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Although empathy is broadly defined as “an 

affective response stemming from the understanding 

of another’s emotional state or condition” (Decety & 

Meyer, 2008, p. 1054), empathy research is notable for 

its lack of definitional consistency (Barnett & Mann, 

2013; Decety & Cowell, 2014). There is commonly a 

distinction made between cognitive and affective 

empathy (Jolliffe & Farrington, 2011), yet this 

bifurcation has been criticized for a lack of empirical 

support as others have proposed alternative 

dimensions (Barnett & Mann, 2013; Blair, 2005). 

Posick, Rocque, and Rafter (2014) provide an 

extensive overview of these definitional debates. This 

paper does not revisit those arguments, since 

https://scholasticahq.com/criminology-criminal-justice-law-society/
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separating the dimensions of empathy was not the 

focus of this paper. Rather, this work was concerned 

with variation in responses to empathy-inducing cues, 

and regardless of how empathy is parsed, “the 

proposed relationship with behavior is exactly the 

same. That is, the presence of empathy facilitates 

prosocial behavior and inhibits antisocial behavior” 

(Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006a, p. 540). Prior research 

suggests that empathy is vital for a variety of prosocial 

outcomes, such as assisting others in need and 

intervening on behalf of stigmatized persons (Batson, 

Chang, Orr, & Rowland, 2002; Condon, Desbordes, 

Miller, & DeSteno, 2013; Weisz & Zaki, 2017). 

Conversely, other studies have considered whether a 

lack of empathy facilitates anti-social behavior and 

crime by enabling people to ignore the harm done to 

victims (Barnett & Mann, 2013; Burke, 2001; 

Smallbone, Wheaton, & Hourigan, 2003). Despite that 

research, empathy has received insufficient attention 

from criminologists, as noted by Cullen (2011) in his 

2010 address to the American Society of Criminology. 

This paper is a response to that call and incorporates 

empathy into burglary research by evaluating 

burglars’ responses to situational cues. 

Literature Review 

Empathy among Offenders 

One of the more established areas of 

criminological empathy research concerns sexual 

offenders (Barnett & Mann, 2013). For example, 

several studies have found significantly lower 

empathy among juvenile sex offenders compared to 

non-offending youth (Burke, 2001; Lindsey, Carlozzi, 

& Eells, 2001). Hunter, Figueredo, Becker, and 

Malamuth (2007) also studied juvenile sex offenders 

and found that emotional empathy was associated with 

a reduced likelihood of non-sexual offending. 

Additionally, empathy mediated the effects of other 

variables (such as hostile attitudes) related to 

offending. Conversely, Smallbone and colleagues 

(2003) found that lower empathy was not associated 

with the number of sexual offense convictions among 

adult sex offenders, but it was positively related to the 

commission of non-sexual offenses.  

 Analyses of non-sexual offenders provide 

inconsistent evidence about whether they lack 

empathy (Burke, 2001). Goldstein and Higgins-

D’Alessandro (2001) found no significant differences 

in affective empathy between adult offenders and non-

offenders after controlling for age. Likewise, Larden, 

Melin, Holst, and Langstrom (2006) found no 

association between empathy and delinquency among 

juvenile offenders and a comparison group in Sweden, 

although delinquents did display less mature moral 

beliefs (e.g., about whether it is important to obey the 

law). Conversely, Posick and colleagues (2014) did 

not use a control group but analyzed information 

obtained during in-home interviews with nearly 5,000 

young adults. They concluded that empathy was 

associated with self-reported delinquency, even after 

controlling for demographic variables. Hepper, Hart, 

Meek, Cisek, and Sedikides (2014) compared 

incarcerated young males to a non-incarcerated 

control group and found a significant link between 

narcissism and offending that was mediated by lack of 

empathy. Jolliffe and Farrington’s (2006b) assessment 

of 720 youth in the U. K. found lower empathy among 

delinquent males compared to non-delinquents, 

although this pattern did not hold among females. 

Furthermore, for both sexes, violent and high-rate 

delinquents had lower empathy even compared to 

other offenders. In sum, the effect of empathy among 

non-sexual offenders has varied across the 

methodologies and operationalizations of prior 

studies. 

Behavioral Outcomes of Empathy 

Some scholars have suggested that empathy-

inducing cues can produce behavioral responses in 

addition to cognitive or emotional ones (Davis 1996, 

as cited in Lindsey et al., 2001; Posick et al., 2014). As 

Jolliffe and Farrington (2011) noted, “the ability to 

experience or understand another person’s negative 

emotions…should motivate a person with high 

empathy to act to alleviate this suffering” (p. 59). They 

reasoned that low empathy facilitates anti-social 

behavior by freeing the person to act without 

consideration for others. Similarly, Polascheck (2003) 

contended that low empathy may open the gates to 

socially unacceptable actions, but situational factors 

will impact the specific behavioral results (as cited in 

Barnett & Mann, 2013). Mackenzie (2006) also 

remarked that behavior can be shaped not only by the 

presence of empathy, but by contextual factors, which 

can “cue” certain actions (p. 376).  

Despite these discussions, the influence of 

situational features on offenders’ empathy has 

received little empirical testing (Barnett & Mann, 

2013). One exception is Jolliffe and Farrington’s 

(2011) paper, which went beyond assessing the effect 

of empathy on the likelihood of offending to consider 

behavioral manifestations. That is, they tested the 

possibility that varying levels or types of empathy 

might affect the style of offending (e.g., name-calling 

versus physical bullying). They found that empathy 

differences were associated with variation in the 

frequency and type of bullying behavior (e.g., indirect, 

violent, etc.). This finding added specificity to the 

literature regarding the influence of empathy on 

offense-related behaviors. It also suggests a need for 
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research considering how empathetic considerations 

might shape the commission of other offenses. 

Empathy and Burglary 

Criminologists have studied burglary for decades 

(Maguire & Bennett, 1982; Shover, 1972; Wright & 

Decker, 1994) and have frequently grounded their 

research in rational choice and routine activities 

theories, which assume that offenders’ choices are at 

least quasi-rational (Decker, Wright, & Logie, 1993; 

Rountree & Land, 1996; Sanders, Kuhns, & Blevins, 

2016; Tseloni, Wittebrood, Farrell, & Pease, 2004). 

These perspectives are well-suited for explaining 

burglars’ target selections, as those choices typically 

involve weighing some of the risks and benefits of 

potential targets (Cromwell & Olson, 2004; Wright & 

Decker, 1994). This does not mean that every burglary 

is based on careful consideration of risk and reward 

(Cromwell & Olson, 2004; Sanders et al., 2016; 

Wright & Decker, 1994), but it does imply that 

burglars’ target choices are not haphazard and thus can 

be influenced by cues about costs and benefits (Clare, 

2011; Nee et al., 2015; Sanders et al., 2016; Roth & 

Roberts, 2017). Clearly, these potential risks and 

rewards can be physical, such as valuable items and 

threatening dogs. Yet, crime prevention scholars have 

also noted that some offenders can be deterred by 

intangible considerations such as guilt and shame 

(Clarke, 1997; Clarke & Homel, 1997; Wortley, 

1996). Older burglary research did not extensively 

assess these factors, but pity and concern for victims 

appeared to be uncommon (Maguire & Bennett, 1982; 

Nee & Taylor, 1988; Wright & Decker, 1994). 

However, not all victims generated equal responses, as 

some burglars claimed to steal only from those who 

could afford it (Maguire & Bennett, 1982; Wright & 

Decker, 1994). This finding implied possible empathy 

toward certain targets. Palmer, Holmes, and Hollin 

(2002) later found that about 60% of burglars claimed 

to consider how their victims felt, although their study 

did not assess whether that influenced their actual 

target selections. Taylor’s (2014, 2018) recent work 

did much to expand this vein of research by explicitly 

assessing how moral considerations influenced the 

crimes of burglars in the United Kingdom. Semi-

structured interviews with 30 convicted burglars in the 

United Kingdom indicated that moral codes shaped 

many aspects of offending, including target selection 

(Taylor, 2014). They targeted wealthy homes partly 

because of the perception that such victims “could 

afford it” and consistently avoided two types of 

victims: the elderly and children (Taylor, 2014, p. 6). 

For example, one participant claimed the following: “I 

wouldn’t like it done to my grandma or grandad so I 

won’t do that to old people” (Taylor, 2014, p. 10). This 

principle carried great weight in target selection, as 

“there was consensus that visual cues enabled a 

burglar to identify houses with elderly residents 

quickly, and this cue would override all others in their 

assessment of its desirability to burgle” (Taylor, 2014, 

p. 10). Likewise, verbal protocol analyses conducted 

in a burglary hotspot found that certain targets (e.g., 

the elderly) and methods (e.g., distraction burglary) 

were perceived as “dishonourable” and thus avoided 

(Taylor, 2018, p. 351). 

 Taylor’s work raises interesting possibilities 

about a role for empathy in both burglary prevention 

and offender rehabilitation. However, a study using 

photographs to simulate target selection with a sample 

of U.S. burglars found that cues of children or the 

elderly did not affect the burglars’ choices (Roth & 

Roberts, 2017). This paper uses two other forms of 

data collected from that sample to examine the role of 

empathy in target selection, as well as possible 

methodological or social desirability effects. This 

work thus strengthens the literature in several ways. 

One, it continues Taylor’s (2014, 2018) expansion of 

empathy research to burglary. Two, there has been a 

lack of attention to situational variation in behavioral 

manifestations of empathy, and this paper is a 

contribution on that front. Three, it sheds additional 

light on the inconsistent findings of Taylor (2014) and 

Roth and Roberts (2017). 

Method 

Sample 

The sample for this study contained 52 adult male 

burglars from three jails in western Pennsylvania. 

Among these participants, 88.5% were White, 3.8% 

Black, and 7.7% other races; the large portion of White 

offenders reflected the demographics of the counties 

containing the jails. The average age of participants 

was 29.3, and the number of burglaries committed 

ranged from 1 to 250, with a mean of 27.6. Although 

some may claim that samples of incarcerated burglars 

contain the least successful burglars (i.e., those who 

have been caught), Nee and Taylor (2000) strongly 

defend the validity of prison-based burglary research. 

Furthermore, even research with active burglars does 

not support the existence of a large number of 

undetected burglars who differ substantially from their 

incarcerated counterparts (Wright & Decker, 1994). 

Additionally, two factors increased the 

representativeness of this sample. One, the jails 

contained accused burglars awaiting disposition as 

well as convicted burglars. This substantially 

strengthened the sample, as more burglars have been 

arrested for the crime (58%) than have been convicted 

of it (25%; Wright & Decker, 1994). Two, the sample 

contained inmates with a variety of current offenses as 
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a part of a larger research project. Any inmate who 

admitted to committing past burglaries was included 

as a burglar, regardless of whether their official record 

contained that offense. This facilitated the inclusion of 

undetected burglars and further expanded 

representativeness of the sample, as about nine in ten 

burglars have been arrested for some offense (Wright 

& Decker, 1994). Overall, about 20% of the current 

sample had never been arrested for burglary. 

Procedures 

The interviews occurred in private rooms in 

county jails, with only the subject and researcher 

present. The researcher collected three types of data; 

this paper analyzes two of them. First, participants 

viewed home photographs and indicated whether they 

would burgle the pictured residences; Roth and 

Roberts (2017) detailed those results, and so this paper 

does not include them (see Appendix for an example 

of these photographs). Second, after making a decision 

about each home, the participants provided a 

qualitative description of the rationale for their choice. 

Third, in the last portion of the interview, participants 

completed a researcher-administered survey in which 

they numerically rated the influence of specific home 

features on their target choices (see Table 1). Thus, the 

current study presents results from these latter two 

forms of data (the qualitative responses to home 

photographs and the numeric ratings from the survey) 

and compares them to the findings of Taylor (2014) 

and Roth and Roberts (2017). These procedures were 

approved in advance by the institutional review board 

and were conducted in accordance with principles of 

ethical research including beneficence, informed 

consent, voluntary participation, and confidentiality. 

 

Qualitative responses to photographs. Due to 

the practical and ethical difficulties of asking burglars 

to evaluate actual residences (Nee, 2003), burglary 

researchers often use other methods, including home 

photographs, to simulate target selection (e.g., Cozens, 

Hillier, & Prescott, 2002; Ham-Rowbottom, Gifford, 

& Shaw, 1999; Shaw & Gifford, 1994; Snook, Dhami, 

& Kavanagh, 2010; Wright, Logie, & Decker, 1995). 

In this study, participants viewed 50 different pairs of 

8.5” by 11” photographs depicting stand-alone homes 

with various combinations of cues (e.g., children’s 

toys, dogs, etc.). Each pair depicted a home from two 

angles (about 45 degrees to the left and right) to 

provide a full street view of the property and the sides 

of nearby homes. For homes on a street corner, one 

photograph pictured each street-facing side. Aside 

from the intentionally varied cues, the researcher 

standardized other aspects of the photographs as much 

as possible; all photographs were taken in midday, 

contained no visible persons, and had no snow on the 

ground.  

The independent variables in the photographs 

consisted of features that may influence burglars’ 

target choices, including the empathy cues that are the 

focus of this study (Roth & Roberts, 2017 contains full 

descriptions of the non-empathy variables). The 

pictures included two types of empathy cues: signs of 

children and signs of the elderly or physically 

disabled. To prevent participants from recognizing 

repetition of the same feature, this study 

operationalized each type using several cues. To 

assess possible empathy toward children, some 

photographs included at least one of the following: 

children’s toys in the yard, children’s bicycles, or a 

basketball goal. Similarly, to assess empathy toward 

the elderly and physically disabled, some photographs 

included a wheelchair on the porch, or disabled license 

plate or sign on a vehicle. After viewing each 

residence, participants made verbal assessments of the 

home’s suitability for burglary that provided the 

qualitative data for this paper. These descriptions 

focused exclusively on the cues deemed relevant by 

each participant; the researcher did not prompt them to 

notice or comment on any particular features.   

 

Survey method. After participants viewed the 

photographs, they responded to a short survey about 

the effect of specific home features on their target 

choices. Since imprisoned offenders often have lower 

education and literacy than the general population 

(Greenberg, Dunleavy, & Kutner, 2007; Shutay, 

Plebanski, & McCafferty, 2010), this survey was 

verbally administered by the researcher as 

recommended by Fowler (2002). Although 

photographs are a common way of simulating target 

selection in the burglary literature, other work has used 

surveys with written descriptions of properties or 

home features (Garcia-Retamero & Dhami, 2009; 

Palmer et al., 2002; Sanders et al., 2016; Wright et al., 

1995). The use of both methods within the same study 

permitted comparison of the photographic and survey 

responses. The survey contained a list of home 

features that may affect burglars’ target selections (see 

Table 1). For each item, the participant rated how each 

would typically influence their target choices. 

Reponses were coded onto an 11-point scale ranging 

from -5 to 5, where -5 meant that item made them very 

much less likely to burgle a home, 5 meant very much 

more likely, and 0 meant the item had no impact. 

Analysis 

As previously noted, a prior paper analyzed the 

first type of collected data – the burglars’ choices 

about the pictured homes (Roth & Roberts, 2017). 
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Because those analyses required particular statistical 

methods, their coefficients are not directly comparable 

to the ratings from the survey method presented in this 

work. However, by examining the direction and size 

of the empathy effects relative to the other home 

features within each method, it is possible to gain a 

sense of how the method (photographic or survey) 

may have influenced subjects’ self-presentation and 

the results regarding empathy. Table 1 presents the 

results from the survey method in which burglars 

numerically rated home features. A lack of normality 

in the survey data meant that the researcher could not 

use a one-sample t-test to assess whether the mean 

ratings in Table 1 significantly differed from zero. 

Instead, the analysis used one-sample Wilcoxon 

Signed Rank tests, which indicated that the median for 

each item significantly differed from zero (using a 

Bonferroni-corrected p-value of .0028), with the 

exception of peeling paint, an overgrown yard, locks, 

and deadbolt locks. 

 
Table 1: Ratings of Home Features from Survey Method 

 

 Mean Median One-Sample Wilcoxon 

Empathy   Z p 

 Children’s toys are in the yard -2.61 -3.00 -5.15 .000* 

 Handicapped residents live in the house -2.11 -3.00 -4.23 .000* 

 Elderly residents live in the house -1.75 -3.00 -3.62 .000* 

Occupancy     

 The TV is turned on inside the home -3.80 -4.50 -5.99 .000* 

 Lights are on inside the home -3.11 -4.00 -5.30 .000* 

 A car is in the driveway -3.44 -4.00 -5.86 .000* 

Occupancy Proxies     

 The sign of a security company is in the yard -2.32 -3.00 -4.64 .000* 

 A dog lives at the house -2.78 -3.00 -5.41 .000* 

Visibility     

 The house is located on the corner of the street -1.50 0.00 -3.58 .000* 

 The home is easily seen from a neighbor’s house -3.67 -4.00 -6.05 .000* 

 Lights are on outside the home -1.25 -0.50 -4.23 .001* 

 A car is in the neighbor’s driveway -1.04 0.00 -2.86 .004* 

Accessibility     

 Deadbolt locks are on the doors -0.67 0.00 -2.25 .024 

 Bars are on the windows -2.23 -4.00 -3.93 .000* 

 Windows are made of glass blocks -1.44 0.00 -3.28 .001* 

 Locks are on the windows -0.73 0.00 -2.12 .034 

Reward     

 The yard is poorly kept and overgrown 0.50 0.00 0.75 .451 

 The paint on the outside of the home is peeling -0.73 0.00 -1.94 .052 

  *p<Bonferroni-corrected value of .0028

Empathy toward Children 

Taylor (2014) found that burglars preferred to 

avoid stealing from children. Conversely, Roth & 

Roberts (2017) found that the presence of cues of 

children did not affect burglars’ decisions about 

pictured homes, while alarms and dogs were among 

the most influential cues. In the survey results 

presented here, the deterrent effect of children (mean 

rating -2.61) was stronger than that of an alarm (-2.32) 

and approached that of dogs (-2.78). In sum, various 

methods have produced contrasting results about 
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burglars’ willingness to victimize homes with 

children. The burglars’ qualitative descriptions of their 

choices about the photographs provide context for 

these findings. A sizeable minority of participants (21 

of 52) noted that signs of children were a reason for 

avoiding some homes (pseudonyms used for all 

quotations): 

 "Honestly, I probably wouldn't burglarize it 

 because there's kids there." (George) 

 “I’m not gonna take from anyone that has 

 children.” (Joshua) 

 “Honestly, I feel bad because there’s kids 

 there.” (Alex) 

 “I don’t want to take away from parents like 

 that.” (Justin) 

Some participants expressed that their empathy was 

rooted in their own status as parents: 

"I got a little kid and I know what I'd feel like 

if someone did it to me and I got a little kid.” 

(David) 

"I just had a kid, so had a change of heart 

about things" (George) 

"I have a kid and I wouldn't want to 

traumatize children.” (Joel) 

However, for other burglars, avoidance of these homes 

was rooted in a desire to avoid a physical encounter 

with children, rather than qualms about stealing from 

them. 

"What if there's a kid in there? What if 

something happens to the child and you 

permanently screw that kid up?" (Tim) 

“Kids matter - no one wants to hurt a kid." 

(Tony) 

"Wait for people to leave - they got little 

kids." (Jon) 

In light of such expressions of empathy, which are 

consistent with Taylor’s (2014) research, the 

insignificance of cues of children in Roth & Roberts 

(2017) may be surprising. Two factors may explain 

their lack of significance. One is that more than half of 

these burglars did not mention cues of children as a 

reason to bypass any home. A second is the interaction 

between signs of children and the presence of dogs. 

Specifically, among some burglars, the presence of 

children diminished the danger associated with dogs: 

“Anybody that has a kid that has a dog you 

need to beware of, it's not gonna bite you.” 

(Greg)  

“Got kids so it’s [the dog] not a biter.” (Rich) 

Empathy for the Elderly and Physically Disabled 

The majority of Taylor’s (2014) burglars 

bypassed elderly victims, yet cues of such residents 

had no effect on burglars’ decisions about the pictured 

homes in Roth & Roberts (2017). In the survey method 

of this study, cues of elderly (-1.75) and disabled 

residents (-2.11) were rated as deterrents, although not 

as strong as signs of children. Qualitative responses to 

the photographs further illuminate burglars’ reactions 

to disabled or elderly persons. About half of the 

burglars (28 of 52) noted these cues as a reason to 

bypass a residence, although proponents did not 

consistently apply this principle. In some situations, 

they claimed to avoid these homes:  

"Houses are very personal, so I wouldn't do 

elderly people. I wouldn't want somebody 

robbing my grandma." (Joel) 

"I'd pass that right by….I have a conscience." 

(Nick) 

"There's something about robbing 

handicapped people that don't suit (sic) well 

with me." (Rich)  

"I ain't that ruthless." (Jeffrey) 

"I'm not cold hearted like that.” (Jeremy) 

"That would just be wrong on so many 

levels.” (Greg) 

In some circumstances, however, participants were 

willing to overlook the unpleasantness of burgling the 

disabled due to perceived ease or potential rewards: 

“When I see handicapped on people that 

have money, I'm like ‘fuck it, they'll replace 

it,’ and when I see it on lower end houses I'd 

feel more remorse for it." (Kenny) 

Another burglar (Kevin) commented that victimizing 

the disabled would “just be cruel” but later responded 

that he would burgle a pictured home with cues of 

physically disabled residents because it was a “really 

nice house.” Notably, the comments regarding the 

photographs revealed that they sometimes interpreted 

these cues as a sign that people were likely to be home. 

Thus, for some burglars, the avoidance of these homes 

was not due to empathy but to a desire to avoid 

encountering residents: 

"Now there's a monkey wrench in it - that 

wheelchair, so there's someone home all the 

time.” (Rich) 
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"Even though it's ritzy lookin’, there's still a 

handicapped person in there somewhere.” 

(Jeffrey) 

“Wheelchair outside means there's gotta be 

someone inside.” (Todd) 

“If they're handicapped they probably don't 

leave too much." (Blake) 

“That person might probably be home a lot.” 

(Cory, commenting on a disabled person’s 

license plate)  

Limitations 

This study solicited qualitative responses from 

individual burglars about homes pictured in daylight. 

Thus, there are limitations of this work regarding the 

generalizability of the findings to other situations, 

such as night burglaries or those committed with co-

offenders. However, most burglaries are committed 

during the day (U.S. Department of Justice, 2015), and 

the extent of co-offending among burglars is unclear 

in the literature. Hodgson and Costello (2006) 

estimated that lone offenders committed 86% of 

burglaries (see also Lamm Weisel, 2004; Lantz & 

Hutchinson, 2015; van Mastrigt & Farrington, 2009). 

Similarly, drug and alcohol use are common among 

burglars (Cromwell & Olson, 2004; Wright & Decker, 

1994), and so their attitudes toward empathy cues may 

differ when under the influence of controlled 

substances. However, as compared to actually entering 

a residence, target selection involves little risk, and so 

there is less need to bolster courage with controlled 

substances. Ethnographic studies suggest that burglars 

are more likely to use drugs and alcohol to alleviate 

the anxiety associated with entering the home rather 

than during target selection (Cromwell & Olson, 

2004). Finally, as addressed in the methods section, it 

is possible that the incarcerated offenders in this 

sample are among the least successful members of the 

larger population of burglars. 

