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There is substantial evidence across numerous 

jurisdictions that Sex Offender Registration and 
Notification (SORN) laws in America do not increase 
public safety.  For instance, whether or not convicted 
sex offenders were obligated to register and cooperate 
with public notification procedures under SORN 
policies failed to predict if they sexually recidivated in 
Arkansas (Maddan, 2008), Iowa (Adkins, Huff, & 
Stageberg, 2000; Tewksbury & Jennings, 2010), 
Massachusetts (Petrosino & Petrosino, 1999), New 
Jersey (Tewksbury, Jennings, & Zgoba, 2012; Zgoba, 

Witt, Dalessandro, & Veysey, 2008), New York 
(Sandler, Freeman, & Socia, 2008), and Washington 
(Schram & Milloy, 1995).  Despite this empirical 
reality, SORN mandates persist across the United 
States as popular mechanisms of sex offender 
management.  This suggests that what social groups in 
American society think about SORN laws may 
influence the existence and survival of such policies.  

This paper focuses on how various populations 
described in the research literature view SORN.1  Only 
a relatively small number of studies are devoted to 
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perceptions of sex offender policies, and even fewer 
are available strictly on the topic of SORN.  What 
follows is a presentation of the relevant research that 
shows how the public, lawmakers, criminal justice 
officials, treatment professionals, publicly identified 
sex offenders, and family members of publicly 
identified sex offenders perceive and experience 
SORN as a social policy.  At the same time, the role of 
the media in shaping perceptions about convicted sex 
offenders and laws aimed at them is considered.  It is 
argued that each population sees SORN laws 
differently, but the collective attitudes and beliefs 
suggest that such policies are not only widely endorsed 
but also lacking in efficacy.  Although residency 
restrictions are often attached to SORN legislation and 
frequently become accompanying realities for 
convicted sex offenders, this discussion centers only 
on attitudes and beliefs of SORN.2   

Perceptions of the Public 

Almost without exception, the American public 
wants information about all types of convicted sex 
offenders to be made available to them through SORN 
legislation.  Among a majority of 733 Michigan 
residents who completed a telephone interview, 
Kernsmith, Craun, and Foster (2009) found that all 
types of sex offenders, including pedophiles (97%), 
incest offenders (96%), juvenile sex offenders (86%), 
date rape offenders (84%), sex offenders with a sex 
offense more than ten years old (86%), spousal rapists 
(71%), and statutory rapists (65%), were seen as 
appropriately subjected to SORN.  Levenson, 
Brannon, Fortney, and Baker (2007) surveyed 193 
adult residents of Melbourne, Florida who were not 
convicted of sex offenses and revealed that more than 
three-quarters of them believed that all sex offenders 
should be obligated to fulfill SORN requirements.  
Only 3% of these residents felt that no information 
about convicted sex offenders should be made publicly 
available.  Risk level does not appear to impact the 
public’s desire to know about convicted sex offenders.  
After surveying 115 community members from 15 
different states, Katz-Schiavone and Jeglic (2009) 
found that a majority believed that high risk sex 
offenders (89%), moderate risk sex offenders (82%), 
and low risk sex offenders (51%) were acceptable 
recipients of public exposure through SORN.  Harris 
and Socia (2016) conducted the most 
methodologically rigorous examination of public 
sentiment to date.  They utilized an experimental 
design with a representative sample of 1,000 residents 
across the United States.  Among the 502 individuals 
who were randomly assigned to the experimental 
condition, 76% strongly agreed or somewhat agreed 
that the identity of “sex offenders” should be made 

available to them on the Internet.  Among the 498 
individuals who were randomly assigned to the control 
condition, 72% strongly agreed or somewhat agreed 
that the identity of “people who have committed 
crimes of a sexual nature” should be made available to 
them on the Internet.           

The American public also largely believes that 
SORN laws are fair strategies for managing convicted 
sex offenders in communities.3  Brannon, Levenson, 
Fortney, and Baker (2007) found that 193 adult 
residents of Melbourne, Florida who were not 
convicted of sex offenses were more likely to believe 
that SORN policies were fair than 125 adult sex 
offenders who were receiving outpatient treatment in 
Central Brevard County, Florida.  Specifically, only 
22% of these residents felt that SORN laws were 
unfair compared to 70% of sex offenders.  Katz-
Schiavone and Jeglic (2009) revealed that a majority 
of community members believed that SORN policies 
were constitutional (80%) and did not violate sex 
offenders’ right to privacy (75%).  However, 37% felt 
that sex offenders did not have legal rights. 

Although the American public generally 
perceives SORN policies as fair, they often 
simultaneously acknowledge the negative 
consequences that face publicly identified sex 
offenders.  Phillips (1998) surveyed approximately 
400 Washington residents from rural and urban 
regions and found that 75% believed that the state’s 
SORN law made it difficult for convicted sex 
offenders to find jobs, establish housing, and form 
social relationships.  At the same time, less than one-
half of these Washington residents thought convicted 
sex offenders should be given every opportunity for a 
new start as law-abiding citizens.  This suggests that 
SORN may serve as an acceptable form of vengeance 
in the minds of the public.  Ten years later, Lieb and 
Nunlist (2008) followed up on Washington residents’ 
attitudes and beliefs about SORN and surveyed 643 
individuals from rural and urban regions in the state.  
They revealed that 84% (compared to 75% in 1998) 
felt that the SORN policy made it difficult for 
convicted sex offenders to find jobs, establish housing, 
and form social relationships.  As SORN legislation 
persisted, a greater proportion of Washington residents 
acknowledged the harmful ramifications that 
potentially stemmed from such mandates.  Still, 
support for SORN remained strong, as nearly 80% 
reported that SORN was very important.  Katz-
Schiavone and Jeglic (2009) found that a majority of 
community members believed that sex offenders were 
afraid for their safety (57%) and lost friends or close 
relationships (51%) because of SORN.  At the same 
time, a significant minority of community members 
acknowledged that sex offenders felt shame and 
embarrassment and avoided social activities (45%) 
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and felt alone and isolated (40%) because of SORN.  
In spite of recognizing harmful ramifications that may 
impact registered sex offenders, the American public 
largely views SORN as a just policy. 

In addition, the American public commonly 
views SORN laws as effective responses to the social 
problem of sexual violence.  According to Phillips 
(1998), more than 60% of Washington residents 
believed that SORN made released sex offenders 
behave better than they would otherwise.  The 
proportion of Washington residents who felt that 
SORN made released sex offenders behave better than 
they would otherwise remained largely the same 10 
years later at 63% (Lieb & Nunlist, 2008).  Levenson 
and colleagues (2007) reported that SORN was viewed 
by 83% of Melbourne, Florida residents as an effective 
strategy to reduce future sex offenses.  Conversely, 
Brannon and colleagues (2007) found that only 10% 
of Melbourne, Florida residents felt that SORN laws 
were ineffective at reducing future sex offenses 
compared to 42% of sex offenders.  Katz-Schiavone 
and Jeglic (2009) revealed that 65% of community 
members believed that communities were safer when 
people knew where sex offenders lived.  At the same 
time, a significant minority of these community 
members felt that SORN laws helped to prevent 
offending (44%), changed the rate at which sex 
offender recidivated (43%), and helped the public to 
know how to protect themselves (41%). 

In sum, the available evidence shows that the 
American public largely endorses SORN laws.  The 
American public almost always expresses a desire to 
have information about all types of convicted sex 
offenders.  They also frequently consider SORN 
policies to be fair strategies for managing sex 
offenders in communities despite simultaneously 
recognizing the drawbacks facing sex offenders that 
stem from such mandates, and this suggests that such 
mandates may be considered a legitimate form of 
punishment.  In addition, the American public 
commonly views SORN laws as effective responses to 
the problem of sexual violence. 

Perceptions of Lawmakers 

When compared to the public, lawmakers appear 
less confident about the ability of SORN laws to 
reduce and prevent sex offenses.  Sample and Kadleck 
(2008) conducted qualitative interviews with 21 state 
representatives and 4 state senators in Illinois.  
Although their focus was on legislators’ accounts of 
sex offender laws in a broad sense, they found that a 
large majority of these lawmakers did not believe that 
such legislation—including SORN—was effective at 
addressing the problem of sexual violence.  Only a few 
lawmakers felt that sex offender laws in their current 

form successfully reduced and prevented sex offenses.  
More recently, Meloy and colleagues (Meloy, 
Boatwright, & Curtis, 2013; Meloy, Curtis, & 
Boatwright, 2013) conducted qualitative interviews 
with 61 lawmakers from across the United States who 
wrote, sponsored, and passed at least one sex offender 
law.  Just over one-half of these lawmakers (55%) 
believed that such legislation—including SORN—
was effective at addressing the problem of sexual 
violence.  However, 25% felt sex offender laws were 
not effective, and 20% did not know about the efficacy 
of such policies. 

At the same time, lawmakers seem to be more 
reluctant than the public to acknowledge the negative 
consequences that potentially face publicly identified 
sex offenders.  Sample and Kadleck (2008) reported 
that just over one-fourth of Illinois legislators thought 
that SORN policies led to negative outcomes, such as 
threats and ostracism, for registered sex offenders.  
Meloy and colleagues (Meloy, Boatwright, & Curtis, 
2013; Meloy, Curtis, & Boatwright, 2013) found that 
only 2 of the 61 lawmakers who completed interviews 
admitted that there was a possibility for sex offenders 
who were subjected to SORN to experience harmful 
ramifications.  However, 89% of these legislators 
expressed at least some criticism about sex offender 
laws, such as how they were overly inclusive, 
financially burdensome, and antitherapeutic. 

What is known about lawmakers’ perceptions of 
SORN laws comes from qualitative interviews.  The 
available evidence, although quite limited, shows that 
lawmakers are less certain about the utility of SORN 
policies than the public.  However, they are also more 
reluctant than the public to acknowledge the negative 
consequences that face publicly identified sex 
offenders.  Given that they are often personally 
responsible for the creation and passage of SORN 
laws, legislators may be unable or unwilling to accept 
that they are responsible for mandates that cause 
human suffering. 

Perceptions of Criminal Justice Professionals 

In recent years, there has been a growing body of 
research focused on the attitudes and beliefs of 
criminal justice professionals toward SORN, but some 
of what is known was also produced from studies that 
appeared as early as the mid-1990s.  This literature is 
primarily centered on the perceptions of law 
enforcement officers, judges, community corrections 
personnel, parole board members, and prison wardens.  
When compared to the public and lawmakers, criminal 
justice officials (with the exception of judges) appear 
to have a more nuanced perspective on the utility of 
SORN laws.   
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Law Enforcement Officers 

On the one hand, there is evidence that law 
enforcement representatives view SORN policies as 
valuable for public safety. These positive perspectives 
center on persons other than sex offenders and 
providing such individuals with information to protect 
themselves and society from sexual victimization.  
Finn (1997) conducted telephone interviews with 13 
criminal justice practitioners from eight different 
jurisdictions.  The police officers in his sample 
considered SORN laws to be valuable supervision 
tools for watching sex offenders.  At the same time, 
these police officers felt that SORN policies assisted 
in criminal investigations and educated community 
members about sexual victimization risks.  Using 
telephone interviews and electronic surveys, Gaines 
(2006) collected data from 21 law enforcement 
officers who were responsible for maintaining online 
sex offender registries across 11 states.  Slightly more 
than one-half of these law enforcement officers 
described positive feedback that they had received 
from community members who allegedly appreciated 
their efforts to keep them informed about convicted 
sex offenders through SORN laws. 

On the other hand, there are data to suggest that 
police officers see SORN laws as less-than-useful for 
increasing public safety.  These negative views focus 
on the ability of such policies to stop sex offenses.  
Tewksbury and Mustaine (2013) surveyed 209 police 
managers and found that only 38% believed that 
SORN policies were effective in preventing sexual 
victimization.  At the same time, 76% did not feel that 
placement on a publicly available sex offender registry 
deterred sex offenders from participating in future sex 
offenses, and 60% did not think that the threat of 
placement on a publicly available sex offender registry 
deterred general members of the community from 
engaging in sex offenses.  It appears that police 
officers do not view SORN legislation as capable of 
impacting the actions of perpetrators; however, they 
sometimes acknowledge and sometimes do not 
acknowledge their ability to increase awareness for the 
purpose of protection.  However, a majority of law 
enforcement officers (63%) still believed that all sex 
offender should be subjected to SORN requirements.  
Interestingly, though, for each additional year on the 
job, these police officers were 4% less likely to feel 
that SORN laws were effective in preventing sexual 
victimization.   

Besides thinking that SORN is unable to 
effectively prevent and deter sex offenses, law 
enforcement officers also recognize that SORN is 
challenging to carry out.  Gaines (2006) found that 
nearly one-half of law enforcement officers struggled 
with implementing SORN laws, as it was difficult to 

obtain full compliance from convicted sex offenders 
throughout the registration process.  Keeping up with 
the home addresses of sex offenders was reportedly 
one of the most challenging aspects of executing 
SORN policies, and it was said to undermine the 
ability of law enforcement to always know the 
whereabouts of registrants.  In addition, Finn (1997) 
revealed that law enforcement officers often 
considered SORN laws to be burdensome as they 
consumed a significant amount of time that could be 
used for better purposes. 

Judges 

Although law enforcement approval of SORN 
laws is tempered by utility concerns over sex crime 
reduction and implementation, the attitudes and beliefs 
of judges toward such policies appear to have no such 
reservations.  Indeed, clear judicial support exists for 
SORN laws.  Bumby and Maddox (1999) surveyed 42 
Midwestern trial judges and found that 85% believed 
that sex offenders should be obligated to register with 
law enforcement.  At the same time, 70% felt that 
prisons and hospitals should be required to notify 
communities about a sex offender’s release.  After 
surveying 22 judges and individuals running for 
judgeships in Kentucky, Lennon (2015) revealed that 
50% thought that all convicted sex offenders should be 
obligated to register under SORN laws. 

Judges also commonly view SORN laws as 
successful ways to address the social problem of 
sexual violence.  Lennon (2015) reported that 94% of 
judges and individuals running for the office of judge 
believed that SORN policies were effective in 
preventing sexual victimization.  At the same time, 
more than one-half felt that placement on a publicly 
available sex offender registry deterred convicted sex 
offenders (56%) and general members of the 
community (54%) from participating in sex offenses.  
In addition, judges largely believe that SORN laws are 
fair strategies for managing convicted sex offenders in 
communities.  Only 26% of judges in Bumby and 
Maddox’s (1999) study believed that SORN laws were 
unfair.  Lennon (2015) reported that all judges thought 
that SORN policies were at least somewhat fair, as 
30% believed that such laws were fair, 60% felt that 
such laws were mostly fair, and 10% said that such 
laws were somewhat fair. 

Community Corrections Professionals  

Community corrections professionals appear to 
be more skeptical about SORN than judges.  
Tewksbury, Mustaine, and Payne (2011) surveyed 716 
community corrections professionals across 45 states.  
They found that only 19% of these community 
corrections professionals believed that placement on a 
publicly available sex offender registry deterred sex 
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offenders from participating in future sex offenses.  At 
the same time, only 24% felt that the threat of 
placement on a publicly available sex offender registry 
deterred general members of the community from 
engaging in sex offenses.  And yet, in spite of 
acknowledging that SORN laws do not serve their 
intended purpose of deterrence, slightly more than 
one-half of community corrections professionals 
(59%) thought that SORN was effective in preventing 
sexual victimization.  After collecting data from 259 
probation and parole officers who supervised at least 
some convicted sex offenders in Florida, Datz (2009) 
also found that SORN was considered to be effective.  
She asked these community corrections professionals 
to rank the effectiveness of certain sex offender laws 
from most effective to least effective, and SORN was 
viewed as the third most effective management 
approach.  Thus, like some law enforcement officers, 
it may be that community corrections professionals see 
SORN policies as useful for arming criminal justice 
officials and the public with information to protect 
themselves and society from sexual victimization, but 
do not consider such legislation to be influential on the 
behavior of (potential and present) sex offenders.          

Community corrections professionals are also 
similar to police officers in that they report problems 
with the execution of SORN mandates.  After 
surveying 77 probation and parole officers who 
supervised convicted sex offenders in Wisconsin and 
conducting observations at their offices, Zevitz and 
Farkas (2000a) concluded that SORN laws negatively 
impacted community corrections professionals.  
Probation and parole officers reported a loss of staff, 
time, and financial resources as a result of 
implementing SORN policies.  Datz (2009) found that 
many community corrections professionals had 
increased workloads as a direct result of SORN laws 
and expressed that public labeling may lead to sex 
offender homelessness.  Nonetheless, most 
community corrections professionals (85%) view 
SORN to be fair (Tewksbury, Mustaine, & Payne, 
2011).       

Parole Board Members and Prison Wardens 

Even fewer data exist on the perceptions of parole 
board members and prison wardens.  However, what 
are available (i.e., single studies) suggest that parole 
board members and wardens perceive SORN laws in 
much the same way as some police officers and 
community corrections professionals.  Tewksbury and 
Mustaine (2011) collected survey data on 80 parole 
board members from 30 of the 48 states with parole 
boards and found that 61% believed that SORN laws 
were effective in preventing sexual victimization.  
However, as with law enforcement officers and 
community corrections professionals, a majority of 

these parole board members did not feel that 
placement on a publicly available sex offender registry 
deterred sex offenders (73%) or general members of 
the community (74%) from participating in sex 
offenses.  

Demographics appear to play a role in parole board 
members’ attitudes and beliefs toward SORN laws.  
As parole board members achieved higher levels of 
education, they were 20% less likely to believe that 
SORN effectively reduced sex offenses.  Likewise, as 
parole board members reported more children, their 
likelihood of agreeing that SORN effectively reduced 
sex offenses increased by 32% (Tewksbury & 
Mustaine, 2011).  What is more, parole board 
members largely view SORN policies as just strategies 
for managing convicted sex offenders in communities.  
Almost one-third (28%) felt that SORN laws were fair, 
and almost one-half (49%) said that such policies were 
mostly fair (Tewksbury & Mustaine, 2011).     

Prison wardens somewhat support SORN laws as 
useful and see them as fair strategies for managing 
convicted sex offenders in communities.  After 
surveying 68 wardens across the United States, 
Connor (2012) found that 75% believed that SORN 
policies were effective in preventing sexual 
victimization.  However, like law enforcement 
officers, community corrections professionals, and 
parole board members, a majority of these wardens did 
not feel that placement on a publicly available sex 
offender registry deterred sex offenders (76%) or 
general members of the community (68%) from 
engaging in sex offenses.  Wardens also think that 
SORN laws are just policies, as a majority (59%) of 
wardens considered SORN to be fair.   

On the whole, criminal justice officials endorse 
SORN and perceive it to be a fair approach to the 
management of sex offenders in communities.  Across 
criminal justice professionals, however, law 
enforcement officers hold the most negative views of 
SORN laws, while judges hold the most positive views 
of such policies.  What makes police officers the most 
negative is that they often do not see SORN as capable 
of preventing sex offenses or providing specific or 
general deterrence, which runs contrary to the attitudes 
and beliefs of most community corrections 
professionals, parole board members, and prison 
wardens (who generally accept SORN’s ability to stop 
sexual victimization yet reject its deterrent nature) and 
the perceptions of judges (who generally accept 
SORN’s ability to stop sexual victimization and its 
deterrent nature).  Although the rationale behind their 
conflicting perspectives on outcomes of sex crime 
prevention and deterrence is not clear, it may be that 
community corrections professionals, parole board 
members, and wardens perceive SORN laws as 
successful mechanisms of information dissemination 
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whereby awareness of convicted sex offenders and 
their whereabouts increase and subsequently help 
criminal justice officials and community members 
stop and protect themselves against sexual 
victimization.  Thus, in the eyes of these criminal 
justice professionals, SORN policies may be 
“effective at preventing sexual victimization” because 
such legislation allegedly increases awareness that 
allows protective measures to be taken but does not 
“deter” or influence the behavior of potential and 
present sex offenders. 

Regardless, law enforcement officers may be 
endorsing SORN laws for purely punitive reasons, as 
they commonly do not think SORN deters or prevents 
sex offenses, but simultaneously often want all sex 
offenders to be publicly identified under SORN 
policies.  Although the other criminal justice 
populations also largely want all sex offenders to be 
subjected to SORN laws, unlike the police, they do not 
also deny the deterrent and preventive value of such 
policies.  Blatant vengeance is less of a viable 
explanation when strong belief in deterrence or 
prevention exists.       

A few studies have examined the differences 
between criminal justice professionals based on 
occupation and support the notion that law 
enforcement officers hold the most negative and 
punitive perceptions about SORN.  In the most 
comprehensive and methodologically rigorous study 
of criminal justice professionals’ attitudes and beliefs 
toward SORN, Mustaine, Tewksbury, Connor, and 
Payne (2015) examined officials from the police (i.e., 
law enforcement officers), criminal courts (i.e., 
prosecutors), and corrections (i.e., prison wardens, 
parole board members, and community corrections 
professionals).  They found that law enforcement 
officers and prosecutors had the most negative and 
punitive views of SORN, as well as the highest 
degrees of belief in the fairness of SORN.  In addition, 
Redlich (2001) compared the perceptions of 109 
community members with those of 78 law 
enforcement officers and 82 law students.  She 
discovered that law enforcement officers were more 
likely to believe that SORN did not violate a sex 
offender’s rights and was effective in preventing child 
sexual victimization.  Law enforcement officers also 
expressed the most support for SORN laws. 

Perceptions of Treatment Professionals 

Treatment professionals generally do not express 
significant support for SORN laws.  After surveying 
261 sexual abuse professionals who attended 
professional sexual abuse conferences, Levenson, 
Fortney, and Baker (2010) found that only 13% 
completely agreed with such policies in their state.  

Call (2015) collected survey data with over 40 
psychologists, psychiatrists, counselors, and therapists 
and discovered that none of them endorsed “sex 
offender management policies.”  Treatment 
professionals also often do not believe that SORN 
laws adequately protect communities from sexual 
violence.  Malesky and Keim (2001) conducted a 
national survey of 133 mental health professionals 
who worked with convicted sex offenders and 
revealed that over 80% did not think that publicly 
available sex offender registries impacted the number 
of children who were sexually abused in the United 
States.  Levenson and colleagues (2010) found that 
only 8% felt that SORN laws were effective or very 
effective at reducing sex offenses.  In addition, 
treatment professionals largely regard SORN policies 
as unfair for convicted sex offenders who are living in 
communities.  Over 60% of mental health 
professionals in Malesky and Keim’s (2001) study 
believed that sex offenders who were publicly 
identified through online sex offender registries would 
become targets of vigilantism.  Levenson and 
colleagues (2010) found that only 17% of sexual abuse 
professionals felt that SORN policies were completely 
fair for convicted sex offenders. 

However, there is evidence that treatment 
professionals who primarily work with sexual abuse 
victims hold more favorable attitudes and beliefs about 
SORN laws than treatment professionals who 
primarily work with sex offenders.  Levenson and 
colleagues (2010) found that those who worked with 
victims were more likely than those who worked with 
sex offenders to support SORN policies (45% versus 
31%), believe that SORN laws were effective or very 
effective in preventing sexual victimization (63% 
versus 37%), and feel that SORN policies were fair to 
convicted sex offenders (67% versus 52%).  What is 
more, treatment professionals who identify more with 
the mental health profession tend to see SORN laws in 
a more negative light than treatment professionals who 
identify as criminal justice employees.  Call (2015) 
used bivariate and multivariate analyses to show that 
clinical professionals (i.e., psychologists, 
psychiatrists, counselors, and therapists) were 
significantly less likely to support sex offender 
management policies than nonclinical criminal justice 
officials (i.e., community corrections officers and 
administrators of criminal justice organizations).  At 
the same time, Levenson and colleagues (2010) 
revealed that mental health professionals who worked 
primarily with convicted sex offenders were 
significantly less likely than criminal justice officials 
to agree with community notification (29% versus 
38%) and believe that all sex offenders should be 
subjected to SORN laws (18% vs. 71%). 
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Treatment professionals generally do not express 
significant support for SORN laws.  Treatment 
professionals also often do not believe that such 
policies adequately protect communities from sexual 
victimization.  At the same time, treatment 
professionals largely regard SORN laws as unfair for 
convicted sex offenders, but those who primarily work 
with sexual abuse victims hold more favorable views 
toward SORN than those who primarily work with 
perpetrators.  In addition, treatment professionals who 
identify more with the mental health profession 
frequently see SORN laws more positively than 
treatment professionals who identify as criminal 
justice employees.  What is known about treatment 
professionals’ perceptions of SORN laws is based on 
convenience samples.     

 
Perceptions of Sex Offenders 

 
Many convicted sex offenders who are obligated 

to register and cooperate with public notification 
procedures under SORN laws report negative views of 
such policies.  As the foci of SORN laws, sex 
offenders often directly experience harmful obstacles 
that prevent them from easily reintegrating into society 
after sex offense convictions.  These collateral 
consequences, which stem from the public 
identification of sex offenders as persons who engaged 
in sexual lawbreaking, are the unfavorable and often 
unintended outcomes that may exist in association 
with criminal penalties (Buckler & Travis, 2003; 
Wheelock, 2005). 

Sex offenders who are publicly identified through 
SORN laws commonly encounter numerous forms of 
social damage.  Specifically, many registered sex 
offenders experience stigmatization.  Robbers (2009) 
used qualitative interviews and surveys with 153 sex 
offenders and found that feeling socially discredited 
and shamed were regular occurrences.  Drawing on 
data from 121 registered sex offenders, Tewksbury 
(2005) revealed that a significant minority 
experienced social disapproval and felt disgraced.  
After conducting semistructured qualitative interviews 
with 22 registered sex offenders from Kentucky about 
their community experiences, Tewksbury and Lees 
(2006a) discovered that being stigmatized by the 
public emerged as a common theme.  More recently, 
Evans and Cubellis (2015) interviewed 20 registered 
sex offenders and showed that social stigmatization 
among registrants was so strong that they were 
compelled to adopt a variety of coping strategies to 
deal with their devalued status. 

This stigmatization often leads to ostracism by 
community members.  Zevitz and Farkas (2000b) 
interviewed 30 registered sex offenders in Wisconsin 
about their perceived experiences with the state’s 

SORN statute and found that 77% described being 
shunned by acquaintances and neighbors.  Such 
ostracism may take the form of harassment, threats, 
and (occasionally) vigilante attacks.  After surveying 
183 sex offenders who were subjected to SORN in 
Florida, Levenson and Cotter (2005) revealed that 
33% were threatened or harassed by neighbors and 5% 
were physically assaulted by community members 
who found out that they had a sex offense conviction.  
Mercado, Alvarez, and Levenson (2008) examined the 
perceptions of 138 sex offenders in New Jersey and 
found that almost one-half (48%) were physically 
threatened or harassed and 11% were physically 
assaulted.  Zevitz and Farkas (2000b) found that 77% 
of registered sex offenders experienced threats and 
harassment and one such offender reported being 
attacked by a community member who took the law 
into their own hands.  Frenzel, Bowen, Spraitz, 
Bowers, and Phaneuf (2014) surveyed 443 registered 
sex offenders across Pennsylvania, Texas, and 
Wisconsin and found that 42% were harassed in 
person and 14% were physically assaulted due to their 
status.  Tewksbury (2004) examined the views of 40 
female sex offenders who were listed on Indiana and 
Kentucky’s sex offender registries and found that 34% 
were harassed in person as a result of public 
knowledge of their sex offenses.  In another 
quantitative study, Tewksbury (2005) found that 47% 
of publicly identified sex offenders were harassed in 
person, and in a qualitative study (Tewksbury & Lees, 
2006a), harassment was a prominent theme. 

As a result of these active demonstrations of 
contempt by community members, many publicly 
identified sex offenders report persistent feelings of 
vulnerability, undergo heightened levels of stress, and 
witness harm to their family members.  Tewksbury 
and Lees (2006a) found that sex offenders who were 
subjected to SORN laws often felt susceptible to 
physical or emotional harm.  Robbers (2009) 
described how registered sex offenders experienced 
heightened levels of stress from being publicly 
exposed.  Among 209 registered sex offenders in 
Oklahoma and Kansas, Tewksbury and Mustaine 
(2009) found moderate-to-extreme levels of stress that 
were commonly influenced by public recognition and 
harassment.  Mercado and colleagues (2008) revealed 
that 78% of sex offenders believed that SORN laws 
generated additional stress that made rehabilitation 
difficult.  In addition, Zevitz and Farkas (2000b) found 
that 67% of sex offenders observed their relatives 
being emotionally harmed because they were publicly 
identified.  Mercado and colleagues (2008) reported 
that one-third (34%) of registered sex offenders had at 
least one family member who was threatened, 
harassed, or assaulted by community members due to 
public notification.   
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It is very common for individuals who are 
publicly identified as sex offenders through SORN 
laws to struggle with maintaining relationships and 
developing new associations.  A majority of sex 
offenders (52%) in Levenson and Cotter’s (2005) 
study reported losing friends or a close relationship 
because of SORN policies.  Tewksbury (2005) found 
that more than one-half (54%) of registered sex 
offenders believed that they lost a friend as a result of 
public knowledge of their sexual offending.  
Tewksbury and Lees (2006b) examined the 
experiences of 26 sex offenders who were listed on 
publicly available university-maintained sex offender 
registries and revealed that 42% lost a friend as a result 
of their registration status.  Among female sex 
offenders, Tewksbury (2004) revealed that 39% lost a 
friend due to their public labeling.  Mercado and 
colleagues (2008) reported that 61% of registered sex 
offenders lost friends.  More recently, Frenzel and 
colleagues (2014) found that more than one-half of 
registered sex offenders (52%) lost a friend and about 
one-third (28%) lost a spouse or dating partner.  
Registered sex offenders even perceive having 
problems with their family members because of their 
public status.  Tewksbury and Connor (2012) 
interviewed 24 sex offenders and found that most 
expected to be rejected and scrutinized by at least 
some relatives.  As a result of their social exclusion, 
registered sex offenders tend to internalize their 
spoiled identity (Tewksbury, 2012) and intentionally 
withdraw from community involvement, which 
further reduces their social support (Robbers, 2009). 

Beyond social impacts, it is not uncommon for 
sex offenders who are publicly identified through 
SORN laws to lose their jobs when coworkers and 
employers discover their status.  A majority of sex 
offenders (57%) in Wisconsin (Zevitz & Farkas, 
2000b) and New Jersey (52%) (Mercado et al., 2008), 
a significant minority of sex offenders (42%) in 
Indiana and Kentucky (Tewksbury, 2004, 2005), and 
almost one-third of sex offenders (27%) in Florida 
(Levenson & Cotter, 2005) had their employment 
terminated after being publicly recognized.  At the 
same time, 65% of sex offenders on college campuses 
with campus-specific registries were not hired or lost 
a job due to their public identity (Tewksbury & Lees, 
2006b).  In addition, Frenzel and colleagues (2014) 
found that one-half of the more than 400 sex offenders 
who were surveyed lost a job with one-quarter of them 
also being denied a promotion.  Loss of housing 
(Tewksbury, 2004, 2005; Zevitz & Farkas, 2000b) and 
need to locate to a new residence (Levenson & Cotter, 
2005) are also frequent experiences for sex offenders 
subjected to SORN.  In many cases, however, the 
challenges associated with housing are connected to 

SORN’s accompanying residency restriction 
mandates. 

Apart from the collateral consequences, sex 
offenders generally view SORN laws as ineffective 
policies.  Levenson and Cotter (2005) found that a 
large majority of registered sex offenders in Florida 
(78%) did not believe that SORN laws helped them to 
stop future offending.  At the same time, most (64%) 
did not feel that they were more willing to manage 
their risk factors because they knew their neighbors 
were watching them.  About seven in 10 (68%) sex 
offenders from Florida (Levenson & Cotter, 2005) and 
seven in 10 (74%) sex offenders from New Jersey 
(Mercado et al., 2008) did not think that community 
members were safer when they knew where sex 
offenders lived.  Similarly, Zevitz and Farkas (2000b) 
found that registered sex offenders expressed 
skepticism about the deterrent value of community 
notification and believed that such laws hindered their 
progress.  In fact, most interviewed sex offenders 
believed that SORN would not deter future sexual 
victimization.      

There is some evidence that sex offenders could 
potentially support SORN laws.  After conducting 
qualitative interviews with 22 registered sex offenders 
in Kentucky, Tewksbury and Lees (2007) pointed out 
that these individuals recognized that SORN policies 
could make the public aware of their presence in 
communities.  However, most of these sex offenders 
did not believe that the state’s sex offender registry 
was effective in its current form.  Numerous sex 
offenders believed that increased restrictions about 
who could access registry information and for what 
purposes may improve SORN laws. 

Perceptions of Family Members  

Available studies suggest that family members of 
sex offenders who are subjected to SORN laws are 
likely to experience negative repercussions.  Farkas 
and Miller (2007) focused on adult family members of 
publicly labeled sex offenders, interviewing 72 family 
members (within 28 families) from six different states.  
Chronic hopelessness, depression, and frustration that 
stemmed from adjusting to life with a publicly 
identified sex offender were the most commonly 
reported feelings.  Interestingly, some family members 
also expressed that relationships with other relatives 
deteriorated as a direct result of their decision to 
remain in contact with a registered sex offender.   

Similarly, with online survey data from 584 
family members across the United States, Levenson 
and Tewksbury (2009) and Tewksbury and Levenson 
(2009) found that individuals related to publicly 
identified sex offenders commonly experienced 
adverse consequences.  Most family members (86%) 
endured a significant amount of stress as a result of 
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their association with a registered sex offender, and 
nearly one-half (49%) often felt afraid for their own 
safety because of their loved one’s status (Tewksbury 
& Levenson, 2009).  One-half of the family members 
lost friends or a close relationship, and 66% said that 
shame and embarrassment often prevented them from 
participating in community activities (Tewksbury & 
Levenson, 2009).  Individuals who lived with a 
registered sex offender were more likely than 
individuals who did not live with a registered sex 
offender to encounter threats and harassment by 
neighborhood residents (Levenson & Tewksbury, 
2009).  Children of sex offenders also reported 
unfavorable outcomes, with more than one-half stating 
that they were treated differently by teachers and other 
children at school.  

Sex offenders and their family members 
commonly experience negative outcomes that result 
from SORN laws.  These collateral consequences 
include stigmatization, ostracism, harassment, threats, 
vigilante attacks, persistent feelings of vulnerability, 
heightened levels of stress, relationship loss, 
relationship deterioration, and withdraw from 
community involvement.  Other harmful ramifications 
that publicly identified sex offenders deal with are job 
loss, underemployment, and housing problems.  
Registered sex offenders also generally do not view 
SORN policies as effective in terms of deterrence or 
sex offense prevention.  However, there is some 
evidence that sex offenders could potentially support 
SORN laws if access was restricted and other 
modifications were made.  What is known about sex 
offenders’ perceptions of SORN policies and those of 
their family members largely comes from projects that 
feature small sample sizes, convenience samples, and 
limited geographic representation.      

Perceptions of the Media 

Although no research was identified that 
specifically examines their perceptions of SORN laws, 
the media typically present sensationalized and 
inaccurate notions about convicted sex offenders and 
sex offenses that are often subsequently adopted by 
American society.  These myths perpetuated by the 
media about sexual lawbreakers and their crimes may 
be responsible for the widespread support that SORN 
policies receive across numerous populations.  This is 
because the media are largely responsible for how 
Americans understand criminal behavior and societal 
responses to it, as the Internet, movies, newspapers, 
and television are the most common sources of 
knowledge about the criminal justice system (Dowler, 
2006; Surette, 2011; Weitzer & Kubrin, 2004).   

The media often focus on particularly heinous sex 
crimes, especially acts perpetrated against children, 
which generate a moral panic regarding the safety of 

children (Galeste, Fradella, & Vogel, 2012; Jenkins, 
1998; Zgoba, 2004).  Using constructed week samples 
of newspaper coverage from 2007 to 2009 on the topic 
of child sexual abuse, Mejia, Cheyne, and Dorfman 
(2012) found that incidents of child sexual abuse that 
were not shockingly violent or excessively brutal in 
nature were rarely written about.  Such media 
exposure of especially detestable sex offenses often 
saturates news outlets for extended periods of time and 
subsequently intensifies the public’s apprehension and 
fear about all convicted sex offenders who live among 
them.  Dowler (2006) examined 1,042 crime stories 
from 400 local newscasts in the Detroit, Kitchener, 
Toledo, and Toronto television markets and focused 
on the presentation of sex offenses compared to other 
crimes.  His content analysis revealed that 27% of sex 
offense stories presented fear compared to only 11% 
of the other crime stories.  In a later analysis, Dowler 
(2006) showed that stories that introduced fear were 
approximately five times more likely to be about sex 
offenses than other crimes.  This intense fear that 
stems from media reports of sex offenders assaulting 
helpless children may personalize the reality of sex 
offenses and create a false sense that such crimes are 
likely to reoccur.  As Zgoba (2004) pointed out, the 
misconception that child abduction and molestation 
rates are on the rise paves the way for all convicted sex 
offenders to be viewed as societal threats.   

At the same time, through exaggeration and shock 
strategies, the media tend to depict sexual perpetrators 
inaccurately, which may shape public attitudes and 
beliefs and lead to distorted impressions about them.  
The most common myths that the media perpetuate, 
which the public tend to accept as conventional 
wisdom, include sex offenders as unfamiliar to victims 
(Berliner, Schram, Miller, & Milloy, 1995; Craun & 
Theriot, 2009; Fortney, Levenson, Brannon, & Baker, 
2007; Fuselier, Durham, & Wurtele, 2002; Levenson 
et al., 2007), highly recidivistic (Fortney et al., 2007; 
Katz-Schiavone, Levenson, & Ackerman, 2008; 
Levenson et al., 2007; Levenson & D’Amora, 2007; 
Quinn, Forsyth, & Mullen-Quinn, 2004), specialists 
(Magers, Jennings, Tewksbury, & Miller, 2009; 
Miethe, Olson, & Mitchell, 2006), homogenous 
(Sample & Bray, 2006), and unable to be rehabilitated 
(Levenson et al., 2007; Katz-Schiavone et al., 2008).  
If groups mistakenly believe that sex offenders are 
usually strangers to their victims, likely to repeat their 
sex offenses, specialists, homogenous, and unable to 
be rehabilitated, it may make logical sense for them to 
endorse SORN laws.  Galeste and colleagues (2012) 
explored the prevalence of four of these myths (i.e., 
sex offenders have high recidivism rates, specialize in 
sex offenses, represent a homogenous group, and 
cannot be rehabilitated), finding that one or more of 
these myths showed up in more than one-third of the 
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334 newspaper articles in their sample.  Mejia, Somji, 
Nixon, Dorfman, and Quintero (2015) found that 18% 
of the 308 articles in their study included language that 
painted sex offenders as subhuman.  Indeed, sex 
offenders with these alleged characteristics (i.e., 
myths) have been and continue to be constructed as a 
social problem by the media, especially when they are 
living in nearby communities.  

