consistent causal relationship between self concept and delinquency, and it remains to be demonstrated whether the negative correlation observed in several studies represents anything more than a coincidental effect of other factors on these two variables. However, this research suffers from several limitations, not the least being a lack of an adequate theory of self concept. Self concept and self esteem are not always clearly differentiated, and are commonly measured globally, rather than in relation to specific areas of achievement, or components of the self. Greenwald and Pratkanis (1984), for example, suggest that public, private and collective aspects of the self need to be distinguished. Also, little attention has been paid to the “trait-state” distinction. The longitudinal data suggest that self concept is relatively stable over time, but it is probable that temporary changes in self esteem are more relevant to specific deviant acts. Longitudinal surveys may not, then, be sensitive to any reciprocal effects between self esteem and delinquent behaviour.

Values and beliefs

Willingness to comply with social rules is often regarded as a function of moral values or the affective strength of attitudes or beliefs. Moral knowledge is related to general intelligence, and insofar as most people probably know the basic rules of “right” and “wrong”, it is unlikely to be a major source of variation in noncompliant behaviour (Hogan, 1973). However, several theories suggest that delinquents are committed to deviant values which the majority of society do not accept. Subcultural theorists, for example, propose that delinquents value toughness, aggression, and excitement, and reject routine work. Matza (1964), on the other hand, argued that these are “subterranean” values which permeate society, and that delinquents share conventional values. They “drift” into crime through “episodic release from moral constraint”.

Matza’s proposal is not unequivocally supported. Heather (1979) reported two repertory grid studies of delinquents and nondelinquents. The same factors of conventional and subterranean values emerged in both groups, but the subterranean factor accounted for more of the variance among delinquents, suggesting that it was a more dominant component. Cochrane (1971), however, found differences in value priorities between adult prisoners and controls, males endorsing valued goals of more immediate personal relevance, females having a more masculine value system. There are thus some indications that delinquents are characterised by deviant values.

An inverse relationship has generally been assumed between delinquency and religiosity. Although early studies found a small negative relation between delinquency and religious attendance, inconsistent findings have been reported. Elifson, Peterson and Hadaway (1983) employed several indices of religiosity and self-reported delinquency, and confirmed the negative correlation. However, strongest correlations were obtained for victimless crimes, such as using marijuana, and religiosity had no predictive power which was independent of other variables. It was suggested that the influence of religion on delinquency is most likely to be mediated via the type of family and friends it dictates.

Values are related to needs or goals. Values of excitement or toughness, for example, imply preferences for certain experiences or outcomes. There has, however, been only limited exploration of motivational factors in criminality. This may reflect the influence of control theories which assume that crime expresses common human needs, although strain, subcultural and social learning theories imply that delinquents have strong needs for status and approval of the peer group. Some studies find that delinquents tend to lack aspirations for achievement or career success (Tutt, 1973), and Jessor and Jessor (1977) found that deviant behaviour in adolescence was associated with a greater concern for independence relative to academic achievement. It was also, however, related to needs for affectional ties with peers.

Neutralisation and attributional processes

If offenders do have conventional values, one reason why these fail to inhibit deviant conduct may be that they are neutralised by a temporary excuse or rationalisation. Sykes and Matza (1957) proposed five techniques of neutralisation: (1) denial of responsibility (one’s actions are a consequence of external factors, such as poverty, broken home, or drunkenness); (2) denial of injury (little harm is entailed); (3) denial of the victim (the victim deserves it); (4) condemnation of the condemners (attention is shifted to those who condemn the act, such as criminal justice agents); (5) appeal to higher loyalties (needs of others, such as peers, take precedence). This assumes cognitive consistency between attitudes and behaviour. It also assumes that neutralisations are temporary excuses invoked by a specific situation, rather than persisting negative attitudes towards deviance (although Agnew and Peters (1986) see “acceptance of neutralizations” as a predisposing factor). An illustration of neutralisations is provided by the beliefs that shoplifters described as associated with their thefts, such as “merchants deserve it”, “everybody does it”, and “it’s not a major crime” (Soloman and Ray, 1984).