Discussion 

Overall, comparison of the findings from this study 

with prior analyses (Taylor, 2014, 2018; Roth & 

Roberts, 2017) suggests two lessons for empathy 

research. One is the importance of multi-method 

approaches. Nee and Taylor (2000) highlighted the 

value of “methodological triangulation” in which 

diverse approaches to burglary research have 

produced similar and complementary results (p. 58). 

The results of this paper suggest that research might 

benefit from such triangulation within individual 

studies to gain a more detailed understanding of 

observed effects. For example, cues of disabled and 

elderly residents had negative effects on homes’ 

appeal in the survey method, which suggests empathic 

deterrence in which burglars avoid some homes out of 

pity for the residents. Yet, the qualitative responses 

also revealed the perceived near-constant occupancy 

of such homes. Further, the quantitative analysis of 

burglars’ target choices found no effect from empathy 

cues after accounting for other situational factors 

(Roth & Roberts, 2017). Thus, if a single method is 

used, it should ideally be able to capture the 

complexity of burglars’ responses to situational cues 

(verbal protocol analysis may be useful on this front – 

see Taylor, 2018). Additionally, multi-method 

approaches to studying situational variation in the 

effects of empathy may be necessary to avoid 

confounding empathetic deterrence with other factors 

shaping offenders’ decisions. This is particularly the 

case at present when little research exists regarding 

situational influences on empathy during offense 

commission.  

 The second notable finding concerns social 

desirability, which is “attributing qualities to oneself 

that are likely to elicit approval from others and 

rejecting qualities that are likely to elicit disapproval” 

(Tan & Grace, 2008, p. 61). This may occur 

intentionally when participants attempt to “fake good” 

or unintentionally when self-deceived participants 

actually believe their responses (King & Brunner, 

2000, p. 81; Paulhus, 1984). Social desirability is 

especially a concern for research with offenders who 

may wish to present themselves favorably to avoid the 

stigma of criminality (Mills, Loza, & Kroner, 2003; 

Tan & Grace, 2008; van de Mortel, 2008). The results 

of this study suggest that certain methodologies may 

be more prone to these problems of self-presentation 

or social desirability bias. When asked specifically (in 

the survey) about how children living in a home 

affected its appeal as a target, the burglars indicated a 

deterrent effect on par with that of alarms and dogs. 

Yet, their responses to the photographs, in which they 

did not have to directly admit their attitude about 

stealing from children, contradicted this finding (Roth 

& Roberts, 2017). Thus, methods that provide 

combinations of cues in context may strengthen 

situational empathy research (e.g., Nee et al., 2015; 

Taylor, 2018; Wright et al., 1995). Conversely, 

methods that separate cues from context (such as the 

survey method used here) and require more direct 

admissions of cold-heartedness may be more prone to 

bias from social desirability or participants’ faulty 

self-perceptions.  

 Prior criminological empathy research has 

typically attempted to measure empathy and evaluate 

its association with offending (Burke, 2001; Jolliffe & 

Murray, 2012), and so there is much room for future 
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research to expand knowledge of situational variations 

in empathy. For example, do offenders view some 

potential victims (e.g., children) as more deserving of 

empathy than others (e.g., intoxicated people) who 

play a role in their own vulnerability? Because prior 

analyses have found that personal characteristics (e.g., 

age, intelligence, socio-economic status) account for 

some effects attributed to empathy (Goldstein & 

Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2001; Jolliffee & Farrington, 

2004), future research might also consider how 

offenders’ own traits and backgrounds shape their 

responses to situational empathy cues. For example, 

some burglars made comments about their own 

children, and so researchers might evaluate whether 

offenders who are parents are more reluctant to 

victimize children. Similarly, Nee (2015) has called 

for research regarding the interaction between 

emotions (e.g., empathy) and offenders’ expertise. 

Such studies might particularly be strengthened by 

combining direct measures of empathy with the 

present approach of evaluating its impact on offending 

choices, as done by Jolliffe and Farrington (2011).  

 Future research in this area may be useful for law 

enforcement and others interested in situational 

prevention of burglary. Clarke and Homel (1997) 

noted the possibility of deterring crime by increasing 

psychological costs, since some offenders must 

overcome the feelings of guilt and shame associated 

with crime. Wortley (1996) proposed several 

strategies for inducing these reactions, such as 

increasing emotional feelings for victims and 

increasing victims’ worth in the eyes of the offender 

by minimizing depersonalization. For example, he 

noted that improving employees’ attachment to a 

company can hinder their ability to view it as 

deserving of theft or fraud. Both Clarke and Homel 

(1997) and Wortley (1996) described an array of past 

interventions that have aimed to prevent crime via 

increased guilt and shame. The results presented in this 

paper partly support the use of such tactics for burglary 

prevention, as sizeable portions of burglars expressed 

their aversion to victimizing children and the elderly. 

However, this work also reveals the complexity of 

those empathetic responses and their relationship with 

other contextual factors such as occupancy and 

reward. Ultimately, more work is needed in this area, 

but it does appear that efforts to deter burglars with 

empathy cues should carefully consider how those 

features may interact with other situational factors 

such as occupancy and reward. 

 In addition to enhancing situational crime 

prevention, greater criminological focus on empathy 

may lead to improved person-focused interventions. 

One, at a broad level, there may be opportunities to 

enhance empathy in the general population through 

empathy training for young people. Past programs 

have increased empathy in both non-offending young 

adults and children with behavioral problems (Dadds, 

Cauchi, Wimalaweera, Hawes, & Brennan, 2012; 

Soble, Spanierman, & Liao, 2011; see Weisz & Zaki, 

2017 for a systematic review of such programs). Two, 

there may be a role for empathy in offender 

rehabilitation. Taylor (2016) describes incorporating 

burglars’ empathetic considerations into the Good Life 

Model (GLM), a rehabilitative strategy aimed at 

helping offenders leverage their strengths into 

personally satisfying lives centered on legal activities. 

Similarly, if burglars commonly excuse the harm they 

have caused through the belief that victims can afford 

it (Salmelainen, 1995; Taylor, 2014; Wright & 

Decker, 1994), then restorative justice programs may 

illuminate that damage and increase empathetic 

considerations in the future. Admittedly, there is 

mixed evidence regarding the effectiveness of 

restorative justice with property offenders, likely to 

due to inter-program content differences (e.g., 

Bergseth & Bouffard, 2013; Galaway, 1988; Hayes, 

2005; Sherman, Strang, & Woods, 2000). Thus, 

research that further clarifies empathy among burglars 

may provide useful guidance for future restorative 

interventions with them. Ultimately, Taylor (2016) 

contends that the appearance of empathy in some 

burglars “presents a clear opportunity for 

rehabilitation work” through “harnessing the discord 

between participating in criminal activity and the 

desire to absolve oneself of guilt” (p. 10). 

Future research could also explore empathy from 

other theoretical perspectives that suggest a role for 

low empathy in the etiology of crime. For example, 

Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) general theory of 

crime describes self-centeredness as one dimension of 

low self-control, and a popular self-control measure 

includes statements such as “I will try to get things I 

want even when I know it’s causing problems for other 

people” and “I’m not very sympathetic to other people 

when they are having problems” (Grasmick, Tittle, 

Bursik, & Arneklev, 1993, p. 15). Thus, self-control 

theory implies a lack of empathy among offenders, 

which may also weaken social control by hindering 

development of strong bonds with others (Posick et al., 

2014). Similarly, the influence of parenting on the 

development of empathy (Schaffer, Clark, & Jeglic, 

2009; Strayer & Roberts, 2004) is easily incorporated 

into social learning theories, which often emphasize 

the importance of close relationships that develop 

early in life and last over a long period time. 

Additionally, several of Sykes and Matza’s (1957) 

techniques of neutralization, such as minimizing the 

harm done, enable offenders to excuse their own lack 

of empathy. Finally, research findings regarding 

genetic predictors of empathy and changes in empathy 

over the life-course support the inclusion of empathy 
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in biological and developmental perspectives (Posick 

et al., 2014).  

 Overall, the role of low empathy in offending is 

uncontroversial; it was the second most highly rated 

cause of criminal behavior among members of the 

American Society of Criminology (Cooper, Walsh, & 

Ellis, 2008). Despite this recognition, “the current 

state of the evidence regarding the relationship 

between empathy and offending is poor” (Jolliffe & 

Murray, 2012, p. 65) and has rarely considered 

whether situational variation in empathy may affect 

decisions about what type of offense to commit or who 

constitutes a suitable victim. This paper explored that 

possibility for burglary. Although some participants 

expressed empathy, the results also illustrate the 

potential influence of methodology on the findings. 

Thus, there is a need for additional work to expand 

research regarding situational empathy to include 

other crimes and victims. 
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Research in the area of social psychology has 

consistently demonstrated that the quality of early 

attachment is a critical factor in the emotional, social, 

and psychological development of a child (Cassidy& 

Kobak, 1988; Cyr, 2013; Schimmenti & Bifulco, 

2013) and can be predictive of the quality of social and 
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emotional adjustment into adulthood (Ainsworth & 

Bowlby, 1991).  In accordance with attachment theory 

(Bowlby, 1973), the early interactions between the 

primary caregiver and child result in an internal 

working model, or enduring internal structure that 

organizes a child’s perception of future attachment 

experiences and relationships (Pinquart, Feubner, & 

Ahnert, 2013) As Bowlby (1973) states, “in the 

working model of the self that anyone builds, a key 

feature is his notion of how acceptable or unacceptable 

he himself is in the eyes of his attachment figures” 

(p.203). 

  In the case of an individual with a distorted or 

unhealthy internal working model, the capacity for 

accurate reflection of one’s own as well as another’s 

mental state may be impaired. This capacity, known as 

reflective functioning (Fonagy, 2004), is critical in 

managing effective relationships as well as one’s own 

emotions. Deficits in reflective functioning capacity in 

insecurely attached adults have been linked to long-

term psychological, emotional, social, and behavioral 

problems and severe violence. Individuals with 

severely violent behavior and traits of psychopathy, 

including the hallmark of decreased reflective 

functioning capacity, have been found to fit adult 

classifications of insecure attachment styles 

(Schimmenti et al., 2014). Among those individuals 

who are severely violent but without the traits 

associated with an insecure attachment style, reflective 

functioning, or lack thereof, has also been shown to 

play a significant role (Taubner, White, Zimmermann, 

Fonagy, & Nolte, 2013). An examination of the 

influence that reflective functioning capacity may 

have on the process of becoming severely violent 

regardless of attachment classification may provide a 

more in depth and qualitative understanding of the 

process. 

Literature Review 

Attachment Security 

According to attachment theory, an infant 

internalizes early social experiences during the first 

year of life into enduring images of self and others, 

widely known as the internal working model (Bowlby, 

1973). This model serves as a cognitive framework 

through which the child creates perceptions and beliefs 

about themselves and their environment. Through 

consistent interactions with the primary caregivers, a 

sense of security and safety is developed, and the child 

is able to integrate mental processes and behaviors, 

creating a framework for future interactions and 

relationships (Schimmenti & Bifulco, 2013). 

  In normal or healthy development of an internal 

working model, the ability to mentalize or reflect 

accurately on another person’s thinking comes as a 

matter of course. Through the experience of having 

our own internal states validated and understood by 

another person through a stable attachment 

relationship, we are able to effectively take the 

perspective of another (Blair, 2001; Shaw & Dallos, 

2005). Conversely, the person who experienced the 

caregiver as inconsistently responsive or extremely 

anxious and avoidant regarding the tolerance of 

emotional states has a limited capacity to think about 

or be aware of the subjective experience or emotions 

of another (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2011; Thompson, 

2008). Because the child has not consistently 

experienced the security and comfort of a secure 

attachment, his or her own cognitive framework is 

structured around a sense of fear, distrust, and need for 

self-protection (Allen, 2013). As a child grows into 

adulthood, the mental representations that have been 

developed of attachment relationships may have 

adapted to new information and experiences, but the 

foundational nature of the early attachment 

relationship endures through adulthood (Allen, 2013; 

Bowlby, 1973). 

Reflective Functioning 

Reflective function (RF) can be described as the 

operationalization of the mental processes that 

underpin the capacity to mentalize, or the ability to 

understand and accurately interpret one’s own and 

others’ behaviors as representative of mental states 

(Katznelson, 2014). It can also be understood as a 

developmentally acquired capacity that permits a child 

to respond to other people’s behavior as well as to his 

or her own perceptions or interpretation of others’ 

feelings, behaviors, expectations, and pretense 

(Fonagy, Steele, Steele, Moran, & Higgitt, 1991). 

Mentalization capacity has consistently been found to 

be a protective factor in children suffering from abuse 

and neglect (Allen, 2013; Berthelot, Ensink, & 

Normandin, 2013). 

  It is important to note that the terms mentalization 

and reflective function are often used interchangeably. 

However, RF also refers to the measurement of 

mentalization reflected within internal narratives 

regarding attachment relationships (Tessier, 

Normandin, Ensink, & Fonagy, 2016). This ability to 

be aware of one’s own mental states and relate 

effectively to others is thought to develop, at least in 

part, through both verbal and non-verbal interactions 

within the initial attachment relationship (Sharp & 

Venta, 2012).  

 Jon Allen (2013) draws a distinction between 

implicit and explicit mentalizing. Mentalizing 

explicitly is an intentional conscious thought process. 

Verbally expressing a feeling, intention, or 

understanding would be a result of explicit 
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mentalizing. Implicit mentalizing involves less self-

awareness and tends to be more of an unconscious, 

automatic process, such as responding intuitively to a 

situation or responding in a caring manner if someone 

is hurt or upset. For example, experiencing empathy 

requires both implicit and explicit mentalizing. An 

explicit, conscious understanding of the other person’s 

needs would be required as well as an intuitive, or 

implicit, emotional response (Allen, 2013). An 

individual who is capable of complex mentalization 

would also understand that his or her reactions and 

feelings may be different and even contradictory to the 

experience of the other person. It should come as no 

surprise that securely attached individuals tend to 

demonstrate a more developed capacity for 

mentalization than those with insecure attachment 

styles.  

  Mentalization has been found to be predictive of 

social skills, emotion regulation, and even 

psychopathology (Allen, 2013). Difficulties with self-

awareness, other-awareness and effective regulation 

of emotions are also related to decreased mentalization 

capacity. Pathological development that affects a 

child’s ability to understand that thoughts and feelings 

are mental representations presented through 

behaviors creates a likelihood of an impaired capacity 

to mentalize (Katznelson, 2014; Nolte et al., 2013).             

 In the context of attachment, reflective or 

mentalization capacities are understood to develop 

through the quality of interaction within the primary 

attachment relationship. Within this relationship, the 

primary caregiver transmits these skills through 

quality of responsiveness, such as “mirroring,” or 

social referencing (Gergely & Unoka, 2008; 

Winnicott, 1971). The caregiver mirrors the infant’s 

emotional state through his or her own emotional 

expression. The caregiver represents the infant’s 

emotional state back to the infant through his or her 

facial expressions and tone, while at the same time 

expressing his or her own response to the infant’s 

emotion. The infant will gradually learn to connect his 

or her internal experience with the caregiver’s 

representation, ideally resulting in the child being able 

to effectively and accurately understand and put words 

to emotions (Allen, 2013). 

Potential for Violence 

In a study using mixed quantitative and 

qualitative methodology, Schimmenti and colleagues 

(2014) found a significant relationship between 

attachment classification and the presence of 

psychopathy. The Psychopathy Checklist – Revised 

(PCL-R; Hare, 2003) was administered to 139 adult 

Italian offenders, all convicted of crimes involving 

violence against another person. The two items on the 

PCL-R that are believed to most effectively reflect the 

incapacity of psychopaths to form attachment bonds 

are a number of short term marriages and sexual 

promiscuity. The individuals who scored highest on 

these items also reported severe abuse during their 

childhoods and demonstrated indicators consistent 

with a disorganized attachment style. Even though 

reflective functioning was not examined specifically 

in this study, the lack of affective response traits 

consistent with the inability to form attachment bonds 

is also a hallmark of both psychopathy and decreased 

mentalization capacity. These findings suggest that 

quality of attachment is a critical factor in 

understanding extreme violence and psychopathy.   

In individuals with an adequate reflective 

functioning capacity, the emotional experience of 

discomfort and empathy is present due to the ability to 

identify another person’s distress. This ability serves 

to inhibit violent behavior towards others (Fonagy, 

1997). Even when experiencing extreme anger, the 

ability to understand a potential victim’s mental state 

and emotions serves to restrain the impulse for 

aggressive behavior. A decreased capacity in 

reflective functioning may well result in violence due 

to misperceptions of intent.  A deficiency in the 

awareness of mental states of others leaves a person 

less able to recognize and put into perspective personal 

emotions, and this leads to greater likelihood for the 

violation of the rights of others due to the subsequent 

lack of empathy for others (DeKlyen & Speltz, 2004; 

Landy & Peters, 2007).  

       Beginning in childhood, those with an insecure 

attachment style tend to be more dependent on 

external sources, primarily adults, to regulate their 

emotions. They experience more negative emotions, 

such as anger and sadness, as well as displaying more 

aggressive and socially incompetent behaviors, 

compared to same age, securely attached peers 

(Cicchetti, 1989; Thompson, 2008).. There is growing 

evidence that psychopathic tendencies, are linked with 

insecure attachment (Pasalich, Dadds, Haws, & 

Brennan, 2012). These behaviors are shown to be 

stable into adolescence.  For example, Saltaris (2002) 

compared attachment representations of adolescent 

offenders who had committed nonviolent crimes, such 

as property crimes, and those who had committed 

violent crimes, such as rape and murder. The violent 

group reported highly disturbed attachment 

representations.  These same offenders also failed to 

demonstrate the ability to reflect on and take into 

consideration the mental states and emotions of others, 

thereby demonstrating a lack of empathy. When this 

social competency is impaired, the quality of social 

interactions would naturally continue to be impacted 

as the child grows into adulthood.   

 Dodge (2006) advances the idea that secure 

attachment may be a protective factor against the 
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violence-causing process. He uses the term hostile 

attribution biases to describe the tendency of a person 

to attribute hostile or aggressive behavioral intentions 

to another person based on a biased or skewed 

perception. This misinterpretation is due to an 

impaired capacity to accurately reflect or perceive 

another’s mental state, emotions, or intentions. In 

individuals with a secure attachment, benign 

attributional bias, or an accurate interpretation of 

another’s intentions occurs because of a healthy 

internal working model and secure attachment. Dodge 

(2006) infers that a securely attached person will not 

misperceive or misinterpret another’s intentions as 

hostile when they are not, due to intact mentalizing 

capacity, but a person with an insecure attachment is 

more likely to do so because of their tendency to 

misinterpret those same cues and react aggressively or 

violently based on their misperception that the other 

person has hostile or aggressive intentions towards 

them. This study would suggest that reflective 

functioning capacity is a protective factor against 

violence in the context of a secure attachment.   

In one of the largest studies to examine reflective 

capacity and violence, Taubner and colleagues (2013) 

gathered data on mentalization capacity from 104 

participants with a mean age of 16.4. The aim of the 

study was to assess whether mentalization, or 

reflective capacity linked to attachment relationships, 

would serve as a moderator for the relationship 

between interpersonal aggression and psychopathic 

traits. The study found a significant association 

between psychopathic personality traits and 

aggressive behaviors in participants with a low 

capacity for reflective functioning. As they had 

expected, mentalization did play a moderating role. 

Those participants with higher capacities for 

mentalization did not display increased aggression. 

This would indicate that mentalization serves as a 

protective factor against aggressive behavior, even 

when psychopathic traits are otherwise present, and 

that the ability to reflect empathically may repress 

violent tendencies.  

In a more recent study, Taubner, Zimmerman, 

Ramberg & Schroder’s (2016) results suggested that 

reflective functioning may be a more significant 

protective factor against violence than even 

attachment security. The study was done with 161 

young people, aged 14-21 years. Reflective 

functioning and attachment were tested as mediators 

on the direct effect of early maltreatment on potential 

for violence. The findings indicate a direct effect 

between abuse and neglect in early development and 

the potential for violence in adolescence and early 

adulthood. This effect was partially mediated by 

reflective functioning capacity; it was not mediated, 

however, by attachment representation. This suggests 

that high levels of mentalization may serve as a 

protective factor, decreasing the potential for violence 

in those adolescents suffering from early 

maltreatment, regardless of attachment classification, 

at least throughout the developmental phase of 

adolescence. 

Given the importance of developmental change, 

the current study raises the question of how, or if, 

reflective functioning continues to be a protective 

factor for violent behavior well into adulthood and if 

attachment representation is a related factor.  Few 

current studies (except Taubner et al., 2013; Taubner 

et al., 2016) have sought to address the continued 

effects of reflective functioning capacity in adults with 

both secure and insecure attachment classifications. 

Method 

The intent of this study was to qualitatively 

examine how reflective functioning capacity is 

operationalized in violent adults with both secure and 

insecure attachment classifications. The aim of this 

study was to expand understanding of how reflective 

functioning capacity in adults affects the process of 

becoming violent. It was expected that participants 

with insecure attachment classifications would make 

statements reflecting decreased reflective functioning 

capacity.  

This research study utilizes the qualitative 

methodology of constructivist grounded theory 

(Bryant & Charmaz, 2007).. This methodology moves 

the classic grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) 

into a social constructivist paradigm, which allows for 

a more flexible interpretation of classic strategies. 

Bryant and Charmaz (2010) ) contend that 

constructivist grounded theory is less theoretically 

positivist in its assumptions than classic grounded 

theory (Bryant & Charmaz, 2010). It seeks interpretive 

understanding through a relative and flexible 

epistemology and considers the viewpoints of both the 

participant and the researcher. The constructivist 

approach emphasizes analysis that is based on an 

interpretive understanding of the reflexive process 

between the researcher and the participant as well as 

the researcher and the data.  Accordingly, the iterative 

process of data analysis in this study focused on the 

perceptions and working cognitive models of 

individuals with insecure attachment representations 

with the intent of gaining understanding of how their 

reflective functioning abilities were linked to their 

violent behaviors. The constructivist approach 

(Charmaz, 2006a) assumes that people create social 

reality through individual and collective action. In 

other words, beliefs about society and relationships are 

constructed through continual interactions with others 

and our own interpretations of those interactions. The 
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capacity to interpret another’s intentions or thoughts 

based on one’s own emotional reflection, or reflective 

functioning capacity, could arguably be the primary 

component in determining the quality of social 

functioning. Thus, this methodology provides the 

necessary perspective to capture and understand the 

process of how “social reality” was uniquely 

constructed and interpreted by the participants 

beginning in the very early years as well as how it may 

have contributed to the development of extremely 

violent behaviors in adulthood. 

Study Description 

Negative case analysis, which is an aspect of the 

constant comparative method used in grounded theory 

methodology (Charmaz, 2006b), was employed in this 

study. This type of analysis allows for the discovery of 

new variables and alternate explanations arising from 

a developing theory that does not fit the anticipated 

pattern, thereby indicating the need to refine an 

emerging theory and look for conditions where the 

theory does and does not apply. Through the process 

of By identifying deviant, or negative, cases, any 

emerging theory must be qualified and elaborated in 

depth (Willig, 2013). As such, purposive sampling of 

participants was conducted in order to maximize the 

variation in the sample. The study proposal was 

reviewed and approved by the University of Missouri 

Independent Review Board. It was also reviewed and 

approved by the Internal Review Board of the 

Department of Mental Health, due to their 

administrative oversight of the forensic clients.  

