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ABSTRACT 

Recent reform within the New Zealand Justice Department's Penal Division has 

introduced changes in management structure, staff duties, and programme 

services, as part of the new vision to provide equal balance between humane 

containment and habilitation. With the introduction of Unit Management policy, 

prison officers' are provided with opportunities to develop better communication 

and relationships with inmates. In conjunction with more humane containment, 

individual programmes, designed to meet the inmate's needs, aim to reduce the 

rates of reoffending. Research has shown that effective treatment programmes are 

based on a social learning model, which states that behaviour is learned and 

therefore can be treated. The cognitive approach to psychological intervention 

maintain that how a person thinks influences how they feel and behave, and is 

therefore central to any psychological intervention. Attributions, or the perceived 

reasons or causes of an outcome or event, are part of the thinking process. 

The present study used the 4-Attributional Dimension Scale (4-ADS), a 

methodologically valid and reliable instrument, to gain a better understanding of 

the causes of crime as perceived by prison officers and inmates. Results indicate 

that while prison officers attribute crime to be more internal to the offender and 

stable over time, the differences are not apparent when making judgement on 

particular types of crime. Four offender groups (violent, sex, drug, and dishonesty 

offenders) and prison officers were compared on their causal attributions to four 

crime scenarios similar to those of the offender groups. Inmates also made causal 

attributions to their own offending behaviour. The sex and drug offender groups 

made significantly different attributions than the other subject groups, suggesting 

that these two types of offenders may hold faulty attributions to their own and 

similar types of crime. In addition, family involvement in the criminal justice 

system appears to be influential in how an inmate perceives their own crime. 



These results are discussed in light of contemporary attributional theory which 

provides a link between attributions and the emotional and behavioural 

consequences that are experienced as a result. 
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PART ONE: LITERATURE REVIEW 



CHAPTER 1: ATTRIBUTION THEORY 

Attribution theory has been developed as a framework to understand the causal 

judgements that individuals use to explain the outcomes of events that happen to 

themselves as well as others. Attribution theory is not concerned with the "real" 

cause of behaviour, but rather, how the cause is perceived. Therefore, it is not 

only the characteristics of causal explanation that is of interest to attributional 

theorists, but also the antecedents and consequences of the perceived cause. 

Causal attributions occur spontaneously, often as a result of an unexpected or 

negative event, and are not merely processes elicited by research procedures 

(Weiner, 1985, 1986). 

There are a diversity of methods and theoretical perspectives making up the 

attributional approach, and while no one theory dominates the field, there are a 

number of basic assumptions central to almost all attribution models (Heider, 

1958; Jones & Davis, 1965; Kelley, 1967; Weiner, 1979). Firstly, attributional 

conceptions correspond to a cognitive approach of psychological inquiry which 

assumes that causal thoughts, or more generally, cognitions (C), mediate between 

external events or stimuli (S) and responses (R) such as behaviours or emotion. 

These cognitive models of action (Forsterling, 1985) which are frequently 

described as S-C-R, serve to illustrate the two domains of attributional research. 

The first is concerned with the processes of causal assignment; the antecedent 

conditions or stimuli that give rise to different attributions (S-C) are known as 

attribution theories. The second area of research addresses the question of how 

attributions influence reactions such as behaviours, affects, or other cognitive 

processes such as expectations (C-R); these are known as attributional models. 

The second basic assumption of most attribution approaches is that individuals 

are motivated to gain a realistic understanding of the causes of events, and follow 

commonsense rules of inference in interpreting their world. Thus, humans are 
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basically rational beings who process information and use "naive" scientific 

methods in making causal judgements. A third assumption relates to the 

individuals motivation to link events causally. Causal attributions are made so as 

the individual can predict and control his or her environment, thereby serving the 

dual purpose of hedonism and functionalism (Weiner, 1986). 

The proposition that individuals, as naive scientists, are motivated to use the 

information available to them for their causal judgements, and that they weigh 

this information rationally, does not preclude them from making certain errors or 

biases (Kahneman, Slovic, & Tversky, 1982). Fiske and Taylor (1991) underscore 

the distinction between these terms. An error is made when the social perceiver 

processes information incorrectly, while an attributional bias involves the social 

perceiver systematically distorting, either by underusing or overusing, otherwise 

accurate or appropriate procedures The prevalence and derivation of these errors 

or biases reflects a shift in emphasis of motivational and cognitive influences 

within the social cognition pardigm. In the early theories, originating from 

psychodynamic and related traditions, errors or biases were postulated to occur 

when some need or motive in a person interferes with his or her normal 

attributional processes. These ideas are also known as "hot" theories (Nisbett & 

Ross, 1980). "Cool" theories, in contrast, propose that attributional errors or biases 

stem from limitations in the human cognitive apparatus, and have little, if any 

association with motivation. Otherwise known as the "cognitive miser" model 

(Taylor, 198lt the person adopts strategies that simplify complex problems, 

emphasizing efficiency but not necessarily normatively correct answers (Fiske & 

Taylor, 1991). 

Contemporary research within the social cognition field is interested in the 

motivational influences of cognition, and the role of emotions in social thinking. 

Fiske and Taylor (1991) refer to the social perceiver as a "motivated tactician" who 

is a "fully engaged thinker who has multiple cognitive strategies available" (p.,13). 
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These authors' assert that the "thinker" makes a choice on which strategy to adopt 

based on goals, motives, and needs, and in the interest of adaptatablity and 

accuracy, may be motivated to choose defensively. 

In addition to the motivational influences on cognitive processing, attributional 

style, or "the tendency to make particular kinds of causal inferences, rather than 

others, across different situations and across time" (Metalsky & Abramson, 1981, 

p. 38), has a demonstrated effect on causal thinking. Explanatory style has been 

explored in a variety of areas, but originated within the general area of 

depression. A pessimistic attributional style, characterized by a tendency to 

regard aversive events as caused by internal, stable, and global factors, has been 

shown to have a mediating role between negative events and adverse health 

(Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978). 

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 

Attributional theory began with Fritz Heider's seminal analysis of how people 

perceive and explain the actions of others. Heider, concerned with the everyday 

occurrences in peoples lives, and how people understand and explain them in 

"commonsense" terms, referred to his analysis as "commonsense psychology". 

First in a paper on phenomenological causality in 1944, and then in an extensive 

discussion of the phenomenology of social perception in 1958, the foundations 

were laid for many of the basic principles in the attribution approach. 

Heider believed that behaviour is understood by knowing how people perceive 

and describe their social world, and that through the desire to predict and control 

the environment, they will interpret and infer the causal antecedents of behaviour. 

According to Heider, determining why someone behaves as he or she does, 

depends on whether the locus of causality for that behaviour is in the person 

(internal) or in the environment (external), or both. Heider did not ass.ert that 



people are always objective and rational in their behaviour1 rather1 faulty 

attributions may be based on distorted psychological needs and motivations1 lack 

of information1 or an inadequate analysis of information (Heider1 1958). 

5 

Heider was also concerned with perceptions of responsibility for outcomes and 

hypothesized varying levels of responsibility that determine how accountable one 

is for one's actions. These levels of justifiability1 intentionality1 foreseeability1 

causal responsibility, and association have generated considerable research on 

how information is used in situations to distingush among causality1 

responsibility1 and blame (see Shaver (1985) for further distinctions of these 

concepts). 

Heider's major contribution to attribution theory was to define many of the basic 

issues which would be explored more systematically by those who were 

concerned with the processes or antecedents of attribution theories. 

Jones and his colleagues' theory (Jones & Davis's1 1965; Jones & McGillis1 1976) 

was the first systematic attempt in social psychology to generate testable 

hypotheses based on attributional concepts. It was more limited in scope than 

later formulations by Kelley (1967, 1972a1 1972b) in that it did not discuss 

attributions to one's selt but rather discussed factors which affect an observer's 

willingness to infer another person's intentions or dispositional traits. Central to 

this is the theory of correspondent inference (Jones & Davis1 1965). In this analysis1 

the social desirability of an act is inversely related to the correspondence of the 

inferences (or attributions) that it elicits. Jones and colleagues present a conception 

of the perceiver as a rational person who evaluates information and makes logical 

inferences about others. Although their theory has made little contribution to the 

question of how a perceiver's needs1 wishes1 and motives influence attributions 

(Weary1 Stanley1 & Harvey1 1989\ it has proved a useful model to identify and 

study attributional biases. 
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Guided by Reider's (1958) work, Kelley (1967) was the first to systematically 

identify the antecedent conditions influencing attributions made to persons, 

circumstances, or to entities a person is interacting with. The principle of 

covariation between possible causes and effects is fundamental to Kelley's 

attributional approach. In this context, covariation means that "the effect will be 

attributed to the cause that is present when the effect is present and which is 

absent when the effect is absent'' (p. 22). Kelley proposed that attributors use three 

types of information to test whether they have correctly linked causes and effects. 

"Consensus" relates to information about the person: When an effect involves only 

one person (low consensus), there is a high degree of covariation between the 

effect and the person, and consequently, the event is likely to be attributed to the 

person. "Consistency" attests to information about the occurence of effects at 

different points in time. If an effect covaries with circumstances (low consistency), 

the effect will be used to explain the circumstance, whereas attributions to 

circumstances are less likely when the effect occurs reardless of them (high 

consistency). "Distinctiveness" refers to the covariation of effects with entities. An 

event will attributed to an entity if it occus in connection with that entity (high 

distinctiveness) and to other causes when to covaries with many different entities 

(low distinctiveness). When complete and salient information about consensus, 

consisteny, and distinctiveness is provided, individuals have been shown to make 

attributions consistent with Kelley's covariation principle (see Alloy & Tabachnik, 

1984, for a summary). 