As Sample and Kadleck (2008) and Burchfield, 
Sample, and Lytle (2014) asserted, because the social 
problem of sex offenders has been validated by the 
media, lawmakers have subsequently exploited and 
continue to exploit public sentiment by responding 
with legislative efforts—such as SORN—to assuage 
unfounded fears and project an image of control over 
such perpetrators.  Griffin and Miller (2008) describe 
this attempt by legislators as “crime control theater,” 
whereby a response to a social problem produces the 
appearance of (rather than actual) crime control (p. 
160).  Widespread myths about sex offenders and sex 
offenses, then, that stem from the media and the 
subsequent perspectives of the public (Quinn et al., 
2004; Sample & Kadleck, 2008) prompt lawmakers to 
act to combat the socially constructed problem of sex 
offending (Galeste et al., 2012).  Although SORN laws 
may be considered reactions to the moral panic that is 
informed by the media, such mandates appear to serve 
only a symbolic role in crime control efforts aimed at 
convicted sex offenders.    

Summary 

Despite the fact that only a small number of 
studies have examined how specific populations 
perceive SORN laws, what is available in the literature 
shows that such policies are endorsed by a wide 
variety of groups who often simultaneously recognize 
their lack of efficacy.  The American public 
overwhelmingly approves of SORN mandates.  The 
largely positive outlook on these legislative responses 
in concert with the recognition of harmful outcomes 
for registrants by the public suggests that such policies 
are regarded as legitimate forms of punishment for 
people who commit sex offenses in the United States.  
The origins of SORN legislation may explain this 
public sentiment.  The demands of the American 
public for lawmakers to do something about the sex 
offender problem in the 1990s, which were molded by 
inaccurate media depictions of sex offenders and sex 
offenses, were largely responsible for the proliferation 
of contemporary SORN statutes.  At the same time, 
SORN laws represented a response by the public and 
lawmakers to peak crime rates in the late 1980s.  
SORN policies, however, were brought to fruition 
during a span of time when the incidence of sex 
offenses decreased throughout the United States 
(Finkelhor & Jones, 2004).      

Although the public believes SORN policies are 
helpful in preventing sexual victimization, the 
lawmakers who wrote, sponsored, and passed the 
legislation frequently do not see the laws as effective 
and point out that revisions are necessary. However, 
they are less likely than the public to acknowledge the 
negative ramifications that convicted sex offenders 
endure as a result of SORN requirements.  Given that 
they are often personally responsible for the creation 
and passage of SORN policies, legislators may be 
unable or unwilling to accept that they are responsible 
for mandates that cause human suffering.  

On the whole, criminal justice officials support 
SORN statutes and perceive them to be fair 
approaches to sex offender management.  However, 
according to most criminal justice professionals, the 
efficacy of SORN laws are questionable.  It is rather 
remarkable that judges are the only types of criminal 
justice professionals who consistently believe in the 
ability of SORN to successfully deter convicted sex 
offenders and general members of the community 
from committing sex offenses.  After all, the expressed 
goals of SORN are to promote public safety and 
reduce recidivism through the pursuit of deterrence 
(Tewksbury et al., 2012).  Although community 
corrections professionals, parole board members, and 
prison wardens often believe that SORN policies 
prevent sexual victimization, it appears that they may 
be simply agreeing with the idea that such laws 
increase public awareness and subsequently expand 
the ability for people to protect themselves and society 
from sex offenders, given that they frequently do not 
see deterrence happening.  However, research 
indicates that a large majority of the public does not 
actively utilize available information that is 
disseminated through SORN (Anderson & Sample, 
2008; Burchfield, 2012; Craun, 2010; Kernsmith, 
Comartin, Craun, & Kernsmith, 2009), potentially 
limiting its ability to protect community members 
from sex offenders in their neighborhoods. 
Alternatively, when the public does utilize SORN to 
become informed about local sex offenders, this 
strategy often leads to excessive, and perhaps harmful, 
precautionary behavior and fear of crime (Beck & 
Travis, 2004; Caputo & Brodsky, 2004).  Law 
enforcement officers often echo these findings, as they 
not only do not believe in SORN’s deterrent effect, but 
they also commonly do not feel that it prevents sexual 
victimization. 

Treatment providers, convicted sex offenders who 
are registrants, and the family members of registrants 
also tend to negatively view SORN.  Unlike the public, 
lawmakers, and criminal justice professionals, most 
treatment professionals report that SORN laws are 
unfair for convicted sex offenders and do not represent 
a just response to sex offending.  In addition, 
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registrants and their families experience numerous 
negative outcomes (known as collateral consequences) 
from public identification under SORN, which may 
weaken social support and the ability to successfully 
reintegrate into society.   

Ultimately, it is important to recognize that the 
studies described in this paper simply constitute a 
starting point toward understanding the attitudes, 
beliefs, and experiences that specific groups have with 
respect to SORN laws in the United States.  What is 
known about the views of the public, lawmakers, 
criminal justice officials, treatment professionals, 
publicly identified sex offenders, and family members 
of publicly identified sex offenders largely comes 
from projects that feature small sample sizes, 
convenience samples, and limited geographic 
representation.  Future research should attempt to 
overcome these limitations.  Nonetheless, this research 
provides important details and insights about SORN as 
a social policy, and it suggests that SORN laws may 
need to be reconsidered.  Specifically, if SORN is to 
stay, careful consideration should be given to ensure 
that it truly discourages sex offending, becomes less 
burdensome to implement, and reduces the collateral 
damage to offenders and their loved ones.   
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APPENDIX C. PERCEPTIONS OF LAW ENFORCEMENT OFFICERS 
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APPENDIX D. PERCEPTIONS OF JUDGES 
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APPENDIX E. PERCEPTIONS OF COMMUNITY CORRECTIONS PROFESSIONALS 
 
 
 

Article 
Zevitz and 

Farkas 
(2000a) 

Datz  
(2009) 

Tewksbury, 
Mustaine, and 
Payne (2011) 

Coverage 
Area 

Wisconsin Florida 45 States 

Sample 
Size 

77 259 716 

Sampling 
Method 

Convenience Convenience Convenience 

Data Type 
Observations 

Surveys 
Surveys Surveys 
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APPENDIX F. PERCEPTIONS OF PAROLE BOARD MEMBERS AND PRISON WARDENS 
 

Article 
Tewksbury 

and Mustaine 
(2011) 

Connor  
(2012) 

Coverage 
Area 

30 States Multiple States 

Sample 
Size 

80 Parole 
Board 

Members 

68 Prison 
Wardens 

Sampling 
Method 

Convenience Random 

Data Type Surveys Surveys 
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APPENDIX G. PERCEPTIONS OF TREATMENT PROFESSIONALS 
 
 
 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Article 
Malesky and 
Keim (2001) 

Levenson, 
Fortney, and 
Baker (2010) 

Call  
(2015) 

Coverage 
Area 

Multiple States Multiple States Multiple States 

Sample 
Size 

133 261 248 

Sampling 
Method 

Convenience Convenience Convenience 

Data Type Surveys Surveys Surveys 
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APPENDIX H. PERCEPTIONS OF SEX OFFENDERS 
 

Article 
 

Zevitz and 
Farkas 
(2000b) 

Tewksbury 
(2004) 

Levenson 
and Cotter 

(2005) 

Tewksbury 
(2005) 

Tewksbury and 
Lees (2006a) 

Tewksbury 
and Lees 
(2006b) 

Tewksbury 
and Lees 

(2007) 

Coverage 
Area 

Wisconsin 
Indiana, 

Kentucky 
Florida Kentucky Kentucky 

Multiple 
States 

Kentucky 

Sample 
Size 

30 40 183 121 22 26 22 

Sampling 
Method 

Convenience Convenience Convenience Convenience Convenience 
Total 

Population 
Convenience 

Data 
Type 

Interviews Surveys Surveys Surveys Interviews Surveys Interviews 
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APPENDIX I. PERCEPTIONS OF SEX OFFENDERS (CONTINUED) 
 

Mercado, 
Alvarez, and 

Levenson 
(2008) 

Robbers 
(2009) 

Tewksbury 
and 

Mustaine 
(2009) 

Tewksbury 
and Connor 

(2012) 

Frenzel, 
Bowen, 
Spraitz, 

Bowers, and 
Phaneuf (2014) 

Evans and 
Cubellis (2015) 

New Jersey Virginia 
Kansas, 

Oklahoma 
Kentucky 

Pennsylvania, 
Texas, and 
Wisconsin 

Indianapolis, 
Indiana; New 

York City, New 
York; and 
Portland, 
Oregon 

138 153 209 24 443 20 

Convenience 
Systematic 
Random 

Random Convenience Convenience Convenience 

Surveys 
Interviews 
Surveys 

Surveys Interviews Surveys Interviews 
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APPENDIX J. PERCEPTIONS OF FAMILY MEMBERS OF REGISTERED SEX OFFENDERS 
 
 
 
 

Article 
Farkas and 

Miller (2007) 

Levenson and 
Tewksbury 

(2009) 

Tewksbury 
and Levenson 

(2009) 

Coverage 
Area 

Six States Multiple States Multiple States 

Sample 
Size 

72 (Within 28 
Families) 

584 
 

584 

Sampling 
Method 

Convenience Convenience Convenience 

Data Type Interviews Surveys Surveys 
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APPENDIX K. PERCEPTIONS OF MIXED POPULATIONS 
 

Article Redlich (2001) 
Mustaine, Tewksbury,  

Connor, and Payne (2015) 

Coverage 
Area 

California Multiple States 

Sample 
Size 

103 Community 
Members, 78 Law 

Enforcement Officers, 
82 Law Students 

208 Law Enforcement Officers, 77 
Prosecutors, 76 Prison Wardens, 80 Parole 

Board Members, and 716 Community 
Corrections Professionals 

Sampling 
Method 

Convenience Convenience 

Data Type Surveys Surveys 
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Endnotes 

1  A comprehensive presentation of perceptions of adult SORN is the goal of this project, and juvenile SORN is 
not considered. 

2  The literature on perceptions of sex offender residency restrictions is not as extensive and nuanced as the 
literature on attitudes and beliefs of SORN.  At the same time, not all jurisdictions restrict the residential 
locations of registered sex offenders.  For these reasons, this paper centers solely on impressions of SORN.      

3  “Managing convicted sex offenders in communities” describes supervising individuals with sex offense 
convictions who are living outside of correctional institutions. 
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Scores of empirical studies have investigated the 
nature and sources of extralegal variation in 
sentencing outcomes. Though much of this research 
has demonstrated that despite improvements resulting 
from attempts to constrain discretion through 
guidelines, substantial variation in sentences imposed 
on criminal defendants that is not explained by legally 
relevant factors persists in American courts.   

The current study contributes to the research 
literature on criminal sanctioning by addressing 
heretofore unexamined empirical questions 
concerning variation in the sentencing of homicide 
defendants. Specifically, this research investigates the 

manner in which the social and cultural geography of 
the defendant’s residence may exert influence on the 
sentencing of defendants in homicide cases in a 
contemporary American urban jurisdiction.   We 
examined variation in sentence severity among a 
sample of 636 defendants convicted of criminal 
homicide in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and sentenced 
to a variable term of incarceration.  Controlling for 
empirically relevant legal and extralegal factors, we 
found a small but significant effect of characteristics 
of the defendant’s neighborhood of residence on 
sentence severity, with this effect resulting in 
significantly shorter sentences for defendants residing 
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in more disadvantaged neighborhoods.   This article 
also develops a theoretical explanation of the ways in 
which characteristics of homicide defendants’ 
neighborhoods of residence may influence criminal 
sentencing via processes of attribution. 

We submit that the study of sentencing processes 
and outcomes, as well as the development of theories 
to explain them, should be undertaken in an offense-
specific context.  There are important methodological 
issues that are addressed by disaggregating studies of 
adjudication outcomes by offense type.  Most research 
on sentencing makes use of mixed-offense samples, in 
which homicides generally account for fewer than 2% 
of dispositions.  When using a heterogeneous sample 
of defendants, common crimes will dominate the data.  
Property crimes outnumber violent crimes by a factor 
of at least seven to one in the United States; 
examination of crime statistics indicates that there are 
roughly five times more larceny-theft cases known to 
the police each year than all violent crimes combined 
(Maguire, 2012).   Whatever patterns of disparity 
emerge in the sentencing of the offenses most 
commonly represented in the data will drive the results 
and may not provide an accurate picture of disparities 
for less common crimes (McCarthy & Lindquist, 
1984; see also Blumstein, 1982; Kelly, 1976).  Support 
for examining extralegal variation in sentence severity 
in an offense-specific context is found in research 
examining the incarceration decision.  Several studies 
have reported different patterns of racial disparity in 
the decision to incarcerate by conviction offense, with 
less serious offenses (particularly drug offenses) 
exhibiting racial and ethnic disparity, while these 
studies find that race/ethnicity exhibits no significant 
influence on the decision to incarcerate for more 
serious, violent offenses (Spohn & Cederblom, 1991; 
Steffensmeier & Demuth, 2000, 2001; Warren, 
Chiricos, & Bales, 2012; see also Blumstein, 1982). 

Disaggregating studies of adjudication outcomes 
by crime type also allows us to examine theoretical 
questions linking criminal behavior and sanctions with 
greater specificity (e.g. Steen, Engen, & Gainey, 
2005).  Offense severity controls fail to capture 
qualitative differences between offenses; although 
robbery, rape, and homicide are all serious offenses, 
they differ enormously in terms of the emotional 
responses they elicit, which may in turn have 
consequences for sanctioning.  Criminal sanctioning is 
society’s formalized, codified response to 
transgressions against the body social (Durkheim, 
1895; Garland, 2001, 2005).   Different transgressions 
produce different types of harms—different violations 
of the social fabric (e.g. violations against trust, 
integrity, or physical safety).  Some violations 
represent threats to the normative order (theft, 
vandalism) while others threaten more deeply crucial 

norms, such as those prohibiting violence. It is widely 
accepted that societal responses to deviance are 
historically and culturally specific (Black, 1998; 
Cooney, 2009; Garland, 2001, 2005; Holmes & Antell, 
2001; Savelsberg, 2002).  Similarly, the development 
of theoretical explanations that aim to explain 
variability in sentencing outcomes might benefit from 
circumscribing application to particular forms of 
criminal conduct.  Numerous scholars have also 
demonstrated that specific theoretical explanations are 
useful for explaining different types of criminal 
behavior (e.g. Collins, 2008; Lee, 2000; Peterson & 
Krivo, 2010).  For this reason, we argue that analyses 
of sentence severity should be confined to similar 
offenses, particularly when those analyses rely on 
social-psychological frameworks of interpretation 
such as attribution theory. 

Steen and colleagues (2005) offer a compelling 
argument for the importance of the conception of 
normal crimes in analyses of the ways in which 
defendant characteristics influence adjudication and 
sentencing, supporting the analysis of these outcomes 
in an offense-specific context: 

 
Broad cultural stereotypes linking the 
propensity to criminality with race or 
ethnicity (or even to combinations of race-
ethnicity, sex, and age) are too vague and 
imprecise to account for decision making at 
the local level. Rather, the stereotypes that 
are most useful are complex offense-specific 
constellations of both offender characteristics 
and characteristics of the crime…. Although 
it is likely that they are influenced by global 
cultural stereotypes about race-ethnicity, the 
stereotypes most relevant to day-to-day case 
processing are those about specific types of 
cases, not particular kinds of people (Steen et 
al., 2005, p. 439; italics added). 
 
The assumption that the mechanisms that 

influence and drive decision makers via processes of 
attribution operate in identical ways across 
qualitatively different offense types is usually implicit 
in research on sentencing.  This premise, however, has 
been subjected to limited empirical inquiry, 
particularly with respect to the analysis of sentence 
severity. It remains unknown to what degree “the 
nature of the deviance” influences these processes 
(Cooney & Burt, 2008, p. 520). The results of this 
analysis and their divergence from similar research 
indicate that we might learn a great deal more about 
the decision-making processes of sentencing officials 
by exploring the possibility that it does. 
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Literature Review 

Theoretical Synthesis 

Theoretical explanations for disparities in 
sentencing that result from factors which are not 
legally relevant generally incorporate three major 
concepts:  discretion, or the recognition that the 
criminal justice system is populated by individual 
actors who are tasked with making decisions in a 
structured, but not fully determined, environment; 
uncertainty, in that the sanctioning authority cannot be 
certain that the goals of sentencing (whether these be 
public safety, rehabilitation, or another purpose) will 
be achieved; and attribution.   

Attribution theory was originated by Fritz Heider 
(1958) to describe the process by which individuals 
ascribe “transient and variable behavior and events to 
relatively unchanging underlying conditions, the so-
called dispositional properties” of people and places 
(p. 80).  Attribution theory is frequently invoked in 
explanations of the patterned relationships between 
extralegal factors and sentencing decisions observed 
in studies of sentencing disparity as a mechanism for 
the mitigation of uncertainty (Albonetti, 1991; 
Auerhahn, 2007; Bernstein, Kelly, & Doyle, 1977; 
Farrell & Holmes, 1991; Steffensmeier, Ulmer, & 
Kramer, 1998; Wooldredge & Thistlethwaite, 2004).  
In the organizational environment of the criminal 
courts, patterned and mutually shared attributions 
result in the formation of criminal imagery or 
stereotypes about “normal crimes” and “normal 
criminals” that have been shown to influence 
sentencing outcomes (Auerhahn, 2007; Bontrager, 
Bales, & Chiricos, 2005; Farrell & Holmes, 1991; 
Steen et al., 2005; Steffensmeier et al., 1998; Sudnow, 
1965).   In the criminal justice system, organizational 
imperatives encourage cognitive “short cuts” such as 
“normal crimes” and “going rates” (Nardulli, 
Eistenstein, & Flemming, 1988; Sudnow, 1965), in 
order to facilitate and speed case processing 
(Albonetti, 1991; Myers, 1980).   

The focal concerns perspective proposed by 
Steffensmeier (1980), and further developed with 
colleagues over the past several decades (e.g.  
Steffensmeier & Demuth, 2006; Steffensmeier et al., 
1998), features prominently in contemporary studies 
of sentencing outcomes.  This perspective posits that 
three general considerations guide the decision-
making process of sentencing judges.  These are 
blameworthiness, or the culpability of and harm done 
by the offender; community protection, or the 
responsibility of the judicial system to limit further 
harm to society from this offender; and practical 
considerations.  Practical considerations include 
bureaucratic and organizational issues such as case 

flow and facility crowding, as well as considerations 
relating to individual defendants (such as disruption of 
family relationships and the defendant’s “ability to do 
time” (see also Huebner & Bynum, 2006, 2008; 
Ulmer, Kurlychek & Kramer, 2007 for applications of 
focal concerns to other criminal justice decision 
points). 

In most cases, the information required to fully 
evaluate all three focal concerns is unknown (and 
perhaps unknowable).  The blameworthiness of the 
defendant is at best a subjective determination, and the 
need to serve public safety by applying the “correct” 
sentence is a calculation fraught with predictions and 
assumptions.  As the authors of one study noted, “focal 
concerns are interrelated, but judges often do not have 
complete information on each.  Consequently, to 
reduce uncertainty, judges rely on attributions linked 
to the defendant such as race and social class” (Lieber 
& Blowers, 2003, p.467). These attributions, or 
“perceptual shorthand,” consist of patterned and 
mutually shared imagery or stereotypes about “normal 
crimes” and “normal criminals” that have been shown 
to influence criminal justice processing and outcomes 
in a variety of contexts (Auerhahn, 2007; Bridges & 
Steen, 1998; Farrell & Holmes, 1991; Frohmann, 
1997; Steen et al., 2005; Steffensmeier et al., 1998; 
Sudnow, 1965; Wooldredge & Thistlethwaite, 2004).  
As the authors of one study noted, “the administration 
of justice is an interpretive process.… Dispositions are 
a product of the applicability of … criminal imagery” 
(Farrell & Swigert, 1978, pp.555, 573). 

The urban spatial environment is a social signifier 
that influences perceptions of those who live and 
spend time there. Neighborhood of residence can be a 
powerful social “marker” that identifies an individual 
as having certain characteristics, values, and status 
(Gregory, 1979; Hallman, 1984; Harvey, 1989; Keller, 
1968; Soja, 1989) that may influence the 
operationalization of focal concerns relevant to 
sentencing. Some research suggests that neighborhood 
context is influential in a variety of aspects of criminal 
justice decision making, including police activities 
(Black, 1970; Smith, 1986; Werthman & Piliavin, 
1967) and the decision to prosecute criminal cases 
(Frohmann, 1997). 

In sociological research, the effects of 
neighborhood context are usually conceived of in 
terms of the ways in which the environmental context 
influences the behavior of neighborhood residents or 
visitors (e.g. Anderson, 1999; Clairmont & Magill, 
1974, Kelling & Wilson, 1982, Stewart & Simons, 
2009; Wilson, 1987, 1996).  There is comparatively 
little research on the effects of what George Galster 
calls “extra-neighborhood” processes, or the behavior 
of “key actors who do not reside in the given 
neighborhood, but may, nevertheless, form strong 
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perceptions and attitudes regarding the place and those 
who reside there” (2003, p.899; emphasis added).  It 
is this orientation that we adopt in our consideration of 
the impact that characteristics of the residential 
environment of the defendant may have on sanctioning 
decisions in urban homicide cases.  There is good 
reason to believe that extra-neighborhood processes 
and impressions (Galster, 2003) are formed in much 
the same way that they are for neighborhood 
residents—particularly in the case of long-time city 
residents, who form images and “cognitive maps” of 
the urban environments in which they reside (Lynch, 
1960; Suttles, 1972).   

The address of the defendant is available to the 
sentencing judge in the court documents at his or her 
disposal during adjudication.  The Philadelphia 
criminal judiciary is specialized, with a limited 
number of senior judges assigned as “homicide 
judges” (First Judicial District, 2008).   An address 
location is a meaningful piece of information for a city 
resident, and may in fact be more richly meaningful 
than an established “neighborhood” designation.  
Given the requirement that judges reside within the 
city limits,1 as well as the relatively long tenure on the 
bench that characterizes judges hearing homicide 
cases, it is reasonable to expect that sentencing judges 
will have impressions, or “cognitive maps” (Suttles, 
1972), of different areas of the city, as well as of the 
characteristics and circumstances of a “normal” 
homicide case.   It is reasonable to expect judges in 
Philadelphia to be familiar with, and have formed 
opinions about, the characteristics and qualities of 
different parts of the city in which they reside (and 
have likely resided for quite some time, given the 
senior status of homicide judges in the Philadelphia 
judiciary), both as a result of their lived experiences 
and their experience on the bench (see Ulmer, 1997, p. 
98-100).  

Like many crimes, homicide is not randomly 
distributed across the urban landscape.  Areas with 
high concentrations of homicide are likely to feature 
high concentrations of other crime types as well (see 
Baller et al., 2001; Boggs, 1965; Cubbin, Pickle, & 
Fingerhut, 2000; Morenoff, Sampson, & Raudenbush, 
2001; Rose, 1978).  Homicide location clusters also 
tend to be stable over time (Cohen & Tita, 1999; 
Griffiths & Chavez, 2004; Messner et al., 1999; 
Weisburd, Bushway, Lum, & Yang, 2004).  In the data 
used in this analysis, more than 60% of homicides 
occur in eight of the city’s 25 police districts, or one-
third of the districts; more than 80% of Philadelphia’s 
homicides occur in just half of the districts.  This 
spatial patterning makes it quite likely that sentencing 
judges in homicide cases will be familiar with and 
have impressions and opinions about the locations in 
which homicides commonly take place, as well as 

those in which defendants (and victims) 
disproportionately reside, which exhibit considerable 
overlap.   Our analysis focuses on the residence 
location of the defendant because in the two 
theoretical frameworks that guide this analysis, 
attribution theory and focal concerns, it is the 
defendant rather than the homicide event that is the 
salient input influencing sentencing decisions and 
outcomes. 

Neighborhood Context and Sentence Severity 

The effect of neighborhood context on sentence 
severity among homicide defendants could manifest in 
one of two ways.  In the first of these scenarios, 
defendants residing in more disadvantaged areas 
would be expected to receive more severe sanctions. 
This could be explained with reference to the focal 
concern of community protection, whereby sentencing 
authorities incorporate the information regarding a 
defendant’s residence and conclude that this 
environment increases the likelihood of reoffending. 
In this relationship, residence in a disadvantaged 
neighborhood invokes perceptual shorthand “of 
images or attributions relating these statuses to 
membership in social groups thought to be dangerous 
and crime prone” (Steffensmeier et al., 1998, p. 768).   
Indeed, such a relationship has been observed in recent 
research on criminal justice decision making.  
Wooldredge (2007) examined the relationship 
between neighborhood characteristics and the 
imprisonment decision, as well as sentence severity, in 
a sample of nearly 3,000 African American and White 
felony defendants in 24 counties in Ohio. Using 
characteristics of the census tract in which the 
defendant resided to create a measure of neighborhood 
disadvantage, Wooldredge found that neighborhood 
disadvantage was unrelated to sentence severity but 
that it significantly influenced the imprisonment 
decision such that defendants living within census 
tracts characterized by high levels of disadvantage 
were more likely to receive a prison sentence 
(Wooldredge, 2007). Wooldredge and Thistlethwaite 
(2004) examined the impact of features of the 
defendant’s neighborhood of residence on five case 
processing outcomes (charging, prosecution, 
conviction, incarceration, and sentence severity) in 
cases of misdemeanor intimate assault in Ohio. 
Neighborhood characteristics influenced criminal 
justice processing for misdemeanor intimate assault 
defendants in a complex fashion, registering different 
effects at different decision points.   Specifically, 
defendants from highly disadvantaged neighborhoods 
were less likely to be formally charged in cases of 
intimate assault (see also Cooney & Burt, 2008), but 
once charged and prosecuted, they were more likely to 
be convicted and more likely to be incarcerated than 
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defendants from less disadvantaged neighborhoods. 
These authors proposed that “stereotyping may 
actually benefit defendants who fit the more typical 
profiles of routine offenders…due to caseload 
demands.  Once the pool of defendants has been 
filtered, both attorneys and judges may see the more 
stereotypical defendants as higher risks,” invoking the 
focal concern of community protection to explain the 
greater likelihood of incarceration for defendants from 
disadvantaged neighborhoods (Wooldredge & 
Thistlethwaite, 2004, p. 443). 

Alternately, defendants residing in more 
disadvantaged areas might receive leniency at 
sentencing, relative to defendants residing in 
comparatively advantaged neighborhoods. Gleaning 
from Durkheim’s ideas regarding the relationship of 
sanctioning to the relative frequency of particular 
forms of deviance (Jones & Scull, 1973; Tiryakian, 
1964), Cooney and Burt (2008) have put forth what 
they term the prevalence hypothesis, which states that 
“across time and place, legal decisions are influenced 
by the frequency of the behavior that is the subject of 
the case… the more prevalent deviance is, the less 
severe the punishment it attracts at the case level” (p. 
493).  Cooney and Burt (2008) found that defendants 
convicted of homicide in counties with high rates of 
homicide received less severe punishment than those 
who commit homicide in counties where this form of 
deviance is relatively rare. They explain this finding 
thusly: 

 
Perhaps legal officials handle homicide 
leniently [in counties with higher rates of 
homicide] because they see it as being 
normative—the expected response to certain 
insults and injuries.  Or perhaps they see it as 
unexceptional—not normative, but common 
behavior undeserving of harsh punishment. 
Or perhaps they see it as beyond public 
control—not normative or unexceptional, but 
palliated by virtue of being a product of 
refractory forces that lie deep within the 
social body. Or finally, because they see it as 
less threatening to social order—not 
normative or unexceptional or beyond 
control, but something that does not 
undermine the fabric of society (Cooney & 
Burt, 2008, p. 521; see also Lundsgaarde, 
1977). 
 
The prevalence hypothesis is also consistent 

theoretically with ideas about the leniency 
demonstrated by law enforcement personnel in high-
crime areas, called “deviance service centers” by some 
authors (Clairmont & Magill, 1974; see also Stark, 
1987).  Klinger (1997) suggests that in neighborhoods 

characterized by high levels of crime, law enforcement 
officers will, in the words of Garland (2001), “define 
deviance down,” essentially intervening in only the 
most serious offenses in extremely disorganized 
neighborhoods (see also Browning, Feinberg, & Dietz, 
2004; Morenoff et al., 2001).   Cooney and Burt also 
note that although their analysis was performed at the 
county level, “among the issues awaiting further 
exploration… are the correct temporal and spatial 
units of analysis for prevalence…. Do sanctions 
respond to prevalence at the local, regional, or national 
levels? We know of no a priori reason to favor one 
unit of analysis over another…. A theoretical 
variable… can typically be operationalized at more 
than one level and still yield significant results” (2008, 
p.520). 

Cooney and Burt’s (2008) findings also provide 
support for examining sentencing variation in offense-
specific analyses. Focal concerns will be 
operationalized in different ways in different contexts. 
The focal concern of community protection may be 
interpreted differently for offenses like larceny and 
residential burglary, where the potential victims more 
closely resemble the “broader community” than for an 
offense like homicide, where offenders and victims 
exhibit significant sociodemographic overlap (Broidy, 
Daday, Crandall, Sklar, & Jost, 2006). The assumption 
that sentencing processes operate similarly for 
shoplifting and murder is simply not defensible, 
particularly when the explanation of the outcomes of 
these processes relies so heavily on an attribution-
based theory. Additional evidentiary support for this 
position is found in research that has specifically 
investigated homicide.  These studies find that the 
focal concern of “practical considerations” is largely 
irrelevant in the sanctioning process for these 
offenders, as incarceration is the outcome in virtually 
all of these cases (Auerhahn, 2007; Steffensmeier & 
Demuth, 2006, p.249).   

Similar research by Baumer and Martin (2013) 
examined the influence of social, organizational, and 
political context on multiple decision points in the 
processing of homicide defendants at the county level 
in a multilevel analysis.   Using the 1988 BJS Murder 
Cases in 33 Large Urban Counties data set and 
measures derived from aggregation of individual-level 
GSS data from 1984–1988 the same period, these 
researchers found that sentence length was positively 
related to levels of fear of crime, social capital, and 
religious conservatism at the county level.  Although 
the authors posit an alternate explanation (that the 
causal mechanisms are the measures of organization 
and community attitudes), these findings do not negate 
those of Cooney and Burt (2009), in that these 
community characteristics were also found to correlate 
inversely with county homicide levels. The present 
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research represents an advance in understanding the 
effects of community context that it defines 
“neighborhood” in a way that more closely reflects the 
geographic unit of the micro-neighborhood, 
increasingly seen as more influential on behavioral 
decision-making than context related to larger 
geographic units (see Hipp, 2010, 2012; Taylor, 2015). 

Methodology 

Data 

The data were collected at the Office of the Clerk 
of Quarter Sessions at the Philadelphia Criminal 
Justice Center by physically examining the paper files 
on-site and entering relevant data into an SPSS 
template in order to create a comprehensive and rich 
dataset containing higher-quality information relevant 
to an examination of sentencing variability than those 
contained in existing sources of data. The files 
contained a variety of data sources, including police 
incident reports, indictments, sentencing documents, 
and rarely, pre-sentencing investigations and trial 
transcripts. 

The sampling frame from which the data were 
selected consists of homicide cases in which the 
defendant was adjudicated guilty in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania over the period 1995–2000 (N=1137).  
This total includes all defendants convicted of any 
variety of homicide offense.  However, the valid 
sampling frame—defendants sentenced to a variable 
term of incarceration—was 696, of which 636 cases 
were ultimately included in the analysis. 

Pennsylvania statutes recognize three degrees of 
intentional murder. Killings that are deliberate and 
premeditated are charged as first degree murder, 
which carries a mandatory sentence of life or death.   
Murders committed in the course of an eligible felony 
(robbery, rape, or deviate sexual intercourse by force 
or threat of force, arson, burglary, or kidnapping) are 
charged as second-degree murder, for which life 
imprisonment is mandated by statute.  During the 
period of study, these guidelines were adhered to 
rather consistently; 97% of defendants convicted of 
second degree murder received a life sentence, and 
96% of convicted first-degree defendants received 
either a sentence of life or death (6.2% received a 
death sentence).  There is so little variability in these 
cases that the conviction charge is, for practical 
purposes, deterministic of the outcome. For this 
reason, these cases were excluded from the sampling 
frame.  All other intentional murders are classified as 
murder in the third degree.  Homicides not meeting the 
standard of intentional murder are characterized as 
manslaughter.  The defendants remaining for analysis 
 

were convicted of third degree murder, voluntary 
manslaughter, involuntary manslaughter, or homicide 
by vehicle. 

There were 696 cases that met our sample 
requirements (defendant was sentenced to a variable 
term of incarceration).  As a result of missing data on 
some of the explanatory variables and the decision to 
delete cases listwise, there were ultimately 636 cases 
available for analysis, representing 91.4% of all 
available cases.   The decision to employ listwise 
deletion was guided by the small amount of missing 
data and was based on the researchers’ understanding 
of the process by which data came to be missing. The 
most common sources of missing data are victim 
characteristics, which were culled from the police 
reports in the files available for examination. The 
failure of reporting officers to provide this information 
on the police reports is presumed to be unrelated to the 
causal processes operating in the sentence outcomes 
under study and therefore ignorable; when this is the 
case, listwise deletion does not introduce bias (Allison, 
2002). 

Methods 

Ordinary least squares multiple linear regression 
analysis was used to determine the effects of case 
processing, legal and extralegal defendant 
characteristics, and neighborhood characteristics of 
the defendant’s residence on minimum sentence 
length. The analysis of sentencing outcomes presented 
here is limited to those cases in which a variable term 
of incarceration was imposed at sentencing.  In the 
sample, minimum sentences were approximately 
normally distributed, so no transformation of the 
dependent variable was necessary. The method used to 
estimate environmental characteristics of the 
defendant’s neighborhood of residence (described in 
greater detail below) obviates the need for multilevel 
modeling techniques, so the classical normal linear 
regression model (Gujarati, 1995) is appropriate here. 

Explanatory and control variables were entered 
into the model in hierarchical fashion. This was done 
to estimate the relative proportion of variance 
explained by different sets of variables related in a 
theoretical or practical way to sentence severity. The 
first block of variables was comprised of legally 
relevant features of the case. The second block 
contained criminal justice system case processing 
characteristics.  Defendant and victim characteristics 
were introduced in the third and fourth blocks.  The 
fifth block included information about the victim-
defendant relationship. The sixth and final block 
added the neighborhood characteristics measure to the 
model. 
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Dependent Variables 

The dependent variable in the analysis is the 
minimum sentence length, in months, to which the 
defendant was sentenced.  Minimum sentences bear a 
much closer relationship to the actual quanta of 
punishment imposed on criminal defendants than 
maximum terms.  Maximum sentences are frequently 

two to three times the length of the minimum.  While 
defendants convicted of serious offenses may well 
serve time beyond the minimum sentence, defendants 
rarely serve their terms to their maximum date (Levin, 
Langan, & Brown, 2000; see also Baumer & Martin, 
2013, p.146).  Descriptive statistics for all variables 
are provided in Table 1. 

 
  

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics (N=636) 
 

Item Mean/Proportion SD 

Minimum sentence, months 80.74 47.60 

Voluntary manslaughter .19  

Third Degree .66  

Firearm involved? .64  

Number of charges 5.70  5.06 

County facility .10  

Bench Trial .39  

Jury Trial .15  

Detained pretrial  .85  

Private Attorney .22  

Male defendant  .93  

Black defendant .79  

Hispanic defendant .11  

Defendant age 26.26 10.38 

Female victim .17  

Black victim .63  

Hispanic victim .14  

Intimate partners? .08  

Neighborhood characteristics index 135.19 54.53 

 
 

Explanatory and Control Variables 

Neighborhood context. To capture the effects of 
characteristics of the neighborhood in which the 
defendant resides, we employed a strategy that 
improves methodologically upon prior strategies and 
is also likely to more accurately reflect the attribution 
processes as they operate in the contexts of sentencing 
homicide defendants in a contemporary urban setting.  

There is substantial methodological disagreement 
about what constitutes an appropriate spatial 
representation of “neighborhood” in social science 
research. Many researchers default to using Census- 
defined units of analysis, citing one of the following 
justifications:  block groups (or tracts, or blocks) might 
be a valid proxy for “neighborhood;” much of the prior 

research has relied on the Census boundaries as 
neighborhood proxies, and continuing to do so gives 
current results familiar context for interpretation and 
comparison; and finally, the Census data are freely 
available and of high quality. 

However, critics argue that “neighborhoods” 
comprise substantially smaller geographic spaces than 
the Census-defined areas (Oberwittler & Wikstrom, 
2008, Rountree & Land, 1996; Sampson, Morenoff, & 
Gannon-Rowley, 2002; Smith, et al., 2000; Taylor, 
1997, 2015; Wooldredge, 2002; see also Hipp, 2007). 
Furthermore, the specific boundaries that define urban 
neighborhoods are frequently disputed by city 
residents (Campbell, Henley, Elliott, & Irwin, 2009; 
Guest & Lee, 1984; Haney & Knowles, 1978; Keller, 
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1968; Suttles, 1972; Taub, Surgeon, Lindholm, Otti, & 
Bridges, 1977).   We contend that our method of 
incorporating characteristics of the spatial 
environment in our analysis is likely to more 
accurately reflect the attribution process that takes 
place at sentencing in this context, while also retaining 
the social meaning of a priori “neighborhood” 
distinctions and impressions that sentencing judges 
may hold.   

Specifically, a .3 mile-radius circular buffer is 
constructed around the residence location of the 
defendant (Groff, 2011; McCord & Ratcliffe, 2009).   
Values for measures of neighborhood characteristics 
are interpolated using the Polygon-in-Polygon 
analysis tool written for ArcGIS by Hawthorne Beyer      
to generate an Area Weighted Mean (AWM) for each 
case, on each variable. An AWM is created for a 
constructed area by tabulating a weighted average of 
the values of that variable for all block groups that fall 
within the area’s boundary. Each contributing block 
group’s value is weighted according to the proportion 
of the area occupied by that block group (for a graphic 
depiction of AWM calculation, refer to Figure 1). 

In addition to creating relatively small geographic 
units, the use of AWMs and .3 mile buffers enables us 
to simultaneously assess and avoid several 
methodological pitfalls, including edge effects, the 
ecological fallacy, and the Modifiable Areal Unit 
Problem [MAUP] (Ceccato, 2005; Flowerdew & 
Green, 2005; Groff & Lockwood, 2014; Hipp, 2007; 
Ratcliffe, 2005; Reibel & Bufalino, 2005; Rengert & 
Lockwood, 2008).   The AWM values are valid 
statistical depictions of the constructed areas because 
the physical size of these areas is approximately equal 
to or larger than the physical area of the block groups 
being summarized.  If the constructed areas were 
smaller than the block groups, use of the obtained 
AWM values would commit the ecological fallacy 
(Flowerdew & Green, 2005; Reibel & Bufalino, 
2005).  The impact of the MAUP on analysis results 
can be tested by varying buffer size. Sizes of .25, .30, 
and .50 miles were examined in the development of 
this methodology.  Substantive results did not differ as 
a result of boundary size (see also McConnell, 2008, 
p. 218-220; Ratcliffe, 2005). 