The focal participants in this study included 

individuals who were classified as insecurely attached 

and with a history of violent crime. In accordance with 

the negative case analysis method, in addition to the 

focal individuals, three comparison groups were used: 

individuals who have insecure attachment 

classifications but no history of being violent; 

individuals with a history of violent behavior but with 

a secure attachment classification; and finally, 

individuals with no criminal history and with a secure 

attachment classification.  

 

Participants. Participants were recruited by 

posting informational flyers at community outpatient 

therapy offices. Information was also posted at a 

Department of Corrections facility in a nearby 

community. When potential participants responded to 

the brochures or expressed interest in participating, 

they were screened via telephone for legal history and 

history of psychiatric hospitalizations. To be included 

in the study, the participants could not have been 

hospitalized within the last year for any psychotic 

disorder or thought disorder and had to be at least 18 

years of age.  Legal status was gathered to determine 

if the potential participant had ever been convicted of 

a violent crime. Participants with violent crime 

convictions and those with no legal history were 

included. Other crimes, such as property crimes or 

drug related crimes, were excluded. Two potential 

participants had been convicted of simple burglary and 

one potential participant had been convicted of 

distribution of a controlled substance. All three of 

these individuals were excluded from the study. To be 

classified as violent, a participant had to have at least 

one felony conviction as an adult of violence against 

another person. Participants consented to researcher 

access of their legal records as a way to confirm 

criminal conviction. None of the potential participants 

refused to sign the informed consent to access legal 

information. This information was also reviewed so 

that legal status could be corroborated and as 

collaborating documentation of type of violent 

offense. Participants also consented, when applicable, 

to researcher access to their mental health record. The 

review of two of the potential participants’ mental 

health histories revealed the diagnosis of 

schizophrenia, with both of those potential participants 

having been hospitalized within the previous six 

months with symptoms of a psychotic episode. Both 

of these individuals were excluded from participation 

in the study.  All the potential participants for the study 

signed the informed consent document to access 

mental health information.  

 The final participants in this study were 17 adults, 

both male and female, aged 18-50. The mean age was 

35. Four of the participants were incarcerated at the 

time of this study after having been convicted of 

violent crimes against a person. The remaining 13 

were not involved with the legal system in any way at 

the time of the study. Regarding race and gender, one 

of the participants was an African American female, 

nine were Caucasian females. Two of the participants 

were African American males, and five were 

Caucasian males. 

 

Measure. To determine attachment classification 

for each participant, the Adult Attachment Scale 

(AAS) was used (Collins & Read, 1990). This 

instrument is considered a dimensional measure of 

attachment. Researchers have suggested that adult 

attachment is most effectively measured as a 

dimensional construct, as opposed to a categorical one. 

Dimensional attachment measures have also been 

favored due to reliability, sensitivity, and lessened 

response bias (Fraley & Waller, 1998; Shi, Wampler, 

& Wampler, 2013).  

The AAS is a self-report scale that consists of 18 

items scored on a five- point Likert scale. The AAS 

has three empirically derived dimensions: closeness, 

the extent to which one feels comfortable with 



20 KIESSLING-CAVER 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 19, Issue 1 

emotional closeness and vulnerability; dependence, 

the degree to which one believes that they can depend 

on others to be responsive when needed; and anxiety, 

the extent to which one experiences anxiety about 

being abandoned or unloved.  

These dimensions are weighted to designate the 

adult attachment styles of secure, fearful, dismissing, 

and preoccupied. Secure classification was 

determined by high scores on the close and depend 

subscales and low scores on the anxiety subscale. 

Preoccupied classification was determined by a high 

score on the anxiety subscale and high scores on the 

close and depend subscales. Dismissing style was 

determined by low scores on the close and depend 

subscales along with a low score on the anxiety 

subscale. A fearful style was determined by low scores 

on both close and depend subscales and a high score 

on the anxiety subscale.  

Participants were asked to complete the 

instrument with respect to how they felt at the time. 

Participants completed the AAS in an average of 15 

minutes. In an effort to decrease interviewer bias, the 

primary semi-structured interview was completed with 

all participants before the AAS was scored. 

Following the completion of the AAS, 

participants were interviewed by the researcher 

utilizing a qualitative semi-structured interview. The 

interview consisted of questions based on the 

following components: perception of parental support, 

current and past relationship with parents, history of 

childhood trauma, understanding of their history of 

violence, perception of their childhood, and perception 

of current adult relationships. The primary interview 

included 11 questions. The primary interview 

questions focused on the role of aggressive behavior 

and its progression into adulthood as well as their 

interpretation of their relationship experiences, both in 

childhood and in adulthood. For example, one 

question asked the participant to describe how he or 

she determines whether another person is trusty-

worthy. Responses to this question revealed the 

participants ideas about being able to depend on others 

as well as information about the participants 

relationship expectations and experiences.  

 

Negative case questions. Additional components 

were considered in regard to the negative cases so that 

additional questions were posed relating to the 

participants’ attachment classification and presence of 

violent history. After attachment classification was 

determined from scores on the AAS, negative case 

participants were asked the additional questions 

utilizing the same semi-structured interview format.  

For example, in the case of participants with an 

insecure attachment classification but no history of 

violence, the participants’ perceptions of possible 

intervening preventive factors were assessed.  A 

participant classified with secure attachment and with 

a violent history was asked what factors, if any, may 

have contributed to or reinforced his or her violent 

behaviors. 

The interviews were recorded with permission of 

the participants and later transcribed. Following the 

transcription of the interviews, in accordance with 

grounded theory methodology, member checking was 

conducted within two weeks, either by phone or in 

person, as a follow up with each participant to ensure 

that the transcripts accurately reflected the 

participants’ responses. Utilizing a constructivist 

grounded theory methodology (Charmaz & Bryant, 

2007), data from the semi-structured interviews were 

analyzed and coded thematically. Dedoose, a software 

used to aid in the analysis of qualitative data, was 

employed for this purpose. A second coder, blind to 

the categories of attachment security and violence, 

also examined the data with the process of open, axial, 

and selective coding with consistent results. 

 
Table 1 

 

Participant Classifications 
Presence of Decreased 

Reflective Functioning Capacity 

Presence of Emotionally 

Non-Responsive Environment 

Secure attachment/Violent 

4 participants 
4 participants 0 participants 

Insecure attachment/Violent 

4 participants 
4 participants 4 participants 

Secure attachment/Non-Violent 

3 participants 
0 participants 0 participants 

Insecure attachment/Non-Violent 

6 participants 
0 participants 6 participants 

  Note: Classification of participants according to attachment security and presence of violent behaviors in  

  relation to the presence of decreased reflective functioning capacity and the childhood presence of an   

  emotionally non-responsive environment.
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Results 

The results of attachment classification and the 

correlation to the presence of violent behaviors were 

as follows: Out of seven participants classified with 

secure attachment, four had violent criminal histories, 

and three did not have incidents of criminal violence. 

Among the 10 participants with insecure attachment, 

four had violent criminal histories, and six did not have 

a history of violence.  

   A comparative analysis of each category yielded 

the following results. Two primary categories emerged 

as significant from the analysis in terms of 

determining violent behaviors among the participants: 

presence of an emotionally non-responsive 

environment and presence of a distorted internal 

working model.  

Emotionally Non-Responsive Environment 

This category represented reports of a daily living 

environment in which validation of the child’s 

emotions or needs is not consistently met. This type of 

environment was not conducive to mutual trust or a 

sense of safety for the child. Participants coded 

positively in this category described regular instances 

of feeling rejected and unloved by their parents or 

primary caregiver. As expected, 10 out of 10 

insecurely attached participants, whether violent or 

non-violent, were coded heavily in this category. Zero 

out of seven of the securely attached participants, 

whether violent or not, were coded in this category. In 

seemingly direct opposition to a nurturing and 

supportive environment, these participants reported 

very different perceptions of their childhood 

environments.  The most prevalent theme in this 

category was a perception of being unsafe, both 

emotionally and physically, in relation to their parents. 

They described being ignored or neglected as well as 

having a persistent sense of insecurity and even fear.  

For example, one participant described an experience 

in her childhood as follows: “We talked to the police a 

lot of times, but my mom didn’t want to leave him. She 

put him before all of us. Finally, my mom went to a 

shelter, but at the end she went back to him.” A sense 

of emotional rejection by a parent was significant in 

this category. One participant states, “I remember I 

was 12, and I told my mother I wanted to kill myself, 

and she said she had thought of a different way to kill 

herself every day when she was a kid, so to get over 

it.” The perception this participant had of this incident 

was of being invalidated and unimportant to her 

mother. 

 Participants coded positively in this category 

often reported the presence of fear, or lack of safety. 

This feeling was typically reported in situations where 

the participant was experiencing feeling physically 

threatened or being left alone and unprotected. For 

example, a participant described an incident involving 

her mother’s significant other: “He choked my 

brother, then he choked me. I yelled for my mom to 

come help me, but she didn’t, she just sat there.” This 

statement reflected the perception of the participant 

that she was not safe and could not always trust her 

parent to help her. 

Distorted Internal Working Model 

Bowlby (1973) defines this concept as a cognitive 

model of enduring images of self and others that 

functions as a set of expectations about the availability 

of support and comfort from an attachment figure. 

Participants coded heavily in this category described 

incidents in which they saw themselves as blameless 

for aggressive or violent behaviors, even when 

documented evidence and, at times, they themselves, 

indicated otherwise. This category also included 

distortions of the quality of their childhood 

environments.  

The primary theme in this category was a 

diminished reflective functioning (RF) capacity. An 

impairment in this capacity is operationalized as 

difficulties in self-awareness, other-awareness, and 

effective regulation of emotions. Primary constructs of 

reflective functioning include acknowledging that 

one’s judgements of others or a particular situation 

may be in error, being able to reflect on one’s early 

experiences, and understanding how past experience 

may impact current decision making as well as being 

able to adjust thinking based on new information. 

These participants made statements indicative of their 

lack of awareness, or denial of awareness, that their 

environment and living conditions growing up were 

not conducive to expected healthy development, 

despite evidence to the contrary. Their statements also 

reflected a lack of understanding regarding how others 

may be affected or hurt by their violent behaviors. 

Of the four participants classified as insecurely 

attached as well as violent, all four had multiple codes 

reflecting distortions in the internal working model. 

Four of the four securely attached participants with 

violent histories made statements that reflected these 

distortions. In sum, eight of the eight participants with 

a history of criminal violence made statements 

indicative of a distorted internal working model. The 

most prevalent theme within this group was the lack of 

ability to accurately reflect the intentions, emotions, or 

needs of others. 

 

 Impaired reflective functioning capacity. This 

theme was reflected in statements expressing a lack of 

empathy for another person and difficulty in taking 

another’s perspective.  In relating his experience of 

shooting a rival during a strategically planned attack, 
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a participant stated, “Revenge is a powerful thing, if 

you have never killed anybody, I suggest you don’t try 

it. It’s a traumatic thing for you, that you go through, 

but I had to do it.” This statement suggests that the 

participant is more concerned about his own 

experience and distress in the aftermath of murdering 

someone than in the experience of the person being 

murdered, or those left behind. Another client, after 

violently attacking her husband with a knife, stated, “I 

don’t think he is always thinking of what is best for 

me, he needs to understand what skills to use when I 

get mad.” Both these statements are consistent with a 

narcissistic perspective that limits the capacity to 

connect with another person to the extent that they 

experience any degree of empathy for them (Fonagy, 

2004). 

Without the ability to effectively interpret or 

judge their own perceptions or accurately interpret 

other’s feelings, behaviors, expectations and pretense 

(Frith & Frith, 1999),  these individuals  tended to 

idealize their childhoods or deny that abuse and 

neglect had occurred. Even when they had reported 

events and behaviors in their childhood environments 

that were clearly abusive and neglectful in nature, they 

would later deny that these events occurred, or 

minimize their importance. This tendency fits with the 

limited ability to reflect upon past situations with an 

accurate, evolved perception often seen in those with 

decreased reflective functioning capacity. These same 

participants were represented in the emotionally non-

responsive category due to historical documentation 

and self-reports. Participants were also aware that the 

researcher had access to and had reviewed their 

historical records. 

  The following excerpt, from a participant who had 

previously reported several instances of violence and 

aggression, stated, “A person is more apt to commit 

violence if you have seen it growing up, but I never 

saw anything like that.” Another participant, who had 

confirmed during the interview a history of severe 

physical and emotional neglect and eventual 

abandonment by his mother, stated, “Our mother lived 

by the golden rule, she had a good heart and did 

everything she could do to make sure we were okay.” 

Another participant, whose mother had documented 

cases of physical abuse towards her children and had 

left him and his siblings alone for days at a time, 

explained why his mother had been justified in telling 

him to stab his 12 year- old cousin. He was 10 years 

old at the time. He stated, “She knew if she told me, I 

would do something about it, she wanted what was 

best for the family, she knew I was mean and would 

do what was right for the family.” 

  The results of the current study are similar to those 

found by Worley, Walsh, and Lewis (2004). Worley et 

al.’s qualitative study found that insecurely attached, 

violent participants who reported experiencing their 

parents as unloving, rejecting, or emotionally abusive 

also reported narratively that their relationships with 

their parents had been positive and devoid of abuse or 

violence. As stated previously, four of the securely 

attached individuals made statements that reflected 

any of the codes for a distorted internal working model 

or decreased RF capacity. Out of 10 insecurely 

attached participants, the four who demonstrated 

criminally violent behaviors as adults also made 

statements consistent with a decreased RF capacity 

(see Figure 1). 

 
Figure 1:  Proposed model demonstrating pathways to 

violence or non-violence with reflective functioning 

capacity as a potential mediator 

 

 

 

Discussion 

The goals of this study were to expand 

understanding of the effects of reflective functioning 

capacity in insecurely attached individuals on the 

process of becoming violent. It was expected that 

individuals with insecure attachment classifications 

and persistent incidents of criminal violence would 

make statements indicative of distortions in the 

internal working model, emphasizing a decreased 

capacity for reflective functioning. 
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Reflective Functioning in a Mediating Role 

Intact reflective functioning capacity. Six of the 

10 insecurely attached participants in this study did not 

become violent as adults. Also, none of these six 

individuals were coded in the category of distorted 

internal working model. None of these participants 

made statements reflecting decreased RF capacity. 

They made statements that suggested a relatively 

insightful understanding of the unhealthy or abusive 

nature of their childhood environments. Even though 

their attachment classifications reflected insecure 

styles, they still demonstrated an accurate 

understanding of the intentions of another to the 

degree that they were able to separate a caregiver’s 

actions or intentions from their own, understanding 

that the actions of the person who was abusive or 

neglectful was not necessarily related to anything they 

had done or “deserved.”  For example, one participant 

stated, “My mom was never there really, and she 

would beat the shit out of us when she was, dad was 

an alcoholic and he was not living there.  My brother 

watched out for me, I counted on him.” These 

participants described abusive or neglectful behaviors 

on the part of their caregivers in a way that assigned 

accountability to the caregiver, not themselves. They 

did not minimize or blame themselves for the actions 

of their caregivers. Another stated, “I knew back then 

that things were miserable, everything was wrong.” 

Having insight into the impact their abusive 

environments had on their development allows them 

to have a realistic perspective about their childhoods.  

These participants also reported reasonably effective 

methods of managing their emotions.   For example, “I 

just leave, walk out the door and let them sort it out.” 

While this reaction may not be ideal for resolving 

conflict, it does suggest some awareness of an 

emotional state. The ability to reflect upon their 

choices regarding their behaviors, even when 

emotionally aroused, are more balanced and are less 

likely to end in violent reactions. 

 

Decreased reflective functioning capacity. Four 

of the 10 insecurely attached participants in this study 

had histories of violent criminal behaviors as adults. 

All four of these individuals made statements 

indicative of poor reflective functioning capacity, 

suggesting that attachment may well play a role in the 

developmental process of becoming violent, but not 

primarily. A participant in the current study expressing 

concern that her family needed to have a better 

understanding of her emotions stated, “They need to 

know what makes me so mad, and not do it, what if I 

get so mad and kill them, then what would happen to 

me.”  

Statements like this suggest that RF may play a 

critical role in predicting violent behaviors. When an 

individual has difficulty in accurately perceiving 

another’s intentions or emotions, as these participants 

did, a lack of empathy for another is apparent. An 

impaired ability to correctly perceive or consider 

others’ feelings or understand their perspectives as 

valid existed among the participants who had a 

distorted perception regarding the intentions of their 

abusive caregivers. This same distortion and minimal 

empathy for another’s distress existed when 

discussing incidents as adults when they were 

themselves perpetrators of violence. After shooting 

her father, one participant stated, “It’s almost like he 

had to die so I could live.”  The tendency among these 

participants was to rationalize violent acts against 

others, as they rationalized their parents’ abuse, or 

compartmentalizing the act of violence and 

demonstrating no insight into the potential cause or 

path of their decision making. 

 These participants made comments that were 

much less indicative of relating effectively to another 

person or taking another’s perspective.  For example, 

one of these individuals, referring to his violent attack 

of a woman several years ago stated, “I can’t say why 

I did that, she was just there, and I took the chance.” 

These results suggest that regardless of attachment 

classification, the ability to mentalize may have a 

significant effect on one’s ability to regulate emotional 

arousal and impulse control as well as the cognitive 

capacity to self-reflect on potential outcomes of 

behaviors, even without an internalized “secure base” 

(Bowlby, 1973). The findings in this study regarding 

reflective functioning capacity and its relationship to 

violent behaviors support the findings of Taubner and 

colleagues (2016) in which high levels of 

mentalization, but not attachment, played a mediating 

role on the effects of early abuse and neglect on violent 

behaviors. Given the small sample size and the 

qualitative nature of the present study, any potential 

mediating effects may be further explored utilizing 

multiple regressions, using each variable as the 

predictor for all other variables.  

Study Limitations 

A primary limitation of this study is that data 

gathered from the interviews was retrospective, based 

on memories of adults about their childhoods. 

Memory cannot be taken as completely accurate due 

to the amount of time that passes, the context 

surrounding the reported events, and any existing 

neurological or mental health issues. Future research 

in this area should be longitudinal, beginning in early 

childhood data about parent attachment security. 

Following a group well into adulthood, past the age at 

which previous research has tended to end data 
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gathering, would better capture the evolution of the 

internal working model and how distortions in 

thinking may occur. Any future research should 

specifically assess for the mediator effects of reflective 

functioning. To better understand the potential 

mediating effects on violent behaviors, a quantitative 

methodology utilizing multiple regressions should be 

undertaken.  

  Another limitation is sample size. A sample of 17 

participants was relatively small. A larger and more 

varied sample would increase transferability. 

However, in grounded theory, the use of theoretical 

sampling increases effectiveness and relevance of 

categories that emerge and thereby the emergent 

theory. 

Conclusion 

The findings of this study suggest that the role of 

reflective functioning capacity among insecurely 

attached adults may have a mediating influence on 

violent behaviors. Even in a delimited study such as 

this, additional questions are raised. Further research 

needs to be done to further understand how some 

individuals with insecure attachment classifications 

have a stronger reflective functioning capacity than 

others. Dodge (2006) suggested that a person with a 

secure attachment style will not misperceive another’s 

intentions as hostile, while a person with an insecure 

attachment style is likely to do so. The current study 

suggests that these predicted reactions based on 

attachment security are not always the case. Secure 

attachment may not always predict healthy reflective 

functioning capacity. 

If as Bowlby (1973) suggested, the internal 

working model determines the quality of a person’s 

view of the self and others, what are the factors or 

components that are lacking in the cognitive model of 

an individual with a decreased RF capacity? A more in 

depth or longitudinal study may uncover the nuances 

and mechanisms that determine if the presence of 

insight and the ability to connect with others is 

enhanced or hindered over time. 
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According to many scholars, family matters when 

it comes to criminality (Huschek & Bijleveld, 2015; 

Junger, Greene, Schipper, Hesper, & Estourgie, 2013; 

Lewis, Balla, Shanok, & Snell, 1976; Rowe & 

Farrington, 1997). Although a large quantity of 

research is devoted to the impact that parents make on 

https://scholasticahq.com/criminology-criminal-justice-law-society/


28 ABDERHALDEN & EVANS 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 19, Issue 1 

their children’s criminal behavior, the research on 

siblings’ impact is far less expansive. Siblings are 

sometimes included as a control variable when 

studying effects of parental criminality (Junger et al., 

2013). Despite the varied research dedicated to the 

family, which focuses heavily on the parents and 

guardians, very few studies have sought to specifically 

focus on the impact siblings have on each other and 

tiheir criminal behaviors. Additionally, past research 

has not examined how sibling behavior affects 

additional arrests specifically (Sutton-Smith & 

Rosenberg, 1970; Van de Rakt, Nieuwbeerta, & Apel, 

2009). It is important to understand how siblings’ 

behavior influences each other to further the 

knowledge of how criminal behavior develops. 

Theoretically, it can be useful to include siblings in the 

learning of criminal behaviors as well as 

understanding how siblings interact across the life-

course as they are generally a consistent peer from 

childhood through adulthood, unlike many other 

fluctuating peer relationships. The current study 

begins this investigation into siblings’ impact on 

chronic offenders and discusses the possible 

theoretical implications and future directions of 

sibling research. 

Literature Review 

Families and Crime 

The criminality of the family unit, the upbringing 

of the family, and the environment in which the family 

lives can all influence the criminal behavior of an 

individual (Krohn, Hall, & Lizotte, 2009; Laub & 

Sampson, 1988; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998). Past 

research indicates that parental criminality (Bersani, 

Nieuwbeerta, & Laub, 2009; Cavanagh & Huston, 

2006; Farrington, 1989; Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; 

Laub & Sampson, 1988; Yoshikawa, 1994) , the 

context of single parenting (Amato, 2005; Cavanagh 

& Huston, 2006; Gorman-Smith, Tolan, Loeber, & 

Henry, 1998; Krohn et al., 2009), physical punishment 

(Darling, 2011; Farrington, 1989; Gershoff, 2002), 

and harshness (Amato, 2005; Darling, 2011; 

Farrington, 1989; Gershoff, 2002; Krohn et al., 2009; 

Laub & Sampson, 1988; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998; 

Zigler, Taussig,  & Black, 1992) within the family are 

directly linked to increased risk of criminal behavior 

from adolescence into adulthood. These studies 

indicate that family processes are a significant 

indicator of criminality, though much of this research 

focuses on parents alone (Junger et al., 2013; Rowe & 

Farrington, 1997).  However, the relationships of the 

home are not strictly one-dimensional between only 

parents and children or parents and parents; they also 

include relationships between the children 

independent of influence from the parents (Farrington 

& West, 1993; Lauritsen, 1993; Rowe & Gulley, 1992; 

Slomkowski, Rende, Conger, Simons, & Conger, 

2001).  

Kuja-Halkola, Pawitan, D’Onofrio, Långström, & 

Lichtenstein (2012) found evidence that sociological 

factors, such as birth order and parental age, influence 

deviant behavior of siblings and increase the 

likelihood of their high rate criminality. Offenders and 

their siblings were both more likely to be violent when 

they reported being physically punished by their father 

(Kuja-Halkola et al., 2012). Interestingly, the 

researchers found that exposure to siblings is a more 

significant predictor of violent offenses in life-course 

persistent offenders compared to adolescent limited 

offenders (Kuja-Halkola et al., 2012). Sutton-Smith 

and Rosenberg (1970) suggest that future research 

should focus on siblings’ impact on each other, 

controlling for parental influence. When this is not 

done, results can be biased due to interaction effects 

from parents on the siblings, an idea further supported 

by Rowe and Gulley (1992). Additionally, 

understanding of siblings can lead to the further 

development of learning and life-course theories. 