Bern's (1972) formulation of self-perception theory states that people infer their 

own attitudes, emotions and other internal states from observing their own overt 

behaviour and the context in which this behaviour occurs. As a consequence of 

Bern's analysis, a person's thoughts, feelings, or beliefs, are not known to them 

before they act, the person is merely an information processor (Weary, 1989). 

Inasmuch as internal cues are weak, ambiguous, or uninterpretable, the person is 
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functionally in the same position as an outside observer who must necessarily rely 

upon those same external cues to infer their own internal states (Weary, 1989). 

In discussing Bems's theory of self-perception, Kelley (1967) argued that Bern's 

position is tenable only so far as self-attributors ("actors") have the same 

information about themselves as someone who is watching them ("observers"). 

Jones & Nisbett (1972) developed the concept that actor's and observers' may have 

diverging attributional perspectives, due, in part, to actors and observers 

possessing different background information for evaluating the significance of an 

action. According to Jones and Nisbett, actors' attribute causality for their 

behaviour to situational influences, while observers' attribute causality for the 

same behaviour to stable dispositions possessed by the actor. 

Some qualifications on the actor-observer bias have been found. Namely, if an 

actor's behaviour is actually due to some dispositional qualities, the actor is more 

likely to know this and attribute the cause accordingly (Monson & Hesley, 1982). 

Empathizing with the actor or observer (Frank & Gilovich, 1989), and personal 

involvement in a actor's plight (Chen, Yates, & McGinnies, 1988), are also likely to 

influence the actor-observer bias. Observer's who are induced to take the role of 

the actor, or who have personal involvement with the actor's situation become 

more dispositional in their atttributions, and vice versa. 

WEINER'S THEORY 

By systematically applying the attribution principles that had been formulated by 

Heider and Kelley to issues of achievement motivation and emotion research, 

Weiner developed the most comprehensive model to date concerned with the 

influence of attributions on behaviour, affect, and cognitive processes (see Weiner, 

1972, 1979, 1982, 1985, 1986). In the most recent account of his theoretical position, 

Weiner (1985, 1986) developed a model linking attributional thinking to a 
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stimulus outcome and the resulting responses. He suggested that following an 

outcome, a general positive or negative emotional reaction occurs based on how 

the outcome is perceived. If the outcome was unexpected, negative, or important, 

a causal search is undertaken to determine why it has occurred. Appropriate 

causes are then identified, which may be influenced by any number of causal 

ascriptions (such as the specific information available to the perceiver). The causal 

decision which is reached is then located in dimensional space, and may, or may 

not, elicit a unique affective reaction. Causal dimensions have psychological 

consequences which are related to expectancy and affect, which in turn, are 

presumed to influence behaviour. 

DEFINITION OF CAUSE 

According to Weiner (1986), a cause is what the perceiver infers in asking "why" 

an outcome occurred. Psychoanalytic and drive theories dominated the scientific 

study of motivation from the 1920's until the mid-1950's. From the observations of 

new-born infants, these theories asserted that behaviours are instigated in order to 

reduce a biological deficit. When the body reaches an internal state of 

equilibrium, through having all biological needs met, tension is absent and the 

body rests. This homeostatic principle, however, fails to account for the greater, 

and most interesting, part of human activity (Weiner, 1986). 

Cause Versus Responsibility: 

While causation and responsibility are related, they also are conceptually distinct. 

An individual may be judged as responsible and, hence, as answerable for an 

event even though he or she did not directly produce it. Guided by Heider (1958) 

and Kelley (1967) many attribution theorists have conceptualized causality and 

responsibility in terms of causal locus. Some theorists have perceived 

responsibility in terms of moral judgements (Schulz & Wright, 1985), which are 
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essentially internal attributions. Others, however, have linked responsibiility to 

intentionality (Weiner, 1972; Landy & Aronson, 1969), and later to controllability 

(Weiner, 1986). For example, Shaw & Sulzer (1964) described how responsibiliy 

can be treated as a series of levels, including sheer physical causality without 

motivation, to a level at which the person foresaw the consequences of the act and 

intended them to occur. Essentially, the levels represent how much the person had 

immediate control over the events. In a recent book on blame, Shaver (1985) made 

the further conceptual distinction between the assignment of responsibility and 

blame. He proposed that attributions of causality precede judgements of 

responsibiltiy which in turn elicit excuses and justifications from the actor for his 

or her own behaviour. Studies typically consider the terms responsibility and 

blame as interchangeable with both assessed by any questions regarding an 

actor's naughtiness, blame, or responsibility for some event (Weary et al., 1985). 

Cause Versus Reason 

The distinction between reasons and causes has been of interest in psychological 

as well as philosophical discussion of attributional processes. Central to the 

debate is whether they represent logically distinct forms of explanation (Buss, 

1978; Kruglanski, 1979; Locke & Pennington, 1982), or whether one can be reduced 

to the other. Buss (1978) made the distinction between excuses (reasons) and 

justifications (causes), and claimed that attribution theory places too much 

emphasis on "why" (rather than "for what reasons") something happened. Buss's 

view has, however, been challenged (e.g., Harvey & Tucker, 1979; Kruglanski, 

1979), and it has been contended that a broader attribution theory should 

subsume both casual and reason explanations. From a reductionist viewpoint, 

Davidson (1963) suggested that reasons are justifications for an action and thus 

may be a particular kind of cause. Locke and Pennington (1982) propose that it is 

peoples' reasons, which are provided by their beliefs, that are responsible for 
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subsequent actions; causes, on the other hand, are the "facts of the matter". 

Further, while people may be aware of the reasons for the outcome of an event, 

they may not always be aware of the causes. These authors conclude that while it 

may be more typical for people to cite the reasons for an outcome, attribution 

theorists, and psychologists generally, are more interested in the causes of an 

outcome. This notion of the lay view versus the scientific view of attribution 

challenges the concept of persons as naive scientists, as espoused by Heider 

(1958t and considered a central tenet of the attributional approach. However1 an 

important issue should not be forgotten in this analysis: that the assertions on 

which the cause-reason distinction are based are purely philosophical. 

Empirical research has cast doubt on the concept of persons as naive scientists. 

Based on the scientific analogies of the attribution process (Kelley, 1967), it has 

been shown that there is a willingness on the part of perceivers to ignore relevant 

information (Nisbett & Schachter, 1966). However, at least two alternatives can be 

offered in support of the Heiderian concept of persons as naive scientists. One is 

to avoid linking the concept to a particular method of analysing the attributional 

processes, and the other is to recognise the frequent "unscientific" biases of clinical 

scientists (Ross, 1977; Jackson, 1985). 

To return to the philosophical distinction of lay persons providing reasons where 

psychologist's desire causal explanation for the outcome of an event, the question 

remains as to how to overcome this hurdle. Even if reason explanations are held 

not to be a form of causal explanation, there may be causal explanation of why 

people have the reasons that they do (Locke & Pennington, 1982). The analysis of 

attributions cannot rely on the perceptual processes of the lay person or the 

scientist as expert. A more objective means of measuring the person's causal 

attributions is needed. The specific reason or cause attributed by the perceiver 

holds little interest in the measurement of attributions. It is the dimensions on 

which that reason or cause is assigned that are of primary importance. 
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CAUSAL DIMENSIONS 

A rnyriad of specific attributions are possible within any particular activity. 

Attempts have therefore been made to develop taxonomies for causal attributions 

(Heider, 1958). Finding the underlying properties of causes allows quantitative 

comparisons to be made between various causal explanations, facilitating 

empirical study and providing greater generalizability. Weiner (1986) contended 

that there are three dimensions of perceived causality: internality, stablility, 

controllability. As well as these three dimensions, Weiner concedes the possibility 

that a fourth dimension of causality may be necessary in at least some areas of 

attribution research. Within the area of depression, Abramson (1978) revealed that 

some causes are specific to a situation, whereas others generalize across settings. 

Although Weiner did not use this dimension of globality in his analysis, its 

relevance to the area of criminal offending has been acknowledged (Larsen, 1992). 

In a review of studies using factor-analytic, multidimensional scaling, and 

concept-formation procedures, Weiner (1986) found general support for the 

dimensions with which he was concerned. These studies, which investigated 

achievement-related cognitions, highlighted how a particular cause may vary on 

different dimensions depending on different context informations. Forsterling 

(1988) proposed that in order to predict or modify behaviour on the basis of 

attributions it is important to discover (or change) not only the respective, specific 

attribution, but also its dimensional quality. 

Two main taxonomies, utilizing an attributional approach, have been uncovered 

(Forsterling, 1988). The first classifies attributions according to the relation 

between their cause and effect. The second pertains to the qualitative 

differentiation of thoughts about causality. 
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Relational Differentiations 

Proximal versus distal: Kelley (1972, 1983) introduced distance as a criterion for 

classifying the relationship between a cause and its effect. Distal factors, such as 

time, physical distance, or a presumed chain of social conditions, are those that are 

further removed from the outcome in several ways, while proximal causes are 

close to the outcome both in time and space. Distal causes are not necessarily less 

powerful than proximal causes although it is the effects of proximal attributions 

on behaviour that have been analysed most frequently. 

Simple versus complex: Causal cognitions can be either simple or complex. 

Simple causal structures exist when only one cause produces one effect. By 

complex causal structures, either several causes or their interaction bring about 

one or several effects. With repeated observations a perceiver attempting to 

explain the single occurrence of an event or action will need to invoke one of the 

cognitive schemata as outlined by Kelley (1972; 1973). 