The .3-mile distance is equal to approximately 
three city blocks, yielding areas with a physical 
footprint of .28 square miles. Because each 
defendant’s address is uniquely associated with a 
constructed area, hierarchical modeling techniques are 
not appropriate here.  Our analysis focuses on the 
residence location of the defendant because in the 
theoretical framework that guides this analysis it is the 
defendant, rather than the homicide event, that is the 
salient input influencing sentencing decisions and 
outcomes. A theoretically guided approach, 

supplemented by Principal Components Analysis, was 
used to create a multiple-item index comprised of 
AWM values of variables to represent neighborhood 
context. The measures used to create this index were 
derived from the 2000 U.S. Census.  The aim was to 
create a measure consistent with classic and 
contemporary formulations of social disorganization 
theory (Morenoff et al., 2001; Sampson et al., 2002; 
Shaw & McKay, 1942; Wilson 1987, 1996) and with 
previous similar research (Wooldredge, 2007; 
Wooldredge & Thistlethwaite, 2004). Six items are 
used to comprise this equally weighted additive index, 
and taken together, paint a picture of a disadvantaged 
or socially disorganized neighborhood.  
Socioeconomic indicators comprise four of the six 
items.  Extreme and concentrated poverty is 
represented by two variables:  the percentage of 
households where the ratio of household income to the 
poverty line is less than .5 and the percentage of 
female-headed households (Wilson, 1987). The 
percentage of minor children measures the rate of 
dependency (Wilson, 1987).    Systemic joblessness 
and underemployment are represented by the 
percentage of adult residents over the age of 25 
without a high-school diploma (Wilson, 1987, 1996). 
This last indicator was chosen over the unemployment 
rate for a variety of reasons, including the limitations 
of the method used to calculate unemployment rates—
in particular, the restriction of the definition of 
“unemployed” to only those actively seeking work.  
Severely disadvantaged urban areas plagued by 
persistent joblessness and underemployment are 
populated by numerous individuals who are no longer 
actively seeking employment, either due to 
discouragement in the face of limited opportunities, or 
as a result of participation in the underground 
economy; individuals who fail to complete high school 
are overrepresented in both groups (Venkatesh, 2006; 
Wilson, 1996). Additionally, Katz and Krueger (1999) 
point out that high rates of incarceration may distort 
unemployment statistics.  Certain neighborhoods, 
particularly in urban areas, are disproportionately 
impacted by mass incarceration (Clear, Rose, Waring, 
& Scully, 2003; Gottfredson & Taylor, 1988; Lynch & 
Sabol, 2004), providing additional support for the use 
of an alternative measure in this research.  Two 
measures of racial/ethnic heterogeneity (Messner et 
al., 1999; Ousey, 1999) are employed. These are the 
percent of neighborhood residents in Spanish-
speaking households, and the percent of 
Hispanic/Latino residents.   

It should be noted that nearly all the defendants in 
our sample resided in relatively disadvantaged areas of 
Philadelphia.  The mean values in our data for all six 
measures used in the index are lower than the 
corresponding values for these items for all block 
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groups in the city (the grand mean).  The measure can 
more appropriately be said to distinguish between 
degrees of disadvantage among residential locations 

of defendants in this study than as a wide-ranging 
measure of disadvantage (see Peterson & Krivo, 
2010). 

 
Figure 1: Calculation of Area Weighted Means 
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Additionally, the composition of this measure 
may be uniquely suited to the purpose of this particular 
study context.  It may also be applicable only in cities 
with a similar racial/ethnic population composition 
and a high degree of racial housing segregation. 
African Americans comprise nearly half (44.8%) of 
Philadelphia’s population, as compared to the national 
average of 13% (U.S. Bureau of Census, 2004).  
Nearly 70% of the homicide defendants in our sample 
were African American.  Philadelphia exhibits 
“hypersegregation” in residential neighborhoods 
generally; this is particularly pronounced in our 
sample of criminal defendants.  Analyses of our data 
indicate that the average White homicide defendant in 
Philadelphia resides in an area with an African 
American population of 24.2%.  For African American 
defendants, 76.8% of their neighbors are African 
American. The lack of variability in the racial 
composition of Philadelphia neighborhoods results in 
little discriminative ability of a purely race-oriented 
measure. 

Principal Components Analysis reveals that these 
six measures form a unidimensional construct 
(eigenvalue = 3.97; the next component extracted has 
an eigenvalue = 1.08), with all items displaying factor 
loadings of.7 or higher.  Reliability analyses for the 
six-item scale demonstrate that it is statistically 
reliable (Cronbach’s alpha = .83). Descriptive 
analyses show the index to be approximately normally 
distributed with a minimum value of 18.08 and 
maximum value of 305.51 (x=133.41, s=53.53). High 
values represent an extremely socially disorganized 
neighborhood of residence, which we propose will 
result in an attribution about the defendant standing 
before the court for sentencing, and influence sentence 
severity via the impact of this attribution on the 
operationalization of focal concerns. 

Legally relevant variables.  The defendants in the 
analyses were convicted of third-degree murder, 
voluntary manslaughter, involuntary manslaughter, or 
homicide by vehicle. Conviction charges are included 
as control variables in the analyses.  Preliminary 
ANOVA and post hoc tests revealed that involuntary 
manslaughter and homicide by vehicle were not 
differentiated by average sentence received (this is 
unsurprising, as these offenses occupy the same cell in 
the Pennsylvania sentencing grid).  Dummy variables 
representing conviction on third degree murder and 
voluntary manslaughter were included, with the 
reference category (coded 0) comprised of those 
defendants convicted of involuntary manslaughter or 
homicide by vehicle. Also included as legally relevant 
controls were the total number of charged offenses and 
a dummy variable representing whether a firearm was 
used in the offense (1=yes, 0=no). 

Given statutory guidelines, it is expected that 
those defendants convicted of more severe grades of 
homicide will receive harsher sentences.  As an 
additional measure of offense seriousness, the number 
of charged offenses is expected to demonstrate a 
positive relationship with sentence length.  It is also 
expected that the involvement of a firearm in the 
homicide will positively influence sentence severity 
due to statutory enhancements for the use of firearms 
in the commission of criminal offenses in the 
jurisdiction under study. 

Criminal justice processing variables. A dummy 
variable represents whether the defendant was 
detained prior to adjudication (yes=1, no=0), in light 
of evidence of the influence of detention on sentence 
severity (e.g., Albonetti, 1991; Hagan, 1974; Swigert 
& Farrell, 1977).  Type of legal representation was 
accounted for with a dummy variable representing 
cases where the defendant was represented by a 
private attorney, contrasted against the reference 
category of court appointed attorneys and public 
defenders (coded 0).  Adjudication type was also 
examined using two dummy variables, with bench and 
jury trials contrasted against the reference category of 
guilty plea (coded 0). 

Pennsylvania’s sentencing guidelines were 
revised in 1995 and 1997.  In order to account for any 
potential bias introduced by combining cases 
adjudicated over time, dummy control variables for 
each year, with 1995 set as the reference category 
(coded 0), were added to the regression models 
(Greene, 1993; Stimson, 1985; Thomson & Zingraff, 
1981). Models were run with and without these 
controls and yielded results identical in substance, but 
the vector of temporal variables was retained in order 
to correctly partition variance. The coefficients for 
these variables are not reported in the interest of space 
and due to their lack of meaningful interpretation. 

Ten percent of defendants in the sample were 
sentenced to incarceration in a county facility.  In 
Pennsylvania, convicted offenders are incarcerated at 
the county level for sentences of twenty-three months 
or less.  Sentences for these defendants are by 
definition less severe than for those incarcerated in 
state institutions; jails and prisons are also 
qualitatively different in a number of ways (Holleran 
& Spohn, 2004). Because these defendants are 
otherwise similar to the remainder of the sample, we 
chose to retain them in the analysis.   However, a 
dummy variable representing county-level 
incarceration was added to the models for the sole 
purpose of controlling and accounting for these 
differences. 

Defendant characteristics.  Defendant 
race/ethnicity was accounted for in the models by two 
dummy variables representing African American 
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defendants and Hispanic/Latino defendants, with 
White as the reference category (coded 0). Defendant 
sex was represented by a dummy variable (male=1, 
female=0).   Defendant age is included in the models 
as an untransformed continuous variable. 

Victim Characteristics.  Dummy variables 
representing the sex (female = 1, male = 0) and 
race/ethnicity of victims were included in the 
analyses. Victim race/ethnicity was coded as two 
dummy variables representing African-American and 
Hispanic victims (with White as the reference 
category, coded 0). 

Victim-defendant relationship. A dummy 
variable indicating whether the victim and defendant 
were intimate partners (yes=1, no=0) was added to the 
analysis. Homicides were identified as involving 
intimate partners only when there was explicit 
evidence in the case file that the defendant and the 
victim were currently or had previously been 
intimately involved (e.g., a description of the 
relationship in the trial transcript or in the police 
incident report). This criterion included intimate 
partners who were married as well as those who were 
not, and it included those who were living together at 
the time of the homicide as well as those who were not. 

Other variables.  Several additional variables 
were included in preliminary analyses and failed to 
contribute significantly to explaining variability in 
sentencing outcomes. These included a mean-centered 
age-squared variable to investigate a non-linear 
relationship between defendant age and sentence 
severity (Steffensmeier & Demuth, 2006), victim’s 
age, presence of multiple victims, whether the victim 
and defendant were relatives, and whether victim and 
defendant were from different racial/ethnic 
backgrounds.  In an attempt to attain the most 
parsimonious model as well as minimize missing data, 
these variables were subsequently dropped from the 
final regression model. 

Limitations of the Data 

Unfortunately, criminal history information was 
not present in the files available for examination. The 
absence of criminal history information appears to be 
a problem endemic to data sources that permit 
investigation into sentencing patterns in homicide 
cases.  Cooney and Burt (2008) note that criminal 
history information was missing in nearly one-fourth 
of cases in the Murder Cases in 33 Large Urban 
Counties data set (p. 506), the source that comes 
closest to the data used in the current study in terms of 
comprehensive availability of relevant variables (see 
also Broidy et al., 2006). 

In this analysis of sentence severity among urban 
homicide defendants, we submit that this is not a fatal 
shortcoming. While criminal history is strongly and 

consistently related to sentence outcomes in many 
other studies (e.g., Steffensmeier& Demuth, 2006; 
Wooldredge & Thistlethwaite, 2004), most sentencing 
studies do not confine the analysis to a single offense 
or offense type; those that do have examined offenses 
that are far less severe than homicide (e.g. Wooldredge 
& Thistlethwaite, 2004).   Information on the criminal 
history profiles of homicide offenders available in the 
published research literature indicates that it is not 
uncommon for defendants convicted of the types of 
homicides analyzed in this study to have substantial 
and varied felony criminal histories that frequently 
include violence (Cook, Ludwig, & Braga, 2005; 
Dobash, Dobash, Cavanagh, Smith, & Medina-Ariza, 
2007; Trojan & Salfati 2010, 2011).  The information 
usually used in studies of sentencing outcomes in 
jurisdictions operating under sentencing guidelines is 
the offender’s criminal history score in the guidelines 
matrix, which combines information about the extent 
and nature of prior felony convictions in a weighting 
scheme, with violent and serious offenses receiving 
proportionally greater weight than other offenses 
(sometimes a binary measure of criminal history is 
used; see Cooney & Burt, 2008). However, sentencing 
guidelines do not differentiate offenders with much 
precision at the upper end of the scale (Curtis, 2003; 
Rappaport, 1997).  These points, taken together, 
suggest that while the absence of criminal history in 
the models presented here is a limitation, it is quite 
likely that its inclusion would not improve the model 
specification greatly, due to the limited variation that 
this variable would likely exhibit in this sample of 
urban homicide defendants. 

Because of the data collection strategy employed 
and the objectives of the research—to understand the 
factors influencing sentencing in homicide cases—
cases were selected for inclusion on the basis of having 
been adjudicated guilty of a homicide. Berk (1983) 
and Wooldredge (1998) noted that this type of 
selection bias can compromise both external and 
internal validity (see also Steen et al., 2005; Winship 
& Mare, 1992; Wooldredge 2007).  Wooldredge 
(1998) contended that estimates generated in the 
absence of correction may serve to underestimate the 
relationships between extralegal variables and 
sentencing outcomes; the Heckman two-step 
correction procedure is currently used to account for 
selection bias. However, a recent analysis by 
Bushway, Johnson and Slocum (2007) identified a 
number of problems with the use of the Heckman two-
step procedure in sentencing research including the 
likelihood of substantially overstating the significance 
of estimates generated by models using this method (p. 
163). In any event, it was not possible to estimate a 
hazard function to account for the effects of selection.2 



 HOMICIDE SENTENCING AND NEIGHBORHOOD CONTEXT 39 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 18, Issue 1 

Because the goal of the research was to 
investigate the manner in which neighborhood context 
might influence sentence severity, the analysis was 
limited to defendants convicted of third degree 
murder, voluntary manslaughter, involuntary 
manslaughter, and homicide by vehicle.  As explained 
above, first- and second-degree homicide carry 
mandatory sentences and exhibit no variability in 
sentence severity.  So, while this analysis examines 
only lesser degrees of homicide, these cases represent 
more than 60% of sentenced homicide cases in 
Philadelphia over the period of study.  Two-thirds of 
the defendants in our analyses were convicted of third-
degree murder.  A “typical” third degree homicide in 
Philadelphia involves an African American male 
offender and victim, both in their mid-twenties.  
Shootings dominate the mode of homicide; 70% of 
third degree cases involve a gun.  Offenders and 
victims tend to reside close to one another and 
frequently have a prior relationship (offender and 
victim are relatives in 30% of third-degree cases; this 
is true in only 8% of non-third degree homicides).  The 
homicide defendants in this analysis are likely 
representative of those in many contemporary 
American urban settings. 

The decision to delete cases listwise was based on 
the researchers’ understanding of the process by which 
data came to be missing. The most common sources of 
missing data are victim characteristics, which were 
culled from the police reports in the files available for 
examination. The failure of reporting officers to 
provide this information on the police reports is 
presumed to be unrelated to the causal processes 
operating in the sentence outcomes under and 
therefore ignorable. In this circumstance, listwise 
deletion does not introduce bias (Allison, 2002). 

Despite these limitations, the data used here are 
more comprehensive than existing publicly-available 
data sources with respect to the inclusion of factors 
relevant to variability in sanctioning. Many data sets 
do not contain information on victims, victim-
defendant relationship, or situational characteristics of 
the homicide (e.g. Offender-Based Transaction 
Statistics; Pennsylvania Sentencing Data; State Court 
Processing Statistics). Other data sources are useful 
for studying homicide incidents but contain little or no 
information on adjudication and sentencing (e.g. 
Changing Patterns of Homicide and Social Policy in 
Philadelphia, Phoenix, and St. Louis, 1980-1994; 
Homicides in Chicago, 1965–1995; Supplementary 
Homicide Reports).  The data available from the 
United States Sentencing Commission are inadequate 
for a number of reasons. No information on victim 
characteristics is included, and more importantly, the 
vast majority of homicides are tried and sentenced in 
state, not federal courts. Additionally, the 

geographically robust methodology employed to 
measure environmental characteristics in this study 
requires precise address information on homicide 
defendants, something that is not present in publicly-
available data sets. 

Results and Discussion 

The final model explains approximately 54% of 
the variation in minimum sentence length (F=32.18 (22, 

615); p<.001).  Diagnostic analyses indicate that the 
regression models are well-conditioned and 
multicollinearity is absent (all Variance Inflation 
Factor values are 2.9 or less).  Each subsequent block 
of variables significantly increased the explanatory 
power of the model, with the exceptions of victim 
characteristics and victim-defendant relationship (full 
results of the models are presented in Tables 2, 3, and 
4). 

Inspection of the standardized regression 
coefficients (Table 3) and comparison of the R2 values 
for each model confirm that legally relevant variables 
exert the lion’s share of influence on sentence severity 
across all models, as would be expected when 
analyzing a sample of defendants convicted of what is 
arguably the most serious criminal offense (see 
Blumstein, 1982).  While the other significant effects 
are of lesser strengths, the standardized effect size of 
the effect of neighborhood characteristics is identical 
to the effect size of the observed jury trial “penalty” as 
well as that of the effect of defendant sex, both of 
which have been widely reported in prior research.   

A conviction charge of third degree murder or 
voluntary manslaughter resulted in a longer sentence 
than a conviction for involuntary manslaughter or 
homicide by vehicle.  The number of charges was not 
significantly related to sentence length. As expected, 
the control variable representing incarceration in a 
county facility was associated with a large and 
significant reduction in sentence length. It should be 
noted again that this finding is not theoretically 
meaningful; it merely accounts for the way that 
incarceration is administered at the state level. 

With respect to criminal justice processing 
variables, only trial by jury significantly influenced 
sentence severity. In the final model, this effect 
translates into sentences averaging approximately nine 
months longer than those received by defendants 
disposed of via guilty plea, holding constant other 
variables in the model.  Pretrial detention and type of 
counsel did not influence sentence severity in any of 
the models. 

Male defendants and Hispanic defendants 
received significantly longer sentences than their 
female, White, and African American counterparts.  
The findings with respect to Hispanic defendants are 
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Table 2: Unstandardized Coefficients for Regression of Minimum Sentence Length on Explanatory Variables (N=636) 
 

 Model 1  Model 
2 

 Model 3  Model 4  Model 5  Model 6  

Intercept 31.81*** 4.86 14.40* 6.66 7.57 10.1 6.96 10.2 7.00 10.2 13.06 10.63 

3rd Degree 60.61*** 4.72 61.69*** 4.77 61.62*** 4.76 61.89*** 4.76 61.95*** 4.77 63.02*** 4.79 

Vol MS 16.54*** 5.15 17.18*** 5.07 17.83*** 5.07 17.85*** 5.11 17.82*** 5.11 18.54*** 5.11 

Firearm 10.25*** 3.02 8.55** 3.00 5.21 3.14 5.10 3.21 5.13 3.21 4.91 3.21 

# of 
charges 

.45 .279 .55* .27 .40 .28 .49 .28 .47 .29 .44 .29 

County 
jail 

-33.21*** 5.40 -31.29*** 5.29 -30.37*** 5.27 -30.77*** 5.27 -30.58*** 5.29 -30.29*** 5.28 

              

Bench 
Trial 

  3.69 3.00 3.88 2.99 4.13 2.99 4.26 3.01 4.31 3.00 

Jury Trial   9.03* 4.02 9.13* 3.99 9.22* 4.00 9.34* 4.01 9.05* 4.01 

Detained    7.17 3.96 5.57 4.02 5.52 4.03 5.54 4.03 6.59 4.06 

Private 
atty. 

  .22 3.32 .23 3.35 .10 3.35 .22 3.36 .30 3.35 

             

Male def.     12.12* 5.28 12.41* 5.32 11.71* 5.55 12.63* 5.55 

Black def.     4.23 4.71 1.89 5.12 2.13 5.16 1.89 5.14 

Hisp. 
def. 

    13.22* 6.05 16.21 6.67 16.47** 6.70 20.86** 7.04 

Defendant 
age 

    -.203 .14 -.20 .14 -.18 .14 -.20 .14 

             

Female 
victim 

      -.25 3.73 .11 3.82 -.37 3.82 

Black 
victim 

      2.98 3.61 3.03 3.61 2.83 3.60 

Hisp. 
Victim 

      -6.33 5.21 -6.31 5.22 -5.01 5.25 

             

Int. 
Partner 

        -2.56 5.69 -1.41 5.70 

             

Neigh. 
Char. 

          -.06* .03 

Significance levels: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.    
 
 
consistent with a number of recent studies, which 
reveal that when a broader race/ethnicity measure is 
used, the differences observed between African 
American and White defendants in earlier research 
largely disappear, having been masked by the 
classification of the majority of Hispanic defendants 
as White (Auerhahn, 2007; Brennan & Spohn, 2010; 
Demuth, 2003; Demuth & Steffensmeier, 2004; 
Johnson, 2003; Spohn & Holleran, 2000).    

Neither the sex nor the race/ethnicity of the victim 
exerted significant influence on sentence severity, also 
consistent with the findings of prior research (e.g. 
Curry, Lee, & Rodriguez, 2004; Myers, 1979; Spohn, 
1995).  The victim/defendant relationship also failed 
to influence sentence severity. 

The most intriguing finding theoretically is the 
significant effect that neighborhood characteristics 
exert on sentence outcomes, controlling for other 
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Table 3: Standardized Coefficients for Regression of Minimum Sentence Length on Explanatory Variables (N=636) 
 

Item Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

 β 
 

β 
 

β 
 

β 
 

β 
 

β 
 

3rd Degree .603*** .614*** .614*** .616*** .617*** .627** 

Vol MS .137*** .143*** .148*** .148*** .148*** .154*** 

Firearm .104*** .086** .053 .051 .052 .050 

# of charges .048 .058* .043 .051 .050 .046 

County jail -.212*** -.199*** -.193*** -.196** -.195*** -.193*** 

       

Bench Trial  .038 .040 .042 .044 .044 

Jury Trial  .069* .069* .070* .071* .069* 

Detained   .054 .042 .042 .042 .050 

Private atty  .002 .002 .001 .002 .003 

       

Male defendant   .067* .068* .064* .069* 

Black defendant   .036 .016 .018 .016 

Hisp. defendant   .088* .107* .109* .138** 

Defendant age   -.044 -.043 -.040 -.044 

       

Female victim    -.002 .001 .003 

Black victim    -.030 .031 .029 

Hispanic victim    -.046 -.045 -.036 

       

Intimate Partner     -.014 -.008 

       

Neighborhood 
characteristics 

     -.069* 

Significance levels: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p< 0.001 
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Table 4: Model Fit Summary by Blocks of Explanatory Variables 
 

Model  R2  Adjusted R2  R2 Change  df1, df2  F change  P 

Legally relevant variables 

1 .485 .481 .485 5, 630 118.614  .000*** 

CJ processing variables 

2 .522 .511 .037 9, 621 5.357 .000*** 

Defendant characteristics 

3 .532 .518 .010 4, 617 3.275 .011** 

Victim characteristics 

4 .535 .519 .003 3, 614 1.214 .304 

Defendant-victim relationship 

5 .535 .518 .000 1, 613 .203 .652 

Neighborhood characteristics 

6 .538 .521 .003 1, 612 4.019 .045* 

Significance levels: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 
 
 
variables. Homicide defendants residing in areas 
characterized by a high degree of social 
disorganization received sentences that are, on 
average, 3.3 months shorter than defendants who do 
not live in such areas.  We suggest that the observed 
differences in sentencing outcomes associated with 
neighborhood characteristics are the result of a 
complex, multi-step process. It begins with 
attributions judges make about defendants, which are 
influenced in part by their cognitive maps of the 
neighborhoods in which defendants reside. These 
attributions shape the ways that judges operationalize 
focal concerns in dispensing punishment. 

Much of the research examining the operation of 
focal concerns in sentencing has focused on the impact 
of race and racial stereotypes (e.g. Auerhahn, 2007; 
Steffensmeier et al. 1998; see Baumer, 2010, 2012 for 
comprehensive reviews).  This body of research offers 
convincing evidence that attributions referencing 
racial stereotypes influence the operation of focal 
concerns at sentencing; this analysis suggests an 
additional “marker” that may also result in attributions 
that influence these focal concerns, namely, the 
residence location of the defendant. The leniency 
effect we find for defendants residing in the most 
disadvantaged areas provides support for the 
prevalence hypothesis. 

The finding that attributions about the defendant 
based on residential neighborhood characteristics 
exert a significant negative effect on sentence severity 
for homicide defendants has a number of additional 
implications, particularly when considered within the 
context of prior research on focal concerns. Extending 

the argument about the importance of “normal crimes” 
in the attribution process that takes place at sentencing, 
this divergence from the perhaps more logically 
intuitive finding reported by Wooldredge (2007) and 
Wooldredge and Thistlethwaite (2004) with respect to 
the decision to incarcerate suggests that focal concerns 
may operate (and interrelate) in particular ways for 
specific offenses, as well as at different decision points 
(Warren et al., 2012). In other words, while sentencing 
decisions may generally be guided by these three areas 
of concern, the specific manifestations or 
understandings of “blameworthiness” or “community 
protection” may differ according to the type of offense 
being considered, as well as the nature of the decision 
being influenced.  Our finding suggests that judges 
may discount the blameworthiness of the defendants 
in our sample, perhaps by minimizing the degree of 
harm caused by the crime of homicide in the most 
disadvantaged areas of the city.  The observed 
leniency effect may reflect a belief that homicide is a 
behavior that is either “normative” or “unexceptional” 
for individuals residing in extremely 
disadvantaged/socially disorganized areas of the city 
(see also Anderson, 1999). 

The leniency effect also suggests that sentencing 
judges may minimize the potential risk that these 
offenders pose to the community. The mitigation 
effect of the defendant’s residence in a disadvantaged 
area on sentence severity may reflect a realistic—and 
differently focused—assessment of the utility of 
incarceration for the purpose of social defense in cases 
of homicide than might be seen with other types of 
urban crime. Indeed, the more logically intuitive effect 
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of residence in an extremely disadvantaged 
neighborhood context that flows from the focal 
concern of community protection was observed in 
Wooldredge’s (2007) analysis of a general felony 
sample encompassing many crime types (albeit at a 
different decision point, the decision to incarcerate) 
and might well be observed in a sample encompassing 
a range of felony defendants charged with a variety of 
different offenses. However, because judges 
sentencing defendants charged with homicide are 
familiar with the typical characteristics of this offense, 
they would be expected to understand that homicide is 
frequently an offense that takes place between 
individuals who are acquainted with, or at least similar 
in, social circumstance to one another.  Therefore, the 
judges’ concern with protecting the community from 
repeat crimes on the part of the defendant may take on 
a different meaning than in the decision-making 
process for other offense types, as he or she is likely to 
hold the impression that the community at large is not 
at great risk from these offenders. This interpretation 
receives further support from the spatial clustering of 
homicides.  This finding suggests that it may well be 
the case that some urban homicides—those committed 
in the most disadvantaged areas of the city—are seen 
by sentencing judges to some extent as either “beyond 
public control… palliated by virtue of being a product 
of refractory forces that lie deep within the social 
body” or (perhaps more likely) as “something that 
does not undermine the fabric of society” (Cooney & 
Burt, 2008, p. 521). 

While it is quite likely that there is a statistical 
relationship between criminal history and residence 
location (Rose & Clear, 1999; Wooldredge & 
Thistlethwaite, 2004), it is unlikely that this 
relationship affects our substantive finding vis-à-vis 
the nature of the relationship between defendant 
residence and sentence severity. The primary danger 
of estimating a model of the impact of neighborhood 
characteristics on sentence severity in the absence of 
defendant criminal history is that the former may be 
proxying for the latter.  However, this concern seems 
to be unfounded in this case, as the effect of 
environmental characteristics is opposite that which 
would be expected if residence in a severely 
disadvantaged area was acting as a proxy for a lengthy 
defendant criminal history.  It is nearly impossible to 
produce a credible explanation of how an extensive 
criminal history would produce a leniency effect, 
particularly when viewed through the lens of focal 
concerns theory. 

Conclusion:  
Social Geography, Criminal Sanctioning,  

and the Need for Offense-Specific Analysis 

This analysis indicates that characteristics of the 
neighborhood in which the defendant resides—of 
which the defendant is a part—exert a significant 
effect on the sentencing of defendants in our study, a 
proposition which has received relatively little 
attention in the research literature on criminal 
sanctioning. Despite some limitations of the data, this 
study advances the goal of understanding the ways in 
which legal and extralegal factors influence the 
criminal sanctioning of defendants convicted of 
homicide, using a unique contemporary data set that 
combines information about defendant characteristics, 
victim characteristics, criminal justice processing, 
situational characteristics, and neighborhood 
characteristics—incorporating these last in a 
methodologically robust manner that likely reflects the 
way geographically-based attributions are made in an 
urban criminal court. The data used here contain 
information not available elsewhere in publicly-
available sources—making it possible to 
simultaneously investigate potential sources of 
variability in criminal sanctioning different from those 
that have been previously explored in order to develop 
and examine a theoretical model of sentencing 
decisions based on a previously unexplored 
attributional pathway. 

The findings we report are both consistent and at 
odds with earlier works that have asked similar 
questions. As expected, some of the legal and 
extralegal variables included in this analysis exerted 
effects on the dependent variable that are consistent 
with prior research on sentencing disparity.  This work 
is the first to identify a negative relationship between 
residence in a socially disorganized or disadvantaged 
urban context and sentence severity for any felony 
offense. We suggest that this is a result of our focus on 
homicide defendants.  In the only other recently 
published study examining the relationship between 
defendants’ neighborhood characteristics similar to 
those employed in our study and sentencing outcomes, 
Wooldredge (2007) found that these characteristics 
failed to influence sentence severity but that they 
increased the likelihood of a prison sentence, sensibly 
interpreting this finding as consistent with the tenets 
of focal concerns theory, particularly with respect to 
blameworthiness and community protection. The 
current study examined sentencing outcomes only 
among urban defendants convicted of homicide;  
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Wooldredge’s study examined sentence outcomes in a 
heterogeneous sample of offenders.  The author did 
not report the distribution of offenses (the level of 
offense severity was controlled for in the analyses), 
but it is likely that Wooldredge’s data were dominated 
by common offenses. Our results indicate that the 
nature of focal concerns and the ways in which they 
influence sentencing decisions may differ across types 
of criminal behavior.  For this reason, we argue that 
analyses of sentence severity should be confined to 
similar offenses, particularly when those analyses rely 
on social-psychological frameworks of interpretation 
such as attribution theory. 

With the exception of research on fear of crime, 
some of which does address the ways in which 
perceptions and evaluations of crime are influenced by 
community environmental characteristics (e.g., 
Covington & Taylor, 1991; Taylor & Covington, 
1993), the vast majority of sociological and 
criminological research in this mileu is limited to 
consideration of the ways the environment affects 
behavioral outcomes of offenders and victims during 
or proximate to criminal events (e.g. Rengert & Groff, 
2011; Rengert, Piquero & Jones, 1999; Shuck & 
Widom, 2005).  The impacts of “extra-neighborhood 
processes,” or the perceptions and attitudes held by 
actors outside a particular environment (Galster, 
2003), on other criminal justice system processes and 
outcomes remains largely unexplored.  Our results 
regarding the effect of neighborhood structural 
conditions on sentence severity, explained within the 
context of focal concerns theory, suggest the 
possibility that the relationship between neighborhood 
context and human behavior of all sorts contains many 
unexplored dimensions. 

J. Nicholas Entrikin (1991) notes that “history and 
geography are fundamental components of identity, 
both individual and collective” (p. 6; see also Castells, 
1977; Sack, 1993: Soja, 1989). Our interpretation of 
the leniency effect for homicide defendants residing in 
more disadvantaged areas is necessarily speculative, 
given the limited amount of research examining the 
sentencing process.  Further research is needed to 
explore the multi-faceted relationships among 
criminal defendants, offense types, environmental 
social-structural conditions, and the role of attributions 
in sentencing outcomes.  Qualitative studies 
investigating judicial decision-making in sanctioning 
are likely to provide essential knowledge about this 
process (see Fontaine & Emily, 1978).  Research 
focusing on the nature of judicial deliberation in 
criminal sentencing, particularly in-depth interviews 
with and observation of sentencing judges, would 
likely shed more light on the findings reported here 
and could also confirm our assumptions regarding the 
ways in which processes of attribution operate and 

influence the operationalization of focal concerns.  
Research on the sentencing process also has the 
potential to expand our understanding of the nature of 
focal concerns and the ways in which both of these are 
manifested in sentencing decisions for specific offense 
types.  While this kind of research presents numerous 
challenges, it offers insight into what we can only infer 
from the more commonly used quantitative 
approaches and will undoubtedly advance our 
understanding of the nature and role of attributions—
geographic and otherwise—in the criminal 
sanctioning process. 
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Endnotes 

1  Pursuant to Section 7-401(u) of Philadelphia’s Home Rule Charter, all employees of the First Judicial District 
are required to reside within the city limits.  

2  An attempt was made to estimate a hazard function to correct for selection bias in the models (Steen et al., 
2005; Wooldredge, 2007) using proxy data on Philadelphia from other available data sets (State Court 
Processing Statistics and Pennsylvania Sentencing Data), weighted to match the characteristics of the current 
sample on demographic characteristics.  However, in both of these data sets, the number of defendants 
convicted of homicide was so small statewide as to preclude estimation of a hazard function. There were three 
homicide defendants in the Pennsylvania subset of the State Court Processing Statistics for 1996 and only one 
in the 1998 collection; the Pennsylvania Sentencing Data (1998) contained only 31 homicide offenders. 
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Transparency is widely recognized as a defining 

characteristic of institutional strength and healthy 
democratic governance (Albalate, 2013; Bertot, 
Jaeger, & Grimes, 2010; Piotrowski & Van Ryzin, 
2007). It has the potential to foster dialog between 
citizen and government and increase public 
participation in policy decision-making (Coglianese, 
2009; Contradie & Choenni, 2014). Transparency has 
been shown to promote accountability by eliminating 
information asymmetries, in the process, enabling 
public oversight and reducing corruption (Albalate, 
2013; La Porte, Demchak, & De Jong, 2002). Recent 
empirical literature has also shown that increased 

access to government data is correlated with greater 
trust among citizens (Bertot et al., 2010; Shim & Eom, 
2009).1 

The Internet has the potential to magnify the value 
of government transparency (Fung, Graham, & Weil, 
2007). Unlike other more traditional platforms, the 
online space allows jurisdictions to make a vast 
amount of information public quickly and at relatively 
low cost. Electronic data can be consumed by anyone 
with the capacity to get online, regardless of day, time, 
or physical location. Examples abound of jurisdictions 
drawing on information and communication 
technologies (ICTs) to increase the efficiency of 
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service delivery (West, 2000), improve citizen 
satisfaction (Welch, Hinnant, & Moon, 2005), and 
reduce corruption (Bertot et al., 2010).  

Yet, governments face several potential 
downsides to increased openness. Though the use of 
ICTs has changed the economics of transparency 
(Bannister & Connolly, 2011), there remain 
significant and ongoing financial burdens associated 
with the dissemination of information online (Breton, 
Galeoitti, Salmon, & Winrobe, 2007). Placing data 
online may expose public actors to heightened risk of 
scrutiny, criticism, and legal action (Barry & 
Bannister, 2013; Grimmelikhuijsen & Welch, 2012). 
Doing so may also increase the likelihood that 
classified or confidential information is released to the 
public (Fenster, 2015; Pozen, 2013). In each instance, 
transparency loosens the government’s ability to 
maintain control over the policy narrative, reducing an 
agency’s ability to manage its public image (Cooke & 
Sturgis, 2009). 

The potential costs and benefits of transparency 
are especially acute in the context of law enforcement. 
For decades, police-community relations have been 
defined by mistrust and a perceived lack of legitimacy, 
particularly among minority communities (Bayley & 
Mendelsohn, 1969; Tyler, 2005). Withholding 
information from the public may further feelings of 
mistrust (Goldsmith, 2005), with worrisome 
criminological implications. A citizenry lacking 
confidence in law enforcement has proved less willing 
to cooperate with ongoing investigations and less 
likely to voluntarily comply with the law itself (Tyler, 
2006).  

Sharing information can present risks as well. 
Recent controversy over the NYPD’s use of stop-and-
frisk techniques is just one recent example of how the 
dissemination of data can not only enable public 
criticism, but lead to both litigation and, ultimately, 
court-mandated policy reform (Goldstein, 2013; 
Rudovsky & Rosenthal, 2013; White & Fradella, 
2016).  

Police department public relations strategies have 
historically been quite conservative, with much of 
their focus on “controlling information and its flow … 
and with protecting the reputation of the police” 
(Mawby, 2002, p. 307). The relatively slow pace at 
which the police have adopted web-based 
communication strategies has been attributed to 
similar factors (Kelly, 2014). In 2008, only 42% of 
police departments in the United States maintained an 
official website (Rosenbaum, Graziano, Stephens, & 
Schuck, 2011; see also, Jones & Guzman, 2010).  

In the wake of the community-oriented policing 
(COP) movement and the increased emphasis on the 
importance of organizational legitimacy, police 
departments have become somewhat more media- and 

PR-friendly in the last several years (Chermak & 
Weiss, 2005). Technological advancements have 
factored significantly in this shift. Recent findings 
suggest that the police are beginning to see value in 
using the Internet to communicate directly with their 
constituents (Mawby, 2010). Sites like Facebook (e.g., 
Unsworth, 2014) and Twitter (e.g., Crump, 2011; 
Haverin & Zach, 2010) appear to be of particular 
importance to the current strategy.  

There is some indication that despite this increase 
in the use of social media platforms, local police 
departments have yet to recognize the potential value 
of a robust web presence. Tahiliani (2013) reviewed 
the content of 189 police websites from eight countries 
and found a “dearth” of available information (p. 43). 
Similarly, Rosenbaum and colleagues’ (2011) analysis 
of 261 U.S. police websites revealed that very few 
departments make available either the information or 
applications (e.g., citizen commendation/complaint 
forms or other means of feedback) needed to facilitate 
police-community dialogue, promote agency 
accountability, or increase public trust and confidence. 

Despite its clear importance to public sector 
governance, the management of public programs, and 
to the practice of policing, the issue remains vastly 
understudied. Scholars know relatively little about the 
extent of police department transparency and even less 
about those factors that drive agency decisions to 
disseminate information online.  

To that end, websites from a sample of U.S. law 
enforcement agencies (n=350) are analyzed using a 
26-point transparency index. Several hypotheses are 
tested to explore the notion that differences in agency 
transparency can be explained by the unique 
combination of ‘supply and demand’ pressures facing 
law enforcement agencies. The paper begins with a 
review of existing empirical literature on the 
determinants of local government transparency and an 
examination of relevant theory. Next, the data and 
method used to analyze police transparency are 
described, followed by a review of results generated 
by several multivariate regression models. The paper 
concludes with a discussion of implications for both 
theory and practice, as well as recommendations for 
future research. 

Literature Review 

Determinants of Web-Based Transparency  

Several recent studies have examined the content 
of governmental websites in order to measure the 
availability and accessibility of public records (e.g., 
Armstrong, 2011; Ball, 2009). West (2001), for 
example, developed a detailed index to describe how 
America’s 70 largest cities use the Internet to deliver 
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data and services. Norris and Reddick completed a 
similar survey in 2011. The majority of this research 
frames transparency in terms of “data visibility,” or the 
degree to which information can be easily located on 
a public website (Michener & Bersch, 2011). 

Despite the attention paid to describing the 
presence of local governments online, scholars have 
relatively scant empirical insight into the factors that 
drive the use of government websites to disseminate 
information and deliver services. Though the field has 
yet to develop a unifying theory for explaining public 
agency transparency (Meijer, 2009), somewhat of a 
consensus has formed around the groups of factors 
thought to affect web-based transparency at the local 
level: (1) agency organizational capacity, (2) the 
surrounding political context, and (3) the strength of 
external group interest in the matter. 

Capacity. In a recent study of 80 Dutch municipal 
websites, Grimmelikhuijsen and Welch (2012) 
hypothesize that as budgets increase, so too will 
agency transparency. Interestingly, they find that 
economic capacity is correlated with the release of 
information on the outcome of policy decisions but 
unrelated to the availability of the policymaking 
process or the release of policy-specific information. 
These findings are consistent with other research 
showing that budgetary variables play no role in 
predicting transparency among municipal 
governments (Albalate, 2013; Piotrowski & Bertelli, 
2010). 