Learning theory engages in discussion of how deviant 

peers teach each other behaviors. By expanding the 

understanding to include siblings as their own form of 

deviant peers, it is possible to enhance the reach of 

learning theory but also to specify different groupings 

of deviant peers. Future research should focus on 

siblings’ impact on each other because siblings are one 

of the rare forms of social interaction that is semi-

permanent, and the influence of siblings may have 

long-term impacts on criminal behavior. If a greater 

sense of understanding is obtained regarding siblings, 

the possibilities for intervention policy become more 

targeted, and it is conceivable that the ability to impact 

sibling criminal behavior early on may be achieved.  

Anderson-Bond (2009) argues that siblings 

influence a chronic offender’s behavior through 

collective encouragement for each other. Sociological 

ties between siblings are a result of environmental and 

social interactions experienced jointly by the siblings 

(Duncan, Boisjoly, & Harris, 2001; McHale, 

Updegraff, & Whiteman, 2012). Children often 

interact together outside of parental influence and, 

therefore, have many opportunities to learn and 

influence each other that are unrelated to lessons 

taught by or learned from the guardians (Rowe & 

Gulley, 1992). For example, Van de Rakt and 

colleagues (2009) found that the focal children in their 

study had a higher risk of conviction when they had 

siblings who were convicted as well. Males have a 

higher risk of delinquency and a higher rate of 

conviction compared to females (Van de Rakt et al., 

2009). Kendler and colleagues (2016) found that 
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siblings who were raised in the same household were 

similar in their criminal behaviors compared to 

siblings who grew up in separate homes. This finding 

suggests that shared environment is a factor offending 

that siblings tend to share more than other peer dyads. 

Similarly, Garcia, Shaw, Winslow, & Yaggi (2000) 

found that sibling conflict and deviant behavior were 

related to parental rejection; however, their sample 

consisted of young, male children, and they did not 

observe the participants in early adolescence or 

adulthood.  Duncan and colleagues (2001) also 

examined the effects of sibling delinquency in relation 

to neighborhood children. They found that there were 

significant correlations between sibling behaviors and 

delinquency that were independent of associations 

with behavior of neighborhood children (Duncan et 

al., 2001).  

Morals and values are some of the psychological 

attributes siblings learn from each other (Rowe & 

Farrington, 1997). An additional component of sibling 

relationships and criminal behavior comes from these 

psychological influences on family relationships. 

Brothers and sisters learn behaviors and attitudes 

through interacting with one another and can react to 

these psychologically in both conscious and 

subconscious ways, including impulsivity and control 

of one’s own behaviors (McHale et al., 2012). Rowe 

and Farrington (1997) found that criminal behavior in 

same-sex sibling pairs is more strongly associated than 

in opposite sex sibling pairs. The study also revealed 

that poor parenting, harsh discipline, and family size 

affected morals and values of the siblings (Rowe & 

Farrington, 1997). Patterson (1984) found that sibling 

relationships were pivotal in developing antisocial 

behavior. In Slomkowski and colleagues (2001), the 

authors support ideas from Bank, Patterson, and Reid 

(1996) and Patterson (1984) that sibling relationships 

may act as ignition for “development, maintenance, 

and escalation of antisocial behavior, include 

delinquent acts” (p. 273).  

Many researchers have stressed the important 

implications that accompany siblings and criminal 

behavior, but the existing research has failed to isolate 

sibling relationships and their direct effect on criminal 

behavior (Farrington & West, 1993; Lauritsen, 1993; 

Rowe & Gulley, 1992; Slomkowski et al., 2001; Van 

de Rakt et al., 2009). Siblings and criminality are 

linked theoretically; however, empirical research has 

tended to lump siblings in with parental relationships 

in variables that include “family” (Van de Rakt et al., 

2009). For example, Criss and Shaw (2005) found that 

sibling behaviors predict criminality in each other, but 

this was studied using ‘mother-target child’ as a 

control factor, thus still including family as a primary 

factor. McHale and colleagues (2012) did not engage 

in empirical research to support or negate sibling 

influence on criminal behavior; however, they did 

outline relevant theoretical frameworks. They argued 

that sibling relationships are “multidimensional” and 

constantly evolving, and are, therefore, subject to 

influence from all kinds of socio-cultural influences 

(McHale et al., 2012, p. 13).  

Risk Factors for Offending 

Although research considers how siblings and 

parents can influence behavior in general, few studies 

exist that focus on how siblings impact offending and 

reoffending. Risk factors for offending include a 

variety of measurement methods to predict future 

offending; often these include some variation of 

family, peer, environmental, and individual factors 

(Fergusson & Horwood, 2002; Loeber & Farrington, 

2000; Piquero, Farrington, Nagin & Moffitt, 2010; 

Webster, MacDonald & Simpson, 2006). It is 

important to study risk factors for offending for a 

multitude of reasons, including determining predictors 

of offending, why offenders reoffend, what can be 

done to limit new offenses, and the most effective way 

to rehabilitate offenders after punishment has already 

been received (Cullen, Agnew, & Wilcox, 2014).  

Given that the main dependent variable in the current 

study is a measure of frequency of offending, we 

summarize below the main factors identified as 

influential in predicting offending based on past 

research. 

Research on risk factors for offending and 

recidivism includes a multitude of factors that can 

increase the likelihood for an offender to offend and 

reoffend chronically once he or she is released from 

jail or prison. The most common factors studied 

include family factors (Fergusson & Horwood, 2002; 

Loeber & Farrington, 2000), peer influences (Piquero 

et al., 2010; Webster et al., 2006), race (Benedict & 

Huff-Corzine, 1997, Benedict, Huff-Corzine, & 

Corzine, 1998; Durose, Cooper, & Snyder, 2014; 

Gendreau, Little, & Goggin, 1996; Kubrin, Squires, & 

Stewart, 2007; Langan & Levin, 2002), gender 

(Benedict and Huff-Corzine, 1997; Benedict et al., 

1998; Durose et al., 2014; Gendreau et al., 1996; 

Langan & Levin, 2002; Ulmer, 2001), age (Durose et 

al., 2014; Gendreau et al., 1996; Langan & Levin, 

2002; Uggen, 2000), offense type (Benedict et al., 

1998; Durose et al., 2014; Gainey, Payne, & O'Toole, 

2000; Gendreau et al., 1996; Langan & Levin, 2002; 

Listwan, Sundt, Holsinger, & Latessa, 2003; 

MacKenzie, Browning, Skroban, & Smith, 1999; 

Schwaner, 1998; Ulmer, 2001), and prior arrests 

(Benedict & Huff-Corzine, 1997; Durose et al., 2014; 

Gainey et al., 2000; Gendreau et al., 1996; Kurlychek, 

Brame, & Bushway, 2006; Langan & Levin, 2002; 

MacKenzie et al., 1999; Spohn & Holleran, 2002; 

Ulmer, 2001).  



30 ABDERHALDEN & EVANS 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 19, Issue 1 

Research on recidivism is relevant to the current 

study given that, by definition, chronic offenders are 

those who continue to recidivate for a long period of 

their lifetime. Recidivism research focusing on race 

indicates that Blacks are most likely to recidivate 

(Benedict & Huff-Corzine, 1997; Gendreau et al., 

1996; Kubrin et al., 2007; Langan & Levin, 2002; 

Listwan et al., 2003; Spohn & Holleran, 2002; Uggen, 

2000) with recent findings of close to ¾ of prisoners 

released in 2005 reoffended within a three-year follow 

up period (Durose et al., 2014). The high rate of 

recidivism among Black individuals is often attributed 

to the lower socioeconomic status to which many 

released offenders must return, leading to lack of 

employment and the opportunity to reoffend (Kubrin 

et al., 2007). Minorities are largely underrepresented 

and suffer from discrimination, sentencing disparities, 

and unfair treatment based on age, gender, and race 

(Blackwell, Holleran, & Finn, 2008; Franklin & Fearn, 

2008; Griffin & Wooldredge, 2006; Rodriguez, Curry, 

& Lee, 2006; Steffensmeier, Ulmer, & Kramer, 1998). 

Additionally, research in sentencing and court studies 

indicates that socioeconomic class matters and that the 

lower class is more severely sanctioned than the 

middle and upper classes (Steffensmeier et al., 1998). 

Similar to race, gender is often a factor in 

recidivism research with males significantly more at 

risk to recidivate than females (Durose et al., 2014; 

Langan & Levin, 2002). Females are arrested at a 

lower rate than males upon release from prison and are 

less likely over time to reoffend (Durose et al., 2014). 

Females have more social ties and attachments when 

they leave prison, often returning to children and 

parents on whom they can lean for support (Uggen, 

2000). Younger offenders have higher risks of 

recidivating within the three years post release; 

offenders under 24 are the most at risk (Durose et al., 

2014; Langan & Levin, 2002). Young Black males 

have the highest risk for recidivating (Steffensmeier et 

al., 1998).  

Recidivism risk can also be influenced by prior 

arrests that did not result in conviction or incarceration 

(Durose et al., 2014; Greenberg, 1978; Harris & 

Moitra, 1978; Kurlychek et al., 2006; Langan & Levin, 

2002; Maltz, 1984; Spohn & Holleran, 2002; Steurer 

& Smith, 2003; Uggen, 2000; Ulmer, 2001). An 

increased the length of time since the past arrest or 

offending can decrease the likelihood of recidivating 

(Kurlychek et al., 2006). For example, offenders who 

have not offended in seven years but have a prior 

record tend to have a lower likelihood of recidivism 

than offenders with shorter periods between arrests 

(Greenberg, 1978; Harris & Moitra, 1978; Kurlychek 

et al., 2006; Maltz, 1984).  

Finally, employment is a significant predictor of 

the likelihood of reoffending for a released prisoner 

(Holzer, Raphael, & Stoll, 2002, 2006; Horney, 

Osgood, & Marshall, 1995; Kurlychek et al., 2006; 

Steurer & Smith, 2003; Uggen, 2000). According to 

Holzer and colleagues (2006), employers often look at 

criminal history records and discriminate against those 

individuals who have some type of prior history. This 

discrimination also threatens Black males at a higher 

rate, leaving the already disadvantaged group at an 

even higher risk of recidivating (Holzer et al., 2006). 

Steurer and Smith (2003) found that offenders who 

complete employment based classes in prison are more 

likely to gain employment and less likely to recidivate 

than their untrained counterparts. Unemployment is 

linked to poverty and can include being placed in 

neighborhoods where the ability to coexist relies on 

criminal behavior, which ultimately leads to increased 

risk for recidivism (Kubrin et al., 2007; Uggen, 2000).  

Chronic Offenders 

The current study focuses on chronic offenders. 

Chronic offenders and recidivism are closely 

connected because both require reoffending and both 

happen over time, not at a singular moment. However, 

there are some differences between offenders who 

recidivate occasionally and those who are classified as 

chronic offenders. All chronic offenders recidivate, 

but not all who have recidivated are high rate 

offenders. Wolfgang (1983) provided some guidelines 

for different definitions for recidivism versus chronic 

offenders. Wolfgang (1983) defined the differences 

between being a one-time offender, a recidivist, and a 

chronic offender based on the number of offenses, 

with recidivists having two to four prior offenses and 

chronic offenders having more than five prior 

offenses.  For the purposes of this study, Wolfgang’s 

(1983) definition of chronic offenders is used to define 

the offenders in our sample.  Chronic offenders are 

defined as habitual offenders who commit a multitude 

of offenses in their lifetime and offend for a longer 

time than other petty offenders (DeLisi, 2001). DeLisi 

(2001) argued that chronic offenders are more 

determined than the average petty offender and are 

more persistent in repeating negative learned behavior 

from childhood, which can create a pattern of criminal, 

deviant, or problematic behaviors. Habitual offenders 

commit offenses over their lifetime, often starting out 

with small misbehavior and minor deviance and 

progressing throughout time, but most chronic 

offenders steer away from traditionally violent crimes, 

such as murder and rape (DeLisi, 2001; Uggen, 2000).  

Chronic offenders all have a commonality; they 

have all recidivated and committed multiple offenses 

over their life time. Chronic offenders are those who 

continue to offend for a long length of time that 

extends beyond the generally accepted three to five-

year span thought of to predict recidivism. Due to the 
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fact that chronic offenders have committed more than 

one offense, they all have reoffending records and are 

more likely to continue to reoffend (Piquero, Brame, 

& Lynam, 2004). According to Uggen (2000), chronic 

offenders have the highest risk for recidivating 

because they rely on crime to survive outside of 

incarceration. DeLisi (2001) highlighted that chronic 

offenders who had at least one drug offense prior to 

turning 16 were more likely to be considered high risk 

offenders. High rate offenders are found to be 

disproportionately involved in committing violent 

offenses compared to other types of offenders (DeLisi 

& Vaughn, 2008). 

Theoretical Framework 

The current study investigates whether sibling 

behavior can predict chronic offending and the 

mechanisms behind this potential linkage. The current 

investigation does not constitute a full theory test but 

rather uses learning and life-course theories as a guide 

to understand how siblings affect each other’s 

behavior. We hope to provide a springboard to 

increase the study of sibling relationships and their 

effect on criminal behavior and, eventually, pathways. 

Two theoretical frameworks, learning and life-course, 

help to inform the research questions in the current 

study.  

Learning theory focuses on the process by which 

one learns criminal behavior and criminality. Theorists 

argue that individuals acquire all behaviors (both 

criminal and conforming) through collaboration with 

peers, mentors, and family members (Cullen et al., 

2014). Learning theorists posit that intimate friends 

and family have the greatest influence on the 

individual to expose him or her to criminal behavior 

and cause him or her to engage in crime. Relations 

with deviant others motivate an offender to become 

deviant and provide incentives towards violation of the 

law (Cullen et al., 2014). Based on who one is 

influenced by (i.e. family, friends, peers, or mentors) 

one can develop learned behavior that can create 

negative criminal behavior through adolescence 

(Agnew, 2003).  

Siblings learn behavior and deviance from one 

another through imitation and mutual bonding (Akers, 

1994). Through learning behavior and characteristics, 

siblings may imitate each other’s criminal and deviant 

behavior and attitude. Considered one of the oldest 

social learning mechanisms, imitation allows for 

initial criminal behavior through search for acceptance 

and praise, followed closely by becoming routine and 

habit (Sutherland, 1947). Imitation can be the start of 

learned behavior, and then based on feedback (both 

positive and negative), the imitation can become 

routine. Applying learning theory to the concept of 

siblings and criminality is an important distinction 

because it removes the influence of parenting and only 

considers learned behaviors between siblings. Rather 

than looking at the family unit as a whole, like prior 

research has done, investigating the direct influence of 

siblings on each other’s learning and behavior can help 

understand when and why some siblings are more 

criminally inclined than others are. 

Life-course theory was developed to explore the 

idea that criminality stems from early childhood (Laub 

& Sampson, 1991).  Peaks in criminality often occur 

around the age of 17 or 18 and then begin to taper off; 

this early peak of criminality leads researchers to 

believe that there is a reason for a change in behavior 

from the early juvenile years to the later years (Agnew 

& Brezina, 2012). Life-course theory posits that 

criminality can be changed based on life events that 

occur. Individuals can decrease their criminality due 

to changes in their life-course and life events that 

derail their criminal desires. Sampson and Laub 

(1992) explained that changes in criminality stem from 

life events that cause the offender to feel a stronger 

connection to societal norms and, thus, make the 

conscious effort to remain crime free. These life events 

are characterized as “turning points,” and those that 

hold value and/or encourage conformity to social 

norms are more likely to help the offender remain free 

from criminal behavior. Sampson and Laub (1992) 

argued that life events can create a social bond that 

changes the course of one’s life and causes him or her 

to disregard his or her past criminality, things such as 

pro-social marriage, employment, or the military.  

Life-course theory provides an explanation 

whereby offenders change their trajectory from one of 

deviance to one characterized by conformity. Siblings 

are likely to have trajectories of criminality that follow 

similar patterns due to the consistent interaction 

between siblings and the accepted family norms to 

which they are both exposed throughout their lives 

(Hagan, MacMillan, & Wheaton, 1996). The life-

courses of siblings are interconnected and linked 

through childhood and adolescence and can carry into 

adulthood (Pezzin, 2004). However, the turning points 

are usually unique for the individual. Pezzin (2004) 

suggests that the life-course of siblings can take a 

drastic turn when one of the siblings encounters a 

turning point in life, which can then encourage a 

turning point in their siblings’ lives, causing a shift in 

their own trajectories as well.  

In line with Patterson (1984), who studied how 

siblings are “key pathogens” for learning antisocial 

behaviors, using theories to guide new exploratory 

studies into how siblings influence each other is 

important for the growth in new directions. By 

investigating the research questions through the 

framework of learning and life-course theory, we 
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begin a framework to use in the future that illuminates 

how sibling relationships affect chronic offenders. 

Current Study 

The purpose of the current study is to investigate 

the influence of sibling criminality on the behavior of 

chronic offenders. Using data from the Longitudinal 

Study of Criminal Career Patterns of Former 

California Youth Authority Wards, 1965-1984, we 

analyzed how siblings influence the behavior of 

chronic offenders. This study also examined how the 

theoretical frameworks of life-course theory and 

learning theory can explain the influence and impact 

of siblings on the chronic offender (Akers, 1994; Laub 

& Sampson, 1993). Based on prior literature (Durose 

et al., 2014; Greenberg, 1978; Harris & Moitra, 1978; 

Kurlychek et al., 2006; Langan & Levin, 2002; Maltz, 

1984; Spohn & Holleran, 2002; Steurer & Smith, 

2003; Uggen, 2000; Ulmer, 2001), we hypothesized 

that siblings will impact the total arrests and type of 

frequent offending among chronic offenders. 

Furthermore, we predicted that siblings’ arrests will be 

positively associated with chronic offenders’ arrests. 

Given that chronic offenders have a higher likelihood 

of committing violent offenses over their crime 

careers, we believe that chronic offenders who have 

siblings with a criminal history will have a higher 

proportion of violent arrests (DeLisi, 2001; Piquero, 

Jennings & Barnes, 2012). Finally, we predicted that 

the more siblings a chronic offender has, the more total 

arrests they will also have as they will have had ample 

opportunity for learning deviant behaviors (Agnew, 

2003; Cullen et al., 2014). Our hypotheses are outlined 

below: 

 

H1.   Chronic offenders with siblings who have a 

criminal history will have more total arrests than those 

with siblings who have no prior criminal history. 

 

H2.   Chronic offenders with siblings who have a 

criminal history will be more likely to have a higher 

frequency of violent arrests. 

 

H3.   Chronic offenders with greater numbers of 

siblings will have more total arrests. 

Method 

Participants 

Data from the current study come from the 

Longitudinal Study of Criminal Career Patterns of 

Former California Youth Authority Wards, 1965-

1984 study (Haapanen, 1999). This study focused on 

the criminal patterns of men over a 10–15 year period 

whose early criminal behavior resulted in 

institutionalization to the California Youth Authority. 

The study was used to identify and expand on the 

earlier study of Early Identification of the Chronic 

Offender, 1978-1980, and utilized half of the sample 

from the previous study as well as new data from 

adult chronic offenders with no prior history as 

juvenile offenders. Given the nature of the current 

study and the variables included from the larger 

sample (n=1,308), we reduced the sample size to 

include the adult prison files of offenders from the 

California Department of Corrections (CDC). This 

selection limited the current study to a sample size of 

672 participants. The focus of the current study 

involves sibling variables, which were only recorded 

by offenders interviewed as they entered the CDC, 

therefore limiting the sample size to these offenders1 

as well as protecting the temporal ordering of the 

data. The data were obtained from the Inter-

University Consortium for Political and Social 

Research (ICPSR) website and is available for public 

use. Due to the secondary and non-identifying nature 

of the data, IRB approval was not required under the 

human subject’s protocol.   There were 18 cases from 

the study that were deleted using list wise deletion 

based on missing data for one or more variables 

(Graham, 2009; Roth, 1994). The remaining cases 

make up the sample size of 643 cases from the CDC 

collection. Analyses were completed using Stata 13 

(Statacorp, 2013). 

Measures 

Dependent Variable 

The first dependent variable in this study is a 

measure of the proportion of arrests for violent crimes 

that each respondent had. This variable was 

constructed by dividing the total number of violent 

arrests by the total arrests each offender had. The 

original data file contained variables indicating both of 

these values (Haapanen, 1999). The operationalization 

of violent arrests was taken using the violent crime 

index scale from the Uniform Crime Report (UCR) 

and interactions with police that resulted in an arrest. 

Examples of violent crimes from the UCR index are 

robbery, rape, and homicide. A full description of this 

variable can be found in Haapanen (1999). The second 

dependent variable is a measure of total arrests. Total 

arrests are used in the current study as the primary 

measure of recidivism. All the offenders in the current 

sample have a prior history of juvenile offending and 

repeat offending, making this a homogenous sample of 

chronic offenders (Wolfgang, 1983). 

Independent Variables 
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Parent criminality is a dichotomous variable, with 

0 indicating no criminality and 1 indicating at least one 

form of criminality in either their mother’s or father’s 

history. Criminality was operationalized as arrest, jail, 

prison, or state hospital confinement. State hospital 

confinement is included in this measure as the 

codebook identifies that the state hospital confinement 

is only following conviction as an alternative sanction 

from jail or prison; furthermore, all non-conviction 

offenses were coded separately and noted as such 

(Haapanen, 1999). Sibling arrests were coded as a 

continuous variable indicating the number of arrests 

the respondent reported that his sibling had 

experienced. Number of siblings was measured as a 

continuous variable based on the number reported by 

the respondent. Intact family provided information on 

whether the offender had an intact family (meaning no 

divorce or separation of parents) during childhood; 

responses were 0 indicated no, and 1 indicated yes. 

Family welfare was also used as an independent 

variable, providing information on whether the 

participant’s family had ever received welfare during 

childhood; responses were 0 indicated no, and 1 

indicated yes. Employment was measured using 

number of years the offender was unemployed. 

Marriage was also measured using years the offender 

was married, originally reported in months over the 

course of the whole study but recoded into years for 

ease of understanding. Months not in confinement was 

reverse coded into years in confinement for the ease of 

understanding and to simplify the interpretation of the 

results. Recoding months not in confinement into time 

spent confined has been done in other studies to make 

the understanding of the results much more 

translatable (Visher & Travis, 2003).  All three of 

these variables (unemployed, married, confined) were 

recoded into a “years” variable for ease of 

interpretation. Race/ethnicity was recoded to a series 

of dummy variables. These variables were Black, 

White, and Other, and White is used as the reference 

category. Age in years is included as a control variable 

also; this was measured by the last age the respondent 

reported. No gender has been included in the 

demographic variables as the entire sample is male. 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics for the sample are in Table 

1. The mean number of arrests for the sample was 

almost 24 arrests. The mean value for percent violent 

arrests was about 20%.  About 21% of the participants 

reported that their parents had some history of criminal 

behavior. Just over half (54.8%) the sample had 

families that were not intact during their childhood. As 

seen in the table, 80% of the sample had no known 

welfare reported from their childhood. Over 55% of 

the participants in the study reported coming from 

families with between zero and four siblings. Almost 

all the participants reported having at least one sibling, 

with only 3.5% of the sample having no siblings to 

report. The range of number of siblings was from zero 

to 12 siblings. The participants in this study were 

primarily unmarried; almost 50% reported no history 

of marriage. Participants who reported being married 

for over three years accounted for 24.9% of the 

sample. Just over 25% reported being married between 

one month and just over three years. The sample 

consisted of 45% White respondents, 37% Black, and 

18% Other ethnicity/race. Respondents in the sample 

ranged from 24 to 39 years of age, with an average of 

33 years old. We also analyzed all study variables at 

the bivariate level, and there were a number of 

significant correlations between the independent and 

dependent variables. This table is available upon 

request from the authors but not included due to space 

limitations. 