Qualitative Differentiations 

,& 
Internal versus external: A major tel}et of attribution theory involves the 

distinction between factors within the person and factors within the environment 

(Heider, 1959). For example, perceiving a failure through lack of effort would be 

attributed to factors internal to the actor, whereas failure perceived as due to task 

difficulty would be externally attributed. This dimension of "locus of control" 

(Rotter, 1966) has been a dominant force in different arena's of psychology. For 

example, Jung, and later Eysenck (1970t contrasted introverts and extroverts; 

Kelley (1967) referred to the person (internal) and the entity (external); Weiner, 

Freize, Kukla, Rest, and Rosenbaum (1971) differentiated between internal (e.g., 

ability, effort) and external (chance, task difficulty) causal explanations for 

achievements results. 
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Stable versus unstable: It became apparent that among both the internal and 

external causes of behaviour, some fluctuate while others remain constant 

(Weiner, 1971). A second dimension was required to capture the dissimilarities of 

causes among identical groupings (i.e., internal and external). Weiner et al. (1971) 

isolated the underlying properties of stable-unstable causes, permitting more 

sophisticated comparisons between causes than could be made with a single 

dimension. For example, ability is perceived as a constant capacity, whereas effort 

is perceived as more variable over time. The same reasoning applies among the 

external causes. An individual is more likely to perceive task difficulty as a stable 

cause, and luck as an unstable cause. In addition, the stability dimension is said to 

act as a magnifier, potentiating the affects determined by the other dimensions 

(Weiner, 1986). 

Controllable versus uncontrollable: A third dimension of causality was 

established when it was recognised that two dimensions failed to encompass 

some significant conceptual differences amongst the explained causes. 

Rosenbaum (1972) first recognised that differences between causes such as mood 

or lack of effort (internal and unstable) were distinguishable, in that effort is 

subject to volitional control, whereas mood is not as likely to be. By introducing 

the property of control into the taxonomy, the extended causal structure allows 

for feelings of personal control. However, Weiner (1986) raises the question of 

whether controllability implies "controllable by me" or "controllable by anyone". 

He concludes that "controllable by anyone" appears more expedient to the 

definition of controllability. 
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Global versus specific: Globality refers to the degree to which the cause is 

generalizable to all areas of the individual's behaviours or confined to specific 

areas. Within the framework of their attributional analysis of depression and 

helplessness, Abramson, Seligman, and Teasdale (1978) found the specific-general 

distinction to be important because depressed individuals apparently exhibit low 

expectations and negative affect across many diverse situational contexts. 

Assessment of Causal Dimensions 

All the current measures of attributional dimensions can be subsumed under 

three classes: open ended, derived score, and direct-rating. In open ended 

measures, subjects' offer replies to questions such as "Why did you succeed or 

fail?", which are then catagorized onto the dimensions by the experimenter. With 

the derived-score method, the experimenter determines a relevant set of 

attributional elements (ability, effort, task difficulty, etc.) and then specifies 

formulae for determining the dimension scores. The direct-rating method requires 

subjects' to state a reason or cause (there may be more than one) for a specific 

behaviour and then rate this on a number of attributional dimensions. Russell, 

McAuley, and Tarico (1987) compared the reliabliity and validity of these three 

measures of attributional dimensions utilizing the Causal Dimesion Scale (CDS) 

(Russell, 1982) as the direct-rating method. They found the direct-rating method 

was more valid than the other two, while both the open-ended measure and the 

CDS were reliable methods of assessing causal dimensions. 

Benson (1989) also compared these three approaches to attributional 

measurement. The direct-rating technique in Benson's research, the 4-

Attributional Dimension Scale (4-ADS), was found to be superior to the other two 

methods, supporting the findings of Russell et al. (1982). Benson suggested two 

ways in which the direct-rating method holds promise for clinical utility. Firstly, it 

I 
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provides the means for individuals to communicate their underlying 

interpretations of their causal explanations, thereby advancing our understanding 

of attributions. Secondly, it may also become a tool for identifying specific 

attribution dysfunctions among individuals that can be remedied through 

individualized reattribution interventions. 

CONSEQUENCES OF CAUSAL ASSIGNMENT 

Weiner's (1986) model of attribution demonstrates that the link between causal 

attributions and behavioural consequences (action) is not a direct one. Rather, it is 

mediated by cognitive (expectancies) and affective (emotions) consequences 

which in turn influence the behavioural response. 

Expectancies 

From an attributional perspective, the direction of expectancy change following 

an outcome is determined primarily by perceptions of causal stability. If causes of 

past outcomes were perceived as remaining stable over time, expectations of 

future outcomes should be consistent with past outcomes. Conversely, if causes 

are perceived as being unstable, individuals will not necessarily expect similar 

outcomes to recur. As well, confirmation of expectancy elicits stable attributions, 

while inconsistencies between expectancies and outcomes generate ascriptions to 

unstable causes. This bidirectional linkage functions as a feedback loop between 

expectancy-attribution-expectancy and has some unfortunate consequences. 

People who have a history of negative outcomes are likely to have certain, 

important aspects in their lives in which failure is expected. When failure is 

experienced, it will be ascribed to stable factors, so that future failure again is 

anticipated. Low expectancy of success evokes feelings of hopelessness which 

produce a low motivational influence to act. However, when success is 
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experienced, it will tend to be ascribed to unstable causes thereby minimally 

increasing (and possibly decreasing) future expectancies of success. In this way, a 

pattern of attributions maintains a maladaptive belief system and the behaviour 

fostered by such beliefs. 

Although empirical research has demonstrated the importance stability on 

expectancies of future outcomes, other authors have empirically demonstrated the 

importance of additional dimensions. It has been found that the locus dimension 

does not have any significant influence on expectations, but controllability 

(Forsyth & McMillan, 1981) and globality (Abrahmson et al., 1978) may be 

important to consider when examing the attribution-expectation relationship. 

Emotions 

Attributions for behavioural outcomes are not only linked to future expectancies, 

but also to affective reactions. The link between causal ascriptions and different 

emotions is central to treatment involved with maladaptive behaviours. A basic 

assumption underlying the link between attributions and emotions is that how we 

think influences how we feel. Within this cognitive approach to emotion, 

cognitions are believed to produce qualitative distinctions between feelings and 

are therefore responsible for the rich and diverse emotions that humans 

experience (Ellis, 1975). While it is not proposed that causal ascriptions influence 

the objective properties of the behavioural consequence, they do guide its 

emotional impact, both in terms of the magnitude of feeling as well as the quality 

of affect that is experienced (Weiner, 1986). Causal assignment for positive 

outcomes Jo internal factors generally enhance positive affect, while causal 

assigm;nhet for negative outcomes to external factors diminish negative affect 

(Baufugardner & Arkin, 1988). As well, a bi-directional process occurs, where 

positive feelings selectively enhance the perception and processing of positively 

evaluated information, whereas negative feelings selectively enhance the 



perception and processing of negatively evaluated information (Bower & Cohen, 

1982). Clearly then, the relationship between attributions and affect is a dynamic 

rather than static process. 
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From. offering an attibutional analysis of emotional reactions within the 

achievement context, Weiner (1986) developed a general attribution-based model 

of emotion which assumes a sequence in which cognitions of increasing 

complexity enter into the emotion process to refine and differentiate experience. 

According to Weiner's model, there are relatively simple "outcome dependent

attribution independent" affects, which are determined by the attainment (happy) 
/J 

or nona,tfinm.ent (sad or frustrated) of a desired goal, but not by the cause of the 
l 

prior outcome, and "attribution-dependent" affects which are determined by the 

perceived causes of the outcome. Causal attributions and their underlying 

properties of locus, stability, and controllability, influence more complex affective 

reactions which coexist with the more general attribution-independent affects 

(\,Veiner, 1986). 

The stability dimension serves as a magnifier, potentiating the affects which are 

determined by the locus and controllability dimensions, so that the more stable 
J 

the cause is judged to be, the greater .te affective response will be. According to 

Weiner (1986), the locus and controllability dimensions produce four possible 

affective reactions. The locus dimension is said to influence self-esteem., and is 

closely associated with the self-serving bias. When a negative outcome is ascribed 

to an internal cause, perceptions of self-worth decrease, whereas a negative event 

ascribed to external causes is unlikely to influence self-esteem., but m.ay elicit 
f 

feelings of hopfessness. Conversely, a positive outcome which is ascribed to 
I l 

internal cases will increase feelings of self-worth, but an efernal ascription is 
J 

unlikely to influence self-esteem., but is likely to elicit feelings of hopefulness. 



The controllability dimension has an important role in maintaining social 

relationships because it is thought to influence the very prevalent emotions of 

anger, pity, gratitude, guilt and shame (Weiner, 1986). If a negative outcome is 

perceived as being under the control of the individuat guilt is likely to be 

experienced. If however, the negative outcome is pe7'ed as being 

uncontrollable to the individuat the affective response will be one of shame. 
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Hudson, Ward, and Marshall (1992) put forward a sound case for a further 

distinction to be made on the controllability dimension. These authors' identify 

(un)controllable by another person and (un)controllable by something other than 

a person. This distinction is worthy of note when considering its potential 

affective consequences. If a negative outcome is perceived as external to the self 

but controllable or uncontrollable by some other person (rather than by some 

other factorst the self is likely to feel anger towards the other person if the cause 

is perceived as controllable by the other person. 

Behaviour 

The behavioural consequences of causal assignment are influenced by the 

cognitive and affective consequences of causal assignment, as well as by the 

outcome-dependent affects, and vary in intensity, latency, persistency, and other 

unspecified characteristics (Weiner, 1986). 

According to Weiner (1986t guilt is produced when the self is perceived as being 

responsible for a negative outcome, producing a desire to make amends. Shame 

involves negative self-evaluations, but unlike guilt, which is attributed to internal 

and controllable factors, shame arises out of perceptions of internal and 

uncontrollable factors, producing a feeling of helplessness and a desire to 

withdraw from the situation. If anger is directed toward another person, 

retributive action is possible (Hudson et al., 1992). 
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Similarly, the individual may be motivated to try harder when failure is attributed 

to unstable rather than stable factors, and these effects may be enhanced by 

feelings such as guilt over the failure. On the other hand, the individual may cease 

trying if expectations of future success are low and feelings of hopelessness are 

high (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). 