Capacity has also been defined in terms of 
jurisdictional size, where governments serving larger 
cities are assumed to have, by necessity, higher levels 
of professionalism, budgetary flexibility, and human 
resource capability, thus making transparency more 
likely (Gallego-Álvarez, Rodríguez-Domínguez, & 
García-Sánchez, 2010). These assumptions have held 
true in some instances, with larger jurisdictions more 
likely to have a web presence (Piotroswki & Bertelli, 
2010) and a more advanced capacity to provide data 
and services online (Albalate, 2013; Armstrong, 2011; 
Styles & Tennyson, 2007). Others have found no 
relationship between population size and transparency 
(Ingram & DeJong, 1987; Laswad, Fisher, & Oyelere, 
2005). 

Research on the effects of other jurisdictional 
characteristics further complicates the notion that 
more complex, sophisticated administrative 
environments correlate with transparency. A recent 
study found that contrary to expectations, state capitals 
were less likely than other jurisdictions to release 
information online (Albalate, 2013). Other studies 
have shown no significant difference between city and 
county governments (Norris & Moon, 2005) or rural 
and urban jurisdictions (West, 2004) in terms of 
transparency.  

Findings related to the effect of socio-economic 
indicators have been similarly inconsistent. The 
expectation that jurisdictional wealth, another 
indicator of capacity, will enable the development of 
an advanced web presence, in the process satisfying 
higher socio-economic status residents who have the 
time, interest, and educational capacity to consume 
data placed online (e.g., Smith, 2004). Yet, this 
hypothesis has found mixed empirical support. In their 
study of municipal budgetary transparency, Caamaño-
Alegre and colleagues (2013) found that cities with 
higher unemployment rates were less likely to release 
fiscal data. Similarly, Smith (2004) showed that the 
release of financial information by U.S. city 
governments was positively correlated with per capita 
income levels. Conversely, other scholars have been 
unable to demonstrate a significant relationship 
between a city’s online transparency and its economic 
context (e.g., Albalate, 2013).  

Political context. As with jurisdictional capacity, 
several recent empirical studies generated mixed 
results in their efforts to disentangle the relationship 
between political ideology and transparency. Some 
research has shown that jurisdictions with a more 
conservative ideology tend to be more transparent. For 
example, Armstrong (2011) found that the percentage 
of registered Republicans in a jurisdiction positively 
correlated with web-based transparency among cities 
in Florida.  

These findings run directly counter to those 
expected by Grimmelikhuijsen and Welch (2012), 
who argue that left-of-center political parties are more 
likely to pursue transparency than their rightward 
leaning counterparts. Caamaño-Alegre and colleagues 
(2013), Guillamon, Bastida, & Benito (2011), and 
Albalate del Sol (2013) demonstrate empirically that 
cities with a greater percentage of left-leaning 
politicians were more likely to maintain transparent 
municipal websites.  

Grimmelikhuijsen and Welch (2012) also argue 
that governments defined by interparty competition 
are more likely to be transparent than are governments 
controlled by a single dominant political party. Others 
contend that the pressure on local administrators to 
disseminate information is greater in jurisdictions 
characterized by a diversity of community interests 
and a contentious policy climate (Norris & Moon, 
2005). Empirical support for this argument has been 
inconsistent (Laswad et al., 2005; Grimmelikhuijsen 
& Welch, 2012). 

The intensity of a jurisdiction’s policy and 
political debate is very much consistent with the third 
component of this framework: external influence. 
Grimmelikhuijsen and Welch (2012) considered the 
extent to which the intensity of interest group, 
industry, and media presence correlates with higher 
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levels of web-based transparency, with inconsistent 
results.  

Policy specific factors. In addition to 
organizational capacity, ideology, and external 
interest, several policy-specific factors have also been 
found to affect transparency, particularly in cases 
where the availability of substantively narrow 
information is considered. Caamaño-Alegre and 
colleagues (2013) found a correlation between 
budgetary transparency and a city’s fiscal balance, as 
well as the presence of a political coalition among the 
city’s elected leadership. These findings are consistent 
with other research tying jurisdictional economic 
indicators to the release of financial reports (Smith, 
2004) and budgetary statements (Styles & Tennyson, 
2007).  

Similarly, Rosenbaum and colleagues (2011), 
authors of the sole empirical research on police 
transparency, framed their examination of police 
websites around insights from the policing literature 
and a test of organizational strategies unique to the 
police. They found statistically significant and positive 
correlations between a department’s commitment to 
community policing strategies and web-based 
transparency. Interestingly, there was no link between 
an agency’s strategic emphasis and the release of data 
related to the operation of the COP program or 
departmental accountability. Further, neither a 
jurisdiction’s crime rate nor an agency’s relative 
technological sophistication was predictive of 
departmental openness.  

As the foregoing review makes clear, the field is 
just beginning to understand why jurisdictions release 
information online. There has been some very useful 
theoretical and empirical progress toward 
understanding how political, organizational, and 
sociodemographic characteristics influence 
government transparency. Much more can be done to 
understand the influence of external actors and to 
incorporate policy-specific factors into the statistical 
models used to study the issue. The need to better 
comprehend the extent to which broader legal and 
regulatory environments shape agency transparency 
decisions remains as well, as does a more thorough 
grasp of how agencies conceive of and manage the 
costs and benefits of information sharing.  
 
Supply and Demand for 
Organizational Transparency 
 

There is a rich scholarly history of applying 
microeconomic principles to public problems. 
Researchers have used fundamental economic 
concepts like supply and demand to explain legislative 
and judicial behavior in a diversity of policy contexts. 
This approach has also contributed to a deeper 

understanding of executive agency rulemaking and 
administrative policy development.  

Markets develop around all valuable 
commodities, including governmental information 
(Stiglitz, 1998). In this market, there are incentives for 
actors on both sides of the transaction. From the 
government’s perspective, the release of information 
may generate positive media coverage or promote trust 
among constituents, for instance, while secrecy has the 
potential to insulate administrative decision-makers 
from public pressure and criticism. Whether 
transparency strengthens or weakens the position of 
policy and managerial insiders is a function of several 
factors, including the presence of external demands for 
information and unique internal conditions that enable 
the proactive supply of information (Meijer, 2007).  

The notion that agencies are more likely to make 
data visible when there is applied and persistent 
demand for its release is uncontroversial (Michener & 
Bersch, 2011). Statutes that use disclosure 
requirements or other means of targeted transparency 
to address policy failure (e.g., the passage of law 
requiring restaurants to publish health inspection 
results in response to an outbreak of food borne 
illnesses or the call for increased use of officer body 
worn cameras in the wake of a police-involved 
shooting) illustrate the power of legislative or court-
based demand (Fung et al., 2007).2 Political and social 
pressure can create similar demand for the release of 
information (Grimmelikhuijsen & Welch, 2012). In 
the context of police, the American Civil Liberties 
Union (2015) lists the demand for information about 
police practices as an “important part of the struggle to 
establish police accountability.”  

Yet, even in the absence of significant demand, 
certain conditions may exist to incentivize the 
proactive supply of information (Michener & Bersch, 
2011). In this scenario, data are disseminated in part 
because the benefits to an agency, whether tangible 
(e.g., economic) or intangible (e.g., reputational, 
political), outweigh the alternative (Meijer, 2013). 
Though the basic tenets of the argument are relatively 
simple,3 scholars are just beginning to understand how 
local government actors weigh the unique costs and 
benefits of transparency (Feeney & Welch, 2012; 
Meijer, 2013; Welch, 2012).  To that end, what follows 
is a discussion of the several demand and supply-side 
indicators used to predict police department online 
transparency.  

Demand. In the context of the police, public 
demand manifests in several relevant ways. The first 
to be tested here is the demand created by a legally 
binding organizational-level reform mandate, 
implemented under the threat of civil litigation. In 
1994, Congress granted to the US Department of 
Justice (DOJ) authority to investigate allegations that 
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state/local police departments have engaged in a 
pattern or practice of unlawful activity. If such a 
pattern or practice is discovered, the DOJ has authority 
to pursue civil charges in an effort to remedy this 
systemic misconduct.  

To avoid court, several jurisdictions, including 
Los Angeles, CA; Washington, DC; and New Orleans, 
LA, have agreed to detailed settlement agreements that 
structure reform initiatives designed to “create models 
for effective and constitutional policing” (United 
States Department of Justice, 2016, para. 7). In 
addition to requiring scores of instrumental reforms, 
the agreements are used to promote community trust 
in law enforcement, increase transparency and data 
collection, and encourage greater officer and agency 
accountability. 

Pattern or practice settlements vary in two 
important ways: (1) Some require the oversight of an 
independent monitor, while others do not, and (2) 
some include language mandating the collection and 
dissemination of data on police behavior. In other 
cases, transparency is only an implicit requirement. In 
testing the effects of these distinctions, it is expected 
that, 

  
H1a: Police departments that have operated 
under oversight pursuant to the U.S. Department 
of Justice’s pattern or practice authority are more 
likely to be transparent than agencies that have 
not. 
 
H1b: Agencies operating under the authority of 
settlement agreements that include specific 
transparency-related requirements will be more 
transparent than those whose settlements do not.  
 
H1c: The presence of an independent monitor to 
oversee implementation of pattern or practice 
settlement reform will correlate with increased 
agency transparency. 
 
The second type of public demand to be 

considered is that which derives from legislation. 
Clearly, statutes that require departments to collect 
and disseminate information are drafted specifically to 
increase agency transparency. For example, in 2001, 
the Texas State Legislature passed a law requiring all 
law enforcement agencies in the state to adopt a policy 
prohibiting racial profiling. To promote 
implementation, the law also required departments to 
collect and disseminate data on traffic stops by race 
(Texas Racial Profiling Law, 2001). Another example 
is the 2011 Pittsburgh ordinance that requires the 
city’s Bureau of Police to publish an annual report 
charting police use of force, stop-and-frisk incidence, 

and traffic stop data by race, among other information 
(Smydo, 2011). Thus,  

 
H2: Police departments operating in jurisdictions 
governed by state or local statutes requiring the 
capture and release of information are more 
likely to be transparent than those that do not. 

 
Pressure to disseminate information need not be 

formally enshrined in law. Demand is also manifest in 
jurisdictions that maintain some form of independent 
oversight of the police. San Jose, California, for 
example, employs an independent auditor to oversee 
the police; in Spokane, Washington, the Office of 
Police Ombudsman provides citizen oversight. 
Several other jurisdictions, including Cincinnati, Ohio 
and Prince George’s County, Maryland, each have 
independent agencies to review complaints filed 
against police officers. Though none of these iterations 
necessarily mandate disclosure, the existence of a 
formal, independent accountability mechanism is 
believed to promote police transparency. 

 
H3: Police departments operating in jurisdictions 
with independent oversight mechanisms are more 
likely to be transparent than those without them. 

 
Supply. Police departments may opt to 

proactively supply information in various 
circumstances where the benefits of dissemination 
outweigh the costs of secrecy. 

The first of those situations involves the adoption 
of community-oriented policing strategies. Since the 
early-1990s, several police departments have made the 
strategic calculation that crime control efforts can be 
made more efficient through strengthened police-
community relations (e.g., Skogan & Hartnett, 1997). 
It is common for departments to pursue these goals by 
holding community meetings, forming advisory 
committees, establishing storefront officers, surveying 
the public, and creating information web sites (Skogan 
& Frydl, 2004). Based on this logic and existing 
empirical research (Rosenbaum et al., 2011), it is 
hypothesized that, 

 
H4: Police departments that engage in 
community-oriented policing are more likely to be 
transparent than those that do not. 

 
The pursuit of agency accreditation is another 

potential supply side indicator of transparency. 
Accrediting agencies like the Commission on 
Accreditation for Law Enforcement Agencies 
(CALEA) provide a set of standards designed to 
“serve as a risk management and mitigation tool, 
create opportunities for professional growth, promote 
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accountability, and support organization transparency 
within the service community” (Commission on 
Accreditation for Law Enforcement Agencies, n.d.b., 
para. 1). The application process is both lengthy and 
expensive, as is compliance with ongoing standards 
once accredited (McCabe & Farjardo, 2001). 
Acceptance of external evaluation of agency policy, 
practice, and management is an additional burden. A 
department’s pursuit of accreditation in light of these 
costs justifies the hypothesis that, 

 
H5: Accredited law enforcement agencies are 
more likely to be transparent than non-accredited 
departments. 

 
A law enforcement agency’s voluntary 

partnership with third-party researchers demonstrates 
a similar willingness to engage with outsiders to 
further a set of shared values and outcomes. The 
decision to avail the department and its staff to 
researchers seeking information and access to non-
public information is not without potential downsides, 
both in terms of time and money. More than the 
tangible costs involved, these kinds of partnerships 
present non-trivial risks to agency proprietary data, 
officer privacy, and organizational reputation 
(Weisburd & Neyroud, 2013). Though transparency 
need not be a stated goal of a research partnership, a 
willingness to accept uncertainty and risk in order to 
engage with outside experts reflects an openness and 
foresight consistent with the hypothesis that, 

 
H6: Law enforcement agencies willing to partner 
with third-party researchers are more likely to be 
transparent than those that have not. 

 
Law enforcement agencies have a long history of 

using the dissemination of information to further 
instrumental ends (Mawby, 2002). Decisions like 
speaking to the media or sharing crime data with the 
public are often justified by their anticipated 
reputational, transactional, or symbolic benefits. 
Departments are more likely to release information 
thought to generate positive outcomes and hold back 
that which is perceived to be harmful. Much more 
work needs to be done to measure how the release of 
specific information affects a department, but in the 
absence of such empirical insight, we hypothesize that 
the perceived costs of releasing data that have the 
potential to reflect negatively on the department (for 
example, officer use of force statistics, as compared 
with the decision to post press releases or an annual 
report) will outweigh the benefits, and therefore is less 
likely to happen voluntarily. Twelve of the 26 
transparency index elements are classified as 

potentially damaging; they comprise what is referred 
to as the accountability-sub index (see Tables 1 and 2). 

  
H7: Departments facing specific information 
demands, whether in the form of DOJ oversight, a 
statute requiring the release of information, or 
civilian oversight, are more likely to release 
accountability-related information than are other 
departments.  

Methodology 

Sample 

The sample consists of 350 jurisdictions 
containing independent police or sheriff’s 
departments.4 Three hundred departments were 
selected at random from a list of the 14,633 city and 
county agencies submitting Uniform Crime Report 
data to the FBI in 2011 (Federal Bureau of 
Investigation, n.d.). The random sample is broken into 
two strata: agencies representing jurisdictions with 
fewer than 50,000 people (n=77) and those with 
50,000 or greater residents (n=223). Large agencies 
were oversampled to reduce the odds of including 
agencies with little or no web presence, the majority 
of which tend to serve small communities (Rosenbaum 
et al., 2011). In addition to those departments drawn at 
random, the sample also includes all 50 agencies 
investigated under the U.S. Department of Justice’s 
pattern or practice police misconduct authority 
between 1994 and 2012.  

Independent Variables 

Data were gathered on several theoretically 
relevant independent variables. Three variables were 
developed to evaluate the notion that police 
department transparency is affected by various 
measures of public demand for information.  

Pattern or practice reform. Three variables 
were created to gauge the effect of federal oversight 
on police department transparency. The first, 
CDMOA, includes jurisdictions that have negotiated a 
consent decree or memorandum of agreement with the 
DOJ in order to remedy a pattern or practice of 
unlawful activity. MONITOR, the second 
dichotomous variable, includes only those 
jurisdictions whose implementation of settlement 
reforms was overseen by an independent monitor. 
Third, the variable DOJ_TRANS, distinguishes those 
jurisdictions whose DOJ settlement includes specific 
language mandating the collection and dissemination 
of specific information. Data used to compile these 
variables were drawn from a Freedom of Information 
Act request filled by the DOJ’s Special Litigation 
Section, the agency charged with enforcing Section 
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14141 of the Violent Crime Control and Law 
Enforcement Act of 1994.5 

State or local law. A dichotomous variable was 
created to test the proposition that laws requiring the 
collection and/or dissemination of data are predictive 
of police transparency. Data were drawn from several 
sources, including the Racial Profiling Data Collection 
Resource Center (n.d.),6 a repository for existing 
legislative efforts to promote the collection and 
analysis of racial profiling data maintained by 
Northeastern University. Jurisdictions within the 10 
states requiring collection of data related to traffic 
and/or pedestrian stops were included.7 These data 
were checked against the results of a Lexis Nexis 
search for data collection legislation, whether related 
to racial profiling, use of force, or other police 
behavior.  

Independent oversight. H2 was tested using a 
dichotomous variable created to distinguish those 
jurisdictions that operate under the authority of an 
independent oversight entity. The data were drawn 
from two sources, including a list of civilian oversight 
agencies maintained by the National Association for 
Civilian Oversight of Law Enforcement (2014). Data 
were supplemented by a listing of oversight agencies 
found on the Police Assessment Resource Center 
(n.d.) website.8   

Three independent variables were created to test 
the correlation between an agency’s proactive supply 
of information and web-based transparency, beginning 
with a department’s adoption of the community-
policing model.  

Community policing. COP agencies were 
distinguished by two operational definitions. First, 
agencies that either referenced COP in their 
organizational mission statement or defined 
themselves as an agency that practices community-
oriented policing were classified as such.9 

Community policing has long been considered a 
buzzword in policing circles (Brogden & Nijhar, 
2013), which suggests that, to some, it is easier for 
agencies to claim use of than implement and practice 
(Rosenbaum, 1994). As such, a narrower definition 
was developed to distinguish those departments that 
have incorporated COP principles into their 
organizational and operational modus operandi. 
Agencies met this definition if in phone conversations 
with agency staff or through open source Internet 
searches uncovered a specific description of the 
department’s COP program or the name/job 
description of a community policing officer.    

Accreditation. A dichotomous variable was 
included to measure the effects of agency accreditation 
on transparency. Agencies found in the Commission 
on the Accreditation of Law Enforcement (CALEA, 
n.d.a) client database were considered accredited.  

Research participation. To operationalize 
research participation, we searched Criminal Justice 
Abstracts and JSTOR databases for publications 
between 2006 and 2013 that drew on data gathered 
with permission from or collaboration with sample 
agencies.  

To account for publication bias, agency 
participation in the following four broadly inclusive 
research initiatives was also tracked: (1) the University 
of Illinois-Chicago’s National Police Research 
Platform (University of Illinois-Chicago Center for 
Research in Law and Justice, n.d.), a longitudinal data 
collection effort designed to promote “a deeper 
understanding of the contextual factors that help to 
explain the differences between and within [police] 
organizations” (para. 3); (2) the National Network for 
Safe Communities, an initiative led by faculty at John 
Jay College of Criminal Justice designed to facilitate 
the implementation of “interventions to reduce 
violence and improve public safety, minimize arrest 
and incarceration, strengthen communities, and 
improve relationships between law enforcement and 
the communities it serves” (National Network for Safe 
Communities, n.d., para. 1); (3) the Police Executive 
Research Forum’s (PERF) effort to develop 
recommendations for implementing body-worn 
camera programs (Miller, Tolliver, & PERF, 2014); 
and (4) the White House’s Police Data Initiative, a 
DOJ-led collaboration between technology experts 
and law enforcement to “increase transparency, build 
community trust, and support innovation” (Smith & 
Austin, 2015, para. 8).10 

Dependent Variables 

The study measures transparency in terms of data 
and information that are available via law enforcement 
agency websites. Between November 2013 and March 
2014, the authors examined the content of sample 
police and sheriff department websites for the 
presence of 26 elements, which are detailed in Table 
2.11 Departments received one point only when these 
data points were identified, and zero points when they 
were not. Agencies are compared using a 26-point 
scale, with a score of 26 reflecting the most transparent 
department.  

All agency websites were identified by a Google 
search using a string of key words that included the 
jurisdiction name and either ‘police’ or ‘sheriff’s 
department,’ for example, ‘Los Angeles Police 
Department.’ The sample includes websites that are 
maintained by the agency themselves or housed within 
the broader city or county website.  

The coding process began with the development 
of a detailed rubric, which included specific 
definitions and an exhaustive narrative description of 
each index item. After the rubric was completed, each 



 DETERMINANTS OF POLICE DEPARTMENT ONLINE TRANSPARENCY 59 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 18, Issue 1 

author coded an initial sample of 35 websites. Coding 
decisions were then compared and analyzed, yielding 
a convergence rate of 86.88%. The researchers then 
reconciled their coding decisions and updated the 
rubric to clarify instances of divergence and 
incorporate concrete examples in hopes of illustrating 
the preferred coding decisions in areas where 
divergences occurred. A second sample of 12 websites 
was then coded, with the reliability rate improving to 
91.67%. After reconciling and updating the coding 
rubric a second time, the researchers coded a third 
sample, with the final 10-site comparison generating a 
94.76% convergence. The full 350-site sample was 
then coded using the third and final iteration of the 
rubric.  

Control Variables  

To control for organizational and jurisdictional 
capacity and for differences in political context, 
several variables drawn from pre-existing research, 
beginning with those believed to reflect jurisdictional 
capacity and diversity. Data from the 2010 U.S. 
Census were used to account for jurisdiction 
population size and racial diversity, population 
density, median household income, and high school 
graduation rate. Bureau of Labor Statistics data were 
used to calculate jurisdictional unemployment rates.12 
The percentage of votes going to Mitt Romney in the 
2012 presidential election was used to reflect 
jurisdictional ideology and political context.13 

Election results were drawn from county-level data 
compiled by the Washington Post (“2012 Presidential 
Election Results,” 2014). Three policy-specific 
controls were included as well. An aggregate crime 
statistic (rate per 100,000 people) was developed using 
data from the FBI’s 2011 Uniform Crime Report, in 
addition to variables distinguishing county-level 
agencies and controlling for state and regional 
designations.14 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics  

According to one recent estimate, only 42% of 
police departments nationwide maintained an official 
web presence as of March 2008 (Rosenbaum et al., 
2011, p. 39). That number is likely much higher today. 
In fact, all 350 agencies included in the sample had a 
website.  

With that said, U.S. police departments, 
regardless of size or interaction with the DOJ, have 
significant room to improve in terms of the content of 
their websites and the transparency they confer. As is 
shown in Table 1, the average department scored just 
7.20 out of a possible 26. Jurisdictions investigated by 
the DOJ scored somewhat higher (and had more 
variance) than non-DOJ departments, and, as 
predicted, smaller jurisdictions tend to be less 
transparent than larger.   

 
Table 1: Descriptive Statistics, by Sample Strata 

 
Item Random 

(n=300) 
DOJ 

(n=50) 
Full Sample 

(N=350) 
Outreach Sub-Index (14)    

Min 1 1 1 

Max 14 13 14 

Mean 5.42 6.36 5.56 

Standard Deviation 2.76 2.96 2.81 

Accountability Sub-Index (12)    

Min 0 0 0 

Max 10 12 12 

Mean 1.51 2.42 1.64 

Standard Deviation 1.83 2.67 1.99 

Transparency Index (26)    

Min 1 1 1 

Max 24 24 24 

Mean 6.93 7.20 7.20 

Standard Deviation 4.20 4.37 4.37 
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Table 2 provides descriptive results for the 26 

variables that comprise the transparency index. These 
data are divided into two distinct categories: data 

released to facilitate community outreach and those 
designed to promote accountability.  
 

 
Table 2: Describing the Transparency Index 

 
Item Min Max Mean St.  Dev.  Count 

Public Outreach (14)      

Social media 0 1 0.59 0.49 206 

News feed/Press release 0 1 0.63 0.48 220 

Citizen satisfaction survey 0 1 0.16 0.37 56 

Branch/bureau contact info 0 1 0.98 0.14 343 

Chief contact information  0 1 0.37 0.48 131 

Leadership contact information  0 1 0.49 0.50 173 

Current (2012 or 2013) annual report 0 1 0.28 0.45 99 

Historical annual reports 0 1 0.27 0.44 94 

Records request information  0 1 0.36 0.48 127 

Use of force policy  0 1 0.09 0.28 33 

Racial profiling policy 0 1 0.13 0/34 46 

Other department policy 0 1 0.09 0.28 30 

Current crime statistics 0 1 0.59 0.49 208 

Historical crime statistics 0 1 0.51 0.50 179 

Outreach subtotal 1 14 5.56 2.81  

Accountability (12)      

Citizen complaint data 0 1 0.24 0.43 83 

Current (2012 or 2013) use of force data 0 1 0.06 0.24 22 

Historical use of force data 0 1 0.08 0.27 27 

Pedestrian stop data 0 1 0.04 0.20 15 

Pedestrian stop data by race 0 1 0.03 0.16 9 

Arrest data 0 1 0.35 0.48 122 

Arrest data by race 0 1 0.05 0.21 16 

Traffic stop data 0 1 0.14 0.35 50 

Traffic stop data by race 0 1 0.05 0.23 19 

Civil litigation information  0 1 0.02 0.13 6 

Officer disciplinary decisions 0 1 0.07 0.25 24 

Citizen complaint filing 0 1 0.52 0.50 181 

Accountability sub-total 0 12 1.64 1.99  

Transparency Index Total (26) 1 24 7.20 4.37  
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A majority of sample departments use their 
website to communicate with constituents, either 
through contact information (98.00% of websites 
reviewed), links to official social media accounts 
(58.86%), or by posting content from recent press 
releases (62.86%). Nearly half (49.43%) facilitate 
direct communication with high-ranking department 
staff. Citizens in 51.71% of sample agencies can use 
the department website to reach directions for filing a 
formal complaint against an officer. Interestingly, only 
28.29% of agencies post the department annual report. 
Only 13.11% of agencies posted department policy on 
racial profiling, yet it was more common to find this 
information than it was department policy on use of 
force (9.43%), officer discipline (6.86%), or 
department general orders (8.57%). Overall, the mean 
agency shares 5.56 of a possible 14 community 
outreach variables, or 39.7%.  

Additionally, 59.43% of agencies post current 
crime data, while some 51.14% make historical crime 
data available. Given that the sample was drawn from 
agencies that compile and submit annual crime data to 
the FBI, these figures are lower than expected. 
Similarly, only 34.86% of agencies provide any sort of 
arrest data to the public. On the other hand, it is not 
surprising that police are much less likely to make 
public data related to officer misconduct. Only 23.71% 
of departments post data on citizen complaints. Fewer 
than seven percent of agencies provide data on use of 
force (6.29), traffic stops (5.43), or pedestrian stops 
(4.29), and even fewer provide such data broken down 
by race. On average, sample departments scored a 1.64 
(13.7%) of a possible accountability sub-score of 12. 
Tables 3 and 4 provide descriptive data on the study’s 
independent and control variables.   
 

 
Table 3: Descriptive Statistics for Independent Variables 

 
Item Min Max N Percent 
Demand Indicators     

Case/law requiring data collection (LAW) 0 1 89 25.43 
Civilian Oversight (OVERSIGHT) 0 1 56 16.00 
DOJ Intervention (CDMOA)  0 1 20 5.71 
CD/MOA with monitor (MONITOR) 0 1 13 3.71 
CD/MOA requiring transparency (DOJ/TRANS)  0 1 12 3.43 

Supply Indicators      
Accreditation (ACCREDITATION) 0 1 65 18.57 
Community Policing – Broad (BROADCOP) 0 1 288 82.29 
Community Policing – Narrow (NARROWCOP) 0 1 159 45.43 
Research partnership (RESEARCH) 0 5 115 32.86 

 
Table 4: Descriptive Statistics for Control Variables 

 
Item Min Max Mean St. Dev Freq. (%) 

Population 489 8,175,133 259,398 634,980  
Population density 1 17,450 2,747 2,818  
Median household income ($)  4,200 142,469 51,820 19,006  
Percent white 2.9 98.92 68.40 20.46  
High school graduation rate 13.0 98.4 83.9 10.72  
Unemployment rate  1.9 14.5 5.85 1.87  
Crime rate (Per 100,000) 6 39,536 5,128 4,718  
Romney vote (%) 0 100 47.6 14.3  
City/County 0 1 32.86  60 (17.14)* 
State capital 0 1   12 (3.43)* 
Region 0 3    
     West     91 (26.00) 
     East     76 (21.71) 
     Midwest     75 (21.43) 
     South     108 (30.86) 
* Denotes county/capital frequency distributions 
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Analytical Results 

We draw on a series of negative binomial and 
Poisson regression models to explain variability in the 
transparency indices, which are comprised of count 
data.15 All of the control variables listed in Table 4 
were tested in various combinations; results presented 
in Table 5 reflect the specific construction that 
generated the best combination of parsimony and 
explanatory power.16 

The first set of demand variables examines the 
effects of the DOJ’s pattern or practice initiative on 
agency transparency. CDMOA, which measures the 
effect of DOJ-led reform, regardless of whether the 
negotiated settlement underlying the reform required 
an independent monitor or included specific language 
related to transparency (H1a), produced no 
statistically significant results. Further, the data show 
that neither the presence of an independent monitor  

 
Table 5: Modeling Web-Based Transparency Among Law Enforcement Agencies 

 
Item Model 1: Full Index  Model 2: 

Public 
Outreach 

Model 3: 
Accountability 

CONSTANT 0.13*** 
(0.06) 

0.26*** 
(0.12) 

<0.01*** 
(<0.01) 

CDMOA 1.14 
(0.22) 

1.06 
(0.19) 

1.65 
(0.66) 

MONITOR 0.91 
(0.23) 

0.93 
(0.22) 

0.75 
(0.38) 

TRANS_CD 1.06 
(0.21) 

1.17 
(0.22) 

0.86 
(0.34) 

LAW 1.06 
(0.06) 

1.00 
(0.05) 

1.25* 
(0.15) 

OVERSIGHT 0.99 
(0.08) 

1.03 
(0.07) 

0.80 
(.14) 

ACCREDITATION 1.16** 
(0.07) 

1.13** 
(0.06) 

1.27* 
(0.16) 

BROADCOP 1.07 
(0.08) 

1.04 
(0.07) 

130 
(0.24) 

 
NARROWCOP 1.15** 

(0.06) 
1.12** 
(0.06) 

1.26** 
(0.15) 

RESEARCH 1.06 
(0.03) 

1.04 
(0.03) 

1.09 
(0.08) 

POPULATION (log) 1.22*** 
(0.03) 

1.17*** 
(0.03) 

1.45*** 
(0.08) 

CRIME (log) 1.17*** 
(0.04) 

1.11*** 
(0.03) 

1.49*** 
(0.12) 

PERCENT WHITE  1.01** 
(<0.01) 

1.00*** 
(<0.01) 

1.01** 
(<0.01) 

UNEMPLOYMENT 0.99** 
(<0.01) 

0.99** 
(<0.01) 

0.98* 
(0.01) 

COUNTY 0.86** 
(0.07) 

).88* 
(0.06) 

0.79 
(0.14) 

Ln Alpha -2.88 
(0.28) 

 -1.30 
(0.27) 

Alpha 0.06 
(0.02) 

 0.27 
(0.07) 

Log Likelihood -838.51 -722.13 -520.26 
Pseudo R2  0.10 0.11 0.12 
Wald chi-square 190.48 180.46 136.96 

* = p ≤ 0.10 ** p = ≤ 0.05 *** p = ≤ 0.01 
Note: Models 1 and 3 are negative binomials; Model 2 is a Poisson. Results listed in terms of Incidents Rates 
Rations; standard errors shown parenthetically.  
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(H1b) nor language in the negotiated settlement 
mandating data collection and dissemination (H1c) 
affected jurisdiction scores on the full index or either 
sub-index.  

There was mixed support for H2, which posited 
that departments required by law to collect and 
disseminate data were more likely to be transparent 
than jurisdictions not subject to similar statutory 
demands. The LAW variable was not a statistically 
significant factor in predicting overall transparency or 
higher scores on the outreach sub-index. Agencies 
subject to legal mandates were found to have higher 
accountability scores.  

OVERSIGHT, the variable created to measure the 
effects of independent oversight on department 
transparency scores, had no statistically significant 
effect on agency transparency. The expectation that 
the demands placed on police departments by civilian 
groups charged with overseeing police procedures was 
unfounded when measured in terms of the full 
transparency and both sub-indices.  

Three measures thought to indicate a 
department’s willingness to proactively supply 
information were also tested against the transparency 
index. The more inclusive community policing 
variable, BROADCOP, was not statistically 
significant. The more conservative definition, 
NARROWCOP, however, had a statistically 
significant and positive effect on web-based 
transparency. In fact, the analysis suggests that COP 
agencies score between 12 and 26% higher than non-
COP departments. The second supply-side variable, 
ACCREDITATION, measured the effects of agency 
accreditation on transparency. Like NARROWCOP, 
agency accreditation was a significant and positive 
predictor of transparency in each of the three models.  

Finally, the variable developed to evaluate the 
relationship between academic collaboration and 
transparency, RESEARCH, was not correlated with 
web-based transparency.17 

Several control variables were of statistical 
significance, including jurisdictional population; as 
cities and counties increased in size, so too did police 
online transparency, consistent with the notion that 
jurisdictional capacity correlates with agency 
openness. Relatedly, jurisdictions with higher rates of 
crime were also more likely to use the department 
website to share information. Taken together, the 
models predict statistically significant relationship 
between police transparency and a jurisdiction’s 
unemployment rate and percentage of minority 
residents. The size of the effects is so small in each 
case as to be practically irrelevant, however. Finally, 
the COUNTY variable was statistically significant and 
negatively correlated with transparency across two of 
the three models, suggesting that County sheriff’s 

departments are less likely to release information 
online than are municipal agencies.  

In H7, it is hypothesized that demand-related 
indicators are more likely than supply-side indicators 
to correlate with the release of accountability-related 
data. The results presented in Table 5 document partial 
support for this supposition: The presence of a law 
requiring data collection or dissemination has a 
statistically significant and positive effect on the 
release of accountability-related information but does 
not appear to influence the likelihood that a 
department will place outreach-related information 
online. Conversely, the DOJ’s inclusion of 
transparency-related requirements in pattern or 
practice reform agreements was not a statistically 
significant predictor of the appearance of 
accountability-driven information.   

Discussion and Conclusion 

This research drew on a theoretical concept 
fundamental to microeconomics—supply and 
demand—to identify the determinants of police 
department online transparency. Five hypotheses were 
driven by the notion that public demand—in the form 
of pattern or practice reform, legislation mandating 
disclosure, and the presence of independent 
oversight—would correlate with increased 
transparency. Three others predicted that departmental 
characteristics indicative of openness, including the 
use of community policing strategies, CALEA 
accreditation, and research partnerships, would be 
positively correlated with openness. Three of nine 
independent variables had a statistically significant 
effect in the predicted direction, establishing solid 
support for three of the nine hypotheses tested. Several 
policy implications merit further discussion.  

The DOJ’s pattern or practice initiative is a 
powerful mechanism for promoting lawful, 
accountable policing with the clear potential to affect 
organizational transparency. Yet despite listing 
transparency as a central goal of the reform process, 
federal oversight does not correlate with increased 
web-based information sharing. As this study’s results 
suggest, if the DOJ wants to improve transparency, 
settlement authors, DOJ staff chief among them, must 
recognize the limits of implicit priorities and the 
absence of self-executing clauses.  

Policy implementation is not guaranteed, as these 
findings suggest, but clear, specific language is often 
tied to successful top-down reform (Chanin, 2014; 
Matland, 1995; McLaughlin, 1987). It appears that the 
Obama DOJ has recognized the import of explicit 
demand; all seven settlement agreements initiated 
between 2008 and 2014 include transparency 
provisions.  
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Much of the debate surrounding police 
department management emphasizes the authority of 
executive actors (e.g., Goodman, 2013; Grynbaum & 
Goodman, 2013). In most cases, mayors and city 
managers select agency leadership, and in the process 
have an outsize, albeit indirect, influence on the 
agency’s strategic focus, operational emphasis, and 
organizational culture. Yet, the results of this study 
highlight the power of legislators to directly affect 
police department transparency, particularly in terms 
of accountability. Most of the legislation included as 
part of this study requires departments to capture and 
make public data related to traffic stops. In addition to 
this focus on racial profiling, city councils would no 
doubt see increased transparency gains and other clear 
benefits from requiring the same of departments in 
cases of use of force, citizen complaints, civil 
litigation, and other means of promoting external 
accountability.  

The power of city councilors to promote 
transparency does not end with direct mandate 
legislation. In many jurisdictions, the existence of 
third party oversight mechanisms, whether in the form 
of citizen review boards or an ombuds, are the 
products of city ordinance. Most of these offices are 
charged with promoting accountability through 
independent review of misconduct incidents and 
complaints.  

Yet, as these findings show, despite the symbolic 
value of civilian oversight, their presence does not 
correlate with web-based agency openness. Future 
research should examine this connection in more 
depth; a greater understanding of the direct and 
indirect benefits of third party accountability could 
have significant implications for citizen oversight of 
the police and other public agencies. Further 
examination of other potential demand indicators is 
also warranted, including media attention (Cuadrado-
Ballesteros, Frías-Aceituno, & Martínez-Ferrero, 
2014; Michener & Bersch, 2011), calls for the 
adoption of officer body worn camera policies 
(Berman, 2015; Shorman, 2014), the strength of 
formal and informal citizen coalitions, and other 
manifestations of social capital (Grimmelikhuijsen & 
Welch, 2012). One also wonders whether department 
views toward transparency have been affected by the 
increased visibility of officer behavior, in part owed to 
the increased use of body worn cameras and the 
proliferation of citizen mobile device footage. Deeper 
insight into the utility functions of police leaders 
related to data sharing and use of the Internet as a 
means of community engagement is a critical step 
toward promoting public trust and accountability.  

This research also has implications for existing 
theory. Several recent studies make the point that data 
availability does not necessarily promote 

accountability, participation, or access. Fox (2007) 
argues that information released by an institution may 
in fact provide little insight about how institutions 
operate in practice, how they make decisions, or the 
results of their policy actions.  

To that end, Michener and Bersch (2011) 
distinguish between “data visibility,” or “the degree to 
which information is complete and can be easily 
located,” and “inferability,” which the authors frame 
as “the degree to which information can be used to 
draw verifiable inferences” about agency operation (p. 
6).  In developing the theory of supply and demand 
that underlies this study, Michener and Bersch (2011) 
posit that demand indicators should predict data 
visibility, but to properly assess inferability, one ought 
to look instead at the motivations and constraints of 
suppliers. Yet, the current research demonstrates that 
supply-side indicators are useful not only as an insight 
to agency incentives and orientation, but can be 
predictive of data visibility.  

Results showing a connection between the 
visibility of data and the three supply variables were 
plausible, if not a bit surprising. Proactive behavior—
whether in terms of strategic choices, as indicated by 
the use of COP strategies or the voluntary pursuit of 
third-party accreditation—are indicative of a 
progressive, confident agency, one capable of 
accepting the risks of operating outside of the 
traditional bureaucratic mode that has defined the 
police institution for decades. So, too, is online 
transparency. Yet, despite this logical connection, our 
knowledge about those factors driving this type of 
proactive behavior is relatively limited. The field 
would benefit from closer attention to the challenge of 
identifying other ‘supply’ indicators and working to 
further understand those factors that explain how and 
why local government agencies adopt this unique, 
outward-facing orientation.  

What is more, future research should more 
carefully assess the relationship between demand 
indicators and data inferability, particularly as it 
relates to agency incentives. For example, the creation 
of a citizen oversight agency is on some level designed 
to increase the costs of police misconduct and with it 
shift incentives away from hiding data, rendering it 
unusable, or “cooking” it. If this holds true, then the 
citizen oversight agency, like other demand indicators, 
would influence the quality of data released.  