The hypothesis that neutralisations are causally prior to an offence is clearly difficult to test directly, but some studies at tempt to identify neutralising effects retrospectively. Minor (1980) noted that earlier studies yielded inconsistent results. He was unable to find differences between prisoners convicted of assault, robbery, or burglary in either the types of neutralisation they preferred, or in the excuses they favoured for offences similar to their own. He considered this unfavourable to the hypothesis. However, Matza (1964) suggested a modification to the personal neutralization hypothesis, proposing that verbal excuses conform with expected, but misperceived neutralising attitudes of peers rather than with personally accepted neutralisations. Hindelang (1974b) failed to support this, finding that delinquent act-committers believed their friends to be equally or less approving of their acts than they were themselves, but Hall (1983) obtained results consistent with Matza’s hypothesis. “Attributed” neutralisation (i.e. how others perceive the deviant act) was more closely related to self-reported delinquency among sixth-graders than was personal neutralisation, although the latter was more important in ninth-graders. However, these correlational data throw little light on the question of whether neutralisations are post hoc accommodations following deviant acts, or whether they are antecedent.

The concept of neutralisation has a clear parallel in the notion of disengagement from self-restraining influences suggested by social learning theorists to account for situational influences on moral conduct. It can also be seen within the context of attribution theory, which examines how unexpected or unwelcome events are explained in everyday thinking through the ascription of cause, responsibility, and blame. Matza’s “denial of responsibility”, for example, clearly reflects the attribution of one’s behaviour to external causes, which may be stable (poverty) or unstable (drunkenness). Whether or not they mediate criminal acts, offenders’ explanations for their acts may be particularly relevant to the reactions of the criminal justice system to them, and to their ways of coping with penal sanctions.

Saulnier and Perlman (1981) confirmed several predictions from attribution theory regarding the causal assignment of inmates for their offences. For example, stable and internal causes were more likely when the offence was consistent with previous record, while-consistent with the “actor-observer” bias-staff tended to attribute crimes to internal causes, inmates to external factors. Similar results were obtained from interviews with violent offenders by Henderson and Hewstone (1984), who examined attributions of both cause and responsibility. The latter was defined by the use of excuses (denial of responsibility, and attribution to external factors) as opposed to justifications (acceptance of responsibility, but with justifying reasons). Offenders’ explanations for their offences were not only predominantly external, but were also more likely to be justifications than excuses. However, excuses were used more often when the victim died. The findings of these latter studies were predicted from research on attributional processes in general, and do not imply deviant thinking on the part of offenders in this respect. Nevertheless, dispositional biases to attribute cause or responsibility to others may contribute to criminality, and work suggesting such an attributional bias among aggressive individuals is discussed in Chapter 9.

Another variable which has been linked to delinquency, and which is related indirectly to attributions of causality, is locus of control. The dimension of internal versus external (I-E) locus of control reflects generalised beliefs that outcomes are controlled by one’s own actions as opposed to external factors, such as chance or powerful others (Rotter, 1975). Since delinquents often experience external barriers to legitimate achievement, it has been suggested that they are more likely to display expectancies that events are not under their personal control. While some studies find that offenders indeed have a more external orientation on Rotter’s I-E scale (Parrott and Strongman, 1984), others have not confirmed this (Valliant, Asu and Howitt, 1983). An alternative suggestion that offenders from ethnic minorities are particularly likely to have an external locus also has inconsistent support (Valliant et al., 1983). The predictive power of Rotter’s I-E scale has proved to be weak in several areas of research, partly because it fails to distinguish positive from negative outcomes, and the relevance of this dimension to the explanation of criminality remains obscure. Nevertheless, internality has been identified as a significant protective factor among those at risk for criminality (Werner, 1989).

Yochelson and Samenow’s “Criminal Personality”

Yochelson and Samenow (1976) emphasise cognitions in their analysis of the criminal personality, which is based on extensive interviews with 240 male offenders. Their sample includes young offenders seen in community clinics, but is made up predominantly of adult “hard core” offenders committed to St Elizabeth’s Hospital in Washington, DC for psychiatric evaluation, or as “not guilty by reason of insanity”. Yochelson and Samenow describe their disenchantment with psychoanalytic, psychological and sociological explanations of crime, and their adoption of a “phenomenologic” approach. This focuses on the thinking of criminals, who are seen to be in control of their lives, despite attempts to disown responsibility. The authors contend that what turns a person into a criminal is “a series of choices” made from an early age. However, while acknowledging reciprocal influences of parent and child on individual development they offer no explanation for the origins of the choices a person makes.