In addition to the influence of self-attributions on behaviour, attributions are also 

important for determining how one person reacts to another. The controllability 

dimension is influential in the decision process for helping or evaluating the 

behaviour of others (Weiner, 1979, 1990). Within the classroom setting, it has been 

demonstrated that teachers are more likely to help students whom they believe 

failed because of difficulties beyond their contro1✓ but may be especially hard on 

those to whom failure has been attributed to by lack of effort (Brophy & 

Rohrkemper, 1981). 

CLINICAL UTILITY 

Therapeutic attributional change programmes have been stimulated by the 

attributional analysis of achievement motivation, and have been guided mostly by 

theorizing and research about attributional consequences (Forsterling, 1986). It has 

been inferred that dysfunctional behaviours and emotional reactions can be 
I 

caused by a lack of casual attributions for events or by unre~slistic or 

inappropriate attributions. Thus, from an attributional perspective, therapy 

should, at least in part, be concerned with attributional changes. 

Research in the clinical application of atti}butlon theory can be subsumed under 

two headings: misattribution training and attributional retraining. Misattribution 

training, based on Schacter and Singer's two factor theory of emotion, starts from 

the point that '!,!i(tibutlons for arousal are ~ff.able. Typically m,iattribution 

training addresses causal cognitions about 1~ternal states such as being 



depressed, aroused, or unable to sleep, and suggests that emotional reactions 
l 

induc;ted by a threatening experience can be reattributed to a neutral or less 
,1 
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thrEiatening source. For example, negative emotional states such as anxiety can be 
l ii 

reduced by providing the an~}f)S person with nonemotional cognitiof ve 

explanations for the arousal in emotional situations. However, clinical efforts to 

misattribution approach to anxiety-based problems, such as stuttering, insomnia, 

or impotence, have generally been unsuccessful (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). 

Attributional retraining derives from attributional theories of action such as 

Weiner's model of achievement motivation, Seligman's model of learned 

hople7/sness, and Bern's self-perception theory. Forsterling (1985) reviewed 

fifteen studies that used attributional retraining principles and concluded that 

such programmes typically produce changes in both cognitions and behaviour. 

Similarities between the attributional approach and cognitive and cognitive

behavioural theories and applications, holds promise of attribution retraining 

methods as a general technique for cognitive interventions. 

In his 1986 paper, Forsterling suggested that the techniques of attributional 

therapy could be applied to any dysfunctional behaviour where the 

in0dividual differences in the use of attributions have been established. Recent 

research in such diverse domains as bulimia nervosa (Ward, Hudson, & Bulik, 

1993) and child sex offending (Hudson et al., 1992) have specified the causal 

relationship between attributions and emotions in the relapse process. By 

identifying dysfunctional attributional dimensions it may be possible to " ... use 

attributions to help identify relevant emotions, particularly refining negative 

affect into more differentiatied and useful forms" (Ward et al, 1993, p.,8). 

In addition to the application of attributional consequences to programmes of 

change, Forsterling (1986) argues that an inclusion of attributional antecedents 

will; increase the range of applicability of attributional approaches, allow 
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predictions to be made about when attributional changes can be attempted, elicit 

techniques for alterations of causal cognitions, and provide additional constructs 

for cognitive techniques of change. 

To summarize, the role of attributions on cognition and motivation have reflected 

the dynamic changes within the general area of social cognitive psychology. How 

a person thinks, feels, and behaves is now understood to be influenced by the 

attributions made to an unexpected, negative, or important outcome, and these 

attributions in turn may influence the cognitive, emotional and behavioural 

experiences of the person. These bi-directional influences have been shown to 

occur within such diverse realms as sports, education, psychiatry, health, and the 

law. By applying the knowledge attained through scientific research, attribution 

theories and attributional models are able to provide a therapeutic base on which 

to develop cognitive, affective, and behavioural change. 
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CHAPTER TWO: CRIME 

Crime is usually defined as "an intentional act in violation of the criminal law 

committed without defense or excuse, and penalized by the state as a felony or 

misdemeanor" (Tappen, 1947, p. 100). From this legal definition it can be gleaned 

that criminal behaviour is intentional, violates a criminal code, and did not 

happen accidently or under duress. It does, however, encompass a diversity of 

human behaviour from petty theft and minor drug offences to rape and murder. 

The ubiquity of crime demands that it be understood in order to reduce the rates 

of offending. 

Within the New Zealand setting, the Justice Department has recognized the need 

to reduce recidivism, and has recently introduced some radical changes designed 

to meet this goal through changes in management structure, staff duties, and 

programme services. The role of the prison officer and the cognitions of the 

inmate are central factors within the new penal system. The major potential 

contribution of attribution theories to the forensic area relates to the ability to 

operationalize and empirically test some of the processes and implications of 

factors contributing to the causes of crime. 

NEW ZEALAND PENAL SYSTEM 

In any standard work on the bases of legal punishment three principles are 

described to provide alternative moral foundations as well as policy aims of 

punishment. These three principles are retribution, deterrence and rehabilitation. 

Of these, the first two have been included in discussions of penal philosophy for 

many years and have always, to varying degrees, been incorporated in actual 

penal systems (Hudson, 1987). The New Zealand Penal system has its roots in its 

colonial past, emphasizing incarceration and harsh punitive conditions. Since the 

19th century there have been marginal shifts towards more humane conditions of 
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containment, reflecting concerns that a custodial sentence should reduce, rather 

than increase, an offender's propensity to re-offend. The Criminal Justice Act 1954 

advocated rehabilitation measures, and in 1955 psychologists, chaplains, and a 

medical service were introduced into prisons. 

Unit Management 

Recent important changes in the Justice Department's Penal Division provides a 

new vision of purpose with equal balance between humane containment and 

habilitiation (Justice Department, 1993). New management structures have been 

developed to replace the old system. A major development in penal management 

practice has been the introduction of unit and case management into the prison 

system. These changes have had, and will continue to have, a profound impact on 

the relationship between prison staff and inmates (Justice Department, 1993). Key 

concepts in unit management involve decentralisation, stability, and job 

satisfaction. Prisons have been divided into architecturally and administratively 

manageable units, with the appointment of Unit Managers to control and direct 

the Unit. Stability of officer staffing through a permanent rostering in a specific 

unit, has been identified as a key component of a successful Unit Management 

system, as has a relatively stable inmate population. Job satisfaction for unit staff, 

through a wide range of rostered duties including security, individual 

management-planning and the functioning of specific programmes, is also 

essential to the functioning of unit management. 

Case management is based on a "throughcare" philosophy aimed at reintegrating 

inmates into the community. The process of case-management involves all three 

divisions of the Corrections Group, that is, Penal, Probation, and Psychological 

staff, as well as other parties such as community groups. Within the new 

organizational approach, specific groups of prison officers are assigned to specific 

groups of inmates in order to overview the inmates' habilitation through 



reintergrative programmes (Justice Department, 1993). A Manager of 

Programmes has been assigned the responsibility for the total management of 

inmate programmes in every prison. Unit staff (prison officers) have the 

responsibility for ensuring the delivery of the programmes to the inmate, a role 

which demands a high level of inter-personal skills and the maturity to relate 

constructively to inmates (Justice Department, 1993). The initial Case 

Management Guidelines conceded that the extended role of unit staff, that is, to 

be responsible for both custodial and case management duties, may cause some 

problems. 

Programmes in Prison 
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Programme services have been developed to address the reasons which have 

contributed to an inmate's previous offending or which may predispose him or 

her to offending on release. The aim is to reduce the likelihood of reoffending. The 

debate on the effectiveness of programmes has raged for over twenty years. There 

has been a considerable advancement in the treatment techniques within 

psychology over the last twenty-five years. Since the much championed "nothing 

works" view (Martinson, 1974), there is now agreement that some interventions 

exist which succeed in reducing recidivism. In the New Zealand context, it is 

interesting to note that the public generally support efforts made towards 

rehabilitating the offender. In a poll mainly concerned with police powers and 

numbers, the National Business Review, NZ (1989) found that 51 % of the 

repondents agreed with the statement that-"Prisons should put more emphasis on 

helping and retraining offenders, even if this costs much more taxpayers' money." 

A comprehensive review of the literature (Justice Department, 1992) concluded 

that over a period of three years there was a significant reduction in recidivism 

following effective interventions measured across rearrest, reconviction, and 

reincarceration rates. From this literature, McLaren identified sixteen principles 
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for effective intervention, and stated that "Successful interventions are often based 

on the social learning model {that} treats criminal attitudes and behaviours as 

learned habits which can be changed by teaching and reinforcing new, 

noncriminal attitudes and behaviours" (Justice Department, 1992, p. 78). 

The principles of effective interventions for reducing recidivism, identified by 

McLaren include those based on a social learning model which enumerate clear 

rules and legal sanctions, and utilize community resources. Unit officers have 

been identified as important components in effective interventions in the way 

they provide suitable modelling and reinforce positive alternatives to criminal 

styles of thinking, feeling, and behaving, as well as empathy in their relationships 

to inmates. Inmate involvement in intervention planning, and the availability of 

advocacy and referral services, are other means of providing effective intervention 

programmes. 

Correctional services face the challenge of designing programme services which 

will meet the needs of the individual inmate. Not only must the inmate's "denial" 

phase, which may lead to an initially inappropriate case management plan, be 

acknowledged, but individual plans may need continuous reviewing as the needs 

of the inmate change (Justice Department, 1993). Consequently, the revised role of 

prison officers as case managers, demands that they not only be attuned to the 

inmates needs, but must necessarily also understand the cognitive processes that 

are influential in criminal activity. 