 

Table 1: Descriptive statistics for variables (N=643) 

 

 Mean/% (SD) Min Max 

Family Characteristics    

Intact Family 45% (.498) 0 1 

Number of Siblings 4.5 (2.767) 0 12 

Father’s Criminality 18% (.387) 0 1 

Mother’s Criminality 5% (.233) 0 1 

Sibling Arrests .485 (.890) 0 6 

Welfare 20% (.405) 0 1 

Years Unemployed 9.70 (3.362) 0 17.5 

Years Married 2.07 (3.090) 0 14.58 
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Years Confined 9.3 (3.550) 1.5 19.25 

Demographics    

Age 
32.60 (3.94) 

 

24 

 

39 

 

White 45% (.498) 0 1 

Black 37% (.483) 0 1 

Hispanic 17% (.374) 0 1 

Other Race 18% (.38) 0 1 

Dependent Variables    

Total Arrests 23.71 (15.020) 1 119 

Percent Violent Crime 20.7% (.16) 0 1 

Multivariate Regression Results 

We estimated an OLS regression model to predict 

the percentage of violent arrests among our sample of 

chronic offenders.  The dependent variable of percent 

violent arrests was significantly skewed, and as a 

result, we created a logged dependent variable. The 

following analysis utilizes this logged measure as the 

dependent variable. Results from this analysis are 

contained in Table 2. This regression model has an R 

squared indicating that the model explains about 15% 

of the variance in the dependent variable. Though the 

sibling variables failed to reach  

 

the p<.05 level of significance in this model, a number 

of other interesting relationships with control variables 

were significant in this model. Those respondents who 

were on welfare had higher percentages of violent 

arrests (b=.16, p<.05). Those who spent less time 

married had higher percentages of violent arrests while 

those who spent more time confined had a greater 

proportion of violent arrests (b=-.007, p<.05; b=.054, 

p<.000, respectively). Lastly, chronic offenders who 

were Black had substantially higher percentages of 

violent arrests compared to whites (b=.40, p<.000)

 

Table 2: OLS regression of independent variables on percent violent arrests (N=643) 

 

Percent Violent Arrests (% of total arrests) Coef. (Std. Error) 95% CI 

Family Characteristics   

Intact Family .101 (.061)+ 
.91 – 1.10 

Number of Siblings .018 (.011) 
.96 – 1.00 

Parent Criminality .089 (.060) 
.85 – 1.03 

Sibling Arrests -.041 (.034) 
1.01 – 1.12 

Welfare .160(.076)* 
.89 – 1.11 

Years Unemployed -.007 (.009) 
-.02 – .01 

Years Married -.022 (.010)* 
-.04 – -.003 

Years Confined .055 (.010)*** 
.04 – .07 

Demographics  
 

Age .017 (.010)+ -.000 – .03 

Black .398 (.069)*** .26 – .53 

Other Race .086 (.086) -.08 – .26 

R-square: .15 

+ p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01, *** p <.001 
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Negative Binomial Regression 

Table 3 presents results from the Negative 

binomial regression model investigating the impact 

of the independent variables on total arrests. Given 

the significant negative skew and the count nature of 

the “total arrest” variable, we chose to estimate a 

negative binomial model rather than a traditional 

OLS regression (Gardner, Mulvey, & Shaw, 1995).  

This model also included an offset variable based on 

the age of the respondent to account for differences in 

exposure time. Incident rate ratios (IRR) are 

presented for ease of interpretation. Several  

independent variables predicted total number of 

arrests. For each additional sibling an offender has, 

the rate of total arrests decreased by about 2% 

 

 

(IRR=.98, p<.05).  Each additional sibling arrest 

increased the rate of total arrests by about 6% 

(IRR=1.06, p<. 05). These results are supportive of 

hypothesis 1: “chronic offenders with siblings who 

have arrests will have more total arrests” but not 

supportive of hypothesis 3: “chronic offenders with 

higher numbers of siblings will have more total 

arrests.” Results indicated that other races have a rate 

of arrests about 21% higher than Whites (IRR=1.21, 

p<.01). For each additional year an offender is 

unemployed, his IRR of total arrests increases by 3% 

(IRR=1.03, p<.01). For each additional year of 

marriage, his rate of arrest increases by about 3% 

(IRR=1.03, p<.001).2

 

Table 3: Negative Binomial Regression Model (N=643)a 
 

Total Arrests IRR (Std. Error) 95% CI 

Family Characteristics   

Intact Family 1.00 (.049) .91 – 1.10 

Number of Siblings 0.98 (.009)** .96 – 1.00 

Parent Criminality 0.96 (.061) .85 – 1.03 

Sibling Arrests 1.06 (.028)* 1.01 – 1.12 

Welfare 1.00 (.060) .89 – 1.11 

Years Unemployed 1.03 (.007)** 1.01 – 1.04 

Years Married 1.03 (.008)*** 1.01 – 1.04 

Years Confined 0.99 (.007) .98 – 1.01 

Demographics  
 

Age 1.02 (.007) .99 – 1.01 

Black 1.09 (.060) .98 – 1.21 

Other Race 1.69 (.408)** 1.06 – 1.39 

LR chi2: 46.49*** 

+ p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01, *** p <.001 

    a Model also includes an offset variable based on age 

 

Discussion 

In this study, we extend prior knowledge of 

chronic offenders by directly looking at sibling effects 

on criminality. Research on chronic offenders 

indicates that both family structure and age of onset  

are important factors (DeLisi, 2001; Hanson & 

Morton-Bourgon, 2005; Hirschi & Gottfredson, 

1983). However, few studies have explored the idea of 

how siblings may influence each other unique from 

other family factors. The results from the negative 

binomial regression model suggest that siblings do 

have an influence on the recidivism of long-term 

offenders. The main findings regarding siblings that 

emerged from the analyses were that 1) the number of 

arrests a sibling has results in significantly higher rate 

of total arrests for the offender, and 2) the number of 

siblings an offender has results in significantly lower 

rate of total arrests for the offender. Consistent with 

other studies, personal influences such as employment 

and marriage were also significant indicators of the 

respondents’ criminality (DeLisi, Beaver, Vaughn, 

2009; Farrington, Jolliffe, Loeber, Stouthamer- 
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Loeber, & Kalb, 2001; Van de Rakt, Nieuwbeerta, & 

De Graaf, 2008).  In line with prior literature, marriage 

was a predictor of less criminal behavior,  

with longer marriages decreasing the frequency of 

violent arrests; however, each year of marriage 

increased the rate of total arrests.  

This study examined some of the main factors in 

family influences with particular interest in sibling 

impacts on chronic offenders. The more siblings 

offenders had, the lower rate of total arrests they 

experienced. Prior research by Lauritson (1993) found 

that increase in number of siblings was significantly 

associated with more arrests by the offender. To 

further understand why our results are opposite of 

Lauritson’s (1993) finding, we turn to findings 

regarding the frequency of violent arrests. We posit 

that although those with more siblings had fewer 

arrests, those with more siblings may have a higher 

percentage of violent arrests. While this finding was 

not statistically significant in our study, it is possible 

that this could be due to data limitations such as the 

lack of nuanced measures regarding sibling behavior 

and relationship. This is in line with many prior studies 

that link offense seriousness to decreased arrests 

(Blumstein & Cohen, 1979; Uggen, 2000). 

Furthermore, having multiple siblings provides 

exposure to negative consequences of their criminal 

sibling. Perhaps potential offenders with more siblings 

witness negative consequences and, therefore, avoid 

criminal behaviors. Wagner, Borduin, Sawyer, & 

Dopp (2014) found that children who had a deviant 

sibling learned from witnessing their criminal sibling 

offend and experience negative consequences and, in 

turn, committed less serious offenses. It is also 

possible that seeing this exposure to treatment, 

siblings were able to view some turning points in their 

siblings’ lives and make decisions based on those 

experiences (DeFoe et al., 2013; Sampson & Laub, 

2003). In line with life-course theory, seeing a sibling 

arrested, incarcerated, or otherwise involved in the 

criminal justice system can provide groundwork for 

the experience of turning points for the offenders 

(Hagan et al., 1996; Sampson & Laub, 2003). 

Additionally, in line with prior deviant peer literature, 

chronic offenders with siblings who had more arrests 

also experienced more arrests themselves. Since 

siblings are another form of peer (Ardelt & Day, 

2002), we propose that siblings can be viewed through 

the lens of deviant peer literature and, therefore, 

chronic offenders with siblings who had more arrests 

are acting as deviant peers. Deviant peer research 

indicates that more deviant peer arrests increases the 

likelihood that an individual is to be arrested, and our 

finding is consistent with this literature (Liberman, 

Kirk, & Kim, 2014; Patterson, 1995). When offenders 

in the current study saw their sibling arrested due to a 

particular behavior, it is possible that they, in turn, 

learned and replicated these behaviors, resulting in 

additional arrests (Akers, 1994; Sutherland, 1947).  

Sutherland (1947) argued that imitation is the 

beginning of learned behavior and that imitations of 

deviant behavior can occur because of desired 

acknowledgement or praise from whomever is being 

imitated. Contu and Willmott (2003) discuss how 

learning theories and power control theories are 

interlinked in order to supply the cognitive content of 

the learners’ mind. Considering how siblings interact 

closely and are often struggling for power and 

acceptance between each other, it is possible to see 

how the imitation of arrests, or criminal behavior, can 

be learned and copied to gain acceptance with each 

other (Blackwell & Reed, 2003).  

Our finding that more sibling arrests is associated 

with more total arrests further raises the discussion of 

imitation and whether siblings operate similarly to 

deviant peers. Learning theory can explain how 

siblings impact criminal behavior, in that siblings 

often learn from each other without the knowledge or 

influence of their guardians. In this sample, parental 

criminality was associated with fewer total arrests; this 

finding indicates that sibling relationships can have 

influence independent of parent relationships. 

Learning theory offers the framework for 

understanding how siblings can teach each other to be 

deviant or not through the underlying need for 

approval and acceptance from one’s relatives (Akers, 

1994).  Through the influence of relationships and 

experiences, siblings are able to influence each other 

into behavior of deviance and criminality, not unlike 

deviant peer relationships (Ardelt & Day, 2002). 

Through socialization close proximity, siblings impact 

the personality and actions of one another on a deeper 

level than almost any other outside mentor, friend, or 

influence (Cullen et al., 2014). Like deviant peers who 

intermix together and learn behaviors from each other, 

siblings are also in a unique position to socialize each 

other (Schulze & Bryan, 2014). Schulze and Bryan 

(2014) found that sibling criminality significantly 

predicted the total offenses of juveniles because of the 

need to impress and imitate each other. This finding, 

while applying to juveniles, supports the idea that 

siblings influence each other through learned 

behaviors, using imitation to gain favor with each 

other (Schulze & Bryan, 2014).  

This study investigated how siblings are 

predictors of chronic offending using life-course 

theory and learning theory as a framework. We 

examined how life-course and learning theories were 

underlying guides for understanding the influence of 

siblings on chronic offenders, but we were also able to 

discover links to deviant peer research and the 

relationship to siblings. Given the sparse literature that 
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includes sibling effects even as a control variable, we 

highlight several important findings from our other 

independent variables that illustrate how controlling 

for this important influence may affect the 

relationships even between established predictors and 

criminal behavior. Consistent with prior literature 

Black offenders were more likely to have violent 

arrests compared to Whites.  This finding is not 

surprising given the extensive research on race and 

violent crime indicating similar results (Feldmeyer, 

Steffensmeier, & Ulmer, 2013; Felson & Kreager, 

2015; Steffensmeier et al., 1998; Steffensmeier, 

Feldmeyer, Harris, & Ulmer, 2011). Unemployment is 

also a significant indicator for criminality, which is 

directly in line with prior literature (Holzer et al., 2002, 

2006; Horney et al., 1995; Kurlychek et al., 2006; 

Steurer & Smith, 2003; Uggen, 2000). The more time 

the offender was unemployed, the more overall arrests 

the offender had. Unsurprisingly, the more time for 

which the offender was confined, the fewer total 

arrests, which is supportive of past literature that while 

an offender is confined, it is less likely they can be 

arrested for an additional crime (Blumstein & Cohen, 

1979). These results were not surprising and further 

support past research on chronic offenders (Uggen, 

2000). 

Finally, it was uncovered that marriage is a 

significant predictor of total arrests, and it decreased 

the frequency of total violent arrests. This finding was 

particularly surprising given the extensive research 

that points to marriage being a turning point for an 

offender, resulting in the offender desisting from 

criminal behavior (Bersani & DiPietro, 2015; King, 

Massoglia, & MacMillan, 2007; Sampson & Laub, 

2003; Siennick et al., 2014; Warr, 1998). Marriage is 

one of the primary factors identified as a turning point 

in life-course theory research as an example of a 

positive social attachment that creates a desire to be 

pro-social (Sampson & Laub, 2003). Marriage to a 

pro-social partner often weakens the criminal 

attachment to deviant and criminal associations 

because the offender wants to spend more quality time 

with his or her pro-social partner (Sutherland, 1947; 

Warr, 1998). However, in our findings the longer an 

offender was married, the greater rate of total arrests 

he had. Therefore, offenders in this sample are not 

deterred by marriage to decrease overall offending, but 

are less frequent in their violent arrests. Existing 

research supports pro-social marriages as a turning 

point for desistance from crime, which is in line with 

our sample (Sampson & Laub, 2003). Little research 

exists on this breakdown of offense types and 

marriage, but this discrepancy in the marriage effect 

may be explained by lack of information on whether 

the marriage was to a pro-social partner. 

Unfortunately, the data utilized for this study do not 

contain this information.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

The current study was not without limitations. 

The study was done with secondary data from 1965-

1984, making these data close to 30 years old. We 

chose these data because they contained the type of 

criminal offender our research question focused on as 

well as variables that were directly related to sibling 

arrest records. Additionally, Piquero and colleagues 

(2004), Ezell (2007), Armstrong (2008), and Sullivan, 

McGloin, Ray, & Caudy (2009) have all used this data 

set in recent years, indicating that criminological 

scholars believe this sample is still relevant to 

research. Furthermore, despite the age of the data, 

there is no reason to believe that the nature of sibling 

relationships has changed substantially over this time 

period. Relationships between family members have 

long been studied in criminological research, with the 

same variables consistently used to predict how these 

family members may affect each other’s behaviors. 

While we acknowledge this as a limitation of the data, 

we believe our findings can provide a base for future 

research using newer samples.  

 Another limitation of this study was that the data 

were only collected in California. This limits the 

generalizability of the study and does not provide 

strong external validity. The sample also only included 

males, so all findings are only in regards to males and 

not females and sibling impacts. Parental criminality 

was reported from official records gathered at intake 

that included official prison files from the CDC as well 

as information from any presentencing investigation 

reports (Haapanen, 1999). The data also did not 

include a measure of the sibling’s gender. It is possible 

(and highly likely) that the mechanisms whereby 

siblings influence criminality differ by gender. This 

sample did not provide information on the gender or 

age of the siblings, which is a limitation, as it is likely 

that sibling relationships interact in different ways not 

only by the number of siblings in a family, but also by 

the gender dyads. Kim, McHale, Osgood, & Crouter 

(2006) examined how gender dyads and birth order of 

siblings influenced stability, conflict, and intimacy 

from childhood to adolescence, suggesting that same-

sex and mixed-sex sibling pairings have unique 

outcomes for behavior and connections.  Mixed-sex 

dyads were more unstable and lacking intimate 

connections as compared to same-sex dyads, which 

provides some support for the idea that sibling 

influence by gender does matter (Fagan & Najman, 

2003; Kim et al., 2006). A deeper look into gender 

dyads should be done to examine the relationship 

differences between male-male, male-female, and 
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female-female siblings on trajectories of criminal 

behavior. Finally, the quality of relationships, 

including between the siblings, the family unit as a 

whole, and marriage were not variables that exist in 

this dataset, and, therefore, it is unknown how these 

factors could influence these effects.  

In the future, sibling influences on chronic 

offenders should be studied using both quantitative 

and qualitative data that center on the influences of 

sibling behaviors and lifestyles on the offender. 

Siblings are often an afterthought in family structure 

literature and not often used as a central measure for 

predicting criminal behaviors. Siblings can be a 

deterrent or encouragement for chronic offenders.  For 

example, siblings can positively influence a criminal 

to deter from criminal activity through showing 

turning points in their own life-course, showing that 

punishment for criminal behavior is not worth the 

reward. Alternatively, siblings can provide multiple 

exposures to criminal and non-criminal behaviors and 

can lead by example for what is successful and 

rewarding behavior. Additionally, marriage as a 

positive turning point for chronic offenders should be 

further explored to see if this is only consistent for 

those who have already desisted from criminal 

activities. Finally, future research should focus on 

sibling influence on criminality of chronic offenders to 

provide additional information about the social 

relationships between siblings. 

Conclusion 

The current study provides an initial exploration 

into how siblings influence each other’s long-term 

criminal offending. This study highlights the 

importance of research on siblings and criminality as 

a separate component of family and crime research.  

Further, this study provided an opportunity to expand 

on past literature by utilizing existing data and 

exploring associations between offense types and 

sibling factors in order to expand knowledge on how 

siblings influence each other. Prior literature on 

juveniles has examined how siblings influence each 

other and the seriousness of the offense (Capaldi & 

Patterson, 1996; Felson, 2009; Frisell, Lichtenstein, & 

Långström, 2011). However, there has been little 

research that looks at siblings, offense type, and the 

chronic offender. A large amount of past research 

shows that family structure has an impact on the 

criminal behaviors of offenders, but the lack of sibling 

research has resulted in a vast hole in understanding 

for all the components of the family unit. Chronic 

offender research often lumps siblings into familial 

variables and neglects to break down how siblings 

may be impactful upon not only the criminality of the 

offender but also on the offense type (Piquero, 2004; 

Sutton-Smith & Rosenberg, 1970; Van de Rakt et al., 

2009). Chronic offender literature often suggests 

looking at siblings as an isolated variable in order to 

investigate nuances of this relationship, but studies 

have yet to predict offense types and how siblings are 

important to understanding chronic offenders’ 

behavior (Kuja-Halkola et al., 2012; Sutton-Smith & 

Rosenberg, 1970).   

Recently, Sullivan and Piquero (2016) discussed 

the need for more research on chronic offenders and 

diversity beyond what currently exists. In particular, 

they supported Visher’s (2016) prior discussion of 

needing to focus “more broadly about their 

environment and other sources of possible informal 

social control,” and Sampson and Laub’s (2005) “need 

for both breadth and depth in understanding linked 

lives among individuals, families, communities, and 

the justice system” and look beyond the singular 

chronic offender (Sullivan & Piquero, 2016, p. 431). 

Our study adds to this need by examining the “linked 

lives” and opening the discussion for exploration of 

sibling relationships as a crucial factor in the life path 

of a chronic offender’s offending.  We explore this 

void in the research in the current study, and results 

indicate that this area should be further examined to 

better define how siblings’ relationships influence 

frequency of violent arrests among chronic offenders. 

Criminologists have an opportunity to develop 

research that focuses primarily on sibling relationships 

in order to gain a better understanding for why 

criminal behavior occurs in patterned ways within 

family units, in particular among siblings (Sampson & 

Laub, 1997). Additional research should be conducted 

to determine the extent and starting point of the sibling 

influence on criminal behavior to better understand the 

chronic offender. 
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Endnotes 

1  For a complete description of the CDC data, sampling, and methodology, see Haapanen (1999). 

 
2  In addition to the results presented here, we estimated models including an interaction term of “parent criminal 

history X sibling arrest” to investigate potential parent and sibling interaction effects. This term was not 

statistically significant in any models, and, therefore, we did not include it in our final analyses.  
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Police officers are bestowed numerous powers not 

granted to other public servants, such as the powers to 

use force and to make custodial arrests. Thus, the 

manner in which officers perform their duties is not 

only vital to enhancing police effectiveness and 

efficiency but also to enhancing public support and 

trust. However, how officers are treated inside the 

department often is reflective of how officers will 

https://scholasticahq.com/criminology-criminal-justice-law-society/
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perform their duties (President’s Task Force on 21st 

Century Policing, 2015). Copious research supports a 

link between how employees perceive support and 

their work related outcomes through a social exchange 

process (Colquitt et al., 2013; Kurtessis et al., 2015). 

While some research focuses on perceived supervisor 

support (e.g., leader member exchange, LMX), this 

research focuses on perceptions of organizational 

support (Colquitt et al., 2013). One reason is that 

employees often distinguish between attitudes toward 

supervisors and the organization, which may result in 

different perceptions of support (Colquitt et al., 2013). 

For instance, while some officers may perceive limited 

support by their line-level supervisors, these views do 

not appear to exist for the organization leadership at 

the same levels (see Reynolds & Hicks, 2015). 

Second, research supports that antecedents for and 

outcomes of social exchange qualities differ (Colquitt 

et al., 2013).  

Perceived organizational support (hereafter 

referred to as POS) can be described as the degree to 

which the organization is perceived to value employee 

contributions and care about their well-being 

(Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchinson, & Sowa, 1986, 

p. 501). Although limited, studies support that POS is 

linked to work related attitudes and behaviors among 

officers (Armeli, Eisenberger, Fasolo, & Lynch, 1998; 

Boateng, 2014; Hickman, 2008; Hoath, Schneider, & 

Starr, 1998). Futhermore, the lack of perceived 

support by the organizational leadership could 

contribute toward distrust and resentment within the 

organization and among political leaders. This may 

have been the reason for the conflict and friction 

between police officers of NYPD and Mayor Bill de 

Blasio in 2015 in the aftermath of the grand jury 

inquiry into the arrest and death of Eric Garner (Linshi, 

2014).  

Germane to this study, the literature suggests that 

police officer attitudes may be associated with rank, 

career phases (tenure), assignment (Barker, 1999; 

Niederhoffer, 1967; Reuss-Ianni, 1993, Van Maanen, 

1975), and organizational size (Dantzker, 1997).  

Additionally, these job characteristics are essential to 

police organizations and contribute to the complexity 

of police organizations (Barker, 1999; Crank, 2004; 

Reuss-Ianni, 1993; Sklansky, 2007). Yet, how these 

concepts are linked with POS has not been thoroughly 

investigated. The purpose of this study is to explore 

the association that the aforementioned concepts have 

with POS among police officers. This was 

accomplished by conducting a cross-sectional survey 

of a police officer association in a southern state 

(USA) using a non-probability sample of police 

officers (n =1861) about perceptions of their work 

environment and organizational experiences. The 

research question for this research is as follows: Do 

perceptions of POS significantly differ based on 

varying job characteristics? 