There is also room to refine the approach used to 
classify supply and demand indicators. On one hand, 
the proper classification of certain indicators as either 
‘supply’ or ‘demand’ is rather difficult. For example, 
Michener and Bersch (2011) characterize compliance 
with legislation requiring data dissemination as a 
function of supply-side transparency. In the case of 
law enforcement, at least, it is arguable that 
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transparency deriving from city/county ordinances is 
instead a function of demand. It is fair to conclude that 
legislation requiring police transparency would exact 
too heavy of a political cost, whether in the form of 
anger from police leadership, opposition from the 
policy union, and so on. In other words, these types of 
laws do not get considered, debated, or passed without 
considerable demand from the community.  

The current research focuses solely on data 
visibility; analysis of the quality of the material found 
on each website is beyond the immediate scope. 
Subsequent research should work to develop a way to 
evaluate the inferability of data found on police 
websites in hopes of examining more carefully the 
theoretical connection between supply-side indicators 
and the quality of information available. 
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Endnotes 

1  The relationship between transparency and trust is complex. In contrast to theoretical expectation, there is a line 
of empirical research that has found that exposure to information about government decision making may, in 
fact, reduce trust in government (e.g., Grimmelikhuijsen, 2010). 

2  Hood (2001) refers to this idea as the “rule of law theory.” 

3  Examples of agencies proactively releasing information abound, ranging “from toxic-release inventories to 
organic certification, third-party policy evaluations, and post-authoritarian truth commissions” (Fox, 2007, p. 
665). 

4  Power analysis calculations suggest that a random sample of 300 can be generalized to a population of 14,633—
the number of agencies submitting UCR data to the FBI in 2011—with a 95% confidence level and a 5.60% 
margin of error. 

5  On file with author. 

6  These data are no longer available online. 

7  The ten states include Connecticut, Illinois, Nebraska, Nevada, North Carolina, Maryland, Oklahoma, Texas, 
Utah, and Washington. Maryland Transportation Section 25-113, which requires law enforcement to collect 
basic information about the driver, the officer, and the stop itself, and report annually on the data, is 
representative. Available here: http://law.justia.com/codes/maryland/2005/gtr/25-113.html.  
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8  These data are no longer available online.  

9  Forty-three of the 288 BROADCOP agencies were identified through the FBI’s 2013 LEMAS database; 189 
were identified through an open source Internet search, which included reference to agency websites, press 
releases, annual reports, and in rare cases, media reports. The outstanding 118 agencies were contacted by 
phone. Of these, 56 either confirmed that their agency mission statement includes reference to COP or 
characterized their agency as practicing community-oriented policing strategies. 

10  The 350-site sample includes 32 of 110 Platform participants, 34 of 79 National Network members, 39 of 90 
participants in the PERF conference on body camera policy implementation, and 12 of 21 members of the 
White House Data Initiative. Eighty-five agencies were the subject of published research between 2006 and 
2013. Three agencies are involved with all five research initiatives, five are involved in four, 17 are involved in 
three, 26 in two, and 64 are involved with one; 235 are uninvolved. 

11  Given the significant lag between finalization of the content analysis and coding process and publication, it is 
likely that these data are not fully current.   

12  Data are from April 2014. 

13  There are currently no publicly available measures of ideology, party affiliation, or voter registration at the city 
or county level. The use of Presidential vote is an imperfect measure of jurisdictional ideology, but it continues 
to be used in the political science literature (e.g., Adroin & Garand, 2003).   

14  Ninety-one of 350 jurisdictions (26%) are located in the Western region (AK 1; AZ 6; CA 48; CO 9; HI 2; MT 
3; NM 5; NV 2; OR 4; UT 2; WA 6; WY 3); 76 (21.71%) are Midwestern (IL 16; IN 7; IA 1; KS 6; MI 15; MN 
2; ND 1; NE 5; OH 17; WI 4); 75 (21.43%) are Northern CT 5; DC 1; ME 3; MA 8; MD 10; NH 1; NJ 6; NY 
24; PA 13; RI 3; SD 1); and 108 (30.86%) are from the Southern region (AL 5; AR 4; FL 18; GA 7; KY 3; LA 
8; MS 3; MO 2; NC 14; OK 6; SC 3; TN 8; TX 20; VA 6; WV 3). 

15  A series of 2-leval generalized linear models were also tested during the model-building process. We examined 
the extent to which nesting jurisdictional data within regional, state, and county level groupings and found no 
statistically significant effect on our ability to account for variance among variables at different levels (results 
on file with author). As such, we opted for the simplicity of Poisson/negative binomial models. 

16  Multicollinearity was not an issue in any of the three models. The mean VIF was 1.81 and all variables 
generated VIFs well below the recommended maximum threshold (Neter, Kutner, Nachtsheim, & Wasserman, 
1996). With that said, the three DOJ-related predictors—CDMOA (3.15), MONITOR (4.26), and TRANS_CD 
(2.72)—were relatively high, resulting in possibly inflated standard errors for these variables. None of the 
results changed significantly when the models were re-run using one DOJ variable at a time.   

17  None of the four variables created to test interaction effects—LAW*OVERSIGHT, 
NARROWCOP/BROADCOP*ACCREDITATION, LAW*OVERSIGHT*CDMOA/MONITOR/CD_TRANS, 
and NARROWCOP/BROADCOP*ACCREDITATION*RESEARCH—were statistically significant. Their 
inclusion either had no effect on or decreased the explanatory power of the three included models. 
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Over the past 44 years, since the publication of 
Delinquency in a Birth Cohort (Wolfgang, Figlio, & 
Sellin, 1972), the "criminal career” concept has 
dominated criminological research.  Scholars from 
across many social science disciplines have attempted 
to provide theoretical explanations of a so-called 
“career in crime” and document the empirical reality 
surrounding a host of significant aspects such as the 
onset, duration, and trajectories of these careers.  The 
career criminal was the subject of a two-volume series 

by the National Academy of Sciences (Blumstein, 
Cohen, Roth, & Visher, 1986).  Similarly, Bursik 
(1989) made an important observation that the 
contemporary interest in the concept of careers in 
crime and the phenomenon of the chronic offender can 
be attributed to the work of Shaw (1930, 1931, 1936) 
and his associates (e.g., Sutherland, 1937).  Tracy and 
Kempf-Leonard (1996) have extended Bursik’s 
observation when they noted that the early research on 
criminal or delinquent careers was not restricted to the 
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Chicago school alone.  At about the same time, during 
the 1930s, the Gluecks began their classic 
investigations of delinquency.  The research of the 
Gluecks resulted in 13 books and almost 300 articles, 
and many of these publications concerned delinquent 
or criminal careers.  Overviews of the research are 
available in Glueck and Glueck (1964, 1968).  The 
rediscovery of the Gluecks’ data and reanalysis can be 
found in Laub and Sampson (2001) and Sampson and 
Laub (1993, 2003). 

The “life course approach” to the study of 
criminal careers arose in the 1990s as criminologists 
tried to bring clarity to the debate about the value of 
longitudinal research.  According to Farrington 
(2006), the developmental and life-course approach to 
crime is concerned mainly with three topics: (1) the 
development of offending and antisocial behavior 
from the womb to the tomb, (2) the influence of risk 
and protective factors at different ages, and (3) the 
effects of life events on the course of development (p. 
2).  The life course approach became prominent, if not 
preeminent, in the 1990s.  In fact, life course, 
longitudinal research has come to enjoy even greater 
hegemony than was the case when Gottfredson and 
Hirschi (1986, 1987, 1988) first critiqued the 
hegemony of longitudinal designs in the mid- to late-
1980s.  An authority as noteworthy as Farrington 
(2006) has indicated that the main reason why 
developmental and life course criminology became 
important during the 1990s was because of the 
enormous volume and significance of longitudinal 
research on offending that was published during this 
decade  Although Farrington (2006) may be right that 
a variety of life course theories and research helped 
establish the dominance of the life course approach, it 
is nonetheless arguable that the work of Sampson and 
Laub had a singularly important role in this process.  
Sampson and Laub (1993, 2006) and Laub and 
Sampson (2001) built on the life course perspective of 
Elder (1985) and developed the age-graded theory, 
which examines the role informal social controls play 
throughout the various stages of development.  Benson 
(2013) has provided a comprehensive treatment of the 
life course perspective in criminology. 

We have found that most prior research has often 
focused on the various causal factors across different 
variables on recidivism but has not examined the way 
the offense specifics at the start of the delinquent 
career may play a predominant role in delinquency 
career reinforcement and the trajectory a juvenile will 
ultimately follow.  The current study investigates a 
very different approach--the nature of delinquency 
conduct at the very start of the delinquency career, 
offense-by-offense, and the effects that factors may 
have on becoming an adult criminal in the first place, 
and ultimately the number of adult crimes that will be 

committed in the criminal career.  Although it is 
convenient to think of an offender’s delinquency 
career as a whole, such a career actually consists of 
one or more specific offenses, and offense conduct can 
be worth studying in its own right.  Thus, it is highly 
desirable to determine whether the timing, type, 
severity, police and court disposition, and so on of the 
offenses committed at the start of a delinquency career 
can predict or explain the transition to adult crime.  
Simply, does the manner in which a delinquent begins 
his/her delinquency career affect the propensity for 
adult crime?    

An extensive review of the literature revealed that 
investigations concerning offense conduct at the start 
of the delinquency career have not been conducted.  
Perhaps it is due to the absence of career data that can 
link the delinquency career to the adult criminal 
career.  Or perhaps, it is because the life course 
approach is so focused on life events that arise as 
juveniles transition to young adulthood and even 
beyond.  It is most likely that life course research, with 
its forward-looking perspective across numerous life 
events well down the road, has distracted researchers 
from examining the entry into a delinquency career in 
favor of events and processes later in a subject’s life 
history.  We posit, therefore, that the beginning of a 
delinquency career may carry profound implications 
for not only the persistence of the juvenile career but 
also the continuation of offense conduct into adult life. 

Literature Review 

Research on criminal careers, especially from a 
developmental and life course approach, is quite 
voluminous. However, it addresses significant life 
transitions further along the life course continuum 
instead of the early delinquency career.  For example, 
researchers are fully aware of Moffitt’s classic paper 
(1993) which spawned a host of research concerning 
adult pathways (see Carkin & Tracy, 2015).  Further, 
it has been well established that prior criminality 
affects future criminality (Piquero, Farrington, & 
Blumstein, 2003) and in the 1958 birth cohort in 
particular (Tracy & Kempf-Leonard, 1996). Research 
in this vein usually focuses on overall delinquency 
career parameters rather than the specifics of 
delinquency conduct at the start of the delinquency 
period.  This was the case specifically with the Tracy 
and Kempf-Leonard (1996) analyses of the current 
dataset in which they fully explored a range of the 
usual criminal career parameters as predictors of adult 
crime status.  Likewise, Carkin and Tracy (2015) have 
recently investigated numerous models of the 
relationship between juvenile and adult pathways 
using summary measures of juvenile careers as 
predictors.  Therefore, we restrict the review of prior 



 PREDICTION OF ADULT CRIMINAL CAREERS 73 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 18, Issue 1 

research to the few studies that touch upon the specific 
delinquency measures we used in this study.  Although 
owing to data constraints, prior research has not 
examined these measures as fully as we do in this 
research. Thus, we examine below two major areas of 
prior research, juvenile court dispositions and age 
measures, which are directly relevant to this paper.   

Juvenile Court Dispositions  

The one aspect of juvenile justice that perhaps 
engenders the least amount of controversy concerns 
the original intents and purposes of a court system 
exclusively dedicated to the misbehavior of minors. 
Platt (1969), Rothman (1971), and Bernard (1992) 
have provided us with excellent commentaries on the 
emergence of the "child saving movement" and the 
discovery of the reformatory as a preferred method of 
social control.  There may be disagreement regarding 
whether the social reformers who created the juvenile 
court were well-intentioned or were even correct in 
their judgements about what would be the best way to 
handle delinquents.  But there seems to be little 
disagreement over what their creation looked like.  
Mears (2012) noted that fundamentally, juvenile 
courts are guided by the parens patriae doctrine in 
which the court acts as a surrogate parent for the 
welfare of the child.  This doctrine has resulted in a 
particular form and substance for juvenile justice: 1) 
informal and nonadversarial, 2) guided by a 
philosophy of limited intervention, 3) oriented towards 
community-based treatment rather than institutional 
custody, and 4) concerned with rehabilitation and 
prevention rather than retribution or deterrence. 

The basic rationale for such a vastly different 
court philosophy and procedure for juveniles was the 
belief that delinquency is dissimilar from adult crime, 
not only because the acts themselves are different, but 
also because the offenders are believed to be very 
different from adult criminals.  The typical delinquents 
are young and immature.  Their misbehavior is 
generally believed to be infrequent and non-serious.  
Most important, the "condition" of delinquency is 
assumed to be temporary, a condition that can be 
remediated through appropriate court actions.  This 
"usual" or "typical" delinquent is seen as requiring a 
justice model different from that of their adult 
counterparts. Despite benign intentions, the way 
juvenile justice handles delinquents may affect the 
delinquency career and even the trajectory delinquents 
might follow into adulthood.  That is, certain 
dispositions can be therapeutic and induce an offender 
to desist from criminality.  But, in fact, the opposite 
may be true, and early court dispositions may induce a 
delinquent to become persistent offenders (Seigle, 
Walsh, & Weber, 2014). Lambie and Randell (2013) 
concede that incarceration does not effectively reduce 

recidivism amongst juvenile offenders because of its 
inability to address the needs that are specific to these 
juveniles.  Similarly, Fabelo, Arrigona, Thompson, 
Clemens, and Marchbanks (2015) have provided 
evidence that severe punishment for juvenile offenders 
(especially institutional commitments) can have a 
criminogenic effect and can achieve the opposite of its 
original intent. If the goal of punishment is to deter or 
reduce likelihood of criminality, severe punishment 
for juvenile delinquents has failed drastically (Howell 
et al. 2013).   

Howell and colleagues (2013) have also noted 
that it is imperative for the juvenile justice system to 
determine evidence-based practices that offer a 
deterrent or rehabilitative effect for juveniles.  Thus, 
there is a strong need for consistent responses to 
juvenile delinquency and offending. These responses 
can affect the trajectory an individual will ultimately 
follow.  Thus, the importance of this research lies in 
determining the effect that juvenile court dispositions 
can have on the transition to desistance versus adult 
crime paths.  In this regard, the present research 
extends the Pathways to Desistance project (Mulvey et 
al., 2004).  The Pathways to Desistance study 
(Mulvey, 2011) is a longitudinal study of 1,354 
adjudicated, serious adolescent offenders as they 
transition from adolescence into early adulthood in 
Maricopa County, Arizona (N = 654) and Philadelphia 
County, Pennsylvania (N = 700).  Among the study’s 
findings were the relative inefficacy of longer juvenile 
incarcerations in decreasing recidivism and the 
effectiveness of community-based supervision as a 
component of aftercare for incarcerated youth 
(Mulvey, 2011).  It is important, therefore, to study the 
effect of police and court dispositions in a general 
cohort of delinquents rather than just cohorts of the 
most serious offenders. The 1958 Philadelphia birth 
cohort allows such an investigation. 

Age at Onset  

In addition to the dispositions themselves is the 
issue of the timing of the court dispositions.  Research 
has shown that there is a strong connection between 
age-at-onset and delinquent recidivism in the 1958 
birth cohort study.  Tracy, Wolfgang, and Figlio 
(1990) have shown that the younger a delinquent 
commits the first offense, the longer the juvenile 
career can be, and thus, the greater the chances of 
delinquent recidivism.  Tracy and Kempf-Leonard 
(1996) have also shown that the delinquency onset 
effect also pertains to the transition to adult crime as 
well.  It has also been shown that age-at-onset is 
associated with offense specialization and, in turn, the 
propensity for adult crime (Piquero, Paternoster, 
Brame, Mazerolle, & Dean, 1999). Thomas, Thomas, 
Burgason, and Wichinsky (2014) examined the 
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predictive role of early contact with the criminal 
justice system and intellectual functioning for violent 
and chronic adult criminality.  They found that the 
younger an individual is at the time he or she comes in 
to contact with the criminal justice system, the more 
likely he or she is to be arrested and charged with a 
violent crime as an adult.  Similarly, the Juvenile 
Offender Study (Council on Crime and Justice, 2006) 
found that juveniles who begin committing crime at 
earlier ages were, in fact, more likely to continue on 
into adult criminality. 

It has been well established that juvenile 
delinquency is strongly associated with adult 
criminality—that juveniles who begin their journey 
down a criminal pathway during their adolescence are 
more apt to persist into adult criminality upon reaching 
the age of 18 (Eggleston & Laub, 2002).   Moreover, 
Piquero, Hawkins, Kazemian, and Petechuk (2013) 
have reported that the prevalence of criminal activity 
peaks early in adolescence and declines later in 
adulthood.  Thus, delinquency exhibited early in the 
juvenile period marks a significant juncture for 
developing an understanding of how court dispositions 
for this delinquent conduct may lead to predictions of 
the likelihood of adult criminality.  

Throughout the life course, individuals endure a 
variety of experiences that affect the pathway they will 
follow.  These experiences and transitions have the 
ability to steer someone away from or toward 
criminality. Criminologists have long attempted to 
bring clarity to the onset, persistence, and desistance 
of criminal activity but have failed due to various 
shortcomings. For example, Thornberry and 
colleagues (2013) point out that years between late 
adolescence into adulthood can be considered 
“criminological crossroads” because this is when they 
begin to transition from a juvenile delinquent to an 
adult criminal, should they continue their offending 
pattern. Theories attempting to explain offense 
transition broach the topic at various life points and 
emphasize different aspects of life, as a means of 
affecting the trajectory an individual will subsequently 
follow.  We would argue that the period of early onset 
of delinquency, and the nature and extent of offense 
conduct, including the manner in which such conduct 
was handled by the authorities, is as important if not 
more important than later periods. 

Limitations of Prior Research   

Throughout the life course, there are many 
transitions that can affect the way individuals lead 
their lives.  The same is perhaps even more the case 
for those who engage in criminal behavior.  There are 
various life course events that can affect (1) if and 
when an individual begins a delinquent or criminal 
career and (2) whether or not someone continues to 

engage in criminal behavior or desists from further 
criminal activity.  When thinking about criminals, it 
may seem reasonable to assume that they are 
stagnant—“once a criminal always a criminal.” 
However, this is not an accurate depiction over the life 
course.  Delinquency and criminal careers are 
dynamic—they start, continue, and even escalate, or 
they just end.  Juvenile delinquents do not necessarily 
proceed to become adult criminals, and adult criminals 
do not necessarily begin their careers as juvenile 
delinquents. 

In a great deal of prior research, criminal careers 
are delineated by the number of crimes an individual 
commits over the life-course. While looking at these 
overall careers provides insight into the lifestyles of 
these offenders from birth to tomb, it neglects to 
differentiate the criminal behavior exhibited in distinct 
developmental life stages.  In fact, it neglects to 
differentiate offenders in a manner that allows us to 
see the way life transitions affect the lives they lead. 
Prior research has failed to investigate the nature of 
delinquency conduct, offense-by-offense, and its 
relationship to adult crime. They did not look at the 
specifics of these offenses, such as the timing, type, 
severity, and disposition for each offense at the start of 
the delinquency career.  The present study was 
conducted to examine offense-specific measures to 
predict which adult pathway a juvenile will ultimately 
follow. Essentially, this study investigates whether or 
not the manner in which a delinquent begins the 
delinquency career affects the propensity for adult 
crime and seeks to answer the following two 
questions: First, does the way a delinquent begins his 
or her criminal career determine which adult career 
path will be followed?  Second, what is it about the 
first few offenses that might drive these delinquents to 
continue committing crimes as juveniles and continue 
the pattern in to adulthood and accumulate a higher 
number of adult arrests? 

Previous studies have looked at juvenile and adult 
pathways by examining the career as a whole, or the 
types of offenses being committed across the career. 
The present study breaks down criminal careers down 
into two components—the delinquency period and the 
adult criminal career.  Specifically, this study adopts 
the unique approach of examining the delinquency 
career across the specifics of the first four offenses, 
one by one.  The choice of the first four offenses of the 
delinquency career was not arbitrary and was based on 
the following.  First, in both Philadelphia birth cohorts, 
desistance from further delinquency drops off and 
recidivism probabilities stabilize (see Tracy et al., 
1990, Table 8.3 and Wolfgang et al., 1972, Table 
10.3).  Second, upon commission of the fifth offense, 
the delinquent becomes a chronic offender, and these 
offenders are quite distinct in both juvenile recidivism 
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and the propensity for adult crime (Tracy & Kempf-
Leonard, 1996).  Third, investigation of the first 10 or 
15 offenses, for example, necessarily restricts the 
analyses to only the very chronic delinquents as 
opposed to all the delinquents in the 1958, which is a 
topic entirely different than the present study. 

Methodology 

Subjects 

This study utilized data from the 1958 
Philadelphia Birth Cohort study (see Tracy et al., 
1990; Tracy & Kempf-Leonard, 1996).  The use of the 
1958 Philadelphia Birth Cohort alleviates many of the 
 

limitations or shortcomings of prior research. The 
1958 Birth Cohort is large and contains 13,160 males, 
and the subjects are nearly evenly distributed by SES 
and race (Table 1).  The 1958 Philadelphia Birth 
Cohort is rich in criminal history and offense data for 
assessing the impact of offense variables and 
disposition on juvenile and criminal career offense 
trajectories. The 1958 birth cohort study, although 
large with longitudinal data on both the delinquency 
and adult criminal careers, is nonetheless only one 
birth cohort, from a particular year, in a specific city.  
The results may not be generalizable to other birth 
cohorts, even in Philadelphia.  Moreover, the present 
findings may not be replicated with cross-sectional 
data. 

 
 

Table 1: Variable Breakdown 
 

Item Number Percent 

Subjects 13,160   

Low SES 6,414 48.7 

High SES 6,746 51.3 

White 6,216 47.2 

Nonwhite 6,944 52.8 

Non-Delinquent 8,845 67.2 

Delinquent  4,315 32.8 

Adult Non-offender 10,083 76.6 

Adult Offender 3,077 23.4 

Item Number Mean 

Delinquent Events  15, 248 3.53 

Adult Crimes 8,149 2.65 

Item Number Percent 

Delinquents 4,315 

Adult Offender 1,805 32.3 

Adult Crimes 5,576 3.09 

 
 
Juvenile Delinquency Data 

Official police rap sheets and investigation reports 
were provided by the Juvenile Aid Division of the 
Philadelphia Police Department and were used to 
capture the police encounters experienced by the 
cohort prior to age 18. Along with the official reports, 
the data also encompass any “police contact” 
information, meaning any contacts with the police that 
resulted in “remedial” or informal handling of the 
youth by the officer. Remedial dispositions are those  
 

where the youth is remanded to the custody of his/her 
parents. Thus, the juvenile delinquency data contain 
both official arrests and informal contacts, thus 
representing a total record of official delinquency, and 
further, representing a much better record of 
delinquency than data that were based solely on arrest 
information. The police investigation reports were 
used to supplement information provided in the rap 
sheets with detailed descriptions of the criminal event 
in which the subject was involved.  
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Adult Crime Data 

The adult crime data come from the follow-up 
study, which collected crime data for adult crime from 
age 18 through age 26 (Tracy & Kempf-Leonard, 
1996).  The Municipal and Court of Common Pleas of 
Philadelphia served as data sources for offenses 
committed by the entire cohort after reaching age 18.  
The court files contained police reports, so data on 
adult crime are comparable to that for delinquency.   
Specifically, the present study covers the adult crimes 
at the crucial period from age 18 through age 26.  The 
onset of adult crime by age for the male delinquents in 
the 1958 cohort exhibited the familiar declining 
prevalence as follows: age 18 = 37,3%; age 19 = 
17.4%; age 20 = 10.8%; age 21 = 9.6%; age 22 = 7,6%; 
age 23 = 6.2%; age 24 = 4.8%; age 25 = 4.8%; and age 
26 = 1.7%. Thus, 93.7% of the adult criminals in the 
cohort began their adult careers through the prime at-
risk years of 18 through 24.  We expect, therefore, that 
a very minimal percentage will have started their adult 
crime careers after the age of 24.   

Offenders and Offenses   

The overall breakdown of juvenile offender status 
is depicted in Figure 1. There were 4,315 delinquent 
boys who committed 15,248 delinquencies with a 
mean of 3.53.  The breakdown of adult offender status 
is also depicted in Figure 1. Compared to delinquency 
prevalence, adult crime prevalence was lower.   The 
3,077 male criminals represented 23.4% of the total 
males in the cohort, and they were arrested 8,149 times 
with an average of 2.65 times.  Figure 1 also depicts 
the adult offender and offense data using the cohort 
delinquent subset rather than subjects.  Of the 4.315 
male delinquents, 1,805 (32.3%) became adult 
criminals, and they were responsible for 5,576 adult 
crimes for an average of 3.09 arrests per adult 
criminal. 

Predictor Variables    

Our primary interest concerning which juvenile 
delinquency variables were the most likely to be 
related to subsequent adult crime was police and court 
disposition for the first four delinquency offenses.  We 
used a four-level discrete variable with the following 
four categories: (1) police arrest only, (2) informal 
adjustment by the juvenile court, (3) probation, and (4) 
sentenced to a juvenile treatment facility.  Clearly, the 
way a juvenile was handled by the authorities may be 
related to making the transition from delinquency to 
adult crime status.  In addition to this disposition 
measure, we also wanted offense-specific measures 
that would possibly be related to adult crime.  We 
chose to use the following offense variables. 

First, we chose age-at-offense.  There is a strong 
connection between age and recidivism in the 1958 
birth cohort study.  Tracy and colleagues (1990) have 
shown that the younger a delinquent commits the first 
offense, the longer the juvenile career can be, and thus, 
the greater the chances of delinquent recidivism.  
Tracy and Kempf-Leonard (1996) have shown that the 
delinquency age effect also pertains to the transition to 
adult crime as well. 

Second, we also used a quantitative measure of 
the seriousness of a delinquent act (see Sellin & 
Wolfgang, 1964; Tracy et al. 1990; Tracy & Kempf-
Leonard, 1996).  Tracy and Kempf-Leonard (1996) 
have shown that the average severity of an offender’s 
delinquency career is a strong predictor of the 
transition to adult crime.  Hence, it is worth exploring 
whether the offense severity of the first, second, third, 
and fourth delinquent offenses may be even better 
predictors of adult crime.  The offense severity of any 
delinquent or criminal event in the 1958 birth cohort is 
measured as follows: (1) number of victims who, 
during the event, receive minor bodily injuries or are 
treated and discharged, hospitalized, or killed; (2) 
number of victims of acts of forcible sexual 
intercourse; (3) presence of physical or verbal 
intimidation or intimidation by a dangerous weapon; 
(4) number of premises forcibly entered; (5) number 
of motor vehicles stolen and whether the vehicle was 
or was not recovered; and (6) total dollar amount of 
property loss during an event through theft and 
damage (see Tracy et al., 1990, Table 4.3). 

Last, we used a variable concerning whether 
juvenile offenses were committed alone or with a co-
offender.  Our reasoning was that strong delinquency 
peer reinforcement might harden the delinquent 
tendencies and thus lead to adult crime.  There is a 
body of research that suggests that co-offenders are 
important in juvenile paths and the transition to adult 
paths (Bouchard & Nguyen, 2010; Piquero, 
Farrington, & Blumstein, 2007). 

Dependent Variables     

We have two dependent variables to capture 
alternate aspects of adult crime status.  First, we have 
a four-category measure of adult crime paths to inform 
the research that has examined career paths based on 
Moffit’s work (1993). The appropriate analysis 
technique is ordered logistic regression to model the 
chances of a delinquent moving from none to limited 
to frequent to chronic adult paths based on the juvenile 
offense predictors.  We used a second dependent 
variable, the count of adult arrests, because we wanted 
to capture the full quantitative dimension of adult 
crime.  The appropriate analysis for count data is 
negative binomial regression.  For both dependent 
variables, we analyzed the data across the first four 
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offenses separately because we were interested in the 
specifics of each offense for all offenders who 
committed a certain number of crimes.  If we had used 
one model and not four, we would have necessarily 

focused only on those offenders who accumulated at 
least four delinquent acts.  Descriptive data for the two 
dependent variables are shown in Table 2. 

 
Table 2: Descriptive Statistics: Dependent Variables 

 
Item Count Percent 

Adult Paths   

Non-offender 2,510 58.2 

1-2 Crimes 1,032 23.9 

3-4 Crimes 393 9.1 

5+ Crimes 380 8.8 

Total 4,315 100.0 

Item 

Adult Crimes  4,315 

N 1.29 

Mean 0 

Min 35 

Max 2.40 

Std. Dev. 0.03 

The adult career paths variable was measured as 
follows.  Prior research with the 1958 birth cohort has 
used the same offender typology that Wolfgang and 
associates used in the 1945 birth cohort (Wolfgang et 
al., 1972).  That is, Wolfgang utilized the following 
scheme to classify the delinquent careers: (1) Non-
offenders, (2) One-time Offenders, (3) Non-chronic 
Recidivists (2-4 juvenile contacts), and Chronic 
Recidivists (5 or more juvenile contacts).  In his work 
with the 1958 data, Tracy (1990, 1996) used the same 
classification scheme because he was trying to 
replicate the 1945 cohort study and compare the two 
birth cohorts.  It is clear that the original typology was 
arbitrary and was not guided by any particular theory 
or any qualitative dimension—and was based simply 
on the frequency of juvenile crimes.  Alternatively, we 
propose that the 1958 data can be used to develop and 
test a different set of adult offender categories as 
described below.  

The first category, is non-offenders.  This path 
captures subjects who were never arrested for an adult 
crime; it also represents a desistance path to which a 
juvenile offender can transition as an adult.  

The second category is limited.  This path 
characterizes offenders with only a very limited 
experience in criminal behavior—just one or two adult 
crimes.  This makes much more sense than the original 
Wolfgang scheme (1972), which treated the offenders 

with between two and four offenses the same.  Two 
criminal acts is merely one more than one-time 
offenders, while having four crimes is just one less 
than chronic, making them significantly different 
categories of offenders. The third category is frequent.  
Frequent offenders are those who have greater 
involvement in crime than the limited, yet they do not 
exhibit sufficient offenses to represent chronic or 
career-like involvement.  These offenders commit 
three or four offenses. Having limited and frequent 
paths seems to be a more sound approach than lumping 
together those with two-to-four crimes. The last 
category is chronic.   This category remains faithful to 
Wolfgang’s (1972) original path in that offenders 
commit five or more offenses, and all research with the 
1958 birth cohort data category has consistently shown 
that these offenders have extensive and serious careers 
in delinquency, adult crime, or both. This new 
offender pathway classification has been shown to be 
a better measure to capture delinquency paths and as a 
predictor of adult paths (Carkin & Tracy, 2015). 

We analyzed offense-related variables at the time 
of the first, second, third, and fourth offenses.  A wide 
range of offense variables were selected as candidates 
for predictive ability: (1) UCR classifications, (2) 
Sellin-Wolfgang classifications, (3) weapon used and 
type, and (4) status offenses. None of these measures 
proved to be significant predictors of any of the three 
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measures of adult crime status. The only offense-
specific measures that had significant effects were: (1) 
age at offense, (2) Sellin-Wolfgang offense severity 
score, (3) whether the offense was committed alone or 
with co-offenders, and (4) disposition of the offense 
by the police and juvenile court 

Results 

Predicting Adult Career Paths 

Tables 3 to 6 provide results from an ordered 
logistic regression model of the adult career paths: 
non-offender, limited, frequent, and chronic with the 
offense specific measures. In Table 3, we find that, in 
terms of demographic factors, the coefficients are 
significant which indicates that low SES and nonwhite 
offenders have increasing scores for the adult paths.  In 
addition, as the age of the first offense gets younger, 
the chances of higher scores on the adult path measure 
increase.  Table 5 also provides an important finding 
that all other dispositions provide significant chances 
of lower adult path scores as compared to the 

delinquent having received a juvenile facility 
disposition.  It appears that the use of juvenile facilities 
at the very first juvenile offense carries with it a 
criminogenic effect.  Clearly, the dispositions are 
significantly predictive of the adult paths—the less 
severe the disposition, the less adult crime.  

At the time of the second offense (Table 4), age is 
found significant in that the younger the individual is 
at the time of the second offense, the greater the 
chances are that the individual will receive a higher 
score in the adult path variable.  In regard to the 
disposition, those juveniles who are arrested only, 
receive informal sanctions, or probation have 
significantly lower chances of higher adult path scores 
compared to those who were sent to a juvenile facility. 
Juveniles who are sent to a facility are more likely to 
go on to become persistent or chronic adult offenders.  
Again, the facility disposition appears to have a 
criminogenic effect in that those who serve time in 
juvenile facilities do not desist from criminal behavior 
as they become an adult.  However, the strength of the 
dispositions is much stronger at the time of the first 
offense.

 
 

 
 

Table 3: Predicting Adult Paths from First Juvenile Offense for Males 
 

First Offense B S.E. Wald Sig. 

SES -0.184 0.069 7.084 0.008 

White -0.236 0.07 11.296 0.001 

Age -0.063 0.013 24.57 0.000 

Severity 0.01 0.006 2.365 0.124 

Co-Offenders No/Yes 0.089 0.064 1.904 0.168 

Court Disposition     

Arrest -1.457 0.495 8.670 0.003 

Informal -1.426 0.49 8.477 0.004 

Probation -1.044 0.493 4.486 0.034 

Facility     

Model Chi-Square 104.824; p=.0001 
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Table 4: Predicting Adult Paths from Second Juvenile Offense for Males 
 

First Offense B S.E. Wald Sig. 

SES -0.109 0.087 1.563 0.211 

White -0.11 0.089 1.551 0.213 

Age -0.068 0.02 11.926 0.001 

Severity 0.004 0.006 0.365 0.545 

Co-Offenders No/Yes -0.063 0.08 0.632 0.427 

Court Disposition     

Arrest -0.921 0.367 6.306 0.012 

Informal -0.756 0.361 4.375 0.036 

Probation -0.788 0.368 4.589 0.032 

Facility     

Model Chi-Square 32.091; p=.0001 

 
The younger the individual is at the time of the 

third offense, the more likely he is to score higher in 
the adult paths, as shown in Table 5.  It appears that by 
the time of the third offense, it is too late to intervene, 
as none of the dispositions are significant.  None of the 
other variables were significant at the time of the third 

 

 
offense.  At the time of the fourth offense, males who 
received an informal disposition had significantly 
lower chances of increasing adult path scores (Table 
6). Bringing the male offender to court is better than 
doing nothing even if he only receives a slap on the 
wrist.  
 

Table 5: Predicting Adult Paths from Third Juvenile Offense for Males 
 

First Offense B S.E. Wald Sig. 

SES -0.139 0.102 1.85 0.174 

White -0.007 0.104 0.004 0.95 

Age -0.073 0.025 8.401 0.004 

Severity 0.001 0.008 0.018 0.894 

Co-Offenders No/Yes -0.098 0.092 1.14 0.286 

Court Disposition     

Arrest -0.488 0.403 1.470 0.225 

Informal -0.292 0.394 0.550 0.458 

Probation -0.383 0.401 0.916 0.339 

Facility     

Model Chi-Square 17.370; p=.026 
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Table 6: Predicting Adult Paths from Fourth Juvenile Offense for Males 

 
First Offense B S.E. Wald Sig. 

SES -0.185 0.121 2.336 0.126 

White -0.123 0.124 0.983 0.321 

Age -0.017 0.031 0.291 0.590 

Severity 0.013 0.008 2.554 0.110 

Co-Offenders No/Yes -0.004 0.105 0.002 0.968 

Court Disposition     

Arrest -0.451 0.372 1.473 0.225 

Informal -0.731 0.364 4.032 0.045 

Probation -0.63 0.375 2.820 0.093 

Facility     

Model Chi-Square 12.160; p=.144 

 
 

Estimating the Number of Adult Arrests 

Tables 7 to 10 employ negative binomial 
regression models to explain male adult arrests by 
each offense. All of the variables at the time of the first 
offense for males are significant (Table 7).  Blacks are 
more likely than whites to have higher arrest counts, 
just as those with low SES are more likely than those 
with high SES. Individuals who offend with co-
offenders are more likely to have higher arrest counts, 
as are those who commit more severe offenses. 
Consistent with previous findings in this study, the 
younger the male is at the time he commits the offense, 

the higher the adult arrest count.  The most substantial 
finding concerned the disposition variables.  No matter 
what the system does with the juvenile, it should not 
send him to prison—arrest, informal adjustment, and 
probation are better options. Again, results show that 
males who were arrested, received informal 
disposition, or probation at the time of their second 
offense (Table 8) had much lower chances of higher 
adult arrest counts as compared to those sent to a 
juvenile facility. Sending a juvenile male to prison at 
the time of this offense has the opposite effect and will, 
in fact, lead to the juvenile committing offenses as an 
adult. 

 
Table 7: Explaining Adult Arrests from First Juvenile Offense for Males 

* 
First Offense B S.E. Wald D.F. P-value 

Intercept 2.346 0.343 46.783 1 0.000 

White -0.229 0.0485 22.312 1 0.000 

SES -0.17 0.0477 12.729 1 0.000 

Age at Offense -0.08 0.0085 89.245 1 0.000 

Co-Offenders: No/Yes 0.101 0.0445 5.118 1 0.024 

Offense Severity 0.012 0.0041 8.135 1 0.004 

Juvenile Court      

Arrested -0.990 0.3136 9.958 1 0.002 

Informal -0.936 0.3098 9.123 1 0.003 

Probation -0.673 0.312 4.654 1 0.031 

Facility      
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Table 8: Explaining Adult Arrests from Second Juvenile Offense for Males 

 
First Offense B S.E. Wald D.F. P-value 

Intercept 2.460 0.311 62.552 1 0.000 

White -0.131 0.060 4.794 1 0.029 

SES -0.069 0.059 1.377 1 0.241 

Age at Offense -0.082 0.013 39.811 1 0.000 

Co-Offenders: No/Yes -0.042 0.054 0.611 1 0.434 

Offense Severity 0.000 0.004 0.011 1 0.916 

Juvenile Court      

Arrested -0.649 0.236 7.602 1 0.006 

Informal -0.490 0.232 4.474 1 0.034 

Probation -0.598 0.237 6.385 1 0.012 

Facility      

 
At the time of the third offense (Table 9), we start 

to see that it is too late to deal with many of these 
offenders. Having the juvenile arrested is better than 
prison, but neither informal nor probation are 
significant.  Males need to be dealt with prior to the 
third offense to reduce the number of offenses 
committed as an adult. 

 

 
Interestingly, at the time of the fourth offense, 

informal and probation are almost significant, but 
nothing actually proved to be so (Table 10). It is 
evident that the disposition plays a major role in arrest 
count in that it can be reduced by the disposition not 
being prison and being dealt with at the time of the first 
or second offense. 