Prison Officers 

The well-known Stanford prison experiment, which assigned college students to 

the role of either prison officers or inmates in a simulated prison environment, 

(Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973) was interpreted by many as reinforcing earlier, 

and mainly descriptive, analyses of prison officers as "hacks", "screws", and 



26 

"bulls". Today the Stanford prison experiment has been severely questioned (see 

for example, Johnson, 1987) and the contemporary research literature appears to 

present a consensus that, while a few officers may live up to the old stereotypes 

(e.g., Marquart, 1986), "many officers see correctional work as an intrinsically 

worthwhile endeavour" (Johnson, 1987, p. 138.) There is evidence that many 

officers believe in the rehabilitation potential of inmates (Cullen, Gilbert, & 

Cullen, 1983; Jacobs, 1987; Shamir, & Drory, 1982) and a number of studies have 

shown that officers are interested in expanding the human service component of 

their roles (Shamir, & Drory, 1982; Toch & Klofas, 1982; Lombardo, 1981; Johnson, 

1977). While attitudes toward inmates may vary by officer and age and place of 

residence (Toch & Klofas, 1982t gender (Williams & Soutar, 1984t duration of 

employment ((Jurick, 1985), and by prison security classification (Williams & 

Soutar, 1984), it does appear that many officers have pro-inmate orientations. One 

study (Melvin, Grambling, & Gardner, 1985) found that the attitudes of prison 

officers towards inmates were very similar to attitudes held by students and by 

community residents. Parenthetically, the attitudes of prison officers were much 

more positive than those reported by a sample of police officers. Furthermore, 

research has shown that officers with favourable or human service attitudes 

toward inmates also have a more satisfying occuptional experience; for example, 

Cullen, Link, Wolfe, and Frank, (1985) found that treatment-oriented officers were 

less dissatisfied with their jobs than custody-oriented officers. 

It as the literature demonstrates, attitudes of prison officers towards inmates are 

generally positive, what goes wrong when serious incidents of misconduct are 

brought to the public's attention? Such was the case in March, 1992, when a series 

of incidents, leading to allegations of corruption against some prison staff at 

Mangaroa prison, were made public. These allegations involved drug dealing, 

illegal trading with inmates, and unauthorised or inappropriate fraternisation 

between staff and inmates, or between inmates and outsiders. Later, in January, 
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1993, it was further alleged that a group of prison officers systematically attacked 

a group of inmates over a period of days, and left some outside, stripped, 

overnight. These two incidents were among a series of security breaches and 

problems that had been ongoing since the commissioning of Mangaroa Prison in 

November 1989, and the introduction of the reforms within the Justice 

Department's Penal Division. 

As a result of the allegations, a Ministerial Inquiry was commissioned (Justice 

Department, 1993t which described how prison officers have always been 

exposed to corruption by inmates but strict regulations, guidelines, and codes of 

behaviour, maintained a clear divide between the two populations. With the 

" introduction of the new reforms, opportunities were created which opened up the 

divide, enabling staff and inmates to develop better communication and 

relationships. Inadequate guidelines, however, can create opportunities for 

relationships to be abused. "The change in the prison officers' role created 

uncertainty as to the boundaries of relationship between the prison officer and 

inmates ... {which} ... was exacerbated by obsolete or inadequate training and the 

absence of guidelines." (Logan, p., 9). Consequently, it was the attitudes of some 

of the prison officers which were identified as being behind the abusive 

behaviour. 

An increasing number of authors (Hepburn, 1987; Jurik, 1985; Klofas, 1986) have 

suggested the importance of prison organization structure in shaping officer 

behaviour. This was supported by the Justice Department, which stated that it 

" ... did not deal solely with the immediate causes but looked for roots in 

management practice, organisation and systems." (Justice Department, 1993, p. 5). 

The relationship between prison officers and inmates within the context of the 

new penal reforms is highly significant. While the application of a new 

management structure is expected to enhance these relationships, scientific 
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endeavours, such as the present study, may be able to elucidate some of the 

psychological components influencing the relationship for those who are required 

to live and develop alongside each other in the unique environment of the prison. 

The role of prison officers' has changed, placing them in a unique situation in 

which to ensure the inmate receives services which best meet his or her needs. On 

the whole, prison officers tend to hold favourable opinions and attitudes of 

inmates, and therefore the new roles should be seen as attractive opportunities. 

Problems have been encountered, however, during the transition period from the 

old to the revised penal system. Therefore, this study aims to learn more about 

prison officers and inmates in rehabilitatively relavent ways. 

CAUSES OF CRIME 

While there is no all-encompassing explanation for crime, various disciplines 

attempt to enlighten us. Psychologists, sociologists, anthropologists, psychiatrists, 

as well as historians, economists, and the "person in the street", have offered 

insights into why an individual commits a criminal act. This study will address 

the psychological contributions to the understanding of crime. While it is 

recognised that psychology has offered valuable insight into many facets of crime, 

it is beyond the scope of this thesis to elaborate on any but the perspectives of the 

public and those involved in the criminal justice system in their causal 

explanations of crime. 

Public Opinion 

What causes an offender to commit a crime? This is a question that has been 

asked by lay people and experts alike. Public opinion polls have inquired into the 

causes of crime for over two decades. Gallup (1970) found that the majority of 

respondents believed society was more to blame for crime than the individual 
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criminal. Erskine (1974) noted that national surveys seem to show six major 

perceived causes of crime; unrest, polarisation, student protest, moral decay, 

drugs, and youth problems. Kidder and Cohn (1979) noted a paradox in public 

views of crime: When people talk about the causes of crime they stress social 

conditions and distal causes, but when they decide to act they engage in 

"victimisation protection". Kidder and Cohn suggested this may be due to peoples 

perception that they are unable to cure social injustice but they can personally 

prevent crime happening to them. 

Expert Opinion 

Psychologists, legal scholars, and criminologists have a long history of mutual 

interest. As early as 1908 with the work of Munsterberg, psychologists have 

believed that their understanding of human thought and behaviour could be of 

value in the legal process. Legal issues of evidence, guilt, responsibility, intention, 

and punishment have been recognized by legal scholars as psychoiogical issues 

involving an understanding of what the "reasonable man" thinks about and how 

he behaves (Carroll & Wiener, 1982). 

Psychologists working in the forensic area have documented that causal 

ascriptions, or the perceived reasons why a crime was committed, have an 

important impact on criminal justice. Perceptions and responses to crime are 

important for three reasons. First, they represent the way crime actually affects us 

at a psychological level; the feelings and behaviours elicited in response to a crime 

or a criminal. Second, although there are proscriptions against dealing with 

offenders solely on the basis of their crime, such as length of sentence, the 

criminal justice system works through the application of individual perceptions 

and discretion. Third, these perceptions and responses are important to the causes 

and cures of crime. 
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Judgements made about people who commit crimes are at least in part attribution 

judgements In a highly naturalistic setting1 Carroll and Payne (1977) instructed 

expert parole decision makers to "think out loud11 while making their 

examination of the parole information and producing the court summary. The 

content of these statements were then coded. Analysis of the recorded remarks 

showed that of all coded statements, attributions accounted for over 20% of the 

factors which experts considered when making their decision. This study 

demonstrated that parole board members were concerned not only with the crime 

description but also with the causes of the crime. 

During the 19701s there was an abundance of research based on attribution 

theories in the legal sphere. Empirical research based upon attribution theory 

principles has shed light on many of the judgemental processes that occur in the 

courtrooms and on parole-decision boards, however, attributions of inmates and 

prison officers for crime causation has been the focus of relatively little research. 

In a study of inmates attributions, Saulnier and Perlman (1981b) proposed that 

two questions are relevant to inmates' explanations of their offences. First, what 

determines causal assignment? Second, what implications does causal assignment 

have for the inmate1s feelings, behaviour, and treatment? An attributional 

approach to understanding the causes of crime is able to address both of these 

questions, as recent attributional models such as Weiner's (1986) encompass the 

link between causal thought and their processes and consequences. 

Antecedents of Causal Assignment 

Empirical research has documented how antecedents such as consistency, 

consensus, distinctiveness, and the actor-observer bias influence causal 

assignment. These processes have been identified in causal attributions made on 

the locus and stability dimension. In a study where drug offenders made 

attributions about the causes of the offenders behaviour, Lussier, Perlman, and 
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Breen (1977) found that recidivistic (as opposed to first time) acts were attributed 

more to the person. Futhermore, Saulnier and Perlman (1981b) found that inmates 

who had been imprisoned previously attributed more stability to the cause of 

their index offence than those who had not. 

From an attributional perspective, a person who commits a crime several times is 

probably manifesting both high consistency and low distinctiveness in his or her 

behaviour. This is supported by Weiner (1986) who states that a causal search is 

elicited by a negative or unexpected outcome. Weiner advocates that in society's 

eyes, a criminal act is negative, and is therefore likely to elicit an attributional 

search to determine why the crime was committed. 

Research in the area of "diffusion of responsibility" has demonstrated a significant 

inverse relationship between the number of participants and the degree of 

attributed responsibility (Feldman & Rosen, 1978). Attributionally speaking, when 

many people react in a similar way to a given stimulus condition, their behaviour 

reflects Kelley's (1973) concept of "high consensus." According to Kelley, 

consensus leads to external attributions, so that when several people commit an 

offence together they will, at least partially, be absolved of responsibility either 

because their action was prompted by the situation or by peer pressure. In 

Saulnier and Perlman's (1981b) study, inmates who had acted with accomplices 

rated the cause as more external to themselves than did inmates who had acted 

alone (see also Henderson & Hewstone, 1984). 