Review of Literature 

Organizational Support Theory and          

Perceived Organizational Support 

Organizational support theory (Eisenberger, 

Cummings, Armeli, & Lynch, 1997; Eisenberger et 

al., 1986; Shore & Shore, 1995) explains relationships 

between employers and employees, which are based 

on social exchange theory and used as an inference to 

the organization’s commitment to the employee and, 

ultimately, to employee commitment toward the 

organization (Eisenberger et al., 1986). Certain key 

processes underlie organizational support theory 

(Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). The first is that 

organizational support theory is grounded in the 

concept of voluntary reciprocation based on social 

exchange theory (see Blau, 1964; Homans, 1958) and 

derives its name from the exchange relationships 

between organizations and employees (Rhoades & 

Eisenberger, 2002). When an employee feels that the 

organization is committed to his or her success, the 

employee perceives an obligation to the organization 

and reciprocates in a manner to maintain a beneficial 

relationship (Eisenberger et al., 1986). As posited by 

Cropanzano and Mitchell (2005), “social exchange 

relationships evolve when employers ‘take care of 

employees’ which thereby engenders beneficial 

consequences” (p. 882). Second, fulfilment of 

individuals’ socioemotional needs are met when the 

organization is caring and respectful toward 

employees (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). The third 

process involves performance and reward 

expectations. Based on a social exchange process, 

employees believe they will be recognized for their 

hard work. Thus, higher value is placed on 

discretionary rewards that the other person is not 

obligated to provide (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002).  

The central construct of organizational support 

theory is POS which provides a measure of social 

exchange quality between the parties (Colquitt et al., 

2013). POS refers to employees’ global beliefs 

concerning the extent to which the organization values 

their contributions and cares about their well-being. 

Most employees desire support and recognition from 

their organization. Prior research supports that POS is 

linked to many positive work related behaviors: taking 

beneficial risks on behalf of the organization (Neves 

& Eisenberger, 2012), increased self-determined 

motivation and work engagement (Gillet, Huart, 

Colombat, & Fouquereau, 2013), affective 

organizational commitment and proactive behavior 

(Wikhamn & Hall, 2012), and enhanced satisfaction 
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and performance (Cullen, Edwards, Caser, & Gue, 

2014). In contrast, employees with low levels of 

perceived organizational support show increased 

counterproductive work behavior and reduced task 

performance (Shoss, Eisenberger, Restubog, & 

Zagenczyk, 2013). From an organizational support 

framework, when police officers perceive 

organizations as “having their backs,” officers believe 

their work and sacrifices for the organization are 

appreciated. Thus, officers will reciprocate with 

support and loyalty through acts of positive work 

performance (Boateng, 2014; Eisenberger et al., 

1986), whereas, the lack of support from 

organizational leadership creates officers’ perceptions 

that the administration does not respect them and that 

they are expendable (Haas, Van Craen, Skogan, & 

Flietas, 2015; Reynolds & Hicks, 2015). For these 

reasons, gaining a greater understanding of factors that 

are associated with POS among police officers is 

important. 

Job Characteristics and POS 

Rank and duty positions. An organizational 

support theory perspective posits that differences in 

perceived support among officers may be associated 

with their organizational rank or position due to 

variances in work related experiences. The extant 

police literature on police sub-culture suggests that 

officers’ organizational stressors and conflicts are 

based upon their status in the department and 

originates from job characteristics (Brown, 1998; 

Paoline & Terrill, 2013; Reiner, 2010). In regard to 

rank, the quasi-militaristic and hierarchical structure 

of police organizations inevitably creates tension 

between administration (management cops) and line-

officers (street cops; Reuss-Ianni, 1993). Thus, one 

would expect variances in POS based on officers’ 

rank.  

Research suggests that duty assignment may also 

be associated with discussions involving officers’ 

attitudes and behaviors (Crank, 2004). For example, 

an officers’ daily tasks and associated risks, dangers, 

and stressors vary between a patrol officer responding 

to calls versus an officer assigned to administrative 

duties (e.g., recruiting or records).  

Within police organizations, the largest 

concentration of officers is assigned to patrol, and they 

perform the majority of the crime fighting and order 

maintenance activities (Reaves, 2015). The dynamic 

nature of patrol officers’ duties results in them being 

the most visible aspect of the organization but also 

contributes toward leadership scrutinizing the 

decisions of patrol officers more than other 

assignments. Thus, one would expect that patrol 

officers would perceive less support.  Reynolds and 

Hicks (2015) reported that many officers expressed 

trying to be reassigned from patrol as soon as possible 

because the nature of the assignment increases citizen 

complaints and exposes officers to more use of force 

situations, which potentially result in receiving 

negative sanctions. Additionally, researchers 

examining police “work groups” and subculture posit 

that police officers’ perceptions and attitudes are not 

consistent across police organizations, which may 

suggest that POS is disparate across specific job 

assignments (e.g., patrol, investigative, etc.; Ingram, 

Paoline, & Terrill, 2013; Paoline & Terrill, 2013). 

 

Tenure. Research has suggested that officers’ 

perceptions and attitudes of their organizations, their 

role as police officers, and their attitudes toward the 

community are not consistent throughout their career 

(Barker, 1999; Niedorhoffer, 1967; Paoline, 2004; 

Paoline & Terrill, 2013). For example, Barker’s 

(1999) qualitative study on Los Angeles Police 

Department officers’ experiences identified five 

distinct phases through which officers transition 

during their career. The first phase is termed hitting the 

streets. This phase refers to the period from training 

until approximately the second year when officers 

undergo an organizational socialization process when 

they learn the subtleties of the job. At the conclusion 

of this phase, officers have generally completed their 

probationary status and have become comfortable in 

their role as police officers. The next phase was 

described by Barker as hitting their stride (3-9yr). 

During this phase, officers may become cynical and 

disillusioned with the job and develop suspicion of 

upper administration and citizens. The hitting the wall 

(10-14yr) phase refers to the time when officers may 

experience a slump in their career. According to 

Barker, during this phase officers may become 

disenchanted and stop caring about their departments 

and their role as police officers. They may begin to 

experience burn-out and contemplate other career 

opportunities. Conversely, other officers may seek 

promotion or roles in the organization to improve their 

work conditions (e.g., better days off or shifts). The 

fourth phase, regrouping (15-19yr), describes the 

period in which officers recognize that retirement is a 

reality. Officers have become accustomed to the 

strains and frustrations of the job and do not consider 

alternative employment. They recognize the value of 

retirement and the pension. They no longer worry 

about the disillusionment of policing. They have 

learned to navigate organizational and work obstacles 

and identify avenues to improve their work 

environment. During this phase, work related attitudes 

improve slightly. The final phase is described as 

deciding to retire (20yrs or more). This phase includes 

the time when an officer becomes eligible for 
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retirement through the time when the decision is made 

to retire.   

As a whole, Barker’s (1999) research suggests 

that officers begin with initial perceptions of treatment 

based on their training and probationary experiences, 

but their perceptions of support would tend to decrease 

due to negative organizational and occupational 

experiences until the mid-point of their career. As 

officers traverse through this transitional regrouping 

phase, officers’ perceptions of support begin to 

improve as officers accept or buy-into the 

organizational and occupational work environment. 

As an officer enters the retirement phase, perceptions 

of support may remain stable or begin to decrease. 

Based on Barker’s (1999) qualitative study, it is 

possible that differences in POS would exist based on 

the experiences linked during officers’ career phases 

or length of time in the organization. 

The research involving the evolution of an 

officer’s organizational attitude is inconclusive. For 

instance, Niedorhoffer’s (1967) research does not 

follow the same conclusions as Barker. Niedorhoffer’s 

research on police cynicism supported that police 

recruits had the lowest amount of cynicism, which 

increased progressively throughout their careers until 

the tenth year when it began to reduce slightly. 

However, it was never as low as those of police 

recruits. Boateng’s (2014) research did not categorize 

officer’s tenure as outlined by Barker’s five phases, 

but he found support that there were statistically 

significant differences in POS based upon tenure. He 

found that less tenured officers had higher POS than 

more tenured officers. However, other research used 

tenure as a continuous variable and found a negative 

relationship between years of service and cynicism 

(Sobol, 2010).  

 

Organizational Size. As last reported in 2013, 

there were over 12,000 localized police departments in 

the United States and these organizations can vary 

from fewer than 10 officers to over 10,000 (Reaves, 

2015, p. 2).  Although the influence on organizational 

size on officers’ work related behaviors is scarce, there 

is some indication that the size of the department 

would influence perceptions of POS. As introduced 

earlier, the organizational hierarchy and quasi-military 

design of police departments involves a rigid chain of 

command with supervisors and subordinates assigned 

to perform specific essential tasks. As the organization 

increases in size, employees become more specialized 

in tasks, but communication and relationships 

diminish between administrators and subordinates. 

One would expect that as organizational size 

increases, officers’ relationships with the organization 

would decrease, and officers would perceive less 

support. For example, a study by Dantzker (1997) 

found differences in job satisfaction among officers in 

varying sized agencies. Officers in agencies with 100 

or fewer sworn personnel reported the most job 

satisfaction whereas officers in larger departments 

reported the least (101 to 500 sworn employees).   

Method 

According to organizational support theory and 

POS, employees form a generalized belief regarding 

how committed their organization is to them based on 

how they are treated (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). 

Based on police literature, one may assume that 

treatment would be shaped by varying aspects of a 

police officer’s job characteristics and central to value 

judgements. Thus, POS should be associated with 

police officers’ characteristics. Consistent with 

previous research on police and organizational support 

theory, the following broad hypothesis has been 

generated: There are statistically significant 

differences in POS among officers depending on 

officers’ rank, duty position, career phases, and the 

size of their department.  

The data for this study were collected from 

administering an online survey to police officers who 

were dues paying members of a police association in a 

southern state. Prior to distributing the survey, the 

research was approved by the Institutional Review 

Board of the university the primary author was 

affiliated at the time. This cross-sectional survey 

contained items that inquired about officers’ POS 

along with personal and agency specific statements. 

The association represented members who were a 

cross-section of officers from the state that included 

campus, rural, suburban, and urban police departments 

that ranged in size from three to over 5,000 officers. 

Officers reported that they primarily belonged to the 

association for the legal protection that accompanied 

membership. The association claimed to have 

approximately 21,000 members but only had 15,861 

working emails at the time of distribution. In addition 

to local police officers, the membership included state 

police, dispatchers, and other law enforcement related 

personnel (e.g., retired officers). Thus, researchers 

requested that the survey only be distributed to 

currently sworn local police officers (approximately 

6,000).1 

Police officers are often skeptical of research 

inquires and are reluctant to participate. For example, 

Gordon (2010) found that officers do not trust agency 

leadership or researchers even when the officers are 

assured that their responses will be aggregated and no 

identifying information would be provided to others. 

He found that during qualitative interviews, officers 

routinely asked if he was a spy for the administration 

(p. 268). Therefore, in anticipation of officers’ 
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reluctance to participate in agency sponsored research, 

the researchers accessed the state-wide police 

association to survey officers. It was also believed that 

officers would provide more trustworthy information. 

The survey was then emailed to the association 

membership with an introductory letter from the 

association president encouraging participation, along 

with a letter from the researchers explaining the 

purpose of the study and ensuring that participation 

among officers was voluntary and that their personal 

and agency identity would be anonymous. Two weeks 

after the initial email, a follow-up email was sent to 

the membership encouraging participation. The 

leadership refused to send out a third email request to 

encourage participation, emphasizing their views on 

respecting officers’ rights and privacy expectations. A 

total of 1,681 officers completed the survey. Although 

the response rate (~28%) was low, the response was 

consistent with the average response rate (30%) for 

online surveys (see Tourangeau, Conrad, & Christian, 

2014). Given the low response rate, there is a 

possibility of selection bias. For example, only officers 

who were interested in the study or had strong feelings 

about the topic may have volunteered to participate. 

Consequently, the final results of the study may be 

skewed.  

Table 1 provides the descriptive statistics for the 

sample that indicated the distribution of the 

respondents according to duty assignment, 

supervisory status, career phase (tenure), department 

size, and demographic variables. Approximately half 

of the sample was assigned to patrol (44.2%), and two-

thirds were first-line employees who did not have 

supervisory responsibilities (64.1%). A third of the 

officers had at least 20 years’ experience, and a quarter 

had three to nine years’ experience. Small, large, and 

extra-large departments each represented 

approximately 20% of the sample, and medium 

departments represented a third of the sample (34.9%). 

The respondents were primarily male (89.1%), White 

(91%), and non-Hispanic (84.9%). Overall, the sample 

demographics were consistent with police officers in 

the state. According to the state’s law enforcement 

licensing commission, the majority of officers are 

male (89%), White (92%), and non-Hispanic (75%), 

which provided confidence that the sample may be 

reflective of the officers in the state. 

 
Table 1: Descriptive Statistics 

 

Variable Mean Standard Deviation Range 

Perceived 

Organizational Support 

(α=0.916) 

24.391 4.657 10-40 

Duty Assignment    

 Patrol 0.442 0.497  

 Detective 0.110 0.313  

 Special Assignment 0.086 0.280  

Supervisory Status    

 Non-Supervisor 0.641 0.480  

 Mid-Level 0.280 0.449  

 Command-Level 0.079 0.271  

Tenure    

 Hitting the Street 0.038 0.191  

 Hitting their Stride 0.247 0.432  

 Hitting the Wall 0.197 0.398  

 Regrouping 0.179 0.384  

 Deciding to Retire 0.339 0.473  

Department Size    

 Small 0.199 0.400  

 Medium 0.349 0.477  

 Large 0.224 0.417  
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 Extra Large 0.228 0.420  

Control Variables    

 Male 0.891 0.312  

 White 0.910 0.286  

 Hispanic 0.151 0.358  

 

Dependent Variable 

The dependent variable for this study was 

officers’ POS. Research suggests that POS among 

officers has an effect on their perceptions of officer 

effectiveness (Boateng, 2014). The items used in the 

current study to develop a POS measure are derived 

from the Survey of Perceived Organizational Support 

(SPOS) developed by Eisenberger and colleagues 

(1986).2 The 36-item scale and subsequent abbreviated 

versions have shown to have high internal reliability 

and to be uni-dimensional (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 

2002). Items taken from the SPOS for use in this study 

have been used previously and are consistent with 

POS research on policing (Armeli et al., 1998; 

Boateng, 2014). This study consisted of the following 

items: 

1. The organization values my contribution 

to its well-being. 

2. The organization strongly considers my 

goals. 

3. The organization really cares about my 

well-being. 

4. The organization would grant a 

reasonable request for a change in my 

working conditions. 

5. The organization is willing to help me 

when I need a special favor. 

6. If given the opportunity, the organization 

would take advantage of me (reverse 

coded). 

7. The organization shows little concern for 

me (reverse coded). 

The instrument contained a six-point Likert scale for 

each item, ranging from strongly disagree (1), disagree 

(2), somewhat disagree (3), somewhat agree (4), agree 

(5), to strongly agree (6). These items were summed to 

create the POS scale, and Cronbach’s alpha was 0.92. 

The distribution regarding the responses is located in 

Table 2. The authors recognize the arguments 

regarding reliance on the alpha for the internal 

reliability of the scale; thus, factor analysis was also 

performed to determine if the items identified an 

underlying construct. The results of the factor analysis 

with varimax rotation indicated that this was a one 

factor solution with an eigenvalue above 1.0. 

Additionally, the factor loadings ranged from 0.757 to 

0.871. DeVellis (2017) argues that even with the 

weaknesses associated with Cronbach’s alpha as a 

measure of reliability, it is a conservative measure and 

should not be discounted (p. 60), and factor analysis is 

a method to enhance confidence in the reliability 

coefficient. The alpha coefficient (0.92) in the current 

study was consistent with previous research that has 

used similar POS scales (see Boateng, 2014; Byrne & 

Hochwarter, 2008; Hutchison, 1997). 

 
Table 2: Percentage Responses for Dependent Variable Scaled Items 

 

 Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree 

Disagree 

Somewhat 

Agree 

Somewhat 
Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

Perceived Organizational Support       

1. Organization values my 

contribution to its well-

being 

9.74 15.14 17.15 27.62 23.50 6.85 

2. Organization strongly 

considers my goals and 

values 

14.42 21.38 19.88 23.44 16.37 4.51 

3. Organization really cares 

about my well-being 
13.08 19.15 16.48 25.28 19.38 6.63 

4. Organization would grant a 

reasonable request for a 

change in my working 

conditions 

9.81 18.77 18.66 26.69 21.23 4.85 
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5. Organization is willing to 

help me when I need a 

special favor 

9.35 14.70 15.65 30.01 22.33 7.96 

6. If given the opportunity, 

the organization would 

take advantage of meR 

8.24 17.98 15.81 20.99 20.43 16.54 

7. Organization shows little 

concern for meR 
11.69 24.16 19.21 19.10 15.98 9.86 

R = Reverse Coded 

Independent Variables 

The four independent variables in this study were 

duty assignment, supervisory status, tenure (career 

phase), and department size. Duty assignment was 

operationalized as the officers’ primary assignment 

within an organization (patrol, detective, and special 

assignment). Each assignment was operationalized as 

a dichotomous variable, and in the analysis, patrol was 

the reference category. Supervisory status was 

operationalized as whether the respondent was not a 

supervisor, a supervisory officer (first and second 

line), or a command level supervisor. The non-

supervisor category was the reference category in the 

analysis. Tenure was operationalized into five career 

phases, as consistent with previous research (Barker, 

1999): hitting the streets (1 to 2 years), hitting their 

stride (3 to 9 years), hitting the wall (10 to 14 years), 

regrouping (15 to 19 years), and deciding to retire (20 

years or more). The reference category was hitting the 

streets. Lastly, department size was operationalized as 

small (less than 25 officers), medium (25-99 officers), 

large (100-249 officers), and extra-large (250 plus 

officers). These departments were operationalized 

according to data provided in the Law Enforcement 

Management and Administrative Survey (LEMAS; 

Reaves, 2015). 

Control Variables 

The control variables included in this study were 

gender, race, and ethnicity. Gender was 

operationalized as male (=1) and female (=0). Race 

was operationalized as White (=1) and non-White 

(=0). Ethnicity was operationalized as Hispanic (=1) 

and non-Hispanic (=0). These variables were included 

in the models and are consistent with previous 

research (Harris & Worden, 2014; Shane, 2013; Tyler, 

Callahan, & Frost, 2007). 

Analysis Plan 

To answer the research question whether POS 

differed based upon job characteristics, Ordinary Least 

Squares (OLS) regression was used, while controlling 

for gender, race, and ethnicity. The assumptions 

associated with OLS (linearity, independence of 

errors, homoscedasticity, unusual points and 

normality of residuals) were met. Furthermore, since 

multicollinearity is a concern with regression models, 

the variance inflation factor (VIF) statistics were 

examined and no variable, nor the model, exceeded 

4.0; thus, multicollinearity was not a concern 

(Gujarati, 2003). Furthermore, to examine whether a 

nesting effect was present, the authors examined the 

models using clustered standard errors, and there was 

no difference in the results. The authors also 

considered a multi-level model, but the preliminary 

results for the ICC value were near zero, which 

indicated nesting of the data was not a concern 

(Garson, 2013). 

Results 

OLS regression analysis was used to explore the 

association of job related characteristics and how POS 

differs among police officers. The overall model was 

statistically significant, F(14, 1664) = 10.78, p<0.001, 

and explained 9.3% of the variance in POS. Table 3 

reports the OLS regression results and revealed that 

duty assignment, supervisory status, tenure phase, 

department size, and gender have a statistically 

significant association with POS. 

The results revealed that POS varied among 

officers based on duty assignment. However, not all 

duty assignments are equal. The patrol officer 

category was the reference category, and officers 

assigned to special assignments had a positive and 

statistically significant association with POS, 

indicating that officers in a special assignment role, 

compared to patrol officers, resulted in a 0.089 

standard deviation increase in POS, holding all other 

variables constant. Being assigned to detectives also 

had a statistically significant association on POS 

compared to patrol officers. Being a supervisor also 

had a positive and statistically significant association 

with POS. Supervisory officers, compared to non-

supervisors, resulted in a 0.123 standard deviation 

increase in POS, and command supervisors had a 

0.175 standard deviation increase in POS, holding all 

other variables constant. All tenure phases, except the 

retirement phase, had a negative and significant 

relationship with POS when compared to officers with 

one to two years’ experience. Officers in the hitting the 

wall phase (10-14 years’ experience) had the greatest 

impact on POS. Officers in this tenure phase had a 
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0.124 standard deviation decrease in POS compared to 

officers in the hitting the streets phase (1-2 years’ 

experience). There was also a difference in POS based 

on department size. When compared to departments 

with fewer than 25 officers, all departments that have 

more officers have a negative and significant 

relationship with POS. Among the control variables, 

only gender had an effect. Male officers experienced a 

0.058 standard deviation increase in POS compared to 

female officers, holding all other variables constant. 

 
Table 3: Regression Analysis of Police Officers’ Perceptions of Perceived Organizational Support 

 

 Model 1 (n=1681) Model 2 (n=1679) 

Independent Variables B 
Standard Error 

(Robust) 
β B 

Standard Error 

(Robust) 
β 

 Duty Assignment 0.774 0.359 0.052* 0.797 0.360 0.052* 

Detective 1.408 0.412 0.083*** 1.498 0.419 0.089*** 

Special Assignment       

 Supervisorb 1.844 0.282 0.123*** 1.838 0.282 0.123*** 

Supervisory 2.138 0.489 0.176*** 2.141 0.492 0.175*** 

Command-level       

 Tenure Phasesc -1.208 0.558 -0.102* -1.298 0.554 -0.110** 

  Hitting the Stride -1.333 0.544 -0.122** -1.349 0.539 -0.124** 

  Hitting the Wall -1.028 0.582 -0.083 -1.138 0.581 -0.092* 

  Regroup -0.619 0.552 -0.062 -0.759 0.551 -0.076 

  Deciding to Retire       

 Department Sized -1.357 0.322 -0.138*** -1.329 0.322 -0.135*** 

  Medium -1.843 0.345 -0.163*** -1.807 0.346 -0.160*** 

  Large -2.503 0.355 -0. 223*** -2.480 0.354 -0. 221*** 

  Extra Large       

 Control Variables    0.878 0.352 0.058*** 

  Malee    -0.252 0.388 -0.015 

  Hispanicf    -0.332 0.317 -0.025 

 R2 0.085   0.093   

 a reference category is patrol 

 b reference category is non-supervisor 

 c reference category is hitting the street 

 d reference category is small size department 

 e reference category is non-White 

 f reference category is non-Hispanic 

 *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 

 

Discussion 

A dearth of research on POS exists in the policing 

literature. Thus, knowing how perceptions of support 

differ among officers, learning what shapes these 

perceptions and, ultimately, how these perceptions 

influence work related behaviors and attitudes is 

paramount for police administrators. While all three 

areas provide avenues for further research and are 

necessary to reduce the literature gap, this research 

focused solely on examining the differences in the 

perceptions of support among officers. Specifically, 

this study collected data from police officers affiliated 

with a police association in a southern state in the 

United States and examined the association that job 

characteristics (duty assignment, supervisory status, 

career phase [tenure], and department size) have with 

police officers’ POS. Therefore, this study contributes 

to the POS literature by exploring if differences in 



54 REYNOLDS & HELFERS 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 19, Issue 1 

POS exist among police officers based on job 

characteristics examined in this study. Unfortunately, 

this research is not able to explain why these 

differences exist or how POS is linked to officer work 

related behaviors. Whether officers’ POS is consistent 

between patrol and detectives or special assignments 

is unknown in the literature. Previous studies 

regarding POS among police officers have focused on 

patrol officers in the United States (Arneli et al., 1998) 

and international police forces (Boateng, 2014; 

Caesens, Marique, Henin, & Stinglhamber, 2015; 

Gillett et al., 2013). Thus, this study helps address this 

gap. The findings suggest that patrol officers have the 

lowest POS when compared to any other assignment, 

followed by detectives. Importantly, it is within these 

two assignments that the bulk of police officers are 

assigned in any department (Reaves, 2015). Police 

administrators should be aware of how officers in 

these assignments perceive administration because 

this could improve morale and officer performance. 