 
 

Table 9: Explaining Adult Arrests from Third Juvenile Offense for Males 
 

First Offense B S.E. Wald D.F. P-value 

Intercept 2.443 0.359 46.248 1 0.000 

White -0.025 0.069 0.128 1 0.721 

SES -0.074 0.068 1.188 1 0.276 

Age at Offense -0.084 0.017 26.148 1 0.000 

Co-Offenders: No/Yes -0.025 0.061 0.170 1 0.680 

Offense Severity 0.000 0.005 0.001 1 0.972 

Juvenile Court      

Arrested -0.463 0.258 3.212 1 0.073 

Informal -0.299 0.253 1.404 1 0.236 

Probation -0.331 0.257 1.661 1 0.197 

Facility      
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Table 10: Explaining Adult Arrests from Fourth Juvenile Offense for Males 
 

First Offense B S.E. Wald D.F. P-value 

Intercept 1.691 0.379 19.896 1 0.00 

White -0.041 0.081 0.257 1 0.612 

SES -0.085 0.0793 1.142 1 0.285 

Age at Offense -0.032 0.02 2.52 1 0.112 

Co-offenders: No/Yes 0.014 0.0686 0.04 1 0.841 

Offense Severity 0.008 0.0053 2.311 1 0.128 

Juvenile Court      

Arrested -0.281 0.2341 1.438 1 0.231 

Informal -0.409 0.2287 3.204 1 0.073 

Probation -0.416 0.2367 3.085 1 0.079 

Discussion 

This paper sought to expand the criminal career 
research by investigating the nature of early 
delinquency conduct, offense-by-offense, and its 
relationship to two different measures of adult crime.  
We believe that prior studies on delinquency careers 
have only looked at the transition to adult pathways by 
examining the delinquency career as a whole and by 
aggregating offense data across the career.  This 
research took a different approach and examined the 
specifics of the first four delinquent events: the timing, 
severity, presence of co-offenders, and police and 
court disposition for each delinquent act. We analyzed 
multivariate models that tried to predict which adult 
pathway a delinquent would follow and the number of 
adult crimes he would accumulate up to the age of 27.  
Simply, does the manner in which a delinquent begins 
his delinquency career, or does the way in which the 
authorities handle his delinquent event, affect the 
propensity for adult crime?  Our findings indicate that 
the answer to this question is yes. 

The specifics of the first four offenses were 
significant predictors of adult crime.  In particular, the 
way the juvenile justice system handles the juvenile 
offender seemed to play a major role in whether or not 
juvenile offenders will proceed to become an adult 
criminal.  In regard to the first offense, individuals of 
low socioeconomic status and nonwhite delinquents 
were significantly more likely to continue on to adult 
criminality; however, they also had increased 
likelihood to score higher on the adult path measures. 
There appears to be a consistent exposure effect in that 
the younger an individual is at the time of his/her 
offenses, the more offenses he/she will commit. 
Results showed that the offenders who committed 

their offenses at younger juvenile ages were more 
likely to be found higher in the adult pathway scores.  

The most interesting results stemmed from the 
way the juvenile justice system handles the juvenile 
offender.  Generally, juveniles who receive any 
official disposition except for juvenile prison were 
significantly less likely to have numerous adult 
crimes. These other disposition choices, as the juvenile 
is processed in the juvenile court system, seemed to 
have significant effects on desistance.  Apparently, if 
the court system used limited intervention at the time 
of the first offense, delinquents were less likely to go 
on to commit adult crimes.  The results indicated that 
the punitive sanction of sending juveniles to a juvenile 
facility at the time of the first offense does not provide 
the desired outcome.  In fact, juvenile facilities 
appeared to have the opposite effect—juveniles who 
were sent to a facility were more likely to score higher 
on the adult pathway than those who receive any other 
type of disposition.   

The prediction of pathways and the count of adult 
arrests are remediated when the juvenile court does 
something early in the delinquency career.  
Intervention at the start of their juvenile offending is 
necessary, particularly if they are starting at a young 
age.  However, the type of intervention significantly 
plays a role in the likelihood juveniles will become 
adult offenders. The results offer clear evidence that 
sending juvenile offenders to prison may bring about 
a criminogenic effect leading to adult criminality. 
When it comes to the timing of the disposition, 
delinquents apparently need to be dealt with at the time 
of the first or second offense to avoid adult criminal 
behavior.  

The fact that juveniles who committed crimes 
with co-offenders increased the likelihood that they 
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would engage in criminality as adults further confirms 
research on peer associations and social learning 
theory (Bouchard & Nguyen, 2010; Piquero et al., 
2007).  When a juvenile has a co-offender, he may 
learn to become a recidivist by reinforcing delinquent 
recidivism and he will go on to engage in adult 
criminality, as well. Committing crimes with peers 
appears to have encouraged the behavior and led 
toward the cycle of criminality and committing crimes 
together.  

Implications and Conclusion 

One of the most obvious implications of this 
research concerns the manner in which the juvenile 
justice system handles the juvenile delinquent. In 
historical context we know that prior to the late 1980s 
and early 1990s, juvenile courts were primarily 
focused on rehabilitating the juveniles in hopes of 
steering them away from adult criminality. However, 
the image of the prototypical delinquent and the 
appropriateness of the "benign hand" of juvenile 
justice was challenged by apparent contrary evidence 
that prompted many jurisdictions to reevaluate 
juvenile justice philosophy and procedures (see Forst 
& Blomquist, 1992).  There had been a growing 
perception that many juvenile offenders do not fit the 
stereotype described above, and in fact, these 
offenders are really indistinguishable from adult 
criminals except that they are younger. As crime rates 
increased, the nation completely turned over and 
began sending juvenile offenders to adult courts with 
sentences in adult prison (Ridgeway & Listenbee, 
2014).  

Despite the absence of empirical data to support 
changes in juvenile justice policy, Schwartz (1989) 
has commented on what he termed the "winds of 
change" that characterized juvenile justice policy 
developments beginning in the 1970s which saw an 
avalanche of "get tough" policies and practices that 
were implemented (p. 7).  Similarly, Ohlin (1983) 
noted that the shift in juvenile justice policy reflected 
a strong conservative reaction to the liberal policies 
that had been advocated by the President's 
Commission on Law Enforcement and Administration 
of Justice.  In Ohlin's (1983) view, the growing fear of 
crime and increasing demands for repressive action led 
to more punitive sentencing and to a rapid escalation 
of incarcerations and the length of sentence to be 
served.  Ohlin further argued that the "just deserts" 
approach began spreading to the juvenile system as 
well.  Zimring (1981) has specifically noted that these 
attempts to reform sentencing practices in juvenile 
courts were "efforts to lead sanctioning models away 
from the jurisprudence of treatment and towards 
concepts of making the punishment fit the crime" (p. 

884).  Indicating that the "get-tough" approach has 
persisted, Feld (1993) observed that "the influence of 
just deserts principles for sentencing adults has spilled 
over into the routine sentencing of juveniles as well" 
and that "despite persisting rehabilitative rhetoric, 
treating juveniles closely resembles punishing adult 
criminals" (p. 263). 

The consequences of the "get tough" approach 
have been well documented. Krisberg and Austin 
(1993) have contended that "the increase [in the 
proportion of young people processed through the 
juvenile court and juvenile corrections systems 
between 1980 and 1990] was due to more formal 
punitive juvenile justice policies that produced more 
court referrals and expanded use of detention and 
juvenile incarceration" (p. 171).  Schwartz (1989) has 
shown that between 1977 and 1985, the rates of 
juvenile detention increased by more than 50% and the 
rates of juvenile incarceration in training schools 
increased by more than 16%.  The present findings 
surely suggest that these get tough policies may have 
backfired. 

In previous analyses of the 1950 birth cohort 
follow-up data, Tracy and Kempf-Leonard (1996) 
have argued that court intervention at the earliest 
possible time is imperative for the most effective 
method of leading a juvenile towards desistance and 
away from a criminal career. Punishing a juvenile at 
the time of his or her first or second offense, third at 
the latest, demonstrates that there are consequences for 
his or her behavior.  Without being punished early on, 
juveniles may see this as an opening to continue 
engaging in criminal behavior, which appears to have 
some benefit in their eyes. Punishment offsets the 
benefits by creating a cost for such behavior. Thus, 
early implementation of punishment is much more 
effective than a slap on the wrist or ignoring the 
behavior. If the system intervenes earlier in offending, 
there would be fewer adult criminals. Thus, providing 
immediate punishment is much more effective than 
waiting until a later offense to punish, punishing too 
lightly too many times, or punishing too harshly.   

The present study with the same data showed to 
the contrary that punitive dispositions like juvenile 
incarceration may actually be ill advised.  It has been 
shown here that early dispositions that are too severe 
can backfire and thwart the parens patriae principle of 
juvenile justice.  The juvenile offenses analyzed here 
were committed between 1968 and 1975.  Despite this, 
the findings reported here resonate quite well, not only 
with the historical criticisms  of “get tough” 
approaches discussed above, but also with very recent 
work that raises the same concerns about the 
criminogenic effects of severe juvenile court 
sanctions. Two reports issued by the Council of State 
Governments Justice Center are in strong concordance 
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with our findings concerning court dispositions that 
date back from 40 years. 

Seigle and colleagues (2014) have offered a 
number of evidence-based recommendations.  Among 
them, two are highly relevant here.  First, they argue 
that juvenile justice system supervision and services 
for youth who are at a low risk of re-offending should 
be minimized (Seigle et al., 2014). They support this 
non-intervention recommendation by research that 
shows that juvenile justice systems can do more harm 
than good by actively intervening with youth who are 
at low risk of re-offending. One example was a study 
of the implementation of the Positive Achievement 
Change Tool (PACT) risk assessment in Florida that 
found that youth assessed as low risk who were placed 
in confinement were rearrested at a higher rate than 
low-risk youth who were placed on probation or 
received diversion services in lieu of supervision 
(Early et al., 2012).  Second, they also recommended 
that the system should maximize the impact and value 
of system resources by prioritizing services for youth 
most likely to re-offend and by minimizing the use of 
confinement (Seigle et al., 2014).  In support of this 
policy of highly selective confinement, they cite 
research that shows that well-implemented programs 
that intervene with moderate- or high-risk young 
people reduce recidivism and improve other outcomes 
more than programs targeting low-risk youth (Lipsey, 
Howell, Kelly, Chapman, & Carver, 2010).  They 
further argue that, since chronic delinquents are 
responsible for the majority of juvenile crime, juvenile 
justice systems need to use validated assessments to 
identify and target interventions for those youth who 
represent the most pronounced risk to public safety 
and the greatest potential for improvement (Seigle et 
al., 2014). 

In a second Council of State Governments Justice 
Center’s study, Fabelo and colleagues (2015) 
conducted a comprehensive analysis of juvenile 
justice reform in Texas.  They were especially 
interested in comparing the use of, and effectiveness 
of, institutional sanctions versus community-based 
programs.  In a multivariate analysis which controlled 
for background and offender characteristics, they 
found that “youth who were diverted from state-run 
correctional facilities and instead disposed to county 
probation supervision were significantly less likely to 
re-offend than youth committed to state-run 
correctional facilities” (Fabelo et al., 2015, p. 55).  
Perhaps more importantly, they also found that “youth 
who were committed to state-run secure facilities were 
three times more likely to commit a felony as their first 
re-offense than youth adjudicated to county probation 
supervision” (Fabelo et al., 2015, p. 60). 

These studies from the Council of State 
Government Justice Center are very recent and show 

definitively the comparative benefits of community-
based programs for juveniles as opposed to 
institutional punishment.  However, have we not 
known this for a very long time?  We surely have since 
at least the early 1990s. 

At the federal level, the Office of Juvenile Justice 
and Delinquency Prevention developed numerous 
programs as a comprehensive strategy for serious, 
violent, and chronic juvenile offenders (Wilson & 
Howell, 1993).  Similarly, the National Council on 
Crime and Delinquency has been at the forefront of the 
effort to implement community-based sanctions and 
also develop new initiatives that would expand the 
range of services available to delinquents in the 
community.  Krisberg, Austin, and Steele (1989) 
showed that Massachusetts was able to close its 
training schools and replace them with secure and non-
secure community-based residential and 
nonresidential programs.  Krisberg, Rodriguez, Bakke, 
Neuenfeldt, and Steele (1989) have further 
demonstrated the premise that the needs and problems 
of high-risk probationers could best be met in a non-
institutional setting if sufficient levels of control could 
be exercised over the behavior of these youths in the 
community.  In this regard, Krisberg, Neuenfeldt, 
Wiebush, and Rodriguez (1994) outlined an Intensive 
Supervision Program (ISP) which demonstrated that 
high-risk youth can be safely and effectively managed 
in the community after their behavior has been 
stabilized.  

In conclusion, we are reminded of the view of 
Krisberg and Austin (1993) and their work at the 
National Council of Crime and Delinquency. They 
devoted considerable effort to offer a reasonable basis 
on which to commence the next set of reforms for the 
juvenile justice system.    Krisberg and Austin (1993) 
offered the following general view: 
 

We believe a more promising direction for 
the future of U.S. juvenile justice is the 
rediscovery and updating of the juvenile 
court's historical vision.  Reforms that 
emphasize the best interests of children must 
pursue the true individualization of 
treatments and the expansion of the range of 
dispositional options available to the court.  
Incarceration, because of its expense and its 
lack of positive results, should remain a last 
resort.  Large training schools must be 
replaced with a continuum of placements and 
services.  These dispositional options should 
include small, service-intensive, secure 
programs for the few violent youths and 
community-based options for other 
offenders.  Correctional caseloads must be 
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low enough to ensure that individual needs 
are discovered and met. (p. 176) 

 
Although public officials may not have been 

ready to explore these options back in the 1990s, 
perhaps they are now.  
 

References 

Benson, M. L. (2013). Crime and the life course: An 
introduction (2nd ed.). New York, NY: Routledge. 

Bernard, T. (1992). The cycle of juvenile justice. New 
York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Blumstein, A., Cohen, J., Roth, J. A., & Visher, C. A. 
(Eds.) (1986). Criminal careers and career 
criminals (vol. I, II). Washington, DC: National 
Academy Press. 

Bouchard, M., & Nguyen, H. (2010). Is it who you 
know, or how many that counts? Criminal 
networks and cost avoidance in a sample of young 
offenders. Justice Quarterly, 27(1), 130–158. doi: 
10.1080/07418820802593386 

Bursik, R. J. (1989). Erickson could never have 
imagined: Recent extensions of birth cohort 
studies. Journal of Quantitative Criminology, 
5(4), 389–386. doi: 10.1007/BF01062561 

Carkin, D. M., & Tracy, P. E. (2015). Moffitt revisited: 
Delinquent and criminal career paths in the 1958 
Philadelphia birth cohort. Journal of Law and 
Criminal Justice, 3(1), 14–39.           doi: 
10.15640/jlcj.v3n1a2 

Council on Crime and Justice. (2006). The juvenile 
offender study: A retrospective analysis of youth 
offenders who stop offending as adults. Retrieved 
from Council of State Governments Justice 
Center. Website: https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/01/texas-JJ-reform-closer-
to-home.pdf  

Early, K. P., Hand, G. A., & Blankenship, J. L. (2012). 
Validity and reliability of the Florida PACT risk 
and needs assessment instrument: A three-phase 
evaluation. Retrieved from the Justice Research 
Center. Website: 
http://www.djj.state.fl.us/docs/probation-policy-
memos/jrc-comprehensive-pact-validity-and-
reliability-study-report-
2012.pdf?Status=Master&sfvrsn=2  

Eggleston, E. P., & Laub, J. H. (2002). The onset of 
adult offending: a neglected dimension of the 
criminal career.  Journal of Criminal Justice, 
30(6), 603–622.            doi: 10.1016/S0047-
2352(02)00193-9 

Elder, G. H. (1985). Perspectives on the life course. In 
G. H. Elder Jr (Ed.), Life course dynamics (pp. 
23–49). Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 

Fabelo, T., Arrigona, N., Thompson, M. D., Clemens, 
A. & Marchbanks III, M. P. (2015). Closer to 
home: An analysis of the state and local impact of 
the Texas juvenile justice reforms. Retrieved from 
Council of State Governments Justice Center 
Website: https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/01/texas-JJ-reform-closer-
to-home.pdf  

Farrington, D. P. (2006).  Building developmental and 
life-course theories of offending.  In F. T. Cullen, 
J. P. Wight, & K. R. Blevin (Eds.), Advances in 
criminological theory (vol. 15): Taking stock: The 
status of criminological theory (pp. 335–364). 
New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publisher. 

Feld, B. C. (1993). Justice for children: The right to 
counsel and the juvenile courts. Boston, MA: 
Northeastern University Press. 

Forst, M. L. & Blomquist, M. E. (1992). Punishment, 
accountability, and the new juvenile justice. 
Juvenile and Family Court Journal, 43(1), 1–10. 
doi: 10.1111/j.1755-6988.1992.tb00714.x 

Gottfredson, M., & Hirschi, T. (1986). The true value 
of lambda would appear to be zero: An essay on 
career criminals, criminal careers, selective 
incapacitation, cohort studies, and related topics. 
Criminology, 24(2), 213–233.           doi: 
10.1111/j.1745-9125.1986.tb01494.x 

Gottfredson, M., & Hirschi, T. (1987). The 
methodological adequacy of longitudinal research 
on crime. Criminology, 25(3), 581–614.            doi: 
10.1111/j.1745-9125.1987.tb00812.x 

Gottfredson, M., & Hirschi, T. (1988). Science, public 
policy, and the career paradigm. Criminology, 
26(1), 37–55.            doi: 10.1111/j.1745-
9125.1988.tb00830.x 

Glueck, S., & Glueck, E. T. (1964). Ventures in 
criminology: Selected recent papers by Sheldon 
and Eleanor Glueck. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press. 

Glueck, S., & Glueck, E. T. (1968). Delinquents and 
non-delinquents in perspective. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press. 

Howell, J. C., Feld, B. C., Mears, D. P., Farrington, D. 
P., Loeber, R., & Petechuk, D. (2013). Bulletin 5: 
Young offenders and an effective response in the 
juvenile and adult justice systems: What happens, 
what should happen, and what we need to know? 
(Study Group on the Transitions between Juvenile 



86 CARKIN & TRACY 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 18, Issue 1 

Delinquency and Adult Crime). Retrieved from 
National Criminal Justice Service website: 
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/24293
5.pdf  

Krisberg, B., & Austin, J. F. (1993). Reinventing 
juvenile justice. Newberry Park, CA: Sage. 

Krisberg, B., Austin, J. F., & Steele, P. (1989). 
Unlocking juvenile corrections. San Francisco, 
CA: National Council of Crime and Delinquency. 

Krisberg, B., Neuenfeldt, D., Wiebush, R., & 
Rodriguez, O. (1994). Juvenile intensive 
supervision: Planning guide. Retrieved from 
National Criminal Justice Reference Service 
Website: http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles/juvsu.pdf   

Krisberg, B., Rodriguez, O., Bakke, A., Neuenfeldt, 
D., & Steele, P. (1989). Demonstration of 
postadjudication nonresidential intensive 
supervision programs: assessment report.  San 
Francisco, CA: National Council of Crime and 
Delinquency. 

Lambie, I., & Randell, I. (2013). The impact of 
incarceration on juvenile offenders. Clinical 
Psychology Review, 33(3), 448–459.          doi: 
10.1016/j.cpr.2013.01.007 

Laub, J. H., & Sampson, R. J. (2001). Shared 
beginnings, divergent lives: Delinquent boys to 
age 70. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press.  

Lipsey, M. W., Howell, J. C., Kelly, M. R., Chapman, 
G., & Carver, D. (2010). Improving the 
effectiveness of juvenile justice programs: A new 
perspective on evidence-based practice. 
Washington, DC: Center for Juvenile Justice 
Reform. Website: http://njjn.org/uploads/digital-
library/CJJR_Lipsey_Improving-Effectiveness-
of-Juvenile-Justice_2010.pdf  

Mears, D. P. (2012). The front end of the juvenile 
court: Intake and informal vs. formal processing. 
In Barry C. Feld and Donna M. Bishop (Eds.), 
Oxford handbook of juvenile crime and juvenile 
justice, 573-605. New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press. 

Moffitt, T. E. (1993). ‘Life-course-persistent’ and 
‘adolescence-limited’ antisocial behavior: A 
developmental taxonomy. Psychological Review, 
100(4), 674–701.              doi:  10.1037/0033-
295X.100.4.674 

Mulvey, E. P. (2011). Highlights from pathways to 
desistance: A longitudinal study of serious 
adolescent offenders (NCJ 230971). Retrieved 
from National Criminal Justice Research Service 
website: 
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/230971.pd
f  

Mulvey, E. P. Steinberg, L., Fagan, J., Cauffman, E., 
Piquero, A. R., Chassin, L., … Losoya, S. H. 
(2004). Theory and research on desistance from 
antisocial activity among serious adolescent 
offenders. Youth Violence and Juvenile Justice, 
2(3), 213–236.   doi: 10.1177/1541204004265864 

Ohlin, L. E. (1983). The future of juvenile justice 
policy. Crime and Delinquency, 29(3), 463–472. 
doi: 10.1177/001112878302900306 

Platt, A. (1969). The child savers. Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press. 

Piquero, A., Hawkins, J. D., Kazemian, L., & 
Petechuk, D. (2013). Bulletin 2: Criminal career 
patterns (Study Group on the Transitions between 
Juvenile Delinquency and Adult Crime). 
Retrieved from National Criminal Justice 
Research Service website: 
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/24293
2.pdf  

Piquero, A., Farrington, D., & Blumstein, A. (2007). 
Key issues in criminal career research. New 
York, NY: Cambridge University Press. 

Piquero, A. R., Farrington, D. P., & Blumstein, A. 
(2003). The criminal career paradigm. Crime and 
Justice, 30, 359–506. doi: 10.1086/652234  

Piquero, A. R., Paternoster, R., Brame, R., Mazerolle, 
P., & Dean, C. W. (1999). Onset age and 
specialization in offending behavior.  Journal of 
Research in Crime and Delinquency, 36(3), 275–
299. doi: 10.1177/0022427899036003002 

Ridgeway, G., & Listenbee, R. L. (2014). Young 
offenders: What happens and what should 
happen. Retrieved from National Criminal Justice 
Research Service website: 
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/242653.pdf  

Rothman, D. J. (1971). The discovery of the asylum. 
Boston, MA: Little Brown. 

Sampson, R. J., & Laub, J. H. (1993). Crime in the 
making. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press.  



 PREDICTION OF ADULT CRIMINAL CAREERS 87 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 18, Issue 1 

Sampson, R. J., & Laub, J. H. (2003). Life-course 
desisters? Trajectories of crime among delinquent 
boys followed to age 70. Criminology, 41(3), 
555–592.             doi: 10.1111/j.1745-
9125.2003.tb00997.x 

Schwartz, I. M. (1989). (In) justice for juveniles: 
Rethinking the best interests of the child. 
Lexington, MA: Lexington Books. 

Schwartz, I. M. (1992). Juvenile crime-fighting 
policies: What the public really wants. In I. M. 
Schwartz (Ed.), Juvenile justice and public policy 
(pp. 214–248). New York, NY: Lexington. 

Shaw, C. (1930). The jackroller. Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press. 

Shaw, C. (1931). Natural history of a delinquent 
career. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 

Shaw, C. (1936). Brothers in crime. Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press. 

Seigle, E., Walsh, N., & Weber, J. (2014). Core 
principles for reducing recidivism and improving 
other outcomes for youth in the juvenile justice 
system. Retrieved from The Council of State 
Governments Justice Center website: 
https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/07/Core-Principles-for-
Reducing-Recidivism-and-Improving-Other-
Outcomes-for-Youth-in-the-Juvenile-Justice-
System.pdf  

Sellin, T., & Wolfgang, M. E. (1964). The 
measurement of delinquency. New York, NY: 
John Wiley and Sons. 

Sutherland, E. (1937). The professional thief. Chicago, 
IL: University of Chicago Press. 

Thomas, J. M., Thomas, S. A., Burgason, K. A., & 
Wichinsky, L. C. (2014). Early contact with the 
criminal justice system and intellectual 
functioning as risk factors for violent and chronic 
adult offending. Western Criminology Review, 
15(1), 34–50. Retrieved from 
http://www.westerncriminology.org/documents/
WCR/v15n1/Thomas.pdf  

Thornberry, T., Giordano, P., Uggen, C., Matsuda, M., 
Masten, A., Bulten, E., … Petechuk, D. (2013). 
Bulletin 3: Explanations for offending. (Study 
Group on the Transitions between Juvenile 
Delinquency and Adult Crime). Retrieved from 

National Criminal Justice Service website: 
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/24293
3.pdf  

Tracy, P. E., Wolfgang, M. E., & Figlio, R. M. (1990). 
Delinquency careers in two birth cohorts. New 
York, NY: Plenum Press. 

Tracy, P. E., & Kempf-Leonard, K. (1996). Continuity 
and discontinuity in criminal careers. New York, 
NY: Plenum Press. 

Wilson, J. J. & Howell, J. C. (1993). Comprehensive 
strategy for serious, violent, and chronic juvenile 
offenders. Retrieved from National Criminal 
Justice Service website: 
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles/guide.pdf  

Wolfgang, M. E., Figlio, R. M., & Sellin, T. (1972). 
Delinquency in a birth cohort. Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press. 

Zimring, F. E. (1981). Kids, groups, and crime: Some 
implications of a well-known secret. Journal of 
Criminal Law and Criminology, 72(3), 867–885. 
doi: 0091-4169/81/7203-867 

About the Authors 

Danielle Marie Carkin is an assistant professor 
at Plymouth State University in the Criminal Justice 
Department and an adjunct professor at University of 
Massachusetts, Lowell. Her research interests include 
criminal careers, factors that pertain to desistance and 
persistence, juvenile delinquency and justice, mental 
illness and substance abuse of offenders, and evidence 
based practices. Danielle is also the managing editor 
of the scholarly journal Crime & Delinquency.  

Paul E. Tracy is a professor with 36 years of 
academic experience.  He is currently Professor of 
Criminology and Criminal Justice, and Director of the 
Graduate Programs, in the Department of Criminal 
Justice and Criminology at the University of 
Massachusetts, Lowell.  He has held previous faculty 
appointments at the Wharton School at the University 
of Pennsylvania, the School of Social Sciences at the 
University of Texas at Dallas, and the College of 
Criminal Justice at Northeastern University.  He has 
also held significant administrative appointments at 
these previous institutions as Director of Graduate 
Programs, Program Chair, and Research Center 
Director.  Dr. Tracy is also editor of the scholarly 
journal Crime & Delinquency.

 



VOLUME 18, ISSUE 1, PAGES 88–105 (2017) 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society 

   

E-ISSN 2332-886X 
Available online at  

https://ccjls.scholasticahq.com/  

 

 
Corresponding author: Ashley Wellman, Humphrey 300, University of Central Missouri, Warrensburg, MO 64093, United 

States. Email: awellman@ucmo.edu.  

What’s Trending? #SexualAssault: 
An Exploratory Study of  

Social Media Coverage of Teen Sexual Assaults  

Ashley Wellman, Frances Reddington, and Karlie Clark 

University of Central Missouri 

 

A B S T R A C T  A N D  A R T I C L E  I N F O R M A T I O N 

 

Social media play a significant role in the lives of many, particularly teenagers. For heavy users of social media, great 
significance is attributed to the messages posted in the virtual world. In the aftermath of sexual assault, victims, 
offenders, friends, family, the community, and virtual strangers have the ability to weigh in on the assault. Little 
research has explored these societal reactions on social media. The current exploratory, qualitative study examines 
social media responses to four highly publicized cases of teenage sexual assault: Daisy Coleman, Jane Doe, Audrie 
Pott, and Jada. Five major themes were identified via thematic analysis, including victim blaming/shaming, offender 
support, family/survivor utilization, victim support, and offender blaming. A thematic map, definitions, and examples 
of these themes are provided within. Consistent with commonly held rape myth beliefs, victim blaming/shaming 
appeared as the most common reaction on social media, with a large parallel response of offender support. Victim 
support emerged as a popular theme only after family members and the survivor spoke out, facts of the rape emerged, 
and media attention grew. The theme of offender blame was the most difficult to find amid the messages targeting 
the victim. The discussion highlights the significance of major trends, relationships among themes, and the potential 
repercussions of such social media presentations. Additional recommendations for education on the reality of sexual 
assault and awareness of healthy and responsible social media usage are disclosed. 

 

Article History:  
 
Received 28 March 2016 
Received in revised form 28 November 2016 
Accepted 04 January 2017 
 
 

Keywords: sexual assault, social media, victimization, teens, rape myths  
 
 

© 2017 Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society and The Western Society of Criminology 

Hosting by Scholastica. All rights reserved.  

 
Although research demonstrates that sexual 

assault victimization can occur at any age (Kilpatrick, 
Edmunds, & Seymour, 1992; Tjaden & Thoennes, 
2000), younger individuals are at an increased risk. In 
fact, 79% of sexual assaults are perpetrated against 
victims younger than 24 years of age, while ages 12 to 
17 account for 32.8% of cases (Office for Victims of 
Crime, 2014).  Rape continues to be the least reported 
of all crimes (Truman & Langton, 2015), and the 

continued support of rape myths by survivors, their 
support systems, law enforcement officials, and the 
general public may be a major reason for this lack of 
disclosure.  

Social media have become a way for teenagers to 
learn of and pass judgement about sexual assault, as 
teens account for a large proportion of social media 
consumers. Ninety percent of teens use social media 
daily, while 25% state they are using it constantly 
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throughout the day (Lenhart, 2015). Moreover, for 
many teenagers, social media have become more than 
just a way to connect. It has become a tool to define 
one’s self-worth and to fulfill an emotional need (Kim 
& Lee, 2011; Rosen, Whaling, Carrier, & Cheever, 
2013; Sas, Dix, Hart, & Su, 2009). The purpose of this 
exploratory, qualitative study is to identify and explore 
major themes that are present within the context of 
social media reactions to teenage sexual assault. The 
research utilizes four highly publicized sexual assault 
cases: Daisy Coleman, Jane Doe, Audrie Pott, and 
Jada. The literature review provides an overview of 
rape myth acceptance, rape myths in the media, and 
the impact of these myths on survivors. Literature 
continues with teen social media usage, the impact on 
wellbeing, and the coverage of sexual assault on such 
platforms. The qualitative methodology, case 
summaries, and thematic development are described. 
The results provide an overview of social media 
responses to these cases by theme, each highlighted 
with social media messages. A final reflection details 
the reality of sexual assault, repercussions that can 
develop when sexual assault becomes fodder for social 
media dissection, and the need for further education on 
safe social media behavior.  

Literature Review 

Rape Myth Acceptance 

Burt (1980) was one of the pioneers of defining 
and measuring the impact of rape myths, which are 
stereotypical false beliefs about rape. These myths 
place responsibility with the victim, creating an 
antagonistic environment for survivors of sexual 
assault. Accountability for the perpetrator is often 
minimized by rape myths that attribute the sexual 
assault to various factors, from an uncontrollable sex 
drive to alcohol use. Additionally, these myths often 
imply that a “certain kind of woman” gets raped, that 
women’s behavior and clothes contribute to their rape, 
and that many women lie about their victimization 
(Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994). Examples of such 
myths include “she is saying it was rape because she 
wants to protect her reputation,” “she asked for it by 
wearing those clothes,” and “she had it coming 
because she was drinking.” These myths help to 
remove blame from the offender (Suarez & Gaddalla, 
2010). As a result, these commonly held beliefs 
contribute to a denial of injury and a lack of justice for 
those victimized, and they negate blaming the 
perpetrator.  

Researchers have explored adherence to these 
ideas and potential repercussions, often measuring 
attitudes via rape myth acceptance scales (Burt, 1980; 
Payne, Lonsway, & Fitzgerald, 1999). Researchers 

report that 25 to 35% of respondents support rape 
myths (Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994). These attitudes 
that directly endorse victim blaming have a dramatic 
effect on the pervasiveness of rape myths (Suarez & 
Gaddalla, 2010). Although many people may be 
hesitant to blame the victim directly, it is common for 
respondents to attribute blame to the victim’s actions 
such as drinking, flirtatious behavior, or clothing 
choice (McMahon, 2010). Among college students, 
Buddie and Miller (2001) found that the majority of 
their sample subscribed to at least some of these 
myths.  

Overwhelmingly, studies have found that men 
support pro-rape attitudes and are quicker to adopt 
rape myth beliefs than women (Brady, Chrisler, 
Hosdale, Osowiecki, & Veal, 1991; Check & 
Malamuth, 1983; Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994; 
Russell, 1990; Suarez & Gaddalla, 2010; Whatlet, 
1996). Suarez and Gaddalla (2010), in a meta-analysis, 
found that oppressive attitudes towards women, sexist 
beliefs, and approval of interpersonal violence were 
highly predictive of rape myth acceptance. Social 
position may also influence one’s understanding of 
these misinformed stances on sexual assault. 
Membership into an elite group, such as an athletic 
team, military branch, or fraternal organization, is 
associated with a higher level of rape myth acceptance 
(Crosset, Ptackek, McDonald, & Benedict, 1996; Koss 
& Cleveland, 1996; Suarez & Gaddalla, 2010).  

Effects of Rape Myths on Sexual Assault Survivors 

Research recognizes that survivors are often 
revictimized by the lack of social support they receive 
postrape (Yamawaki, Darby, & Queiroz, 2007). One 
of the most significant sources of judgment can come 
from the victim’s social network (Ullman, 1996). By 
displaying an adherence to rape myths, friends and 
family demonstrate the cultural belief that the blame 
for sexual assault lies with the victim (Burt, 1980). 
Victim-blaming tends to be even more common when 
the perpetrator is an acquaintance instead of a stranger 
(Abrams, Viki, Masser, & Bohner, 2003; Monson, 
Langhinrichsen-Rohling, & Binderup, 2000) or when 
the victim is a member of a minority group (Tillman, 
Bryant-Davis, Smith, & Marks, 2010).  

Survivors often display these rape myth beliefs 
through expressions of self-blame, guilt, and difficulty 
defining their assault as rape, thus often choosing to 
remain quiet in fear they will not be believed or 
supported (Finkelson & Oswalt, 1995; Heath, Lynch, 
Fritch, McArthur, & Smith, 2011; Starzynsky, 
Ullman, Filipas, & Townsend, 2005). Scholars have 
found that those who are raped by an acquaintance and 
possess a belief in rape myths are less likely to report 
their assault to law enforcement (Heath, Lynch, Fritch, 
& Wong, 2013). Minority women are more likely to 
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subscribe to rape myths and to internalize their assault, 
keeping the rape to themselves (Tillman et al., 2010; 
Heath et al., 2013). Survivors who report a lack of 
support are also likely to avoid seeking prosecution of 
the rapist (Anders & Christopher, 2011). 

Presentation of Rape Myths in the Media 

The media have reinforced rape myth beliefs. 
Research notes that the media have a significant 
influence on consumers’ attitudes (Bryant & Oliver, 
2009). Cultivation theory argues that the way media 
portray a particular event or topic can greatly influence 
their audiences’ beliefs (Gerbner & Gross, 1976). 
Specifically, higher rates of media consumption have 
been linked to higher rates of rape myth acceptance 
(Kahlor & Morrison, 2007).  

Primetime depictions of sexual assault have 
consistently perpetuated rape myths (Cuklanz, 1999). 
In a content analysis of primetime television dramas, 
Brinson (1992) found that among portrayals of sexual 
assault, 46% of the time women were depicted as 
“asking for it,” 42% of the incidents alluded that the 
woman “wanted” to be raped, and 38% portrayed a 
victim who was lying about the assault. In soap operas, 
rape references increased 10 times over 10 years, 
perhaps due to popular media coverage of rape trials 
(Greenberg & Hofschire, 2000).  

In the print media, headlines and article contents 
can impact readers (Galeste, Fradella, & Vogel, 2012). 
For example, when examining coverage of the Kobe 
Bryant sexual assault case, 10% of online headlines 
endorsed a rape myth, while 65.4% of the stories 
contained at least one rape myth. One article included 
15 myth endorsing statements. Only 14% of the 
articles included a negative comment about the 
accused’s character (Franiuk, Seefelt, Cepress, & 
Vadello, 2008). Scholars also exposed college 
students to myth-endorsing and non-myth headlines. 
Male students exposed to the myth-endorsing 
headlines were more likely to hold these rape-
supportive attitudes than female students (Franiuk, 
Seefelt, & Vadello, 2008). Students who were exposed 
to an article endorsing rape myths were likely to 
believe the defendant was innocent, while those who 
were exposed to a myth-challenging article were more 
likely to support the victim’s allegation (Franiuk, 
Seefelt, Cepress, & Vadello, 2008). Research gives 
credence that messages related to sexual assault that 
appear in the media, including social media, will 
greatly impact the beliefs and understanding of those 
who absorb these messages. 

Teens and Social Media 

Social media play an important part in teenage 
communication. According to the Pew Research 
Center, over nine out of 10 teens (ages 13 – 17) go 

online daily; half of these teenagers go online several 
times a day, and almost one out of four teens rate their 
online usage as constant. Much of this online activity 
comes in the form of social media. Seventy-one 
percent of teens say they are on Facebook, over half 
use Instagram, 41% use Snapchat, and 33% use 
Twitter (Lenhart, 2015). 

When exploring personality, popularity, and self-
esteem of Facebook users, Zywica and Danowski 
(2008) found powerful trends of social enhancement 
and social compensation. Introverts with low self-
esteem were likely to use social media as a venue to 
appear more popular and involved, appearing to be 
more comfortable sharing private information and 
expressing themselves online (Amichai-Hamburger, 
Wainapel, & Fox, 2002). These introverted individuals 
will often reach out to social media for an alternative 
social group (Barker, 2009). Extroverts with higher 
self-esteem used Facebook to enhance their 
popularity, appearing to be popular in both realms 
(Zywica & Danowski, 2008). These highly confident 
extroverts express communicating with their peer 
group as the main reason they engage in social 
networking sites (Barker, 2009).  

Self-presentation becomes a very important 
element of social media, as users want to be viewed as 
socially desirable. Self-affirmation and a desire to be 
viewed as worthy may guide many users’ behaviors 
and decisions on social media. People want to be liked, 
and for many, something as simple as one’s number of 
virtual “friends” is positively related to the user's self-
esteem, happiness, and perceived social value (Kim & 
Lee, 2011; Rosen et al., 2013). Users develop profiles 
that are typically positive in nature, thus eliciting 
positive responses from those in their network (Sas et 
al., 2009). When comments are unflattering or 
unsupportive, many platforms allow users to delete 
messages and friends from their online social network 
(Toma & Hancock, 2013). Mehdizadeh’s (2010) 
results suggest that individuals who are more 
narcissistic and have lower self-esteem were more 
likely to frequently use Facebook and provide self-
promotional content. However, this desire to manage 
one’s virtual impression may be linked to an increased 
risk for major depression (Romer, Bagdasarov, & 
More, 2013; Rosen et al., 2013; Wilcox & Stephen, 
2013; Ybarra, Alexander, & Mitchell, 2005).  

There has been a growing trend of rape 
disclosures online, documentation of the assault being 
shared by others on social media, and societal virtual 
expressions of victim blaming and shaming. There 
also have been a number of reported teen suicides after 
the use of social media following their sexual assaults 
(Campbell, 2013). Rape is motivated by power and 
dominance, and thus, when perpetrators share images 
of the assault on social media, power and dominance 
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over the victim occurs repeatedly (Fuchs, Kelley, & 
Lubin, 2013). Additionally, the problem of victim 
blaming is intensified via social media networks that 
reinforce one another’s blaming techniques; thus, as 
the assault is shared repeatedly through social media 
avenues, the shame can become worse than the 
original assault (Fuchs et al., 2013).  