“Criminality” is conceptualised very broadly as a continuum encompassing a wide range of thinking processes as well as criminal acts. The noncriminal end of the continuum is defined by “responsible thinking and action”, responsible people being those who are basically moral, fulfi1 their obligations, and function within the law. At the other extreme are criminals who have a system of erroneous thinking pattems. Over 40 “thinking errors” are described, these being grouped into three kinds.

First, there are criminal thinking patterns which overlap with “character traits” identified by others. For example, thought is characterised by pervasive fearfulness, particularly of a “zero state” in which the individual feels worthless, while a central pattern is “the power thrust”, relating to a need for power and control. Other patterns include “fragmentation” (inconsistencies in thinking), sentimentality, perfectionism, an indiscriminate need for sexual excitement, and lying. Second, there are automatic errors of thinking, which include “the closed channel”, or a secretive style of communication, the victim stance, failure to put oneself in another’s position, failure to assume obligations, lack of trust, and poor decision-making. Third are errors associated more directly zith criminal acts. They include extensive fantasies of antisocial behaviour, a “corrosion” of internal and external derrentsm an opinion of oneself as good, and superoptimism. It is contended that criminals are not impulsive, since no matter how opportunist a crime may seem, it has typically been preceded by fantasies and premeditation. These various thinking patterns are manifest during attempts at evaluation or change, and may take the form of tactics aimed at defeating the examiner or therapist.

The emphasis placed by Yochelson and Samenow on thinking processes as determinants of deviant behaviour is clearly consistent with the “rational criminal” perspective, and with the increased attention paid to the role of cognitive dysfunction in deviant behaviour. Their observations also coincide with the view that offenders neutralise inhibitions against deviance. However, their account is open to serious criticism on several grounds. First, their definition of “criminality” is value-laden and subjective, and no attempt is made to demonstrate that “criminal errors of thinking” are absent in “responsible” citizens. Second, they generalise from an unrepresentative sample, while offering no supporting evidence other than clinical observations. The formulation is therefore at best a series of hypotheses, rather than a test of a theory. Third, their “thinking errors” make no contact with any systematic theory of cognitive functioning, and are an arbitrary list of needs and irrational beliefs. WuIach (1988) notes that despite the rejection of psychoanalytic theory, many of these “thinking errors”, such as “the power thrust”, “fragmentation”, or “the victim stance”, correspond to the defence mechanisms attributed by recent psychodynamic writers to narcissistic and borderline disorders. He suggests that the characteristics of the criminal personality described by Yochelson and Samenow coincide with the DSM-III-R criteria for antisocial, narcissistic, histrionic, and borderline personality disorders, and also Cleckley’s concept of the psychopath, and do not define a unique personality type.

SOCIOCOGNITIVE AND INTERPERSONAL SKILLS

Role-taking, empathy, and guilt

Role-taking is a critical concept in cognitive-developmental theory. Piaget proposed that through interpersonal contact, pre-adolescent children gradually shift from an egocentric perception of the world to a comprehension of the perspective of others. Role-theory originating in symbolic interactionism similarly sees socialisation as dependent on the ability to take the role of “the generalised other”, and Gough (1948) hypothesised that a deficit in role-taking ability accounts for the undersocialisation of psychopaths. For Kohlberg, the development of role-taking ability is a prequisite to shifts in moral reasoning, and Selman has proposed a stage theory of role-taking which parallels Kohlberg’s stages (Gurucharri, Phelps and Selman, 1984). Role-taking links the cognitive with the moral since it entails understanding the feelings of others, as well as their reasons and intentions, and developmental delays in the acquisition of role-taking skills are associated with failure to respect the rights of others (Chandler, 1973). Persisting egocentrism is therefore likely to be significant in social deviance.