In a study comparing inmates and prison officers causal attributions for inmates' 

offences, Saulnier and Perlman (1981a) reexamined Jones and Nisbett's (1971) 

prediction that actors attribute their behaviour more to external and unstable 

causes than do observers. Subjects were asked to complete several questionaires 

which included two key questions dealing with the internal versus external, and 

stable versus unstable, attributional dimensions. The respective questions were: 



Overall, think about the causes of the crime. Did it occur 

mainly because of something about you (such as your 

personality or habits), or was it due to something about 

the situation or another person or persons?, and, 

Did the crime occur because of something that changes 

easily (such as luck, fate, person's mood), or because of 

something pretty unchanging (such as long-term lack of a 

job, or other unchanging qualities of a person or 

situation)? 
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The inmates ascribed their behaviour more to external and unstable causes than 

did the prison staff, and so the authors concluded that the actor-observer bias is 

"alive and well in prison". Using an open-ended method of coding attributions 

Henderson and Hewstone (1984) also found support for the actor-observer bias. 

In their study on inmates' explanations for interpersonal violence, offenders' 

explanations were attributed more to the victim or the situation (external) than to 

the self (internal). 

The perceived severity of a crime may also influence causal assignment. In a 

study examining the relationship between type offence and attribution of blame 

by offenders for their criminal activity, offenders who had committed a serious 

violent or sex offence had higher mental (internal) factors such as loss of self

control or depression compared to dishonesty and drug/ antisocial offenders 

(Gudjonsson & Singh1 1988). In support of this Carroll and Payne (1977) found 

that students ratings of offence seriousness were positively correlated with 

attributions more internal to the offender. 
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Causal Assignment 

An attributional analysis of criminal offending suggests that it is important to 

know the offenders' beliefs concerning the causes of their offending in order to 

understand the behaviour (McKay-Lawes, 1992). There is a dearth of research 

available pertaining to offenders' attributions of their criminal behaviour, 

however, research in other areas demonstrates that causal attributions are linked 

to expectancy outcome, affect, and action (Weiner, 1986). Thus, research 

addressing offenders' own attributions relating to the causes of their offences will 

eminently contribute to an understanding of crime causation. 

Throughout New Zealand prisons, McKay-Lawes (1992) interviewed 200 inmates 

from four offfender groups; child sex offenders, rapists, violent offenders, and 

property offenders. The study made predictions on causal assignment to the 

inmates crimes based on Weiner's (1986) model. Using the Causal Dimension 

Scale (Russell, 1982t comparisons were made between offender groups on three 

dimensions; locus, stability, and controllability. Results showed that child sex 

offenders attributed their crime to internal/stable/uncontrollable factors, 

differing significantly from rapists and property offenders who both attributed 

the causes of their respective crimes to external/ unstable/ controllable factors. As 

well, property offenders' causal attributions differed from those of violent 

offenders on all three dimensions, with the latter group attributing their crimes to 

internal/stable/uncontrollable factors. Property offenders also judged their 

crimes to be more controllable than rapists. 

In a study conducted at Kia Marama Treatment Unit for child sex offenders, 

Larsen (1992) evaluated attributional change across the relapse prevention 

programme. Inmate participants were initially required to write an account of 

their most recent or most typical sexual offences describing first the life 

circumstances prior to the offence and the susequent events surrounding the 
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actual offence. Each account was then recorded and divided into four sections 

according to the relapse chain (Pithers, Marques, Gibat & Marlatt, 1983). Subjects 

listened to the recordings and at the end of each section were instructed to think 

about, and write down, the main reason for the behaviour which had just 

occurred and then complete the 4-ADS (Benson, 1989). Subjects were 

subsequently assessed at three points during the 32 week programme. The 

procedure was similar to the initial assessment except that subjects were asked to 

give a retrospective judgement concerning their reason for the behaviour and 

what they now thought of that reason in terms of the 4-ADS questions. As 

predicted, the controllability, internality, stability, and globality scores changed in 

a clinically positive direction over the course of treatment. There were significant 

increases in internality and controllability, and significant decreases in stability 

and globality. 

Consequences of Causal Assignment 

Authors such as Perlman (1980) and Carroll and Perlman (1978) have discussed 

attributions in the criminal justice process, suggesting that causal explanations 

given for criminal acts can influence the treatment received by offenders at 

various points in the justice system. Carroll and Payne (1976) proposed that 

judgements of crime seriousness and recidivism may depend upon attributions 

about what caused the crime. To the extent that crime is attributed to factors 

inside the offender, particularly intentional factors, there will be a resultant 

increase in blame and desire to punish the offender. To the extent that crime is 

attributed to stable and enduring factors, there will be resultant increase in 

predictions of recidivism and a desire to incapacitate the offender. 

In a study looking at the influence of attributions on sentencing judgements 

(Carroll & Payne, 1977) college students and parole experts evaluated brief crime 

reports containing crime descriptions and background information about the 
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offenders' circumstances. For the students, the locus and stability causal 

dimensions contributed to more negative evaluations of offenders. Internal and 

stable attributions increased the recommended sentence length as well as the 

perceived recidivism risk. Results indicated that parole experts showed similar 

trends but rather than the locus and stability dimensions influencing evaluations 

in an additive fashion, the effects of the casual dimensions on experts' evaluations 

were interactive; internal and stable causes exacerbated negative evaluations 

more than any external or unstable causes. 

Quinsey and Cyr's (1986) study of dangerousness and treatability of offenders, 

manipulated the locus dimension across four offences; a minor theft, an armed 

robbery, a murder, and an attempted suicide. They found few differences of 

opinion between clinicians and laypersons, although clinicians viewed the locus 

of causality as more internal to the offender. As expected, crimes in the internal 

condition were associated with higher ratings of controllability, stability, and 

internality. Further, those in the internal condition were percieved as more 

dangerous and less treatable by both groups of subjects. 

Much of the attribution literature within the general area of criminology has been 

concerned with sentencing, parole board decisions, and recidivism, focusing on 

expert and lay perceptions. Little research has been done with those who are 

incarcerated for crimes and those who have daily contact with them, that is, 

prison oficers. However, the link between causal ascription and how an 

individual thinks, feels and behaves suggests that there may be implications in 

the causal attributions given for a variety of crimes. 
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RATIONALE 

Penal philosophy and structure has undergone some radical changes in recent 

times in New Zealand. The revised role of prison officers;, to be involved in the 

the planning and functioning of programme services, reflects the philosophy of 

the justice system to reduce the increasing rates of reoffending. Individualized 

programmes, designed to suit the needs of the inmate, and which are reviewed as 

these needs change, are anticipated to be an effective means of intervening in the 

offending chain. Gaining an understanding of the offender's cognitions in regard 

to criminal behaviour, may provide useful information in the devipment of 
l 

individualized programme planning. Much of the analyses in the· present study 

have been an exploration into previously unchartered grounds. Saulnier and 

Perlman (1981a) compared the attributions of prison officers and inmates for the 

causes of the inmate's own crime, however the derived score method used in their 

study has been shown to be a less reliable and valid instrument than direct-rating 

measures used in the present study (Russell et al., 1987). In addition, Saulnier and 

Perlman's study measured two dimensions, locus and stability, whereas the 

present study also included the controllability and globality dimensions. 

While the errors and biases of prison officers' and inmates' attributions for the 

offence committed by the inmate have been documented, little has been done to 

understand the attributions made for crimes which are less personally involving. 

By exploring the attributions of prison officers' and inmates' for generic offences, 

the present study aimed to go beyond the expected biases which typically occur 

when an actor and an observer are involved, in order to determine any differences 

between the two groups for the causes of crime in a more general sense. 

The present study, based on attribution(al) theories and models, focuses on three 
I .. 

main areas of interest within the forensic area. The first is the attriibutional . 1'\ 
thinking of prison officers and inmates: Do the attributions of prison officers and 
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inmates differ in relation to the causes of crime, or are they no different? The 

second major area aims to gain an understanding of the attributional thinking of 

inmates to crime: How do inmates assign the causes of their own crime, and do 

these differ from a crime which is similar in nature but requiring less personal 

involvement? The third general area of study relates to the proceses of making a 

causal attribution: What factors, if any, influence causal assignment? The present 

study aims to address these questions in order to learn more about prison officers 

and inmates in rehabilitative relevent ways. 
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PART TWO: CURRENT STUDY 



METHOD 

Subjects 

Subjects for this study were 60 adult males incarcerated at Paparua Prison, 

Christchurch, and 60 prison officers from Paparua Prison and Rolleston Prison, 

Christchurch. Paparua Prison is a medium security male prison with a 

catchment area covering the top half of the South Island and an approximate 

muster of 500, and approximately 200 prison officers. Rolleston Prison is a 

minimum security prison with approximately 120 prison officers. A pool of 

prospective inmate subjects were selected by the researcher from a prison list 

which catagorised inmates by their most recent serious offences. 

Classification Of Inmates 
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Inmates were selected into one of four groups: either violent offender; sexual 

offender; drug/antisocial offender; or dishonest offender. A full criminal history 

of each inmate was obtained from prison files held by the Unit Manager of each 

wing within the prison. A complete offence profile was developed for each inmate 

using 74 offences from the Police Offence Code. 

The Police Offence Code is used by police entering information into a computer to 

describe all police jobs, incidents, tasks, and offences. It consists of a simple logical 

series of numbers each uniquely identifiable and incorporates all offences dealt 

with by the police. Each code is divided into four levels. The first corresponds to 

the group of crimes under which an offence is listed, e.g., 3 ( 2 4 2 ) = group: 

"drugs and antisocial". The second level corrresponds to the class of offence, e.g., 3 

2 ( 4 2) =class: drugs. The third corresponds to the type of offence, e.g., 3 2 4 ( 2) = 

type: possess for supply etc. cannabis. The fourth level describes the specific 

offence, e.g., 3 2 4 2 = specific offence: possess for supply etc., cannabis plant. The 

Police Offence Code consists of eight groups of offences: 1000 Violence; 2000 
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Sexual; 3000 Drugs and Antisocial; 4000 Dishonesty; 5000 Property Damage; 6000 

Property Abuse; 7000 Administrative/ AgainstJustice; and 8000 Traffic. 