Methodology 

This qualitative study seeks to understand how the 
public responds via social media to highly publicized 
cases of teen sexual assault.  

Case Selection 

The current study focuses on Maryville’s Daisy 
Coleman, Steubenville’s Jane Doe, Saratoga’s Audrie 
Pott, and Houston’s Jada. These cases were selected 
based on similarity of case details and the parallel level 
of media attention each received. Each of these cases 
involved teen victims with juvenile offenders who 
were acquaintances; alcohol was a factor in each case; 
all originated in a small town; each included 
documentation and/or videos of the assault as evidence 
the rapes did occur; and all offenders were popular 
athletes. These cases acquired rapid, local attention 
before they reached the national level, thus spurring 
popularity and controversy via news outlets and social 
media.  

Data Collection & Analysis 

Researchers will now detail four cases which 
were analyzed using a thematic analysis. The goal was 
to explore the content of social media messages 
following a teenage sexual assault. This approach 
allowed the researchers to make comparisons, extract 
commonalities, and look for unique occurrences (Yin, 
2003). After an extensive review of news stories 
surrounding each individual case, the researchers 
turned to popular social media sites to explore social 
reactions to the incidents. Twitter and Facebook 
emerged as the most popular and publicly viewed 
networking sites and, therefore, were the main sources 
of information and examples for this study.  

To begin, each researcher used general search 
terms including the victims’ names and/or case name. 
For example, in the Steubenville case, the victim’s 
name was not made public, so “Steubenville rape” was 
used as an initial search term; yet, in the case of Audrie 
Pott, the researchers began with “Audrie Pott” as the 
search term because her name was made public. As the 
original search progressed, additional terms emerged, 
thus expanding the search to include more case related 
data. #JadaPose, #JusticeForDaisy, and 
#SteubenvilleRape were common hashtags used on 

Twitter, and similar terms were entered into Facebook 
to search additional social media messages.  

To allow for a manageable review of materials, 
search parameters were established. Posts on both 
Twitter and Facebook were reviewed from the date of 
the assault to two years following the assault. The 
review focused on one comment and/or message from 
each individual user in this timeframe, with the focus 
being on the first message from a particular username. 
With each of the four cases, the researchers reviewed 
approximately 500 posts. In accordance with thematic 
analysis, the goal of the research was not to develop 
quantifiable results, but instead was designed to 
identify and report common trends amongst the data in 
the form of theme development (Braun & Clark, 
2006). After individual familiarization with the social 
media responses, each researcher coded messages, 
condensed their codes into themes, and developed 
individual thematic maps. Upon a review of the 
thematic maps, the three researchers collectively 
revised, defined, and operationalized each theme 
(Braun & Clark, 2006) and were able to develop a 
holistic thematic map to organize the data (see Figure 
1, which demonstrates thematic coding and 
relationships within the data). This inductive approach 
resulted in five broad themes including victim 
blaming/shaming, offender support, family/survivor 
utilization, victim support, and offender blaming. The 
analysis of these themes includes overall theme 
presentation, the function of each theme and the 
overall effects of such trends (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 
Clarke & Kitzinger, 2004).  

Case summaries, major themes, examples of 
social media messages, and the larger relationships 
amongst the themes and case facts are detailed within. 
Due to the controversial and potentially offensive 
nature of the posts, all names and identifiers have been 
excluded to promote anonymity of the original 
source.1 None of the messages were corrected for 
grammar or dialect.  

 
Case Summaries  

Daisy Coleman: As Diaz and Effron (2014) 
reported on ABC News, 14-year-old Daisy Coleman of 
Maryville, Missouri was the victim of a rape by 17-
year-old Matthew Barnett. A freshman cheerleader 
and senior football player at Maryville High School, 
the two teens were acquaintances. Coleman and a 
friend were drinking and texted Barnett, who then 
picked the girls up at her home. At a party hosted by 
Barnett, Coleman consumed a drink provided by him 
and had no subsequent memory. An incoherent 
Coleman was raped by Barnett while a friend recorded 
the assault (Kemp, 2013). The boys left Daisy in her 
front yard in below freezing temperatures in little 
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clothing. Her mother found her and took her to the 
emergency room. A rape kit revealed that she had been 
assaulted. 

Barnett was initially charged with sexual assault 
and child endangerment (Diaz & Effron, 2014). Once 
charges were made public, Coleman and her family 
began to endure intense harassment. In addition to 
being a popular football star, Barnett’s grandfather 
was a former state representative and state trooper 
(Associated Press, 2014). Many refused to believe the 

allegations against Matthew Barnett. Charges against 
him were eventually dropped (Diaz & Effron, 2014), 
and a special prosecutor was appointed to the case. 
Barnett pled guilty to a misdemeanor charge of child 
endangerment. Daisy’s mother lost her job, and her 
brother was severely bullied. Daisy admitted that she 
attempted to take her life on at least two occasions. 
Shortly after the Coleman’s left Maryville, their house 
was “mysteriously” burned to the ground (Caulfield, 
2013).

 
Figure 1. Thematic Map 

 

 

Jane Doe: On August 11, 2012 a 16-year-old girl 
became the victim in a highly publicized rape case 
known as “the Steubenville, Ohio Rape.” Trent Mays 
and Ma’lik Richmond, popular football players at 
Steubenville High, were identified as the two teen 
offenders. At a party that evening, witnesses report the 
victim became highly intoxicated early; she needed 
help walking and had a hard time making conversation 
(Macur & Schweber, 2012). A baseball player dared 
others to urinate on the incapacitated victim. Along 
with other football players, Mays and Richmond 
carried the victim to a second party, held by a football 
player who later served as a testifying witness (Macur 

& Schweber, 2012). Mays, Richmond, the victim, and 
the witness were in his car when he recorded Mays 
assaulting the incoherent victim, stating she would not 
be able to remember it. He admits to sharing the video 
with a friend (Macur & Schweber, 2012). 

At the third party, witnesses described the victim 
as unable to stand or walk and “sleeping” (Macur & 
Schweber, 2012). Mays exposed himself to initiate 
oral sex. At the same time, Richmond stood behind the 
unresponsive victim as he penetrated her with his 
fingers. A friend of Mays’s captured and shared photos 
of these events with several others. The friend claimed 
he told Mays to stop in fear that Mays would face 
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consequences. Mays replied, “It’s all right. Don’t 
worry,” and continued (Macur & Schweber, 2012, 
para. 50).  

After disclosing incomplete memories with her 
parents, numerous pictures, videos, and comments 
circulating on social media and text messages told a 
more complete story (Macur & Schweber, 2012). 
Evidence was handed over to police. It was too late to 
perform a rape kit. Mays and Richmond were arrested 
several days later (Macur & Schweber, 2012). Police 
struggled to build a case as witnesses reported being 
afraid, and many rallied around the offenders. Police 
recovered two photographs of the naked, passed out 
victim on Mays’ cell phone. Both Mays and Richmond 
were charged as juveniles with rape and kidnapping. 
The victim has struggled with socializing and 
depression, refusing to attend school. The victim and 
family were threatened, friends stopped 
communicating, and parents forbid their children to 
associate with the victim (Macur & Schweber, 2012).  

Audrie Pott: On September 2, 2012, 15-year-old 
Audrie Pott from Saratoga, California, was raped. 
Audrie and a friend began drinking while waiting for 
friends. Witnesses say Audrie was already drunk when 
peers arrived, including three 16-year-old males 
(Burleigh, 2013). The boys took an unresponsive 
Audrie to a room, where they removed her clothes, 
drew on her skin with markers, digitally penetrated 
her, and photographed each other violating her body 
(Burleigh, 2013). 

The following morning, Audrie woke up with no 
clothes on and no recollection of what happened. 
Audrie later communicated with the three boys on 
Facebook. She learned that they took nude 
photographs of her, which they claimed were deleted 
(Burleigh, 2013). Two days later, the photos circulated 
around school. Audrie’s friends noticed that she had 
cuts on her arms and was skipping classes. Audrie 
stated to peers that her life and reputation were ruined. 
On September 10, 2012, just a few days after her 
assault, Audrie hanged herself.  

Audrie’s friend took information about the events 
preceding Audrie’s suicide to the school board 
(Burleigh, 2013). On April 11, 2013, all three boys 
were arrested on suspicion of committing two felonies 
and one misdemeanor and charged as juveniles (Sulek, 
Salonga, & Gomez, 2013). Two of the boys received 
30-day sentences to be served on the weekend, and the 
third boy was sentenced to 45 consecutive days (Sulek 
et al., 2013). 

Jada: On July 1, 2014, Jada, a 16-year-old, was 
invited to a house party in Houston, Texas. A male 
host offered her punch that rendered Jada incoherent 
and unconscious. Jada recalls being taken upstairs, but 
woke up nude the next morning with no memory of the 
evening (Stewart, 2014). As weeks passed, pictures of 

Jada passed out in minimal clothing surfaced on social 
media with the hashtag #JadaPose. Quickly others 
started mimicking the pose and posting their photos 
online, prompting Jada and her mother to file a police 
report.  

 Months later, a 16-year-old male classmate 
was arrested and charged with sexual assault (Dahl, 
2014). Four days later after the first arrest, 19-year-old 
Clinton Onyeahialam, turned himself into authorities 
regarding Jada’s rape. Onyeahialam was charged with 
two counts of sexual assault of a child, as authorities 
stated there is evidence Jada was not his only victim 
that night (Dahl, 2014). Despite requests for her name 
to be withheld from the media, Jada decided to speak 
out after her identity was shared online (Stewart, 
2014). Jada stated that she did not want to hide and 
wanted to address rape culture in our society to prevent 
other teens from experiencing the same humiliation 
that she has endured. 

Results 

Victim blaming/shaming, offender support, 
family/survivor utilization, victim support and 
offender blaming emerged as predominant themes in 
these cases. The messages that originated shortly after 
the rapes were overwhelmingly in support of the 
accused and blamed or shamed the victim. This trend 
continued to be the most pervasive even as national 
media attention grew and global social media 
responses were made. The themes are not mutually 
exclusive, as some posts had multiple themes present. 
For example, in the Steubenville case of Jane Doe, one 
tweet encompassed concepts consistent with a victim 
blaming and an offender support theme. The tweet 
read, “Be responsible for your actions ladies before 
your drunken decisions ruin innocent lives. #rape 
#Steubenville” (Respondent 1, March 17, 2013, 
[Twitter]). 

Victim Blaming/Shaming  

Victim blaming/shaming was the most prominent 
theme observed in these cases. This theme included 
any subscription to the rape myth that the victims’ 
actions led to the assault; thus, they should be held 
accountable. Blaming the assault on the victim’s 
behavior, their drinking or promiscuity, would be 
included in this thematic definition. Also included are 
any posts that were demeaning, punishing, or 
aggressive towards the survivor. This theme was 
present in all four cases.  

Daisy. Much of the response in Daisy’s case was 
outrage at the victim. Many social media users stated 
that Daisy’s actions were to blame for the assault: “No 
one ever got this much attention for being raped… I’m 
smart enough not to not myself in those situations” 
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(Respondent 2, January 7, 2014, [Twitter]). Another 
poster noted, “Well she went with him she should have 
not” (Respondent 3, October 18, 2013, [Facebook]). 
The shaming aspect emerged in the messages that 
included name calling and negative labels. An 
example was in a Twitter post that read, “Fuck yea. 
That is what you get for being a skank :) 
#jordanandmattarefree.” (Respondent 4, March 14, 
2012, [Twitter]). Others proceeded with messages that 
included sentiments that Daisy lied about her assault 
and deserved the ridicule that followed: “Hope she 
realizes this just made her look stupid and not get 
sympathy. Except the dumbass people believed her 
#jordanandmattarefree” (Respondent 5, March 13, 
2013, [Twitter]). 

Jane Doe. Comments blaming the victim were 
common in this case. Examples include, “Remember 
kids, if you're drunk/slutty at a party, and embarrassed 
later just say you got raped” (Respondent 6, March 17, 
2013, [Twitter]). The reaction to the case of Jane Doe 
was heavily influenced by case facts that detailed the 
presence of alcohol. Immediately following the attack 
and continuing months later, social media respondents 
were referencing the victim’s consumption of alcohol. 
Posts such as “passed out? at 16??? what from?? 
alcohol?  You play with fire you are going to get 
burnt…” (Respondent 7, March 20, 2013, [Facebook]) 
and “well dont pass out” (Respondent 8, March, 18, 
2013 [Facebook]) excuse the actions of the perpetrator 
and states that the victim deserved to be assaulted. 
Comments such as “not just at the 3rd house. I’m not 
saying what they did isn’t wrong but it’s not rape… 
It’s the girls fault #dontdrink” (Respondent 9, March 
17, 2013, [Twitter]) and “Maybe if you don’t want to 
get raped, don’t get blackout drunk. Just a thought 
#Steubenville” (Respondent 10, March 19, 2013, 
[Twitter]) actually acknowledge the rape and fail to 
attribute blame to the offender. Alcohol was not the 
only victim blaming factor noted. The classic myth of 
clothing choice was found in statements such as 
“Sorry ladies, skimpy clothing is pretty much implied 
consent. Don’t dress like a whore if you don’t want to 
be treated like one. Simple” (Respondent 11, March 
17, 2013, [Twitter]). This quote, along with basic 
statements like “I have no sympathy for whores” 
(Respondent 12, May 10, 2012, [Twitter]), uses name 
calling to shame the victim.  

Audrie. Audrie’s case is unique in that when 
exploring social media for messages about her assault, 
little was found prior to her suicide. One major trend 
found in posts about Audrie’s assault was sharing a 
bingo board that detailed common rape myths and 
behaviors that provided a multitude of victim blaming 
terms and scenarios, indicating that her actions led to 
her rape. A Twitter post exemplified this victim 
blaming trend reading “play stupid games win stupid 

prizes… don’t play adult games if you can’t face adult 
consequences, and keep your fucking clothes on” 
(Respondent 13, n.d., [Twitter]).  Another example 
read, 
 

It was her fault, she never should have been 
there. It’s like guys who get killed in bar 
fights, stay out of those bars and it never 
would have happened. Go to places with 
dirtbags and you deal with the repercussions 
of that. (Respondent 14, n.d., [Facebook]) 

 
When social media starting calling for charges of 

sexual assault and murder, a new and even crueler 
form of victim blaming emerged. Messages included 
reasons not only for her rape, but for her death. 
Comments such as “It’s called PERSONAL 
RESPONSIBILITY and SELF RESPECT and if this 
girl HAD EITHER she’s be alive today” (Respondent 
15, n.d., [Twitter]) and “... if the girl had any common 
sense she’d be alive. Everyone knows this stuff 
happens when alcohol gets involved, and look what 
happened when she went out drinking” (Respondent 
16, n.d., [Facebook]) illustrate this concept.  

Jada. “Maybe they shouldn’t drink alcohol at 
parties and they won’t do a #Jadapose” (Respondent 
17, July 19, 2014, [Twitter]). In Jada’s case the war of 
words was strengthened with imagery to shame her. 
Her assailants had photographed her on the floor, nude 
and clearly incapacitated. The photograph spread 
across social media and soon people began to mock 
the picture, creating a nationwide trending hashtag: 
#JadaPose. Broderick (2014) noted that in one 
weekend, the #JadaPose mockery pictures had been 
referenced on Twitter more than 1,000 times. Figure 2 
provides a visual example of a young man lying on the 
ground and mocking the young victim with #Jadapose 
as a reference.  

 
Figure 2. A Tweet Mocking Jada 
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Other comments included the tagline #Jadapose 
and accused Jada of falsifying the rape and ruining the 
boys’ lives. Examples of such comments include 
“Like #Jadapose. She got drunk at a party, then made 
up a false rape claim” (Respondent 18, July 11, 2014, 
[Twitter]) and “I will #jadapose all fucking day... 
Lying about rape is not cool u can seriously ruin 
somebodies life” (Respondent 19, September 30, 
2015, [Twitter]). These comments serve as another 
form of shaming, alleging that the victim lied and 
should feel guilt for the pain they have caused the 
accused.  

Offender Support  

Offender support was also one of the strongest 
themes in all but one of these cases. The support is 
strongest immediately following the assault and after 
any court rulings or decisions that are in favor of the 
accused. Messages that included explicit 
encouragement for the perpetrator, excused, or denied 
their behaviors, or celebrated their legal triumphs were 
classified in this category.  

Daisy. In Daisy’s case, the presentation of 
offender support was overwhelming. Local classmates 
took to Twitter and Facebook in an effort to protect, 
praise, and celebrate the young perpetrators. One of 
the young perpetrators utilized social media to brag 
about his sexual appeal. Others immediately embraced 
his arrogant manner, following with statements such 
as “In the words of famous Matthew Barnett ‘if her 
name starts with abcdefghijklmnopqrstuvwxyz she 
wants the D’” (Respondent 20, October 13, 2013 
[Twitter]). 

One poster did not disregard the act of rape, but 
instead minimized the damage it caused the victim and 
maximized the costs to the perpetrator:  

 
You gonna throw a boys life away cos he got 
a little pussy? The girl wasn’t hurt. No 
permanent damage. No death, no 
dismemberment, no scars. She woke up a 
little swore, it went away in a few days, so 
what. (Respondent 21, October 21, 2013, 
[Facebook]) 
 
Much support for the two charged in this case 

came after the verdict was announced and charges for 
sexual assault were dropped. The hashtag 
#jordanandmattarefree was quickly adopted, 
increasing the support for the boys. Many of the 
statements on social media appear to be from local 
classmates. Messages such as “Can’t sleep because 
I’m too excited #jordanandmattarefree” (Respondent 
22, March 13, 2012, [Twitter]); “I’m going to be up all 
night with these #jordanandmattarefree hashtags. 
EVERYONE use it!!!! Even if you aren’t from 

Maryville. Just do it” (Respondent 23, March 14, 2012 
Twitter); and “Schools back to normal cause 
#jordanandmattarefree” (Respondent 24, March 13, 
2012, [Twitter]) demonstrate the types of social media 
feedback that the perpetrators in the case received.  

Jane Doe. The Steubenville perpetrators received 
immediate messages of perceived innocence posted to 
social media. One tweet read “Those kids from 
Stuebenville are completely innocent” (Respondent 
25, March 17, 2013, [Twitter]). Another message 
stated that the media exaggerated the case and was 
blaming the perpetrators for a rape they did not 
commit: “I really wish people would STFU, {XXX} 
did not rape this girl. The media hyped the story up” 
(Respondent 26, July 10, 2014, [Twitter]). In addition 
to denying the assault occurred, some users not only 
claimed that the perpetrators were innocent, but they 
also claimed that the victim was embarrassed or 
regretted sex and therefore turned on the boys: “I’m 
defending him cause he didn’t raper her, she only went 
to the police cause she got exposed her” (Respondent 
27, July 10, 2014, [Twitter]) 

One post seemed to minimize the significance of 
the assault due to the defendant’s ages: “Cause come 
on, they’re not even 18 and their lives are seriously 
screwed up now because of that. It’s uncalled for” 
(Respondent 28, March 18, 2013, [Twitter]). Another 
message followed suit, minimizing the injury to the 
victim and focusing on the charges facing the two 
teens who perpetrated the assault: “ya way to go now 
these 2 guys lives are ruined… her vag would have 
been fine #Steubenville” (Respondent 29, March 17, 
2013, [Twitter]).   

Audrie. While it is possible that messages of 
offender support exist, researchers were unable to 
establish a presence of offender support in the case of 
Audrie Pott. Instead, much of the traditional media 
attention was protective of the young men. The 
defense attorney for one of the offenders released a 
public statement “urging the public to reserve 
judgment and said the boys should be ‘regarded as 
innocent’” (Mather, 2013, para. 1). It is important to 
recognize that while offender support was not 
abundantly present, the overwhelming victim blaming 
and shaming in this case directly shifts the blame from 
the offenders to Audrie, thus inadvertently supporting 
the boys.  

Jada. One of the offenders noted on his Twitter 
account that Jada was a “hoe” and a “snitch.” Twitter 
followers followed suit: “Tell me how tf you can 
snitch on ya brother? #jada” (Respondent 30, March 
13, 2014, [Twitter]). More common was the denial of 
an assault: “that Jada hoe wasn't raped though 
#jadapose #CirocThot” (Respondent 31, July 10, 
2014, [Twitter]) and “I already told y'all that Jada girl 
was not raped” (Respondent 32, July 15, 2014, 
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[Twitter]) are two examples of social media users 
denying the assault ever occurred. Others believed that 
consensual sex occurred, but that Jada then claimed 
rape when the pictures were released: “I knew dat girl 
jada was not raped she was just mad she got exposed” 
(Respondent 33, July 14, 2014, [Twitter]). These 
messages offer support of the boys’ innocence by 
denying the assault occurred. 

Family/Survivor Utilization  

Family/survivor utilization was not a major 
theme, but it seemed to pose a critical turning point in 
the social media coverage in Jada’s case specifically, 
and messages from Audrie and Daisy’s family were 
influential in their cases as well. When the survivors 
or their family became outspoken or put a face to the 
case, a larger national presence of support or demand 
to hold the offenders accountable developed. Often 
these messages were a cry for the case to be 
reexamined, to pressure politicians and law 
enforcement, and to take action against the offenders. 
Other times it was the victim herself expressing power 
or feelings of defeat. Any message of outrage, support, 
or outreach made by the survivor or family was 
recorded under this theme.  

Daisy. In Daisy’s case, mainstream social media 
was utilized by her mother, demanding for the public 
to pay attention to her daughter’s case. She called upon 
Anonymous, an internet hacking group, to help shed 
light in a case she felt was forgotten:  

 
Where is anonymous now? My daughter has 
been terrorized to the point she tried to kill 
herself last night. She may never be ok. 
Where are you and your super hacking skills 
and internet help now…...we really need 
them. (Respondent 34, January 6, 2014, 
[Facebook]). 

 
Daisy created her own blog that was often 

referenced in social media posts. Her Xojane.com 
account documented the turmoil she experienced. Her 
statements ranged from a dark disposition, “I sat alone 
in my room, most days, pondering the worth of my 
life. I quit praying because if God were real, why 
would he do this?,” to messages of hope in a statement 
that noted “I not only survived, I didn’t give up. I’ve 
been told that a special prosecutor is going to reopen 
the case now. This is a victory, not just for me, but for 
every girl.” 

Jane Doe. In Jane Doe’s case, she and her family 
fought to protect her identity and shield her from 
public scrutiny. As a result, the family and victim did 
not utilize social media as a tool.  

Audrie. Audrie attempted to use social media to 
manage the distribution of the photographs taken 

during her assault. She sent messages and made posts 
pleading with her attackers to remove and destroy the 
images. Audrie took to social media prior to her 
suicide writing “My life is over.” For the Pott family, 
social media became a platform for awareness and 
reform after her death. The family’s specific actions 
are exemplified under the theme victim support.  

Jada. Acknowledging that everyone knew who 
she was due to the overwhelming number of images 
and comments shared via Twitter, Jada refused to hide 
her identity (Broderick, 2014). Her image seen in 
Figure 3 depicts the way Jada reclaimed her name and 
developed a message of empowerment. With her fist 
raised as a sign of strength, Jada holds a sign that said 
#IAMJADA, a trend that gained widespread 
popularity around the world.  

 
Figure 3. Jada’s Response 

 

 
 

With the combination of family/survivor pressure 
and increased national attention, two additional 
themes became more apparent as time lapsed. With the 
emergence of more information in the cases, there 
were calls for offender accountability/offender 
blaming and a surge in victim support. These messages 
were often expressed by a larger, external community 
who was advocating for a widespread change to 
reshape how we view sexual assault. 

Victim Support  

Victim support increased as the cases gained 
notoriety. As the messages of hate enraged the nation, 
social media presence in support of the victim began 
to grow into one of the more popular themes. 
However, it is important to note that despite the growth 
of victim support, messages of victim 
blaming/shaming and offender support also increased. 
Any messages of innocence or empowerment of the 
survivor were included in the theme of victim support.  

Daisy. The level of inactivity in the case of Daisy 
Coleman incited supporters to call for justice. One 
Twitter user was horrified by the presence of evidence 
in the case and the lack of action on the part of the legal 
system, tweeting “How many recorded videos of 
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underage rape does it take to convict a football player? 
#Justice4daisy” (Respondent 35, November 12, 2014, 
[Twitter]). Daisy’s case caught the attention of the 
online hacking group Anonymous. With messages 
including “Justice4Daisy: Anonymous threatens to go 
after alleged rapists” (Respondent 36, October 15, 
2013, [Twitter]), users spread the news about this 
underground group. A Facebook group titled ‘Justice 
for Daisy Coleman’ organized supportive events such 
as a rally and posted praise and support for the teen. 
Commonly associated with these messages were the 
hashtags #Justice4Daisy, #JusticeForDaisy, and 
#OpMaryville.  

Jane Doe. Despite Jane Doe’s identity being 
carefully protected, her name was briefly shared by the 
media. Along with frustrations related to a failure to 
protect her identify, users criticized the media for the 
sympathetic approach they took towards the offenders 
in her case. One user noted “@CNN #janedoe was the 
#victim & will live with lifelong #rape trauma & you 
grieve for the #rapists?? #Steubenville” (Respondent 
37, March 17, 2013, [Twitter]). A message containing 
a Jane Doe tribute video 
(https://youtu.be/0jAWaZmK2Lg) was popularly 
retweeted. Others applauded the survivor with 
comments such as “#janedoe I am a survivor of #rape 
just one of millions who stand by your side you are 
loved we believe in you please know that 
#steubenville” (Respondent 38, March 14, 2013, 
[Twitter]). Social media support served to show Jane 
Doe and her supporters they were not alone, illustrated 
by the tweet “Courageous of the men and women of 
#Steubenville and their supporters speaking out 
against #Rape #JaneDoe Is Not Alone” (Respondent 
39, February 2, 2013, [Twitter]).  

Audrie. In the case of Audrie Pott, public support 
flooded social media only after she took her own life. 
Messages in support of her family, in memoriam of the 
teen, and in advocacy of ending cyberbullying and 
preventing teen suicide quickly developed. Individual 
projects, social initiatives, and calls to action were 
made following her death. #RIPAudriePott and other 
messages of support such as “Tragic story about 
Audrie Pott! Cyber Bullying is Not OKAY. 
#AudriePott #CyberBullying #StopCyberBullying” 
(Respondent 40, April 8, 2014, [Twitter]) and “Never 
Forget <3 #audriepott” (Respondent 41, September 
12, 2013, [Twitter]) were posted to raise awareness.  

A Facebook Group called Bulldog Project, which 
seeks to put an end to bullying, quickly began posting 
information about bullying, suicide, and support for 
Audrie’s family and friends. The hashtag 
#bulldogproject was commonly associated with 
messages on Facebook and Twitter in regards to the 
case. The organization partnered with the Audrie Pott 
Foundation, which was started by Audrie’s parents, in 

an effort to end cyberbullying and provide 
scholarships and grants to educational programs. The 
foundation’s hashtag #audriepottfoundation also 
garnered great attention from social media users:  

 
These last few years have been a 
BLESSING! I thank you all for you constant 
love and support. These past few weeks have 
been crazy but amazing. [...] Thank you to the 
Bulldog Project for also having me allowing 
me to be apart of your movement. And last 
but not least thee Audrie Pott Foundation 
what a great honor it is to be such a big part 
of this amazing cause. The Pott family I have 
so much love and respect for you. I greatly 
appreciate all of What you have done and will 
do in the near future!!!!” (Respondent 42, 
October 17, 2015, [Facebook]) 

 
Figure 4 shows an image that the Audrie Pott 

Foundation asked people to share, which immediately 
spread with the hashtags #StopSuicide and 
#AudriePottFoundation. Audrie’s family and the 
foundation pushed for legislation to end the delicate 
treatment of juvenile sex offenders, thus prompting 
significant support for #audrieslaw.  
 

Figure 4. Audrie Pott Foundation’s Suicide 
Prevention Awareness Campaign 

 

 
 
Jada. The case of Jada, as mentioned previously, 

was unique in the unprecedented level of public 
support. A statement from Twitter noted “Anyone who 
finds humor in this #Jadapose has lost all sense of 
Humanity and Compassion Rape is NOT FUNNY 
AND NOT A JOKE. SHE’S A HUMAN BEING” 
(Respondent 43, December 25, 2015, [Twitter]). This 
comment exemplifies the public disgust associated 
with the visual mocking of Jada. By publicly 
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confronting her accusers and her shamers, Jada was 
able to reclaim the hashtag #jadapose that was 
originally used to abuse her. Additionally, her famous 
#IamJada image inspired others to follow suit with 
similar images of support, including from many 
celebrities. Other commonly observed supportive 
taglines included #Justiceforjada, #Justice4Jada, and 
#IStandWithJada. 

Offender Blaming 

Offender blaming was a theme less present, when 
compared to victim blaming/shaming and offender 
support. Even in messages of support for the victim, 
the fault of the offender was rarely noted. In some 
cases, social media posts would say that the 
perpetrators needed to be held legally responsible, thus 
blaming them indirectly. Posts that assign fault to or 
hold the perpetrator accountable for the assault were 
defined as offender blaming messages.  

Daisy. Daisy’s family called for the hacking 
group Anonymous, the media, and community 
members to pressure prosecutors to acknowledge her 
assault, thus shifting social media trends from pro-
offender to pro-Daisy. When this shift occurred, 
outrage extended to the offender, his family, and the 
community that seemed to stand by, condone, and 
excuse the boy’s behavior. One way posters responded 
was by identifying Barnett and interfering with his 
ability to move past the accusations. For example, 
many disclosed where he went to college and called 
the school and its students out for supporting him. This 
approach is seen in comments such as “Is Matt 
attending rape awareness classes here” (Respondent 
44, October 22, 2013, [Facebook]) and “If you go to 
XXX and know Matthew Barnett is and don’t beat his 
fucking ass you’re officially a pussy. And advocate 
rape. Congrats” (Respondent 45, October 13, 2013, 
[Twitter]). Other users criticized the powerful family 
members who protected Matthew by saying 
“#jordanandmattarefree because Matt's granddaddy is 
a crooked politician that no one in his cowardly town 
wants to anger.” (Respondent 46, October 15, 2013, 
[Twitter]). Another stated his grandfather was equally 
to blame:  
 

the boys allegedly raped her and left her 
outside in the below-freezing elements. They 
are lucky she didn't die! To top it off, it 
appears that a relative with political influence 
had no problem peddling influence on local 
law enforcement and/or local prosecutors! 
That person should be removed from office 
and put in the adjoining jail cell, along with 
the teen perps. (Respondent 47, October n.d, 
2013, [Facebook]) 

 

It was difficult for many people to understand the 
minimal charges brought against the offender: 
“#Maryville total BS plea bargain 4 Barnette to NOT 
be charged w/RAPE. Must blame & destroy victim b/c 
#RAPE not enuf” (Respondent 48, January 9, 2014, 
[Twitter]) and “Since when did #rape qualify as a 
misdemeanor? Disgusting and NOT good enough. 
#maryville #Justice4Daisy #justice #anonymous” 
(Respondent 49, January 9, 2014, [Twitter]) exemplify 
this. Finally, users responded to the rape myths 
commonly displayed, attributing full blame to Barnett: 

 
A 17 year old boy who will be technically a 
man at 18 and able to go to war should know 
better then to take advantage of a 14 year old 
girl. Tell me something if he has a sister 
would he want some creep to do what he did. 
(Respondent 50, n.d., [Facebook]) 

 
This message and others like it attacked excuses 
Barnett and others could use to justify his behavior. 

Jane Doe. The backlash against the offenders in 
the Jane Doe case grew as the boys were welcomed 
back to the football field: “Re: rape culture in America, 
don't forget about #steubenville, where convicted 
rapist is back playing HS football” (Respondent 51, 
December 5, 2014, [Twitter]). Additional frustration 
was expressed as the offenders were publicly 
proceeding in life as if nothing happened. Many felt 
the boys were being protected due to their popular 
status: “Shout out to #Steubenville for showing the 
world it's okay to rape someone as long as you're a 
football player #stayclassy” (Respondent 52, 
September 24, 2014, [Twitter]). Finally, users 
articulated that the boys’ behaviors made them rapists, 
deserving of punishment. One tweet stated, “when you 
put your body parts in a womans body who is blacked 
out drunk, it is called RAPE. You earned your 
sentences boys. #Steubenville” (Respondent 53, 
September 21, 2014, [Twitter]).  

Audrie. In Audrie’s case, the offender blaming 
was intensified due to her suicide and the light 
sentences the young men received. Several comments 
expressed general frustration with the young men 
saying they should have left her alone. In response to 
a victim blaming comment, one person tweeted “Why 
would you take advantage of a girl who is PASSED 
OUT? Just leave her alone. Would you want someone 
to rape YOU while drunk? #AudriePott” (Respondent 
54, April 12, 2013, [Twitter]). Another user expressed 
a growing trend against shamers stating “Too many 
beautiful girls are killing themselves. Boys it's very 
simple, don't rape. #Audrie #Rehtaeh” (Respondent 
55, April 12, 2013, [Twitter]).  

Other social media messages were more specific 
calling for punishments for the young men at the heart 
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of this case. Many felt the young men were being 
protected due to their age and posted comments such 
as “Don't care how old someone is... If a disgusting act 
is committed, they MUST pay for it... #AudriePott” 
(Respondent 56, July 24, 2014, [Twitter]) and “The 
rapists should have their names and faces plastered all 
over the Internet” (Respondent 57, July 5, 2013, 
[Facebook]).  

Due to her suicide, many believed sexual assault 
was not the only charge that these boys should face, 
writing “file first degree murder on them seek the 
death penalty” (Respondent 58, n.d., [Facebook]) and 
“Prosecute those worthless punks to the fullest extent 
of the law” (Respondent 59, n.d., [Facebook]). Several 
posts recognized that due to the rape and bullying that 
led to Audrie’s suicide, these young men should be 
tried as adults: “Try them as adults! Trio held in 
connection w/ sexual #assault in wake of teen girl’s 
#suicide” (Respondent 60, April 12, 2013, [Twitter]).  

Jada. Following the offensive copycat photos and 
Jada’s brave stance to speak out, Jada’s attackers 
became targets on social media. Many users called for 
the messages of victim blaming to shift to blaming the 
offenders. Twitter users tweeted “When will people 
stop blaming victims of rape rather than condemning 
their rapists? #everdaysexism #jadapose” (Respondent 
61, July 19, 2014, [Twitter]) and “The blame & 
ridicule of rape victims must end. The shame lies with 
the rapists. #jadapose #IamJada” (Respondent 62, July 
17, 2014, [Twitter]). Others took to the social media 
site to directly shame and even threaten the young 
men, writing “Drugging, raping a girl is an act of 
cowards, do it to my daughter & I will search you to 
hell and I cut you into small pieces ok? #jadapose” 
(Respondent 63, June 21, 2015, [Twitter]) and “If you 
have sex w/ a person who is under the influence of 
drugs/alcohol, it was not consensual & YOU ARE A 
RAPIST #jadapose #JusticeforJada” (Respondent 64, 
July 11, 2014, [Twitter]). Many messages, including 
“I am relieved that TWO charged in alleged gang rape 
after #Jadapose” (Respondent 65, December 19, 2014, 
[Twitter]) and “This rapists drugged girls and raped 
them then they mocked the girls” (Respondent 66, 
December 19, 2014, [Twitter]), celebrated the criminal 
prosecution of the young men. 

Discussion 

Unlike stories shared via traditional news sources 
such as television news and newspapers, the content of 
social media is not held to ethical standards, is not 
checked for accuracy, and has immediate presence 
with an international audience. Although a news story 
may contain less than flattering content, it is rarely re-
aired or reprinted, is not easily retrieved, and does not 
present a platform for viewers to readily and 

constantly comment on the material. Social media 
sites allow an opportunity for any user to issue 
comments, criticisms, and, in some cases, abusive 
responses to stories they know little about.  

The current study explored how social media 
users disseminate information regarding specific cases 
of teenage sexual assault. Consistent with previous 
research (Burt, 1980; McMahon, 2010), the most 
prominent themes were victim blaming/shaming and 
offender support. Most common among the themes 
were assignment of victim responsibility, claims of 
false reports, and regretted consensual sexual activity 
due to alcohol consumption. Statements like these are 
problematic as they further perpetuate and strengthen 
the social media consumers’ personal subscriptions to 
rape myths (Suarez & Gaddalla, 2010).  

In each of these cases, the teenage victims knew 
their offenders. This relationship likely contributed to 
the significant level of victim blaming and failure to 
acknowledge the offenders’ wrongdoing (Abrams et 
al., 2003; Monson et al., 2000). Additionally, alcohol 
was present in each of the cases, thus increasing the 
blame attributed to the victim and reducing the 
culpability of the offender (Romero-Sanchez & 
Megias, 2010; Untied, Orchowski, Mastroleo, & 
Gidycz, 2012). Perhaps more important than the case 
details, people may be motivated to promote a moral 
difference between themselves and the victim. By 
attributing blame for the rape to the victim, it allows 
one to form feelings of self-protection and security. 
This type of “that would not happen to me” attitude is 
strengthened as individuals note specific behaviors of 
the victim that they would not mirror, thus creating a 
perception that they are safe from victimization.  

Parallel to the victim blaming and shaming, 
offender support was a predominate theme. In these 
cases, the offenders each held an elite status in their 
community, whether it be the result of being a high 
performing football player or of their families’ wealth, 
name, or political standing. Posts that supported the 
offenders often focused on the idea that these young 
men were too valuable, too young, too pure, too 
normal, and had too valuable of a future to rape these 
victims. These correspond with society’s struggle to 
recognize that approximately 75% of sexual assaults 
are at the hands of an acquaintance, family member, or 
significant other (Truman & Langton, 2015) and that 
ordinary men, not monsters and villains, rape (Oregon 
Department of Human Services, 2016; Penny, 2012). 
One journalist noted this reluctance when stating, “We 
refuse to accept that nice guys rape, and they do it 
often” (Penny, 2012). The social media posts that 
protected the perpetrators in these cases lessened or 
completely removed the offenders’ accountability and 
either directly or indirectly placed the blame back on 
the victims. 
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With victim blame and offender support 
dominating social media messages, victim support was 
not immediately evident in these cases. Following the 
assaults, light victim support was seen locally but was 
overshadowed by negative messages. Over time, these 
cases garnered national attention. This presented an 
opportunity for those educated on sexual assault 
victimization to come forward with messages of hope 
and support. With a broader audience the impact of the 
offenders’ elite statuses is lessened. A national 
audience does not value local athletics, small town 
political ties, and family wealth in the same way 
members of the victims’ and offenders’ communities 
do nor does it have a personal connection to the 
offenders. Therefore, as messages of victim support 
increased, so did the level of offender blaming.  

As Figure 1 demonstrates, the five identified 
themes have a strong reactive pattern to one another. 
When a social media user is presented with a message 
of victim blaming and shaming, his or her own 
personal beliefs will guide their response. Consider a 
user who strongly subscribes to rape myths, thus 
attributing blame to the victim and removing 
responsibility from the offender. If that user views a 
post containing messages of victim blaming and 
shaming and wants to contribute to the discussion, he 
or she will likely respond with a similar message or a 
message of offender support. Similarly, if that same 
user is to view messages of offender blame and/or 
victim support, he or she is likely to counter those 
statements with messages of victim blaming/shaming 
and/or offender support, and so on. Unlike the other 
themes, family/survivor utilization acts in a lateral 
manner, attempting to mitigate victim blaming and 
shaming by promoting victim support.  