Gurucharri et al. (1984) found that pre-adolescent children showing conduct problems were at a lower level than normal controls on Selman’s interpersonal stages, although they tended to catch up in later adolescence. Chandler (1973) found particularly striking differences in egocentrism between 11 to 13 year old children, who were already chronic delinquents, and age-matched nondelinquents. While Kaplan and Arbuthnot (1985) were unable to replicate this in older delinquents, Lee and Prentice (1988) obtained significant differences between delinquents and nondelinquents on other role-taking tasks. Short and Simeonsson (1986) also found that institutionalised delinquents judged aggressive by their peers were significantly more egocentric on Chandler’s measure than unaggressive delinquents. Hickey (1972), on the other hand, observed that some late adolescent delinquents had acquired a relatively mature levelof social role-taking, which significantly exceeded their levelof moral maturity. This finding emphasises that while failure to develop role-taking skills may impede socialisation, their acquisition does not guarantee socialised behaviour. Role-taking may, for example, be involved in manipulative as well as co-operative behaviour.

A related concept is that of empathy, which involves not only understanding the perspective of others, but also the ability to respond to their feelings. This is of potential significance to delinquency since the ability to imagine the distress of another may inhibit harmful behaviour, and lack of empathy is prominent in descriptions of psychopathic personality. It might also account in part for sex differences in delinquent behaviour, since cultural stereotypes dictate that females are more empathic than males.

There is, however, longstanding disagreement about how to conceptualise and measure empathy, and how to distinguish it from role-taking on the one hand, and sympathy on the other. While empathy is generally construed as an affective response, some use the term to denote the vicarious matching of another’s emotional experience, while others emphasise the cognitive awareness of another’s feelings without the requirement of emotional matching. Where sex differences have been found, they depend on the method of assessment, and the assumed advantage of females in empathy is confined largely to measures entailing verbal reports of feelings (Eisenberg and Lennon, 1983). It is less evident in more cognitively oriented measures of perspective taking.

Hogan (1969) developed a self-report trait measure of empathy (Em) to assess “the imaginative apprehension of another’s condition or state of mind”. This emphasises cognitive rather than affective aspects, and Em correlates with both spatial ability and social acuity .In Hogan’s theory of moral character (Hogan, 1973), moral maturity is held to result from the development of socialisation, empathy, and autonomy. Empathy in these terms is a dispositional skill which allows one to take “the moral point of view”, and compensates for deficient socialisation in inhibiting antisocial behaviour.

Consistent with this proposal, Hogan (1969) found that prison inmates and young delinquents, who achieved low scores on Gough’s So scale, also achieved the lowest scores among several groups on Em. College students whose So scores matched those of delinquents were distinguished from delinquents by higher Em scores, supporting the compensation hypothesis (Kurtines and Hogan, 1972). Ellis (1982) also found that Em significantly discriminated delinquents from nondelinquents, and aggressive delinquents from nonaggressive delinquents. Neurotic delinquents also scored lower than psychopathic delinquents, who in turn scored lower than subcultural delinquents and controls. However, Kendall, Deardorff and Finch (1977) found that while first offenders, recidivists, and nonoffenders were distinguished by scores on So, they did not differ on Em. Using other scales of empathy, Lee and Prentice (1988) were also unable to differentiate between delinquents and nondelinquents, or between subgroups defined by Quay’s dimensions. However, their empathy measures were unrelated to measures of sociocognitive development, and they question the validity of self-report scales of empathy.

Other studies yield inconsistent results which vary with the measures employed. Rotenberg (1974) distinguished cognitive from affective role-taking, although calling them empathy and sympathy, respectively, and defined them by response to experimental tasks. Delinquents displayed lower affective role-taking than schoolboys, but did not differ in cognitive role-taking. Kaplan and Arbuthnot (1985) also obtained only limited support for the expectation of deficient empathy in delinquents. Cognitive role-taking was defined by a Piagetian task, and affective empathy by means of both a trait measure and a specific unstructured task involving self-description. Although delinquents performed marginally lower than nondelinquents on all measures, they differed significantly only on the unstructured task.