For each inmate a criminal profile was developed consisting of their score on a 

checklist of 76 offences. Wales (1988) performed cluster analysis on 76 prisoner 

profiles after gathering all testing information. Using an almost identical list of 79 

offences, he failed to produce meaningful clusters of subjects in terms of similar 

offence histories. As a consequence, he employed a method of classification which 

assigned inmates to one of the eight Police Offences Code groups. Subjects were 

classified according to their-Jt1ost numerousormostseriqt1s offences,. Using this 

criterion, Wales found that four groups of offenders emerged: all but one inmate 

was assigned to one of the first four offence groups, i.e., violence, sexual, 

drug/ antisocial, dishonesty. The latter offences were primarily theft, burglary, car 

conversion, receiving stolen goods, and fraud. 

A similar procedure was employed for the present study. However, inmate 

offence profiles were gathered prior to the testing information being collected. 

Potential inmates were selected using a stratified random sampling technique. 

This was employed for two reasons. Firstly, to ensure that inmate offence 

classification, a theoreticl;lly important variable, was sufficiently represented in 
/ 

the sample; secondly, to increase the homogeniety of the sampled strata. Inmates 

were assigned to the group in which the most numerous or most serious offences 

lay. In the present study, v!olent offenders had been convicted for such crimes as 

murder, manslaughter, aggravated robbery, non aggravated robbery, wounding 

with intent,, kidnapping, and killing an unborn child. Sex offenders in this study 

had committed indecent assaults or sexual violation. Drug/ antisocial offenders in 

the present study had all committed crimes relating to drug offences such as 

importaing, producing, or selling cannabis or other Class B or Class A drugs. 

Dishonesty offenders crimes included burglary for drugs, burglary for property, 

aggravated burglary,theft of drugs, or general theft. 



If a profile was equally balanced between two groups, the group with the lower 

number, according to the Police Offence Code, was given priority, that is, the 

violent group was given priority over the sexual group, was given priority over 

the drug/ antisocial group, was given priority over the dishonsty group. 
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Only sex offenders who had committed offences against persons aged 16 years or 

over were included in the present study. This limitation was imposed for several 

reasons. Firstly, child sex offenders and adult sex offenders differ in the 

attributions they make to their crimes. McKay-Lawes (1992) found that child sex 

offenders attributed their offences to internal/stable/uncontrollable factors 1 

whereas rapists attributed their offences to external/unstable/ controllable factors . 

. Secondly1 the size of the subject groups dictated that these variables were not 

confounded. Thirdly, there is a dearth of information on how adult sex offenders 

attribute their crimes. 

Although there is the possibility of biases occuring in the selection process1 the 

classification of inmates according to their offence history was considered 

preferable to selection based on current offence. Classification based on offence 

history provides a better measure of overall offending behaviour. The potential 

bias of an inmate being classified for an offence committed some years earlier1 and 

where the behaviour has changed since (Willis1 1990t has been reduced by the 
I 

initial selection of inmates based on their most recent1 serious offenct On the 

other hand1 current offence classification has greater potential for bias1 for 

example1 an offender with a number of previous violent offences could be 

currently imprisoned for receiving stolen goods. 

Selection of Prison Officers 

Prison officers at Paparua Prison were selected on a random basis for 
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participation in the study. The researcher attended the staff meetings of each wing 

to introduce herself and the study. The questionnaires were left with the Unit 

Manager who distributed them to those staff members who were willing to 

participate in the study. Staff members who were not present at the meeting were 

later approached by the Unit Manager who explained the nature of the study, and 

asked if they were willing to participate. A total pf 80.iquestionnaires were 

distributed throughout the prison. After a period of three weeks, there had been 
/,,.~- \, 

( 12 ,,9:uestionnaires completed and handed back to the researcher :via the Unit 
~ . 
Managers. In order to increase the sample size the questionnaires were introduced 

to another prison. The Unit Managers of Rolleston Prison distributed the 

questionnaires to the prison officers. A total of 36 completed questionnaires were 

returned. 

Combining the attributional dimension scores of prison officers from a medium

security male prison and a minimum-security male prison should not confound 

the results. vVilliams and Soutar (1984) conducted a study to determine whether 

or not officers in different institutions held different work-related attitudes, such 

as perception of prisoners and the custodiat treatment, and disciplinary roles of 

staff. Results from a discriminant analysis showed that staff from low-security, 

male medium-security, and rehabilitation centres held similar views, which were 

distinct from maximum-security staff, and from women's prison staff. 

RESEARCHER 

All testing was conducted by the author, a female graduate clinical psychology 

student. 

SETTING 

Testing was carried out in the psychologists' room or an interview room at 

Paparua Prison. Subjects were seated about 1.5 metres from the researcher. 
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MATERIALS 

The four dependent variables; internality, controllability, stability, and globality, 

were measured by the 4-Attributional Dimension Scale (4-ADS) (Benson, 1989). 

The 4-ADS (see Appendix 1) was the measure selected for the present study for 

several reasons. Firstly, it is a direct-rating technique and these have been found 

to have greater validity than other attributional measurement methods such as 

open-ended and derived-score techniques (Benson, 1989). The second reason for 

selecting the 4-ADS was that it was intended to assess attributions across a wide 

variety of circumstances or events. Its format allows researchers to adapt the 

questionaire to the circumstance or event that is the focus of the assessment. The 

4-ADS used in the present study varied slightly from its original form. Whereas in 

the original version subjects rated their reasons on the 4-ADS, subjects in the 

present study were required to write down the reasons for the event, and then 

select the main reason. Having selected one main or underlying reason, subjects 

then completed the 16 five point scales, four for each of the four dimensions: 

stablility, internality, controllablity, and globality. Shaver (1985) provides 

evidence that people do identify the individual causes of events, which may 

themselves be part of a very complex set of conditions that together produce the 

occurrence. The change in the present study was made because the list of reasons 

may vary immensely. It is possible that a rater may be confused over which 

reason he or she is actually assigning on the four dimensions. By limiting the 

ratings to only one reason, this complication may be avj6ded. 
I 

The use of the word "reasons" rather than "causes" was used in the original 

version of the 4-ADS. The present study also used reasons rather than causes 

because current philosophical orthodoxy views reasons as one kind of cause. 

According to this view, people are more likely to be aware of their reasons', which 

are provided by their beliefs, while they may not be aware of the more objective 

causes. 



A third reason for selecting the 4-ADS, is that it has been found to have adequate 

psychometric properties. Over a two week period, the median test-retest reliablity 

cof eints for the 4-ADS was .72 with a range of .59 to .79 across the dimensions 

(Benson, 1989). Evidence for the 4-ADS was suggested by the independence of the 

dimensions, the theory-consistent differences between success and failure, the 

high proportion of significant associations with performance mediators, and the 

confirmation of the expectations hypotheses (Benson, 1989). 

I 

Finally there have been recognised problems with another direct-rating scale, the 

Causal Dimension Scale (CDS) (Russell, 1982). Watkins (1986) adminstered the 

CDS to New Zealand university students and found that the internal consistency 

coefficient for the control scale was low and suggested that factor analytic support 

of the dimensions may be due to the semantic similarity of the three items rather 

than the underlying causal dimensions. Supporting this judgment, Russell, Mc 

Auley, and Tarico (1987) also questioned the discriminant validity of the 

internality and controllability dimensions. The format and items on the CDS were 

found to be frustrating for adults who were not university students, whereas the 

4-ADS is appropriate for use with individuals ranging from middle childhood to 

adulthood. 

However, recent research has also identified problems with the controllability 

dimension of the 4-ADS. In a factor-analytic examination of this scale, Siegert and 

Ward (1993) found that the controllability items split pairwise across two factors, 

with two of the items loading on the locus dimension, and two forming their own 

specific factor The splitting appeared to reflect some differences in the items 

wordin~tlle the two factors which loaded on the locus dimension were asked 

in the second person (11you"t the two items referring to "someone" formed a factor 

of their own, suggesting that the former two items are likely to be interpreted as 

being related both to the locus and controllability dimensions (Siegert & Ward, 

1993). 



PROCEDURE 

Inmates 

Prospective subjects were summoned individually from prison wings by prison 

officers who told them a psychologist (researcher) wanted to see them. Three 

inmates refused to accompany the officer and hence were excluded from the 

study. Once subjects arrived at the testing room the procedure was briefly 

explained to them. The inmates were told that they would be participating in a 

"survey", along with a large number of other inmates, that required them to give 

45 

(.• 

their opinions on the causes of their own and other types of crime:'i\ consent form 
\ 

was read to them which stressed that their participation was option~l, that any 

results were confidential and would not be available to prison authorities nor 

placed on their prison file, and that their participation would count neither for nor 

against early release prospects. Two prospective subjects declined to partake in 

the study at this stage. Refusals were subsequently replaced by other subjects 

from the provided pool. 

After agreeing to take part in the study, each subject was tested individually 

following the selection process described above. Prior to administering the 4-

ADS's, each subject was asked a series of questions relating to their personal 

history. The 4-ADS questionnaires were administered randomly to reduce order 

effects. The questionnaires included instructions which the researcher read 

through before with the subjects before commencing. 