Furthermore, POS is related to employee commitment 

to their organization and how they behave (Caesens et 

al., 2015; Loi, Hang-yue, & Foley, 2006). Since 

officers assigned to special assignments have higher 

POS, administrators should be cognizant of this and 

adopt methods to meet the needs for all officers to feel 

supported, regardless of their duty assignment.  

Administrators should be sensitive toward 

guarding against the perception that officers in special 

assignment positions receive preferential treatment. 

Although, not tested in this study, there are many 

plausible reasons why differences in POS may exist 

regarding duty assignments. For instance, special 

assignment positions may have better performance 

records or special/technical skills that enabled them to 

be assigned to special work related duties. Or, have 

special assignment officers attained these positions for 

other reasons unknown that increases their POS? 

Furthermore, special assignment officers may have 

higher POS due to more flexibility within their 

assignment, the organization has more invested in 

these officers, or other factors.3 

Not surprisingly, supervisors of any rank have 

higher POS than non-supervisors, and the difference is 

larger for command level supervisors than for 

supervisory officers, which coincides with earlier 

work. Eisenberger and colleagues (1986) suggest that 

rank often equates to higher POS. Command level 

supervisors are the administrators who develop policy 

for the agency, but the supervisors are integral to how 

POS is formed by officers. Supervisory officers are the 

first and second line supervisors who are expected to 

support the policy decisions of agency administrators, 

but they also must make the important day-to-day 

personnel decisions. These supervisory officers are the 

individuals who have the ability to provide 

concessions to individuals to enhance their work 

environment and provide an avenue for officers to 

have a voice in the organization. These supervisors are 

also closer to the decision making authority of 

command officers and naturally have access to the 

reasons policy decisions are made. Thus, it was 

expected that supervisory positions would have higher 

POS compared to non-supervisors.  

This study also contributes to the literature 

regarding the association between tenure and POS. 

Boateng (2014) reported that the more experience an 

officer has, the lower his or her POS will be. He 

hypothesized that the reverse would occur and 

discussed the need for future research to examine 

tenure more closely. The current study examined 

tenure phases as proposed by Barker (1999). All the 

tenure phases were referenced to the earliest tenure 

phase (i.e., hitting the streets). The findings suggest 

that all phases have lower POS than the least tenured 

officers. However, even though the association for 

officers in the retirement phase is negative, there is not 

a statistically significant difference between officers in 

the retirement and hitting the streets phases. This may 

suggest that once officers are eligible to retire, they 

may no longer value organizational support. 

Anecdotally, the authors, as former police 

practitioners, often heard from officers in the 

retirement phase that they will retire when the 

numbers are right, indicating that the pension may be 

more important than how they are treated in the 

organization. In a sense, these officers have survived 

and can visualize the proverbial “light at the end of the 

tunnel.” This study builds upon Boateng’s research 

because he used an arbitrary tenure variable and 

reported officers with one to four years’ experience 

have higher POS than the more tenured officers. He 

found that the greatest POS was with new officers, and 

then it decreased with each tenure phase. As he 

suggested, research should delve further into this 

finding. The current study supports Boateng’s research 

that the newest officers have the highest POS, but it 

deviates because there is not a continuous reduction. 

This study found that officers in the hitting the wall 

phase have the lowest levels of POS compared to 

officers in the hitting the streets phase, and there was 

not a statistically significant difference with officers in 

the retirement phase. This research is consistent with 

Barker’s (1999) view that officers often become 

disillusioned after a couple years of work until they 

confirm that policing is a career. Once an officer has 

approximately 15 years’ experience, the officer 

accepts that certain “things” cannot change, which 

may provide a reason for the reduction in the 

difference in POS. Further studies are needed to find 

why the differences may occur.  
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A significant contribution of this study is the 

inclusion of department size when examining 

differences in POS among officers. To the authors’ 

knowledge, this is one of the first studies that 

examined the impact that department size had on POS. 

Due to the dearth of research examining the effect that 

department size had on POS, the researchers used the 

LEMAS survey as a guideline to classify department 

size. The findings illuminate the potential importance 

that organizational interpersonal-relationships may 

have on perceptions of police personnel. Research 

suggests that interpersonal relationships between 

employees and supervisors have an effect on employee 

perceptions of management (Gillett et al., 2013). 

When organizations are small and individuals interact 

with one another on a daily basis, an open 

communications model is more likely to develop. 

Gillett and colleagues (2013) argue that 

communication is salient for the development of POS 

among officers, and it must be a frequent activity. 

While the findings may be consistent with previous 

research that argued that small departments’ 

communication may be more effective among all 

police personnel resulting in higher levels of POS, this 

relationship was not tested. There are enumerable 

reasons why differences in POS may occur between 

officers in different sized departments. 

Limitations 

There are limitations that must be addressed to 

caution the reader on the generalizability of the 

findings. The purpose of this research was to explore 

the association between job related characteristics and 

POS; thus, this research was descriptive in nature. 

Therefore, this research does not provide support that 

job characteristics have direct effects on POS but 

merely that differences in POS exist based on varying 

job related characteristics. This study utilized a cross-

sectional research design, which prohibits reference to 

causality. In addition, data were collected from a non-

probability sample of police officers. For this reason, 

the results are not generalizable beyond the sample. 

However, the sample statistics were consistent with 

the demographics of sworn officers in the state, which 

provides some assurance that the findings from this 

sample may be similar. The ability to generalize 

findings is also limited due to the low response rate 

and potential for results to be skewed because of self-

selection bias, as previously discussed. However, the 

response rate is consistent with previous police 

research that reported police officers are skeptical of 

participation in research (Boateng, 2014; Gordon, 

2010) and online surveys in general (Dillman, Smyth, 

& Christian, 2014; Tourangeau et al., 2013). Lastly, 

the authors were unable to associate respondents to 

specific agencies, which precluded the authors from 

controlling for agency type. This variable was not 

included in the instrument due to the belief that it 

would hinder officer participation. The researchers 

were sensitive to the need to ensure that officers’ 

anonymity would not be compromised, nor would 

their participation be connected to their organization. 

This was done in anticipation that officers would be 

more comfortable participating in the study, and thus, 

the response rate would be improved. 

In support of our hypothesis, statistically 

significant differences in POS among officers with 

varying job characteristics were found. Yet, this study 

does not explore why these differences occur or how 

these differences may influence officer work related 

behaviors and attitudes. Given that only a small 

variation in POS was accounted for by the variables in 

the model, stronger factors need to be examined and 

identified. Research suggests that fair treatment is one 

of the strongest predictors for POS and a vital 

component of the social exchange process (Colquitt et 

al., 2013). Although, beyond the scope of this study, 

one area for police research that could further our 

understanding, and has continued to gain interest in the 

policing field over the past decade, is procedural 

justice (President’s Task Force on 21st Century 

Policing, 2015). Procedural justice has shown to be 

linked to numerous police officer attitudes and 

behaviors (Donner, Maskaly, Fridell, & Jennings, 

2015; Haas et al., 2015); thus, this may provide a 

practical framework to examine how changes in 

organizational treatment may enhance POS and, 

ultimately, officer work behaviors (Boateng, 2014). 

POS has shown to mediate the relationships between 

perceptions of fairness in organizations and employee 

work related behaviors such as task performance 

(Colquitt et al., 2013). 

Conclusion 

Even though there are limitations to the study, the 

findings provide a description of how police officers’ 

job characteristics are associated with POS. It is also 

one of the first studies to examine how POS may differ 

between officers working in different size 

departments. This study is also one of the few that 

examined tenure as career phases versus years of 

service. This study advances our knowledge of police 

officers’ POS by providing insight into which areas of 

the police department exhibit the lowest POS. The 

findings provide police administrators’ knowledge 

about where their attention should be devoted toward 

improving the internal environment. Future research 

should continue within this area and concentrate on 

replicating the findings from this study, along with 

examining why POS differs with duty assignments, 

rank, tenure, and department size. In addition, research 
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should focus on how we can enhance officers’ 

perceptions of support in police organizations.  

There is reason to believe that intra-organizational 

tension will increase due to current pressures for 

police administrators to curb perceived police 

malfeasance through instrumenting stricter policies, 

oversight, and accountability due to allegations of 

police mistreatment that have occurred across the 

United States (President’s Task Force on 21st Century 

Policing, 2015). As police administrators continue to 

recognize the desire for improvements in 

organizational image and community relations, the 

first step may be to improve relationships between 

police officers, especially patrol officers, and 

administrators in regard to POS. 
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Endnotes 

1  A true response rate is unknown as the organization only provided researchers an approximation of officers that 

 matched the research criteria. The researchers were not able to ascertain how many members actually received 

 the email that met the research criteria, opened the email, or how many emails were returned as undeliverable. 

 
2  Permission to use items from the original SPOS scale was obtained via email communication with Robert 

 “Bob” Eisenberger, Ph.D. when developing the instrument. 

 
3  Specialized training could be a salient factor for enhancing POS for officers assigned to special assignments. 
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The academic literature on law enforcement 

officer health and wellness generally shows that 

working in law enforcement can be extremely stressful 

for individual officers (Franke, Ramey, & Shelley, 

2002; Garbarino, Cuomo, Chiorri, & Magnavita, 

2013; Patterson, 2003; Territo & Vetter, 1981).  In 

fact, law enforcement officers experience stress from 

organizational, occupational, outside sources (e.g., the 

actions of other criminal justice actors, such as judges 

being lenient on offenders, or the public’s expectations 

https://scholasticahq.com/criminology-criminal-justice-law-society/
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about police performance), and personal sources of 

stress (e.g., marital problems, being absent from 

family events, etc.; see Loo, 2005).  The stress of 

working in law enforcement can have a wide ranging 

impact on the health and wellness of individual 

officers, including depression (Gershon, Barocas, 

Canton, Li, & Vlahov, 2009; Gershon, Lin, & Li, 

2002; Wang et al., 2010). 

Studies in the field of psychology (on populations 

outside the realm of criminal justice/law enforcement) 

have identified depression as a significant mental 

health problem, which leads to other mental and 

physical health problems.  Such problems have 

implications for law enforcement health and wellness 

research and policy.  In terms of mental health 

problems, depression is associated with anxiety 

(Cummings, Caporino, & Kendall, 2014), post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD; Flory & Yehuda, 

2015), suicidality (Klomek, Marrocoo, Kleinman, 

Schonfeld, & Gould, 2007), and apathy (Yuen et al., 

2015).  Regarding physical outcomes, depression is 

associated with sleep problems (Sivertsen, Harvey, 

Lundervold, & Hysing, 2014), fatigue (Jaremka et al., 

2014), weight gain (Wurtman, 1993), suicide (Werth 

Jr., 2004), and pain (Lindsay & Wyckoff, 1981).  

Cleary, depression has a wide range of negative mental 

and physical effects for affected individuals, which 

have direct implications for law enforcement officer 

job performance.       

Experiencing depression can have myriad 

negative effects on individual officer performance 

(Chen et al. 2006; Holbrook, 2016; Ongoro & Oloko, 

2015); therefore, it is important both from an 

individual and an organizational standpoint to 

encourage officers to seek professional counseling 

when officers experience depression.  This is easier 

said than done, as individual law enforcement officers 

are often unwilling to seek help for 

emotional/psychological problems (White, Shrader, & 

Chamberlain, 2015).  When individual officers 

attempt to cope with emotional/psychological 

problems in isolation, this may further exacerbate 

problems with officer performance.   

Studies focusing on officer depression and the 

problems associated with officer depression are 

abundant in the law enforcement health and wellness 

literature (e.g., Darensburg et al., 2006; Olson & 

Surrette, 2004; Wang et al., 2010).  Yet, there exists 

relatively little literature on officer willingness to seek 

help for depression, despite the importance the study 

of this issue has for addressing depression in law 

enforcement officers.  With better data on officer 

willingness to seek help for depression, one can 

determine whether there is a lack of willingness to 

seek help for depression on the part of state police 

officers.  Additionally, with better data on the health 

and wellness factors associated with officer 

willingness to seek help for depression, state police 

agencies can design health and wellness programs 

intended to address health and wellness concerns that 

are correlated with officers being unwilling to seek 

help for depression.  Finally, such data can help state 

police agencies determine what specific type of factors 

(e.g., demographic, mental/physical health and 

wellness, or organizational) are most often identified 

as predictors of officer willingness to seek help for 

depression, which will help guide policy decisions as 

to the best ways to improve officer willingness to seek 

help for depression.      

This study addresses this policy-relevant issue 

and does so by sampling officers from one state police 

agency, something that is rarely done in studies of law 

enforcement officer health and wellness.  Findings of 

the study are discussed in regards to factors identified 

as predictors of state police officer willingness to seek 

professional help for depression.  Policy 

recommendations are presented to address each 

phenomena. 

Literature Review 

Sources of Stress 

The National Institute of Mental Health (2016) 

defines depression as “a common but serious mood 

disorder.  It causes severe symptoms that affect how 

you feel, think, and handle daily activities, such as 

sleeping, eating, or working” (pp. 1).  Depression is 

caused by psychological, environmental, biological, 

and genetic factors.  Specific risk factors include 

personal or histories of family depression, trauma, 

major life changes, stress, and certain illnesses or 

taking certain medications.  

Law enforcement officers experience an elevated 

risk of depression because of several factors related to 

the unique nature of work in the profession.  Law 

enforcement officers, because of their public safety 

mandate, are often placed in stressful situations that 

sometimes involve potentially traumatic events 

including the death of a partner, physical 

confrontations with suspects, fatal traffic collisions, 

and the molestation of children, just to name a few.  At 

least some research exists on the direct relationship 

between officer stress and depression, which reveals a 

link between the two (e.g., see Gershon et al., 2002).  

While the events that officers must deal with can 

certainly be traumatic, more contemporary research on 

officer stress, health, and wellness reveals that 

organizational factors (e.g., inadequate resources and 

time pressures; Collins & Gibbs, 2003) inherent to law 

enforcement agencies cause the most stress for law 

enforcement officers (Suresh, Anantharaman, 



62 COPENHAVER & TEWKSBURY 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 19, Issue 1 

Angusamy, & Ganesan, 2013).  In fact, researchers 

such as Liberman and colleagues (2002) have made 

connections between occupational stress and 

psychological distress in a sample of 733 U.S. police 

officers across three cities.  Other research suggests 

that employees who perform shift work, as law 

enforcement officers are often expected to do, are 

affected by depression more often than those 

employees who work day shift (Drake, Roehrs, 

Richardson, Walsh, & Roth, 2004).  Rajartnam and 

colleagues (2011) even found that 10.7% of a sample 

of 4,957 North American police officers who 

experienced sleep disorders (which often accompany 

shift work) also experienced depression.  Other, 

external aspects of law enforcement (e.g., negative 

media coverage, unrealistic performance expectations 

from the public, etc.) may also affect the mental health 

of individual officers who feel unappreciated or 

singled-out as responsible for the larger society’s 

social problems.  Finally, family troubles exist for 

officers, as officers sometimes experience mental 

health problems (e.g., isolation) brought on by the fact 

that officers must develop an “us vs. them mentality” 

(characterized by suspiciousness of others) as part of 

their occupational reality yet be loving and 

affectionate towards family members (Miller, 2007) 

when at home.  Given that officers experience stress 

from such an array of sources, it is no surprise that 

mental health problems are reported by individuals 

who work in the policing occupation. 

Consequences of Stress 

The literature on law enforcement officer health 

and wellness indicates that depression among law 

enforcement officers is not uncommon (see Andrew et 

al., 2008; Hartley, Violanti, Fekedulegn, Andrew, & 

Burchfiel, 2007; Olson & Surrette, 2004).  There is 

some evidence that reveals law enforcement officers 

are more depressed than populations of a similar age 

(see Violanti et al., 2006). Additionally, Garbarino and 

colleagues (2013) found in a study of 292 special force 

police officers that 7.3% of officers had mild cases of 

depression and that officers were 689% more likely to 

experience depression when they perceived a gap 

existed between their work effort and the rewards they 

reaped from such effort.  Some research even exists 

that suggests law enforcement officers commit 

homicide-suicide at higher rates than civilian 

populations, which researchers suggest is due to 

mental health problems experienced by individual law 

enforcement officers (Klinoff, Van Hasselt, & Black, 

2015).  Therefore, because of the results of these 

studies and many others with similar findings, it is 

generally noted in the criminal justice/police 

administration literature that depression routinely 

affects a substantial portion of law enforcement 

officers.   

On a related note, criminal justice researchers 

have also examined law enforcement stress outcomes 

in the area of police self-legitimacy.  This area of 

research sees police self-legitimacy as “power-

holders’ recognition of, or confidence in, their own 

individual entitlement to power” (Tankebe, 2014, p.3).  

Nix and Wolfe (2017) contend that police officers hold 

ideas that justify their authority as police officers, 

which translates into legitimacy.  However, Bottoms 

and Tankebe (2012) suggest that societal values and 

beliefs must coincide with officer claims of legitimacy 

in order for officers to perceive their authority is, in 

fact, legitimate.   In a study of 567 officers, Nix & 

Wolfe (2017) found that when officers experience 

negative publicity, they have less confidence in their 

authority.  Self-legitimacy is also positively associated 

with officer trust in their agency.  Subsequently, self-

legitimacy has been shown to positively predict how 

officers will respond (issuing verbal warnings vs. 

threatening physical force) on the job in situations 

where they must exert control (Tankebe & Meško, 

2015).  Along the same lines, Noppe (2016) found a 

positive association between officers believing the 

public has no trust in or respect for law enforcement 

and officers supporting the use of force.  All of this is 

to suggest that there are factors that affect officer 

perceptions of their own legitimacy and abilities, and 

such beliefs translate into real-world attitudes and 

behaviors that affect their occupational realities.  

Whether police officers believe they have control over 

their job and their occupational reality may also relate 

to whether law enforcement officers are willing to 

seek help for depression, as it is possible that officers 

experience depression as they perceive they have a 

lesser degree of self-legitimacy.  At least some 

research in the area of police legitimacy has shown a 

positive association between officers believing that the 

public trusts the police and officer psychological well-

being accompanied by a negative association with 

workplace stress (see Rotenberg, Harrison, & Reeves, 

2016). 

Methods for Dealing with Stress 

Regrettably, individual officers who experience 

depression are often reluctant to seek professional help 

to cope with their depression, as police stress 

intervention services are often underutilized by police 

officers (Tucker, 2015).  Karaffa and Koch (2015) 

found that officer attitudes toward seeking 

psychological help are negatively associated with both 

self and public-stigma.  Wester and Lyubelsky (2005) 

contend that much of law enforcement officers’ 

apprehension to seek help comes from traditional male 

socialization and officer skepticism that psychologists 
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can understand the plight of the distress officers must 

deal with on and off the job.  Additionally, male law 

enforcement officers often experience gender role 

conflict, stigma associated with counseling, and often 

perceive fewer benefits yet greater risks associated 

with seeking counseling.  Wester, Arndt, Sedivy, and 

Arndt (2010) found in a sample of 178 law 

enforcement officers that gender role conflict 

predicted greater risks and fewer benefits with seeking 

counseling.  Officers also express concern with the 

pragmatic aspects (including cost, provider 

competency, and location1) of using mental health 

services offered by their agency (Karaffa & Tochkov, 

2013).  If officers believe that their agency supports 

the use of such services, they are more likely to utilize 

them; however, officers who feel that there is stigma 

associated with the use of such services or that their 

use of services will not be kept confidential will be less 

likely to use such services (Tucker, 2015).   

In general, law enforcement officers do not want 

to seek help for the occupational stressors they 

experience (White et al., 2015).  In fact, officers often 

engage in behaviors that are polar-opposite of help-

seeking behaviors.  Beehr, Johnson, and Nieva (1995) 

found in a study of 137 officers and their spouses that 

officers often practice “rugged individualism,” or 

attempting to take situational control or ownership of 

their reality.  In other words, officers like to feel they 

are in control of their lives and can handle problems 

by themselves. Additionally, men are more likely to 

avoid asking for help for a variety of social problems 

(Mansfield, Addis, & Mahalik, 2003), and since the 

majority of law enforcement officers in the United 

States are male, there could be an extensive problem 

of help-seeking avoidance behaviors among law 

enforcement officers.  In fact, He, Zhao, & Archbold 

(2002) found that male officers even shy away from 

spiritual guidance and consultations with friends, 

family members, and spouses as coping strategies for 

dealing with stress.  He and colleagues (2002) 

recommend that male officers consult fellow officers 

in times of crises because within the police subculture, 

individual officers are viewed by other officers as 

weak when they seek professional help (Graf, 1986).   

When law enforcement officers are unable to 

effectively cope with depression, officers experience a 

range of negative health and wellness problems.  For 

example, a lack of sleep quality in law enforcement 

officers has been linked to depression (Yoo & Frank, 

2013).  Additionally, while dealing with the high stress 

nature of work in law enforcement, law enforcement 

officers can develop depression with which they may 

cope with through alcohol abuse (Gershon, 2000), 

psychological denial, and/or repression (Bonifacio, 

1991). Such has stress work for law enforcement has 

also been linked to suicide (Violanti, 2004).  Research 

by Hartley and colleagues (2012) also found that 

officers who have experienced depression are at an 

increased risk of experiencing hypertriglyceridemia, 

hypertension, and glucose intolerance. Body mass 

index (BMI) scores have also been revealed to be 

higher in female officers experiencing depression (Gu 

et al., 2013).  When not dealt with properly, depression 

may even lead to an increase in years of potential life 

lost (YPLL) in individual officers (Violanti et al., 

2013).  More specifically, Violanti and colleagues 

(2013) cite stress, shift work, and obesity as possible 

explanations for the findings they uncovered in a study 

of Buffalo police officers who demonstrated a lower 

life expectancy than the general population.  As has 

been highlighted above, these factors have all been 

identified by various research studies as related to 

depression.     

Perhaps the most important aspect of law 

enforcement officer depression to consider is the fact 

that officer depression has real world implications for 

officer performance.  In general, if officers are 

depressed, then they will be less able to meet the daily 

demands of their job.  This is particularly problematic 

as officers are required to respond to calls for service, 

operate motor vehicles, and sometimes use physical 

force in the course of their duties.  Furthermore, if 

officers are depressed, then they may be more likely to 

experience burnout, which could lead to mistakes on 

the job (Rajartnam et al., 2011). Additionally, from an 

organizational standpoint, if employees are not healthy 

either mentally or physically, then organizations will 

likely experience an increase in absences, job 

turnover, and chances of being presented with a civil 

lawsuit due to poor performance on the part of officers. 