There is clearly a need for greater clarity in the conceptualisation of empathy, which may not be a unidimensional ability. The most systematic model is that of Hoffman (1982), who sees empathy as a universal affective response to the distress of another, which changes with the child’s progress through socio-cognitive stages. He distinguishes guilt as a special case of empathic distress aroused by the causal attribution of responsibility for another’s plight to the self, which is a relatively late developmental acquisition. Guilt is therefore an interpersonal “hot cognition”, rather than conditioned anxiety or symbolic fear of parental punishment, and is an outcome of the parent’s use of inductive discipline. Social deviance associated with developmental delays in perspective taking may, then, be accompanied by deficiencies in guilt, as well as empathy. Studies employing the Mosher Guilt Scale indicate that although delinquents as a group do not differ from nondelinquents in expecting guilt reactions to their own behaviour (Persons, 1970), delinquents whose moral reasoning is at a conventional level are more likely to report guilt-proneness than those at lower stages (Ruma and Mosher, 1967). Some delinquents are therefore deficient in perspective-taking skills and affective interpersonal reactions held to be dependent on them, but whether these are the more recalcitrant or persistent offenders remains to be determined.

Interpersonal problem solving

Deficiencies in interpersonal problem solving may be causally related to socially ineffective or maladaptive behaviour (Tisdelle and Lawrence, 1986). Work in this area receives much of its impetus from the conceptualisation of problem solving advanced by D’Zurilla and Goldfried (1971), who view it as a cognitive-behavioural process which (1) makes available response alternatives for dealing with problem situations, such as interpersonal conflict or loss of reinforcers, and (2) increases the probability of selecting the most effective response from those alternatives. The focus is on the “discovery” of solutions through a sequence which involves recognition of the problem, formulation of goals, generation of alternative solutions, decisions on an optimal strategy, and testing out the outcome. Impersonal problem solving is dependent on IQ, but interpersonal problem solving is more a function of acquired skills (Spivack, Platt and Shure, 1976).

Hains and Ryan (1983) compared delinquent and nondelinquent boys at two age levels on several tasks involving social cognitive processes. Delinquency was unrelated to moral judgement or to deficits in knowledge of social problem solving strategies. However, on a social problem solving task, delinquents were less exhaustive in considering certain dimensions, such as the antecedents of problem situations, suggesting a tendency to initiate social behaviour on the basis of incomplete or inaccurate inferences.

Other studies are confined to differences within delinquent populations. A commonly used measure of interpersonal problem solving is the MEPS (Means-Ends Problem Solving test), which presents the beginning and end of hypothetical problem situations, and requires the subject to generate means by which the solution is reached. Platt, Scura and Hannon (1973) compared addict and nonaddict reformatory inmates on the MEPS, and found that the addicts showed a significant deficit in the ability to conceptualise means of reaching goals in problem situations. Parole failures among young offenders were also found to be deficient in means-end thinking and alternative thinking in an unpublished study cited by Platt and Prout (1987). Higgins and Thiess (1981) used the same measure to compare institutionalised delinquents who were adjusting well to the institution, with those who were a disciplinary problem, and those rated by both staff and inmates as misfits. The misfits showed the most marked deficits in generating means. They also produced less relevant solutions than the other two groups, while those who were disciplinary problems produced fewer means than the more adjusted delinquents. Several recent studies suggest that problem solving deficits are particularly prominent in aggressive children (Chapter 9).

Social skills

Sarason (1968) was among the first to suggest that delinquents are deficient in socially acceptable and adaptive behaviour, and social skills training has become a popular technique in the treatment of offenders (Chapter 13). However, evidence relevant to the assumed social skill deficits of offenders is limited. One problem is the lack of a generally agreed definition of “social skills” and the paucity of valid measures (Bellak, 1983). The extent to which overt social skill deficits can be separated from dysfunctional cognitions or problem solving skills is also unclear.

Freedman et al. (1978) developed the API (Adolescent Problems Inventory), which requires the subject to indicate how he would (or should) respond to a number of verbally presented problem situations. They found that delinquents’ responses indicated less competent strategies than those of 
”good citizens” or “leaders”. Although the API correlated significantly with IQ, the differences remained among IQ-matched subgroups. The API also distinguished the more disruptive delinquents. Veneziano and Veneziano (1988) found the mean score of a large delinquent sample on the API to be lower than that of both the delinquents and nondelinquents in the study of Freedman et al. Dishion et al. (1984) further found that the API was related to both official and self-reported delinquency, although they comment that social incompetence has not been shown to cause delinquency. Howells (1986) also emphasises that any correlation between social skill deficits and criminal behaviour may be incidental.