The results of the current study are important as 
the traditional social network may no longer be a 
teenager’s strongest source of socialization. Instead, it 
is possible that messages received on social media 
sites outweigh the personal reactions and social 
support they receive offline (Ullman, 1996). These 
social media sites are being used to enhance 
socialization and to maximize social value (Kim & 
Lee, 2011; Rosen et al., 2013),by displaying one’s best 
self and attempting to solicit positive feedback from 
others (Sas et al. 2009). Attempting to control the 
messages about one’s self on social media, particularly 
when faced with mass responses and widespread 
coverage, as seen in these cases, has been documented 
to cause increased depression (Romer et al., 2013; 
Rosen et al., 2013; Wilcox & Stephen, 2013; Ybarra et 
al., 2005). The words and images posted in response 
to these women are still present years after their 
assaults, and at the time of this article, social media 
reactions and references to these four cases are still 
being shared.  

Previous research recognizes that sexual assault 
survivors often experience a secondary victimization 
due to the absence of or negative nature of social 
support postrape (Yamawaki et al., 2007). In an effort 
to find support, survivors may turn to social media 
platforms. Despite the overwhelming negative 
messages demonstrated in this study, social media 
have the power to be a positive tool for sexual assault 
survivors. These cases illustrate that, in time, a 
community emerges to offer support and to counter 
message of hate that further perpetuate rape myths. 
While sharing many similarities, social media had 
different impacts on these four young victims. Jada 
used social media to reclaim her name, her image, and 
her confidence. Daisy Coleman attempted to manage 
media messages, and she and her family turned to 
social media for support with mixed response. Audrie 
Pott found the social media response to her assault so 
overwhelming that she took her own life shortly after 
photos and messages about her victimization emerged 
online. While Audrie was victimized directly, it is 
important to recognize that messages may also have an 
indirect, harmful effect on other survivors who 
identify with the victim. 

Conclusion 

Noting the reliance society, and specifically 
teenagers, has on social media, dealing with the issue 
of teenage sexual assault and social media is 
paramount. To combat this epidemic, the solution 
must be both proactive and reactive. According to 
Fairbain, Bivens, and Dawson (2013), there are three 
categories of prevention of sexual assault associated 
with social media: primary prevention – stopping it 
before it takes place, secondary prevention – 
preventing further harm once the sexual violence takes 
place, and tertiary prevention – dealing with the long 
term effects of sexual violence. To combat abuse on 
social media, Fairbain and colleagues (2013) propose 
“strengthening of individual knowledge and skills, 
promotion of community education of providers, 
fostering of coalitions and networks, changing 
organizational practices and influencing policy and 
legislation” (p. 21). We concur that education about 
sexual assault, related myths, victims, and perpetrators 
still remains one of our best weapons. 

Little programming exists that targets sexual 
violence and social media specifically (Fairbain et al., 
2013), yet several campaigns have emerged to 
promote healthy online behaviors. One such program 
engaging teenagers in healthy social media usage is 
“That’s Not Cool.” This organization is designed to 
reduce teen dating violence through online mediums. 
“That’s Not Cool” offers opportunities for teens to be 
responsible agents of change through “missions” each 



 SOCIAL MEDIA COVERAGE OF TEEN SEXUAL ASSAULTS 101 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 18, Issue 1 

month. These missions require teenagers to spread 
awareness and promote difficult conversations in their 
families, groups of friends, campuses, and community. 
For example, in October 2016, teens were challenged 
to host a viewing of the documentary Audrie and 
Daisy and to have subsequent discussions related to 
the issues of abuse and social media (That’s Not Cool, 
2016). Programs such as these need to be evaluated, 
and those that are successful need to be funded and 
replicated. Campaigns specifically tailored to 
encourage healthy social media discourse following a 
sexual assault could be beneficial in reducing the harm 
caused by social interactions on these networking 
sites.  

The current research explores social media 
responses in four highly publicized cases of teen 
sexual assault. While these results are not 
generalizable to all cases, the findings offer significant 
insight into social media reactions to these types of 
cases. The results indicate that social media are being 
used as a mechanism to revictimize teen sexual assault 
survivors, minimize the actions of the offenders, and 
promote rape myths. Due to the power and universal 
reach of social media, its contents resonate globally. 
When it comes to teenage sexual assault, social media 
messages are mostly counterproductive to the growing 
social movement designed to empower survivors, 
educate society, and maximize offender responsibility. 
Current findings serve as a foundation for further 
study into the content and power of social media 
messages following a teenage sexual assault and can 
be replicated via a quantitative approach. A better 
understanding of the current landscape of social media 
following a sexual assault will promote dialog about 
the issues at hand. This needed discourse will guide 
programming and education designed to promote 
healthy, responsible online behavior. No teenage 
victim of sexual assault should be so traumatized by 
social media that suicide becomes his or her only 
option. 
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Endnotes 

 

1  APA format requires that social media posts include user names and links to online messages. These links 
include the user name of the source; therefore, even if given a pseudonym, the user’s identity would be known. 
Also, several posts were removed and accounts have been blocked, making the links unusable. Therefore, 
authors have included all social media messages as personal correspondences, citing them with a respondent 
number, date of post, and the platform where the message was found. In the case of Audrie Pott many messages 
were removed following her suicide. In the event a date is unavailable, n.d. is noted. 
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Minority men and women are significantly impacted by mass incarceration.  Mass incarceration has also resulted in a 
growth in prison violence, and previous studies in this area have focused on individuals and not their interconnected 
statuses.  This study specifically considers the role of intersectional criminology and the commitment of prison violence 
in a large western state on female inmates.  Intersectional criminology is a theoretical approach that enables a critical 
look at the impact of individuals’ interconnected statuses in relation to crime.   Findings suggest that an intersectional 
approach provides more definitive statistical results in the assessment of prison violence and show that minority 
females commit more violent infractions in prison than White women.  As such, this study builds upon previous 
arguments that intersectionality should be more widely used in future research.  Implications for the findings are 
discussed. 
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Although incarceration rates in general have 

decreased since 2009,1 they are still a recognized 
problem in the United States (see Carson, 2014).2 
Some scholars go so far as to argue that mass 
incarceration has emerged as a system of racialized 
social control disproportionately affecting minorities 
(Alexander, 2010).  It is common knowledge that 
Black and Latino men are incarcerated at percentages 
much higher than their representation in the United 
States population as a whole.  In fact, Black men have 
higher imprisonment rates across all age groups than 
any other race/ethnicity (Carson, 2014).3  A recent 
Bureau of Justice report showed that Blacks were 
incarcerated at 37% of the entire prison population, 
compared to 32% for Whites, and 22% for Latinos 

(Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2015).  However, when 
the United States embarked on a policy of mass 
incarceration, few also considered the unintended 
consequences that this change would have on minority 
women (Chesney-Lind, 2002).  In fact, Black women 
are 1.6 to 4.1 times more likely to be incarcerated than 
White women across all age groups (Bureau of Justice 
Statistics, 2015).   

Specifically, it appears that Black women are 
increasingly impacted by mass incarceration.  Black 
women are three times more likely to be incarcerated 
than White women due in part to the disparate impact 
of the War on Drugs (see Ocen, 2013; Sabol, Couture, 
& Harrison, 2007; Sokoloff, 2005).   However, little 
quantitative research has examined potential 
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race/ethnicity differences in women’s imprisonment 
rates (Heimer, Johnson, Lang, Rengifo, & Stemen, 
2012).   

Further, incarceration rates overall are increasing 
faster for women than those for men (see Beck & 
Harrison, 2001; Guerino, Harrison, & Sabol, 2011; 
Mears, Cochran, & Bales 2012).  Bell and Lindekugel 
(2015) found no significant difference between males 
and females committing prison violence as a result of 
this increase in the female prison population.  
However, much of the research on prison violence has 
focused on the single social variables of race/ethnicity 
and gender rather than the intersectional impact of 
race/ethnicity and gender on prison violence.  

Hierarchical power relations influence the 
commitment of violence (Hill-Collins, 1998).  In other 
words, definitions of violence depend not only on the 
specifics of any given situation, but on who has the 
power to define both group identity and social context.  
Certainly, this is pertinent to the corrections officer-
inmate dynamic.  Richie (2012) suggests that Black 
women in particular are marginalized by the state, 
slowly criminalized, and blamed for the conditions 
that frame their violent experiences.  Perhaps this ties 
to violence in prison.   

The intersectional approach recognizes that 
race/ethnicity and gender are dynamic socially 
constructed power relationships that operate at both a 
micro and macro level (Andersen & Hill-Collins, 
2004; Crenshaw, 1989, 1991; Stoetzler, 2016; Weber, 
2001; Weber & Parra-Medina, 2003).  Research on 
intersectionality can provide insight into social 
contexts that reinforce power relations (Burgess-
Proctor, 2006; Weber, 2001).  Intersectional 
criminology is a theoretical approach that enables a 
critical look at the impact of individuals’ 
interconnected statuses in relation to the social control 
of crime or any other crime-related issues (Potter, 
2013).   

The threat of imprisonment is a major source of 
social control of crime in the United States and thus is 
a relevant subject of research on intersectionality and 
crime (see Alexander, 2010).  Also, little research has 
examined the way intersectionality of race/ethnicity 
and gender simultaneously operates to shape violence 
(Peterson, Krivo, & Hagan, 2006).  This is concerning 
as Richie (2002) argues that in an era of mass 
incarceration, the effects of race/ethnicity and gender 
are magnified through increased social control of 
minority males and females.   

Ocen (2013) specifically argues that independent 
analysis of mass incarceration focusing on 
race/ethnicity and gender separately is insufficient to 
capture the impact of incarceration.  Instead, 
intersectionality is necessary to understand that Black 
men are not the only ones targeted by mass 

incarceration – other minority men and women are as 
well.  This research specifically considers the role of 
intersectional criminology in evaluating the 
intersectionality of race/ethnicity and gender in 
committing prison violence.  First, previous research 
on the intersectionality of race/ethnicity and gender as 
well as race/ethnicity and gender independently on 
prison violence is considered.  Next, an 
intersectionality model of prison violence is assessed.  
The study provides data that conclude that the 
intersectionality of race/ethnicity and gender is more 
important in promoting an understanding of prison 
violence than a simple consideration of race/ethnicity 
and gender as separate social characteristics. 

Literature Review 

Intersectionality of Race/Ethnicity and Gender4 

Some recent research considers the impact of 
mass incarceration on the intersection of race/ethnicity 
and gender.  Alexander (2010) goes so far as to suggest 
that prison in the United States has become a well-
disguised system of racial social control – especially 
for Black men.  Specifically, Tonry (2004) argues that 
governments make decisions about types of 
punishment to use that are unrelated to actual crime 
rates.  This argument has been made in the United 
States in reference to the War on Drugs with its 
mandatory sentencing laws, which actually began at a 
time when illegal drug use was decreasing (Alexander, 
2010; Beckett & Sasson, 2004).  More importantly, the 
majority of individuals incarcerated under mandatory 
sentencing laws resulting from the War on Drugs are 
Black males (Alexander, 2010).   

Mass incarceration also disproportionately affects 
minority women (Joseph, 2006; Ocen, 2013).  As a 
result partially of the War on Drugs, Black women are 
incarcerated at rates three times higher than those for 
White women (Ocen, 2013; Sabol et al., 2007).  
Heimer and colleagues (2012) argue that 
understanding female imprisonment rates requires 
attention to race/ethnicity.  Black women are already 
victimized by their double status as Black and women; 
mass incarceration just adds to this victimization 
(Christian & Thomas, 2009; Richie, 2002; Travis, 
2006; Young, 1986).  Richie (2012) argues that the 
current criminal justice system is clearly not set up to 
serve the needs of impoverished Black women 
(through lack of programming) and can further 
contribute to their criminalization and violence.  

Although literature has looked at the relationship 
between race/ethnicity and prison violence, much of 
this work has been limited to simply White and Black 
male inmates (Berg & DeLisi, 2006).  The intersection 
of an individual’s race/ethnicity with prison violence 
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is a progressively important area of research in an era 
of increased movement of inmates between prison and 
communities (Berg & DeLisi, 2006).  Specifically, 
intersectionality is particularly relevant to research on 
mass incarceration as involvement with prison creates 
another status of disadvantage that interacts with 
race/ethnicity and gender (Christian & Thomas, 2009).  
For example, a prison record disqualifies many 
individuals from obtaining housing and employment 
upon release.  This is a greater problem for Blacks than 
Whites (see Pager, 2007). Yet, despite this situation, 
little research has examined the way such 
intersectionality of race/ethnicity and gender 
manifests itself and, specifically, how it shapes 
experiences of violence (DeCoster & Heimer, 2006).   

The focus on intersectionality of race/ethnicity 
and gender as begun by Black feminists is the 
precursor to today’s consideration of multiracial 
feminism (Burgess-Proctor, 2006).  Multiracial 
feminism argues that a power hierarchy exists in 
which people are socially situated in this hierarchy 
through interlocking systems of race/ethnicity and 
gender (Hill-Collins, 2000).  A key element to this 
concept is that social relations are based on 
race/ethnicity and gender as interactive terms and not 
just additive (Andersen & Hill-Collins, 2004; Daly, 
1993).  Specifically, the social location of Black 
women as outsiders provides a basis for theorizing that 
race/ethnicity and gender act simultaneously (Brewer, 
1993; Meyers 2004). 

The intersectional approach recognizes that 
race/ethnicity and gender are dynamic socially 
constructed power relationships that operate at both a 
micro and macro level (Andersen & Hill-Collins, 
2004; Crenshaw, 1989, 1991; Stoetzler, 2016; Weber, 
2001; Weber & Parra-Medina, 2003).  Research on 
intersectionality can provide insight into social 
contexts that reinforce power relations (Burgess-
Proctor, 2006; Weber, 2001).  Potter (2013) suggests 
that intersectional criminology has developed from the 
above into a theoretical approach that “should prove to 
be a significant contribution of critical criminology 
and a necessary evolution in criminological theory 
generally” (p. 306).  Intersectional criminology 
necessitates a critical reflection on the impact of 
interconnected identities of individuals in relation to 
their experience with the social control of crime 
(Potter, 2013).   

Race/Ethnicity 

Race/ethnicity independently is a correlate of 
prison violence and is a strong predictor of violence.  
However, most of this research only considers the 
male prison population, with racial minority males 
tending to be more violent than White male inmates 
(Schenk & Fremouw, 2012).  Steiner and Wooldredge 

(2009) studied state-operated prisons and showed that 
those with higher proportions of Black male inmates 
had higher levels of assaults.  However, they 
concluded that heterogeneity in the composition of the 
inmate population contributed to this inmate violence.  
Harer and Steffensmeier (1996) evaluated violent 
misconduct in federal male prisons from several 
geographic areas in the 1980s.  They determined race 
to be a significant predictor, as Black male inmates 
were twice more likely to commit violent infractions 
than White male inmates.   

DeLisi (2003) divided race/ethnicity into White, 
Black, Latino, Native American, and Asian American 
males and showed that Latino males were the most 
likely to engage in violent infractions.  In fact, being a 
Latino male was the strongest predictor of committing 
violent infractions in their study.  Native American 
males were the second most likely to be involved in 
violent infractions, while Black male involvement was 
not significantly different than White male 
involvement in prison violence.  Yet, in Rhode Island, 
Rocheleau (2011) discovered that Latino male inmates 
were the least likely to engage in prison violence.  No 
reasons for these differences in violence by 
race/ethnicity were given.  Finally, using a sample of 
both males and female divided into White or non-
White, DeLisi (2003) established that non-Whites 
were more likely to engage in serious violent 
misconduct than Whites. 

However, several studies have established no 
significant relationship between race/ethnicity and 
committing prison violence (see Baskin, Sommers, & 
Steadman, 1991; Camp, Gaes, Langan, & Saylor, 
2003; Finn, 1995; Wright, 1989).  Although it appears 
from previous research that there is a relationship 
between race/ethnicity and prison violence, there is 
variation in terms of how much race/ethnicity is 
involved with prison violence and the reasons for such 
variation.  Steiner and Wooldredge (2009) argue that 
parallels between disadvantaged minority 
communities and prison environments are very 
relevant for understanding inmate violence in 
particular.  This could particularly be the case with an 
overrepresentation of minorities in prison today.   

Gender 

Literature results are mixed when studying 
women and their ties to both general misconduct and 
violence.  Some research suggests that gender 
differences in general misconduct exist (Celinska & 
Sung, 2014; Cunningham, Sorensen, Vigen, & Woods, 
2011; Drury & DeLisi, 2010; Harer & Langan, 2001).  
However, other studies have found no difference 
between gender and general misconduct including 
prison violence (Bell & Lindekugel, 2015; Camp et al., 
2003; Steiner & Wooldredge, 2014).   
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As serious violence is much less common in 
women’s prisons, it has often not been examined 
(Craddock, 1996; Wulf-Ludden, 2013).  Studies that 
have looked at gender and prison violence find that 
men are more violent in prison than women (see 
Austin, 2003; Berg & DeLisi, 2006; Bottoms, 1999; 
Goetting & Howsen, 1983; Sargent, 1984; Sorensen & 
Cunningham, 2010; Wulf-Ludden, 2013).  More 
recent research focusing specifically on female 
homicide, aggravated assault, hostage taking, and 
rioting suggests such acts of violence are very rare for 
women in prison (Harer & Langan, 2001).  Further, 
past violent criminal history has also been tied to 
violence in prison among an all-women sample 
(Thomson, Towl, & Centifanti, 2016).  Some scholars 
suggest that female inmates’ relationships in prison are 
becoming more volatile than previously thought 
(Greer, 2000).  This interpersonal relationship 
volatility could lead to an increase in prison violence 
among women.   

Recent research also suggests that prison staff 
may exert their authority disparately on incarcerated 
men and women.  Ocen (2013) argues that this 
differential treatment is not only enforced by gender, 
but by race/ethnicity as well.  Thus, disparate 
treatment of prison inmates could impact violent 
infractions by gender independently, but also through 
the intersectionality of race/ethnicity and gender.  In 
other words, prison staff may not only treat men and 
women differently, they may treat White women 
differently to Black women and so forth.  Such 
literature would suggest that more research on gender 
and violence in prison is necessary. 

Hypotheses 

The main hypothesis of this research is that the 
use of intersectionality of race/ethnicity and gender 
will provide greater statistical insight into who is 
committing prison violence rather than a simple 
consideration of these social characteristics 
independently.  A secondary hypothesis is that 
minority women will be disproportionately involved 
in committing violent prison infractions. 

Methodology 

Data and Cases 

The data are provided by the Department of 
Corrections of a large western state.  They look at all 
inmates incarcerated between 2009 and 2011.  The 
breakdown includes 6,674 females (17.3%) and 
31,842 males (82.7%).  Data were collected by the 
Department of Corrections on demographic 
information such as race/ethnicity, gender, age, 

education, type of offense, sentence length, and repeat 
incarceration.5 

Independent Measures 

Intersections of race/ethnicity and gender.  
Testing intersectionality quantitatively can be done 
through a unitary additive approach or a multiplicative 
approach.  Both are acceptable methods to explore 
intersectionality with most researchers using the 
unitary approach (Dubrow, 2008).  As such, the 
unitary approach is chosen here with the following 
intersections created:  Asian/Pacific Islander females, 
Black females, Latina females, Native American 
females, other females, and White females.  White 
female is the reference category. 

Dependent Measures 

The dependent measure is dichotomous 
comparing those who have never committed a violent 
infraction against those who have, regardless of how 
many times during the 2009 to 2011-time period.  
Using official report data, the infractions that the state 
identify as violent are listed in Appendix A.6  A 
consideration prior to conducting analysis was 
whether to make the dependent measure dichotomous 
or categorical (i.e., taking into account how many 
violent infractions were committed instead of 
prevalence).  In other words, the question considered 
was whether a dichotomous versus a categorical 
dependent measure would influence the research 
results.   

Both a dichotomous and categorical dependent 
measure were created and a formal test was conducted 
for the equality of maximum-likelihood regression 
coefficients between the dichotomous and categorical 
populations using the following statistical test (see 
Brame et al., 1998; Paternoster et al., 1998): 

 
b1 – b2 

Z = __________________ 
 

√ SEb1
2 + SEb2

2 
 
Where b1 and b2 are the regression coefficients for the 
model variables and SEB1 and SEB2 the standard 
deviations for those same variables. The non-
significant z scores obtained indicated that there was 
no significant difference between the regression 
analysis using a dichotomous or a categorical 
dependent measure.  As a result, bearing in mind that 
the focus of the research was not directed at correlates 
of prison violence but on which theoretical model 
would give the most definitive description of the 
commitment of prison violence, the dichotomous 
dependent measure of yes or no was chosen for the 
analysis.   
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Control Variables  

Age.  Control variables include demographics of 
age and education as well as offense type, sentence 
length, and repeat incarceration as all have been tied 
to prison violence.  Age is perhaps one of the strongest 
correlates of prison misconduct including prison 
violence (see Bench & Allen, 2003; Cooper & Werner, 
1990; Cunningham & Sorensen, 2006, 2007; 
Cunningham, Sorensen, & Reidy, 2005; Wooldredge, 
1991).  Specifically, those who are younger are more 
likely to be violent in prison (see Cunningham & 
Sorensen, 2007).   

Gang membership.  Although gang membership 
is less common among females (see Lauderdale & 
Burman, 2009), gangs are tied to violence in prison 
(see Gaes, Wallace, & Gillman, 2001 Gaes, Wallace, 
Gillman, Klein-Saffran, & Suppa, 2002; Worrall & 
Morris, 2012).  As a result, a dummy variable for gang 
membership is included.  Gang membership in this 
western state was determined by voluntary admission 
from the inmate or assessment by a corrections officer.  

Education.  Education has consistently, but not 
uniformly, been shown to predict prison misconduct 
and violence.  In a sample from the State of 
Washington (along with New York and Vermont), 
Wooldredge, Griffin, and Pratt (2001) found education 
to be a predictor of prison misconduct.  Less education 
has also been found to be a strong predictor of violent 
misconduct in studies conducted in Arizona, Florida, 
and Missouri (see Berg & DeLisi, 2006; Cunningham 
& Sorensen, 2006; Cunningham, Sorensen, & Reidy, 
2005; DeLisi, Berg, & Hochstetler, 2004; Harer & 
Langan, 2001; Schenk & Fremouw, 2012)7.   

Offense type.  All offenses for which the inmate 
is currently incarcerated are classified into one of three 
categories:  violent offense, property offense, or drug 
offense.  Thus, the research takes into account a most 
recent control for a criminal history of violence (see 
Sorensen & Davis, 2011).  Prior incarceration for any 
type of offense is controlled with repeat incarceration.  

Sentence length.  Previous research on prison 
general misconduct and violence specifically has 
suggested that the length of a prison sentence can exert 
an influence, with prison violence more likely to occur 
during the early part of incarceration and/or among 
those with shorter sentences (see Berg & DeLisi, 2006; 
Camp et al., 2003; Cunningham & Sorensen, 2007; 
Wooldredge et al., 2001).  Taking the above research 
into account and the frequency distribution of 
sentences imposed, sentence length is classified into 
four categories:  less than one year, one to just less than 
two years, two to just less than three years, and more 
than three years.8 

Repeat incarceration.  Inmates with repeat 
incarceration have also been shown to display 
increased general misconduct and/or specifically 
violence within prison (see Berg & DeLisi, 2006; 
Cunningham, Sorensen, & Reidy, 2005; Hardyman, 
Austin, & Tulloch, 2002; Kuanliang & Sorensen, 
2008; Steiner & Wooldredge, 2008).  To control for 
this possibility, a “yes” or “no” dummy variable is 
included to indicate an individual’s first admission to 
prison or a readmission9. 

Analytic Strategy 

Initial descriptive and bivariate analyses were 
conducted before regressions were run.  This initial 
analysis considered percentage of offending as well as 
relative odds.  Binomial logistic regression (as the 
dependent measure is dichotomous) was then used to 
consider the intersectionality of race/ethnicity and 
gender on violent infractions in prison10.  Further, 
before conducting analyses, a variation inflation factor 
(VIF) test was employed on all variables to check for 
multicollinearity.  No VIF above 4 was found (the 
standard cut off level), indicating that multicollinearity 
was not a problem in this study.   

Analysis 

Descriptive and Bivariate Analysis 
 

The vast majority of violent offenses committed 
were inmate-on-inmate (see Appendix B).  Table 1 
presents an initial descriptive and bivariate analysis of 
intersections of race/ethnicity and gender with violent 
infractions in prison.  The results obtained show that 
the majority of females do not commit violent 
infractions within prison.  Intersectionality indicates 
that Latina female (5.00) inmates had the highest 
relative odds of committing a violent infraction 
followed by Black females (3.00), Native American 
and Other females (2.33), and Asian/Pacific Islander 
females (1.67). 

Looking at the effect of the control variables it is 
seen that those who are younger, are gang members, 
have no high school degree, and who are incarcerated 
for a violent offense commit more violent infractions 
while in prison.  The effect of sentence length is 
somewhat inconsistent with those having a two to 
three-year sentence showing the most violent 
infractions.  Also, as expected, repeat incarceration 
increases the chance of committing violent infractions. 
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Table 1: Descriptive Analysis of the Intersectionality of  

Race/Ethnicity and Gender Frequency of Violence infractions in Prison (N=6,674) 
 

 
No Violent 

Infraction (%) 
Violent 

Infraction (%) 
Total           (N) 

 
Relative Odds11 

 
Intersections     
     Asian/Pacific Islander female 94.8 5.2 174 1.67 
     Black female 91.7 8.3 737 3.00 
     Latina female 87.2 12.8 187 5.00 
     Native American female 93.2 6.8 293 2.33 
     Other female 93.2 6.8 132 2.33 
     White femalea 96.8 3.2 5,151 1.00 
Control Variables     
Age     
     18-29a 95.8 4.2 1,432 1.00 
     30-49 95 5 3,705 1.25 
     50+ 97.4 2.6 1,133 0.83 
Gang Member     
     Gang Member - Yesa 66.7 33.3 9 1.00 
     Gang Member - No 95.8 4.2 6,665 0.08 
Education     
     No High School Degree 87.4 12.6 215 3.50 
     High School Degreea 96 4 6,459 1.00 
Sentence Type     
   Violent Offensea  94.6 5.4 1,281 1.00 
   Property Offense 96.2 3.8 2,610 0.67 
   Drug Offense 97.1 2.9 3,105 0.50 
Sentence Length     
   Less than One Yeara  96.1 3.9 5,399 1.00 
   One to Less than Two Years 94.1 5.9 1,389 1.50 
   Two to Less than Three Years 88 12 242 3.50 
   More than Three Years 95 5 119 1.25 
Repeat Incarceration     
   Repeat Incarceration - Yesa 84 16 714 1.00 
   Repeat Incarceration - No 97.1 2.9 5,960 0.16 

a  Relative odds reference category 
 
 
Multivariate Analysis 

The results of multivariate analysis are presented 
in Table 2.  Committing violent infractions by gender 
is shown to be highly dependent on intersectionality 
with race/ethnicity.  Black females (OR=2.21, 
p<.001), Latina females (OR=2.01, p<.01), and Native 
American females (OR=1.99, p<.01) are more likely 

to commit a violent infraction in prison than White 
females.   

A consideration of the logistic regression analysis 
of the control variables shows that younger inmates 
and those with lower education level are more likely 
to commit violent offenses.  Further, those convicted 
of property and drug offenses were less likely to 
commit violent infractions in prison.  The effect of  



112 BELL 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 18, Issue 1 

 
Table 2: Logistic Regression of the Intersectionality of Race/Ethnicity and Gender 

on Frequency of Violent Infractions in Prison (Standard Errors in Parentheses; N=6,674) 
 

 B Odds 
Intersectionsa   
     Asian/Pacific Islander female 0.53(0.37) 1.69 
     Black female 0.79***(0.17) 2.21 
     Latina female 0.70**(0.26) 2.01 
     Native American female 0.69**(0.26) 1.99 
     Other female 0.73(0.39) 2.07 
Control Variable   
     Ageb -0.39***(0.11) 0.68 
     Gang Membershipc f f 
     High School Degreed 0.93***(0.24) 2.54 
     Offense Type   
          Violent Offense 0.06(0.17) 1.06 
          Property Offense -0.36*(0.14) 0.70 
          Drug Offense -0.57***(0.16) 0.57 
     Sentence Length   
          Less than Year 0.20(0.23) 1.22 
          One to Less than Two 0.47*(0.21) 1.61 
          Two to Less Three Years 0.79**(0.27) 2.20 
          More Three Years -0.08(0.47) 0.92 
     Repeat Incarceratione 1.70***(0.15) 5.46 

a White Female Reference Category 
b Age 18-29 Reference Category  
c Gang Member Reference Category 
d  High School Degree Reference Category  
e  No Repeat Incarceration Reference Category  
f Sample size too small 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
 

 
sentence length was once again somewhat 
inconsistent, with those serving a one to two and two 
to three-year sentence committing the most violence 
within prison.  Also, as expected, repeat incarceration 
increased the odds of committing a violent infraction.  
Unfortunately, the number of women having gang 
membership was too small to do multivariate analysis. 

Discussion 

This research adds to the body of knowledge, as a 
consideration of intersectionality shows that female 
minorities commit more violent infractions than White 
females.  Further, research has not often considered 
women and serious prison violence (Craddock, 1996; 
Wulf-Ludden, 2013).  Intersectionality was shown to 
be more descriptive and statistically significant by the 
p values obtained in the multivariate model.  The 
results obtained also proved both hypotheses, namely 
that the use of intersectionality of race/ethnicity and 
gender provided greater statistical insight into 

committing prison violence rather than a simple 
consideration of these social characteristics by 
themselves.  The secondary hypothesis that minority 
women would be shown to be disproportionately 
involved in committing violent prison infractions was 
also proved. 

Some previous studies have researched 
intersectionality with small populations and found that 
intersectionality is significant.  For example, research 
on inmate assault has found that inmate perpetrators 
are more likely to be Black males (see Harer & 
Steffensmeier, 1996; Sorensen, Cunningham, Vigen, 
& Woods, 2011).  Other studies indicate that a large 
White to Black prison ratio is correlated with greater 
prison violence among Black males (see Gaes & 
McGuire, 1985; Lahm, 2009; McCorkle et al., 1995).  
However, previous research has not made any 
comparison with the intersectionality of race/ethnicity 
and women, which this study does.   

It is also widely accepted that intersections create 
oppression in that individuals are treated differently by 
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both race/ethnicity and gender (Zinn & Dill, 1996).  
Socially constructed distinctions between legitimate 
and illegitimate violence are based in intersectional 
race and gender power relations (Hill-Collins, 1998).  
DeCoster and Heimer (2006) suggest that oppressed 
groups may construct a response emphasizing 
violence as a method to counter discrimination.  If 
prison is seen as another form of oppression, perhaps 
this can be used to explain why minority women 
engage in more prison violence than White women.  
Ocen (2013) argues that prisons use sensory 
deprivation to police race/ethnicity and gender and 
those Black women who are “disruptive” are 
disproportionately placed in solitary confinement.  
This can also lead to further violence within prison or 
self-harm.  If prison is seen as another form of 
oppression, it would follow again from previous 
research that minority women might construct 
responses which emphasize violence (see DeCoster & 
Heimer, 2006).     

Several studies of poor, minority girls suggest that 
abuse in the home is tied to criminal offending (see 
DeCoster & Heimer, 2006; Richie, 2012).  Jones 
(2010) describes something similar with what she calls 
“situations survival strategies” where balancing the 
behaviors expected of good Black girls and behavioral 
expectations of the street can lead to aggressive (or 
violent) response.  In extension, perhaps this history of 
violence contributes to such acts in prison for minority 
women.  For example, a study on female homicide 
found that race and gender disadvantage differentially 
influenced homicide offending for White and Black 
women (Parker & Hefner, 2015).   

Further, this would contribute to the importation 
theory of prison violence where an inmate’s adaptation 
to prison life is shaped by their pre-prison experiences 
and socialization.  According to the importation 
model, inmates bring with them to prison their violent 
pasts and draw on their experiences in an environment 
where toughness and physical exploitation are 
important survival skills (Giallombardo, 1966; Irwin 
& Cressey, 1962; Lahm, 2008; Poole & Regoli, 1980; 
Schrag, 1961; Wheeler, 1961).   

The above findings are supportive of the fact that 
prison differentially impacts minority women 
compared to White women.  Ocen (2013) suggests that 
the prison actually disciplines and polices gender and 
racial identities: “Black women are seen as defying 
normative gender identities…and are thus 
disproportionately subjected to various forms of 
harassment and violence within the prison” (p. 478).  
This research suggests that a deliberation of prison 
violence is enhanced through the use of 
intersectionality.  A recognition of this differential 
impact by the intersectionality of race/ethnicity and 
gender on prison violence could better inform those 

working in the prison system.  For example, perhaps 
prison administrators can incorporate such 
information into staff training as corrections officers 
are the ones who officially give the violent infraction 
to the inmate.     

Finally, Potter (2013) suggests that intersectional 
criminology should prove to be a significant 
contribution to the area of critical criminology and a 
necessary evolution in criminological theory.  This 
study supports the hypothesis that an intersectional 
approach to prison violence provides greater insight 
into how prison violence manifests itself behind bars 
than simply considering race/ethnicity and gender 
independently.  In particular, the use of an 
intersectionality approach encourages us to think 
about how intersecting identities contribute to multiple 
forms of oppression rather than just as social variables. 

Limitations and Future Research 

Bearing in mind that the focus of the research was 
not directed at correlates of prison violence but on 
which theoretical model would give the most 
definitive description of the commitment of prison 
violence, the dichotomous dependent measure of yes 
or no was chosen for the analysis.  As a result, the 
seriousness of offenses was not considered.  Although 
Sorensen and colleagues (2011) found a difference in 
seriousness of assault on prison staff by race/ethnicity 
and gender, this research shows difference in violent 
offenses by race/ethnicity and gender, not seriousness.   
It is also acknowledged that the potential impact of 
gangs to prison violence is not able to be examined 
here at the multivariate level because the number of 
women identified and self-identified as gang members 
is so low.  However, gang violence does not appear to 
impact women’s prisons to the extent that it does 
men’s and could not be used as an explanation for why 
minority women engage in prison violence more than 
White women (see Lauderdale & Burman, 2009).  
Future qualitative studies should examine women’s 
identification as gang members while incarcerated and 
this potential impact on violence (see Scott & Ruddell, 
2011). 

In addition, this study does not definitively 
determine the reasons why there are differences in 
prison violence by intersectionality of race/ethnicity 
and gender.  Certainly, the fact that the prison violence 
is based on official report and as such subject to 
possible differential enforcement by corrections 
officers could have an impact.  In fact, a recent study 
by Olson (2016) found that Black inmates reported 
higher rates of placement in solitary confinement than 
White inmates.  However, it is argued that potential 
bias in official reporting would be least for prison 
violence as violent crimes are less ambiguous to 
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corrections officers, leaving less room for discretion in 
response.  Previous research supports this statement 
finding that race/ethnicity and gender may influence 
correctional officer filing of minor misconduct, but not 
major misconduct (see Freeman, 2003). 

This research also does not make any causational 
claims between race/ethnicity and gender with prison 
violence, simply that a correlation does exist where 
minority women commit more acts of prison violence 
than White women.  Future research should 
qualitatively consider the impact of gangs on prison 
violence among women.  It should also continue to 
expand the use of intersectional criminology as a tool 
in evaluating other areas of prison life.  This should 
include research on the reasons for differences in 
offending detected using an intersectionality approach 
in the study of race/ethnicity and gender with prison 
violence. 
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APPENDIX A.  OPERATIONALIZATION OF DEPENDENT MEASURE11 

 

 
 

Violent Infraction Description 

Homicide 
Aggravated Assault/Inmate 

Fighting 
Threatening 

Aggravated Assault/Visitor 
Holding Hostage 

Disease Transfer12 
Cause Inmate Injury 

Aggravated Assault/Staff 
Sexual Assault Staff 

Attempted Sexual Assault/Staff 
Abusive Sexual Contact/Staff 

Assault/Inmate 
Assault/Offender 

Sexual Assault/Offender 
Attempted Sexual Assault/Offender 
Abusive Sexual Contact/Offender 

Rioting 
Inciting Riot 

Strong Arming/Intimidation 
Cause Staff Injury 

Assault/Non Hospital 
Assault/Staff 

Assault/Visitor 
Refuse w/ Staff Injury 

Resist Order w/ Staff Injury 
Injure a Visitor 
Assault/Hospital 

Assault 
Holding Hostage 

Refuse Medical Order/Injury 
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APPENDIX B.  VIOLENT INFRACTIONS COMMITTED 
 

Violent Infraction 
Description 

Frequency Percentage 

Fighting 130 30.5% 

Strong 
Arming/Intimidation 

109 25.6% 

Threatening 107 25.1% 

Assault/Offender 65 15.3% 

Assault/Staff 13 3.1% 

Aggravated 
Assault/Staff 

1 0.2% 

Refuse Medical 
Order/Injury 

1 0.2% 
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Endnotes 

1  Although much research considers correlates of prison violence, that is not the aim of this paper.  The argument 
of this paper is that any discussion of correlates of prison violence should take an intersectionality approach as it 
is a significantly stronger theoretical and statistical fit than considering such demographic indicators 
independently. 

2  It is acknowledged that higher incarceration rates among Black males is not entirely a result of mass 
incarceration.  Instead, higher incarceration rates are also a result of greater criminal violence among Black 
males, particularly in homicide offending (see Chilton & Chambliss, 2015). 

3  Intersectionality scholarship can include other indicators, such as SES and sexuality.  However, only the 
intersectionality of race/ethnicity and gender are studied in this research. 

4  Ibid. 

5  The state level has become the standard unit of analysis for prison research as most inmates are housed in state 
institutions (Heimer et al., 2012). 

6  Violence against self (i.e., self-harm) was very small and as such excluded from this study.  Also, it is understood 
that official report data may influence the findings.  This is discussed in the limitations section. 

7  Specifically, Cunningham et al. (2005) found that more than 12 years’ education was associated with lower 
prison violence and Cunningham & Sorensen (2006) found that 9 years’ education was associated with lower 
prison violence. 

8  The control of 3 or more years as a grouping may obscure intersectionality effects of lengthy sentences.  
However, based on frequency this grouping was chosen as very few lengthy sentences were included in the 
study. 

9  As the focus is violence committed while incarcerated, no other type of sentence (i.e., probation and community 
corrections) are considered in the repeat incarceration variable. 

10  Missing data were extremely small and random.  As a result, list wise deletion of missing values was used in the 
statistical analysis.   

11  Relative odds were calculated by #1 dividing the percentage of violent infractions of a group by the percentage 
of non-violent infractions (not shown in Table 1) and #2 taking the odds of a reference group calculated in #1 
and dividing the odds of other groups to that reference. 

12  Disease transfer refers to any method of transfer of diseases such as Hepatitis C and HIV (e.g., sexual assault and 
throwing urines or feces). 
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