Interventions Intended to Improve               

Officer Health and Wellness 

Research shows that there are a variety of 

successful interventions that have been used to address 

problems related to officer health and wellness.  

Perhaps the most often cited recommendation for 

addressing officer health and wellness concerns is that 

of additional exercise.  The research in this area 

consistently affirms the benefits of regular exercise to 

combat officer stress and/or its associated problems 

(e.g., see Gerber, Kellman, Hartmann, & Pühse, 2010).  

Specific types of exercise, such as weight training, 

have also been shown to have positive psychological 

effects, as Norvell and Belles (1993) found that 

officers who exited a weight circuit training program 

early experienced greater problems with anxiety, 

depression, and hostility than program completers.  

Other organizational benefits have been highlighted in 

the literature.  For example, Steinhardt, Greenhow, & 

Stewart (1991) found that male officer physical fitness 

is related to less absenteeism from work.  As a whole, 
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then, reducing officer stress represents a range of 

positive outcomes for both individual officers and law 

enforcement organizations.  

Comprehensive health programs have also been 

recommended to address many of the health and 

wellness problems affecting law enforcement officers.  

These programs often include dietary information, 

stress reduction techniques, and overall health 

information/recommendations (e.g., exercise 

education) and checkups (e.g., blood pressure, body 

mass index [BMI], etc.).  Many of these programs have 

demonstrated positive effects for participating 

officers.  Kuhns, Maguire, and Leach (2015) state that 

these programs are typically best for improving officer 

nutrition habits and increasing exercise frequency, but 

they have also been shown to improve cardiovascular 

health (Zimmerman, 2012).  Additionally, such 

programs have been shown to reduce stress levels and 

increase vegetable consumption, as such effects were 

revealed in a health promotion/harm reduction 

program evaluated by Kuehl and colleagues (2014).  

Often the elements of an overall health and wellness 

program can exist as stand-alone programs and 

achieve similar effectiveness.  For example, Weltman, 

Lamon, and Chartrand (2014) found that a stress 

reduction program for law enforcement officers 

delivered via an IPad led to better resilience, self-

regulation skills, and on-the-job performance.     

Law enforcement agencies have implemented a 

variety of programs in hopes of addressing officer 

mental health issues or to prevent such issues before 

they arise.  Many agencies require critical incident 

debriefing as way to allow officers to process their 

emotions post-incident.  The National Alliance on 

Mental Illness (2017) stresses the importance of not 

just providing such services, but also ensuring that 

such services are tailored to the needs of law 

enforcement officers and attuned to the idiosyncrasies 

of law enforcement culture.  Tucker (2015) points out 

that law enforcement agencies must remove the 

barriers that officers believe prevent or discourage 

their participation in such programs (e.g., 

stigmatization, lack of privacy, etc.).  Additionally, 

because more law enforcement officers commit 

suicide than are killed while on duty, some police 

departments have suicide prevention programs 

(International Association of Chiefs of Police, n.d.).  

Other programs designed to deal with the problems 

that law enforcement officers experience with stress 

and wellness normally exist as stand-alone programs 

and have shown effectiveness.  For example, one 

anger management program for law enforcement 

officers was found to reduce use of force arrests for the 

sample of officers who underwent anger management 

training (Abernethy & Cox, 1994). 

This Study 

This study builds on the criminal justice literature 

on law enforcement officer willingness to seek help 

for depression.  This is done by analyzing the results 

of a survey of all members of one particular state 

police agency.  The goal of this study was to identify 

which independent variables are predictive of whether 

state police officers will seek professional help when 

experiencing episodes of depression.  This study adds 

to the research on law enforcement officer willingness 

to seek help for depression by examining an often 

understudied type of law enforcement agency, a state 

police agency. 

Method 

Study Population 

To research the extent that law enforcement 

officers experience both positive and negative health 

and wellness attitudes and behaviors, the researchers 

surveyed2 all sworn state police officers within one 

state police agency.  A total of 1,021 officers working 

for the state police agency were invited to participate 

in this study.  Surveys were administered to officers 

via email through Survey Monkey, an electronic 

survey instrument.  In February 2015, the 

Commissioner’s office sent an e-mail to each 

individual officer requesting that they participate in 

the health and wellness study.  This request was 

accompanied by an endorsement and request for 

participation by the Commissioner.  Two follow-up 

requests for participation were sent through the 

Commissioner’s office.  After the two follow-up 

attempts, the survey software in Survey Monkey 

stopped receiving completed surveys on March 4, 

2015.  The survey received 470 responses, for a 

response rate of 46%. 

Measures 

The data used in this study were collected using a 

38 question survey created by the researchers for this 

particular research project.  The criminal justice 

literature on officer stress, health, and wellness was 

consulted to aid in the creation of the survey. 

 

Operationalization of dependent variable. The 

following section details how the dependent variable 

in this study was operationalized.  Whether law 

enforcement officers would seek help for depression is 

the dependent measure of interest and is defined as 

whether officers answered 1=Yes or 0=No that they 

would seek professional help for diagnosed or 

undiagnosed episodes of depression. 

 



 OFFICER WILLINGNESS TO SEEK HELP 65 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 19, Issue 1 

Operationalization of independent variables. 

Demographic variables included in the analysis are 

officer sex (1= male, 0= female), officer age, 

education (1=high school, 2= some college, no degree, 

3= associate’s degree, 4= bachelor’s degree, 5= 

graduate courses, 6= graduate degree), number of 

years served in law enforcement, shift worked (1= 

first, 2= second, 3= third), and role [(1=operations, 2= 

administrative).  Scores for the operations value were 

later recoded into an “operations” dummy variable.  

Variables related to officer physical and mental health 

include overall health (originally measured as 

1=excellent, 2=very good, 3=good, 4=fair, 5=poor, 

6=very bad, but was later recoded into a dummy 

variable with 1=excellent, 2=very good, and 3=good 

as 1=good health, and 4=fair, 5=poor, and 6=very bad 

as 0=poor health ), whether officers have experienced 

depression since they began working in law 

enforcement (1=yes, 0=no)3, and whether officers feel 

in control of their jobs (originally measured as 

1=strongly agree, 2=agree, 3=disagree, 4=strongly 

disagree, but was later recoded into a dummy variable 

[1=yes, 0=no]).  Variables related to officer wellness 

include the number of days officers exercise each 

week, participation in an intramural or recreational 

sports league in the last three years (1= yes, 0= no), 

number of stimulant drinks consumed per shift, using 

stimulant drinks to get through a workout (1=yes, 

0=no), and the number of days officers consume 

alcohol per week.  Officers were also asked how many 

hours they sleep each day and how many fast food 

meals they consume per week. 

Descriptive Statistics 

The section below shows the results of descriptive 

statistics for the sample of state law enforcement 

officers used in this study.  Specifically, the tables 

presented below provide demographic information on 

the officers, as well as descriptive statistics related to 

officer physical and mental health and officer 

wellness.  Table 1 below shows descriptive statistics 

for the sample of state law enforcement officers4.  

Most officers who responded to the survey were male 

(96%).  Additionally, the average officer who 

responded to the survey was 38 years old, had an 

associate’s degree level education, and had 13 years of 

experience as a law enforcement officer.  Next, 63% 

of officers worked first shift, 28% of officers worked 

second shift, and 9% of officers worked third shift.  

Finally, most of the officers who responded to the 

survey worked in an operations capacity (86%), 

compared to the 14% of administrative officers who 

responded to the survey. 

 

Table 1: Demographics for Law Enforcement Officers 

 

Measure Value 
Standard 

Deviation 
Minimum Maximum 

Male 96% - - - 

Female 4% - - - 

Age 38.33 (mean) 7.96 22 65 

Education 3.08 (mean) 1.20 1 6 

Officer Experience 13.09 (mean) 7.64 <1 40 

First Shift 63% .48 - - 

Second Shift 28% .45 - - 

Third Shift 9% .29 - - 

Operations 86% - - - 

Administration 14% - - - 

Data obtained from the state police agency under 

study show that the demographic data gleaned on this 

sample of state police officers are generally similar to 

the true demographic characteristics of the agency 

population as a whole.  First, the agency is comprised 

of 98% male officers and 2% female officers, the 

average age of officers is 38 years (range of 22-62 

years of age), and average officer experience is 9.73 

years of service.  Regrettably, further information was 

not available on agency population demographics5; 

however, what is available suggests that the sample of 

officers surveyed for this project is demographically 

similar to the agency population.  Furthermore, the 

demographic information gathered on this police 

agency shows that the agency is mostly similar to other 

police agencies, as the national average age of  law 

enforcement officers is 39.6 years of age, 21.3% of 

officers are minorities (Data USA, 2017), and female 

officers constitute 13% of all law enforcement officers 

(Community Policing Dispatch, 2013).   
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The next set of statistics (see Table 2 below) 

reveals descriptive information related to law 

enforcement officer physical and mental health.  

Regarding officer physical health, 87% of officers 

stated that they are in good health.  In reference to 

mental health, 34% of officers stated that they had 

experienced depression since they began working in 

law enforcement (which is much higher than 

Garbarino et al’s., 2013, finding that only 7.3% of 

officers in one sample had mild depression); however, 

only 56% of officers stated that they would seek 

professional help if they experienced an episode of 

depression (which is much higher than Berg, Hem, 

Lau, & Ekeberg’s, 2006, finding that officers 

experiencing depression or anxiety seek out a 

psychiatrist or psychologist only 10% of the time).  

Additionally, 88% of officers agreed that they feel in 

control of their jobs. 

 
Table 2: Descriptive Statistics for Law Enforcement Officer Physical and Mental Health 

 

Measure Value 
Standard 

Deviation 
Minimum Maximum 

Overall Health 96% - - - 

Experienced 

Depression 
4% - - - 

Would Seek Help for 

Depression 
38.33 (mean) - - - 

Feeling in Control of 

One’s Job 
3.08 (mean) - - - 

Table 3 below reveals descriptive statistics for 

law enforcement officer wellness.  In terms of officer 

fitness, these statistics show that officers exercise an 

average of three days per week (consistent with 

Violanti’s, 1995, finding that 87% of police officers do 

not get enough exercise) and that 35% of officers 

participated in an intramural or recreational sport in 

the last three years.  Additionally, officers drink an 

average of 1.12 days per week (this finding, while not 

directly comparable, would seem to be opposite 

Lindsay’s, 2008, contention that 20% of police 

officers abuse alcohol, given officers in the current 

sample seldom drink alcohol).  Finally, officers sleep 

an average of 6.78 hours a night (slightly higher than 

findings identified by Violanti et al., 2009, that 

officers in one sample [across shifts] sleep an average 

of 6.1 hours per day) and consume roughly four fast 

food meals per week (3.96). 
 

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics for Law Enforcement Officer Wellness 

 

Measure Value 
Standard 

Deviation 
Minimum Maximum 

Officer Exercise 3.11 (mean) 1.75 0 7 

Intramural Participant 35% - - - 

Stimulant Drinks Per 

Day 
1.81 1.40 0 10 

Number of Days Drink 

Per Week 
1.12 (mean) 1.60 0 7 

Sleep 6.78 1.147 3 12 

Fast Food Consumption 3.96 (mean) 2.95 0 25 

Findings 

Whether Officers Would Seek Professional        

Help for Experiences with Depression 

The logistic regression model below (see Table 4) 

provides information on the independent variables 

predictive of whether law enforcement officers would 

seek professional help for experienced episodes of 

depression.  Results of this analysis show that two 

factors are significant predictors of whether law 

enforcement officers would seek professional help for 

depression.  First, it was found that as officers sleep an 

additional hour per day, the odds officers will seek 

professional help for depression increase 28.4%.  

Additionally, as officers report that they feel in control 

of their jobs, the odds officers will seek help for 

depression increase 101.6%.  Therefore, officer sleep 

and whether officers feel in control of their jobs are 
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significant predictors of whether officers would seek 

professional help when experiencing depression. 

 
Table 4: Logistic Regression Model Predicting Whether  

Law Enforcement Officers Would Seek Help for Depression 

 

Measure B S.E. Exp(B) Tolerance 

Age (years) .007 .026 1.007 .293 

Education Level .040 .097 1.040 .928 

Years in Law Enforcement .023 .027 1.023 .294 

Work in Operations (1=yes, 0=no) .124 .337 1.132 .879 

Work Shift (First shift = reference group)     

     Second Shift (1=yes, 0=no) .370 .286 1.448 .771 

     Third Shift (1=yes, 0=no) -.306 .439 .736 .717 

Overall Health (1=good, 0=bad) -.335 .365 .715 .841 

Experienced Depression Since Working in Law Enforcement -.227 .244 .797 .903 

Days Exercise Per Week .036 .067 1.037 .883 

Intramural Participant in Last Three Years (1=yes, 0=no) .226 .238 1.253 .928 

Days Drink Alcohol Per Week  -.144 .072 .892 .937 

Number Stimulant Drinks Per Shift .042 .087 1.043 .888 

Number Hours Sleep Per Day .250* .102 1.284 .917 

Number Fast Food Meals Consumed Each Week -.031 .039 .969 .900 

Feel in Control of Job (1=yes, 0=no) .701* .358 2.016 .946 

(Constant) -2.574 1.370 .076 - 

Nagelkerke R-squared .081 - - - 

 *p≤ .05;  **p≤ .01. 

A. Nagelkerke R-squared= .081. 

B. N= 359. 

Discussion 

Two independent measures were identified as 

predictive of whether state law enforcement officers 

would seek professional help for episodes of 

depression.  More specifically, it was found that 

officers seeking help for depression was predicted by 

positive associations with officer sleep and officers 

feeling in control of their jobs.  These findings are 

discussed in detail below. 

The fact that officers who feel in control of their 

lives are more likely to seek help for depression is not 

surprising.  Ames’s (1983) cognitive-motivational 

model of help-seeking behavior includes components 

of what Ames calls “ego-involved attributions,” which 

relate to an individual’s self-esteem and the 

importance that he or she places on his or her own 

abilities.  This could have importance for whether law 

enforcement officers seek help for mental health issues 

like depression, as officers who feel in control of their 

jobs, and likely have higher levels of self-esteem, do 

not experience stigma as part of the decision making 

process as to whether they wish to seek help for mental 

health issues.  Officers who feel in control of their jobs 

may also hold their agency in higher regard and 

believe that their agency treats employees fairly and 

are subsequently more likely to seek counseling (see 

Trinkner, Tyler, & Goff, 2016, on the relationship 

between organizational procedural fairness and officer 

psychological and emotional distress).  Officers could 

also hold more positive attitudes about how they are 

perceived by the public, which affects their 

perceptions of self-legitimacy and subsequently their 

emotional/psychological well-being.  Of course, more 

research is needed in this area.  Officers who do not 

feel in control of their jobs may not feel as confident, 

as these officers may feel as if they may lose their job 

if they seek help for mental health issues.  
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Additionally, sleep was found to be a significant 

predictor of officers seeking help for depression, 

which is also not surprising, as the National Sleep 

Foundation (2016a) states that a lack of sleep has been 

found in some studies to be associated with 

depression.   Previous criminal justice research has 

also identified an association between officer 

depression and sleep (e.g., Yoo & Franke, 2013) and 

other stress and mental health measures (Gerber et al., 

2013).   Officer sleep may be significantly related to 

seeking help for depression because, as suggested by 

Nesset, Rustad, Kjelsberg, Almvik, & Bjørngaard 

(2011), individuals experiencing problems with sleep 

may seek treatment, which leads to discussions with 

treatment providers on how depression symptoms may 

be addressed.  In short, depression may be identified 

in treatment sessions for persons struggling to sleep. 

It is also surprising that other predictor variables 

included in the model were not identified as significant 

predictors of officer willingness to seek help for 

depression.  For example, some research has suggested 

that officers experiencing stress are more likely to seek 

stress counseling because they recognize they have 

problems with stress (e.g., Carlan & Nored, 2008).  

One might also expect officers experiencing 

depression to be more willing to seek help for 

depression since they are aware they have a problem 

with depression.  On that point, research has shown a 

relationship between older officers and depression 

(e.g., Darensburg et al., 2006), so one might also 

expect older officers to be more likely to seek help for 

depression if officers with depression are, in fact, more 

likely to seek counseling.  Conversely, it was also 

unexpected that officer experience did not negatively 

correlate with officer willingness to seek help for 

depression, as older officers have been socialized into 

the subculture of law enforcement for a longer amount 

of time than less experienced officers and may 

perceive more stigma associated with seeking 

counseling.  Finally, it is surprising that several of the 

wellness variables were not identified as significant 

predictors of officer willingness to seek counseling, as 

previous research has identified statistically 

significant relationships between exercise (see Norvell 

& Belles, 1993), alcohol consumption (see Ménard & 

Arter, 2013), and stimulant drink consumption with 

depression (see Azagba, Langille, & Asbridge, 

2014).;;,.  Overall, such findings are curious, 

especially given that many of the factors identified 

above relate directly with officer depression.  Such 

curious findings certainly point towards the need for 

additional research (see below) so that police agencies 

may be able to address officer problems with health 

and wellness and improve officer willingness to seek 

counseling.   

Several relevant policy recommendations can be 

gleaned from the research results highlighted above.  

First, law enforcement agencies would benefit from 

the creation of an overall wellness program to educate 

officers on proper sleep patterns.    Additionally, state 

police agencies should encourage officers to seek help 

for mental health problems.  Basic descriptive 

statistics show 34% of the state police officers 

sampled here have experienced depression since they 

began working in law enforcement; however, 44% of 

officers also stated they would not seek professional 

help for depression.  Furthermore, additional data 

analysis revealed that half of officers with depression-

like symptoms (74) said that they would not seek help 

for depression67.  Therefore, state police agencies must 

find innovative and creative ways to address officer 

avoidance of help-seeking behaviors, especially 

among officers who clearly have mental health needs.  

State police agencies must also provide treatment 

opportunities for officers wishing to seek help with 

depression, as mental health counseling fosters 

changes in officer lifestyles and improves overall 

health (Tanigoshi, Kontos, & Remley, 2008).  State 

police agencies must also explore officer attitudes 

towards willingness to seek help for depression, as 

such research could help remedy officer’s reluctance 

to seek counseling.  Social norming campaigns may be 

useful for changing officer willingness to seek help, as 

they may see help seeking behaviors as less 

stigmatized (see Copenhaver, 2016).  Such a 

recommendation is based on prior research suggesting 

that officers who feel greater agency support are more 

willing to seek help (e.g., Tucker, 2015).  Officer 

attitudes may be particularly important in state police 

agencies with multiple, smaller posts (as is the case 

with the state police agency used in this study), as 

officers who work in smaller agencies tend to 

experience greater perceived stigma with seeking 

counseling (White et al., 2015). 

The results of this study point to several areas 

where additional research should be performed on 

officer willingness to seek help for depression.  First, 

researchers should work to identify the specific 

mechanisms that cause officers who feel more in 

control of their jobs to seek help for depression, 

particularly how officer perceived procedural fairness 

and self-legitimacy affect officer willingness to seek 

counseling.  Additionally, while a great deal of 

quantitative work exists to address officer health and 

wellness, and depression-related issues more 

specifically, qualitative work must be performed to 

tease out the meanings and experiences officers have 

that specifically influence their willingness to seek 

help for depression.  Finally, additional research must 

be performed to identify other factors that predict 

officers seeking professional help for depression.  
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Related to this is the fact that the relationship between 

sleep and officer willingness to seek help for 

depression must be further explored to fully 

understand why officers who sleep more are more 

willing to get help for depression.   

There are several limitations to this study that 

must be addressed.  First, the lack of variance in the 

independent sex variable is problematic yet 

unavoidable given the low percentage of female 

officers who work for this particular state police 

agency. Next, this study, while it provides valuable 

information on state police organizations and what 

they can do from a policy standpoint to address 

employee health and wellness, may not be 

generalizable to large urban police departments or 

small rural police departments8.  Next, the research is 

based on cross-sectional data, which prevents 

problems with inferring causation.  Certainly, baseline 

data would provide the researchers better estimates of, 

for example, variables such as how many officers 

experienced depression before entering law 

enforcement.  However, longitudinal analysis with this 

particular population would be particularly difficult 

because of the staffing and budgetary considerations 

facing the state police agency under study.  Such a 

longitudinal study would require multiple data 

collection points, which is not feasible with this 

particular state police agency given the over-taxed 

occupational environment that officers currently 

occupy.  Moreover, reverse causality is certainly a 

potentiality in this case, but given that sleep and 

feeling in control of one’s job predict willingness to 

seek counseling, arguing that the opposite is true 

seems illogical.  Finally, the low r-squared value (.08) 

must be acknowledged, as over 90% of the total 

variation in officer willingness to seek help for 

depression is unexplained.  It is possible that much of 

this variation is due to the dynamic nature of the 

organizational structure of this particular state police 

agency (see endnote on the heavily decentralized 

structure of the agency). 

Despite the limitations mentioned above, this 

study reveals that multiple independent variables are 

predictive of officer willingness to seek help for 

depression.  These findings point to several important 

policy recommendations that can improve officer 

mental health.  If officers are mentally healthier, 

agencies would have healthier officers, officers should 

perform better, and agencies should experience less 

turnover, face fewer lawsuits, and less frequently lose 

scarce monetary resources to avoidable nuisances like 

employee medical bills, insurance claims, and civil 

lawsuits. 
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Endnotes 

1  Among other factors also discussed in this section. 

 
2  This research project was approved by the Institutional Review Board at the University of Louisville. 

 
3  This particular variable is operationalized as a dummy variable and not by clinical measures of depression 

 because the researchers hoped to capture, at a minimum, instances where officers experienced “depression-like” 

 symptoms.  Additionally, traditional measures of depression in psychology only focus on one’s present mental 

 state and not past experiences of “depression-like” symptoms. 

 
4  The researchers elected not to include race/ethnicity as a control variable because they had prior knowledge of 

 the extremely low number of minority officers who work for the police agency sampled in the study.  In fact, 

 less than 4% of officers employed by the agency are of minority status. Because of this, it would be unnecessary 

 to include race/ethnicity as a control variable due to lack of variability. 

 
5  Capturing more detailed information on the demographic factors of the state police agency (especially 

 organizational factors) is a challenge.  The researchers communicated with state police administration and 

 requested more detailed information on how many officers work each shift, what constitutes first, second, and 

 third shift, and so forth, but were told this information is extremely difficult to obtain and standardize.  The state 

 police agency sampled here has 16  regional posts across the state, and each post operates idiosyncratically of 

 the others in terms of what hours officers on various shifts are required to work, what ratio of officers work 

 first, second, and third shift, etcetera.  These post idiosyncrasies also prevent demographic comparisons 

 between the state police agency under study and other state police agencies.   

 
6  An additional 2x2 table was constructed to examine the relationship between experiencing depression and 

 willingness to seek help for depression.  Analysis was not covered above. 

 
7  This is not surprising, as previous research shows that law enforcement officers (especially male officers) avoid 

 seeking mental health treatment and that the stress intervention services offered by law enforcement agencies 

 are often underutilized (Tucker, 2015). 

 
8  Despite this lack of data, it is argued here that one can compare this state police agency to other state police 

 agencies, as like this state police agency, state police agencies in general serve multiple rural and urban areas, 

 operate multiple posts across vastly different geographic areas, and perform many of the same basic law 

 enforcement functions (e.g., highway patrol). 
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