Although the API does not distinguish between delinquents in terms of number or type of offences (Hunter and Kelley, 1986), Veneziano and Veneziano (1988) demonstrated the convergent and discriminative validity of the scale. They divided institutionalised delinquents into socially incompetent, moderately competent, and competent groups on the basis of API scores, and found that the incompetent group differed on a number of variables. Not only were they less intelligent, they also showed more disciplinary problems and family disturbance, and described themselves as more impulsive, hostile, aggressive, and as having an external locus of control. Female delinquents have also been shown to be less socially skilled than their nondelinquent counterparts on a similar inventory developed for girls (Gaffney, 1984). This scale is also related to both official and self-reported delinquency (Ward and McFal1, 1986).

The API, however, measures only limited aspects of social performance. Observations of nonverbal behaviour produce less clear findings. Spence (1981) examined both molecular and global components of social interaction derived from a brief interview with institutionalised delinquent boys and noninstitutionalised schoolboys. Delinquents differed on several molecular components, showing more fidgeting and fiddling, and lesser eye contact, head movements and speech. They were also rated as less socially skilled or employable, and as more anxious, though not less friendly. Collingwood and Genther (1980) also report that delinquents show deficits in basic interaction skills, such as attending and listening, and that among adolescents completing a skills training program, recidivists had lower skill levels than nonrecidivists, both before and after training. Renwick and Emler (1991), in contrast, reported that mean scores of a delinquent sample on both ratings of social skill and self-reported social difficulties were similar to those obtained by nonde1inquents in other studies. Neither set of measures correlated with self-reported delinquency. However, generic social skills may be less relevant to antisocial behaviour than specific skills for dealing with particular situations, such as peer pressure, conf1ict or encounters with authority figures (Spence, 1982; Howells, 1986).

It is probable that delinquents are heterogeneous in social competence (Veneziano and Veneziano, 1988), and studies of responses to social cues also point in this direction. It has often been suggested that delinquents are unresponsive to social cues as a result of the failure of disorganized families to supply adequate discrimination training. Verbal conditioning experiments appear to support this insofar as delinquents show less change in behaviour with social “reinforcement” Johnson, 1976). However, Stewart (1972) demonstrated that not only were delinquents heterogeneous in this respect, they were not insensitive to social cues. During verbal conditioning trials, neurotic delinquents increased their verbal responses, indicating a social reinforcement effect. Psychopaths, in contrast, significantly decreased their responding relative to baseline operant level. They were therefore sensitive to the social cues provided by the experimenter, but appeared to find them aversive.

These latter findings also highlight the ambiguity inherent in attempting to identify social “skills” from the standpoint of the observer. Trower (1984) argues that social skills cannot be defined or understood outside the context of the intentions of the actor and the social meanings conveyed by behaviour. A study of institutionalised boys by Rimé et al. (1978) illustrates this. Psychopathic and nonpsychopathic adolescents were observed during a brief interview. The psychopaths showed significantly more eye contact less smiling, more hand gestures, and more forward leaning. Although the authors interpret this pattern as intrusive behaviour consequent on insensitivity to interpersonal cues, they also found that the interviewers spoke less when interacting with psychopaths. Moreover, there was greater correspondence between the nonverbal behaviours of the interviewers and interviewees during interactions with psychopaths than with nonpsychopaths. An alternative interpretation is that the psychopathic boys intended to intimidate or dominate the interviewers. In these terms, far from being insensitive, they were actually competent in achieving their goals. This is consistent with the proposal of self-presentation theorists that offenders adopt an interpersonal style in which a “tough” image is presented. Such a style can only be regarded as “unskilled” to the extent that alternative behaviours for coping with the situation are lacking in the person’s repertoire.

Research on sociocognitive functioning has so far parallelled earlier studies of personality and cognitive variables. Not only is there a continuing focus on younger and institutionalised populations, there is also continuing evidence of the heterogeneity of offenders, and as Ross and Fabiano (1985) emphasise, sociocognitive deficits are apparent in only some offenders. There also remain considerable theoretical problems in linking sociocognitive skill deficits to deviant behaviour. Nevertheless, the available data are sufficient to suggest that many offenders become involved in antisocial behaviour because of an egocentric level of cognitive development, deficiencies in considering the social consequences of their actions, and in their skills for dealing with interpersonal problem situations. While more data are needed on adult offenders, this line of research has significantly influenced recent developments in offender rehabilitation (Chapter 13).