Subjects were give{five ~-ADS's to complete. The first four were accompanied by 

a brief crime scenario giving a description of different types of crime (violent, sex, 
.-- -/,,---·') 

drug/ anti-social, and dishonesty crimes), and thftifth asked the inmate to give 

the reasons for his own offence. Subjects were offered the choice of self

administering, or having the researcher read the 4-ADS questionnaires with them. 
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Prior to the inmates completing the 4-ADS relating to their own crime, they were 

asked if they had commited the crime alone. Saulnier and Perlman (1981b), in 

agreement with research on the diffusion of reponsibility (Feldman & Rosen, 

1978), found that the attributions of single perpetrators were less external than 

were those of offenders who acted with accomplices. Finally, all subjects were 

then asked questions relating to their own or a significant other's experience as a 

victim of a crime. 

In designing the scenarios for each type of crime, the researcher aimed to present 

a realistic situation. Care was taken not to include any causes which may have 

prompted the subjects' to answer in any preordained manner. Specifically, the 

four offence scenarios were: 

Mr. Mis a 24 year-old male convicted of assault. At a hotel 

he hit the victim on the face with a broken glass and 

kicked and punched him. Mr M. claimed to the police that 

he was provoked by the victim whom he did not know. 

Mr M. was restrained and arrested by the police who were 

summoned to the incident. 

Mr A. is a 26 year-old male convicted of theft and 

breaking and entry. After driving up to a dark suburban 

house and checking that no one was home, he broke in 

through a back window and took jewelry and $180 in 

cash. He was apprehended by a police officer cruising in a 

car. 



Mr B. is a 23 year old male convicted of forcible rape. The 

victim was accosted at night on a dark street near her 

home. He threatened her with a knife and then sexually 

assaulted her. Her cries for help were heard by a 

policeman who made the arrest. 

Mr T. is a 29 year-old male convicted of manufacturing 

homebake morphine and cultivation of cannabis. Police/ 

making routine enquiries concerning a burglary in the 

area noticed a marijuana plant in the window of Mr T's 

house. Under the Misuse of Drugs Act/ 1975/ the house 

was searched. Two grams of homebake manufactured 

morphine and the equipment necessary for the 

manufacture were found on the premises. The police 

arrested Mr T. 
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On completing the four 4-ADS questionnaires/ subjects were then asked a series of 

questions relating to the crime for which they had been previously classified. 

Where the subject had been currently incarcerated for an offence which matched 

his classification group/ the researcher asked about the current offence. In the case 

of those subjects who had been classified to a group for the study which related to 

a prior offence/ the explanation was given that the resaercher had looked through 

his file and could see that he was serving a sentence for crime "X\ but that he had 

been convicted in the past for crime "Y". Where appropriate subjects were asked 

by the researcher if they could discuss crime "Y". 

In all but two cases/ subjects completed the 4-ADS for the crime which the 

researcher had previously classified them. Of the two subjects which were 

classified to a group other than the offence for which they were previoulsy 

incarcerated/ one changed from "dishonesty" to "drug" offender/ and the other 
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from "violent" to "sex" offender. There were two,cases where subjects refused to 

acknowledge their guilt; both were from the sex offender group. In these cases, 

the subjects were later excluded from the study and subsequently replaced by two 

others from the inmate subject pool. 

Prison Officers 

The questionnaires were distributed to the prison officer sample group through 

the Unit Managers, either after the researcher, or the unit managers\ had 

introduced the study to them.The researcher could not ascertain where or when 

the prison officers completed the questionnaires, as the administration of prison 

routine was beyond the researcher's control. 

HYPOTHESES 

COMPARISONS BETWEEN PRISON OFFICERS AND INMATES 

Hypothesis 1 

There will be differences in the four dimensions of causal ascription (locus, 

stability, controllability, and globality) between prison officers and inmates 

regarding the perceived causes of crime when the four offence types have been 

averaged. Specifically, prison officers, in comparison to inmates, will attribute 

crime to be; 

A. More internal 

B. More stable 

C. More controllable 

D. More global 



Hypothesis 2 

There will be differences on the four attributional dimension scores between 

prison officers and inmates across the four offence scenarios. Specifically, prison 

officers, in comparison to inmates, will attribute the causes of crime to be; 

A. More internal 

B. More stable 

C. More controllable 

D. More global 

Hypothesis 3 

4::, 

There will be a difference in the causal assignment of prison officers and inmates 

across the four offence scenarios when the scenario is matched to the offender 

group. Specifically, prison officers will differ in attributional dimension scores 

from violent offenders for the violent offence scenario, from sex offenders on the 

sex offence scenario, from drug offenders on the drug qf,nce scenario, and from 
j 

dishonesty offenders on the dishonest offence scenario. The expected direction of 

differences on the attributional dimension scores for prison officers, in 

comparison to inmates, will be; 

A. More internal 

B. More stable 

C. More controllable 

D. More global 

/ 
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COMPARISONS BETWEEN INMATE GROUPS 

Hypothesis 4 

There will be differences between attributions made by inmate groups matched 

to the offence scenario, and the other three inmate groups, in causal assignment 

across offence types. Specifically, the offence scenario which matches the inmates 

own inmate group, in comparison to the other three inmate groups, will be 

perceived to be; 

A. More external 

B. More unstable 

C. More controllable 

D. More specific 

Hypothesis 5 

A major tenet of attributional theory identifies differences in the perceptions of 

actors and observers. The actor-observer bias specifies that actors are more likely 

to attribute an event to external and unstable factors, whereas observers would 

attribute the same event to internal and stable factors. Inmates in this study were 

required to complete a 4-ADS questioinaire pertaining to the causes of their own 

crime. When the attributional scores for the inmates own crime is matched to the 

respective offence scenario scores, the actor-observer bias predicts that there 

would be differences on the locus and stability dimensions. Specifically, inmates 

attributions for their own offence, in comparison to the matched offence type, will 

be; 

A. More external 

B. More unstable 
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Hypothesis 6 

McKay-Lawes (1992) analysed three attributional dimension scores of four 

offender groups (three of which have been utilized in this study) using a 

MANCOV A. It is predicted that inmates in this study will attribute their own 

crimes to the same degree as those in McKay-Lawes's study. Further, the globality 

dimension, not used in McKay-Lawes's study, will also be predicted in a 

directional sense. Specifically, it is expected that: 

A. Violent offenders will attribute their own offences as more 

i) internal 

ii) stable 

iii) uncontrollable 

iv) specific 

B. Sex offenders will attribute their crimes as more 

i) external 

ii) unstable 

iii) controllable 

iv) global 

C. Drug offenders will attribute their crimes as more 

i) internal 

ii) stable 

iii) controllable 

iv) specific 

D. Dishonesty offenders will attribute their crimes as more 

i) external 

ii) unstable 

iii) controllable 

iv) specific. 
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Hypothesis 7 

Research in the forensic area has desribed an inverse relationship between the 

number of participants and the degree of responsibility (Saulnier & Perlman, 

1981). Attributionally speaking, inmates in this study who committed their 

offence with a co-offender will attribute the cause of their own offence more 

externally than offenders who acted alone. Specifically, it is predicted that inmates 

who acted with a co-offender, in comparison to those who committed their crime 

alone, will attribute the causes of their own crime to be more external. 

FURTHER RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Question 1 

Research has indicated that in order to bring about change in the offending 

behaviour of inmates, the cognitions of the individual are an important element to 

consider in the design of intervention programmes. In this study, inmates were 

asked whether they had undergone an anger management programme, either 

inside or outside prison. Analysis of inmates own offence scores across the four 

dimensions was undertaken to explore the potential effect that anger management 

programmes may have on inmates attributions. 

Question 2. 

The literature suggests that there is a negative association between the time a 

prison officer has been "on the job" andthe attitudes of the prison officer towards 

the inmate. In order to ascertain any association between time spent as a prison 

officer and attributional judgements of the casues of crime, the present sstudy 

asked prison oficers how long they had been employed in thier current occuption. 
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Question 3. 

To explore the possibility of attributional judgements for the causes of crime being 

affected by having been a victim of crime, the present study asked all subjects if 

they had been a victim of a crime which has had an impact on their lives. 

Question 4. 

Research has shown that attributions are made at an early develomental age. How 

the family structure of the individual promotes attributional thinking has not yet 

been studied. To explore the possibility that family involvement in crime might 

influence the attributions made by the inmate to the causes of crime, inmates were 

asked if they had a family member who has had a criminal conviction. 
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PART THREE: RESULTS 
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DEMOGRAPHIC DATA 

Inmate sample 

Inmates were classified by the researcher according to the classification methods 

described in the method section. Using the four main offence classification groups, 

but excluding sex offences against those under 16 years of age, the number of 

inmates in each group was 15. Stratified random sampling resulted in all the 

offences in the drug/ antisocial group being related only to drug offences, due to 

the initial selection being made on most recent serious offence, and so 

consequently the drug/ antisocial group will hitherto be referred to as the drug 

offence group. 

There were 60 inmates finally involved in this study. They ranged in age from 19 

years to 55 years, with a mean age of 31 years (sd=8.3 years). Forty one (68.3%) 

were Caucasian, sixteen (..?._6.7%) were Maori, two (3.3%) were Pacific Islanders 

(3.3%), and one (1.7%) was of "other" ethnic origin. 

Five (8.3%) subjects had been educated up to Form II, eleven (18.3%) had been 

educated up to Form III, seventeen (28.3%) had been educated up to Form IV, 

eighteen (30%) up to Form V, and nine (15%), had been educated up to Form VI. 

Five potential subjects refused to accompany the officer, or were unavailable when 

requested and hence were excluded from the study. Two potential subjects 

declined to be involved after the study was explained. Two subjects pleaded 

innocence to the offences to which they had been catagorised and so were 

excluded from the study. No details on the demographic data or offence histories 

of these subjects is available. Refusals were subsequently replaced by other 

subjects from the provided pool. All subjects who participated in the study were 

cooperative and most were highly motivated, finding the procedure interesting 

and a novel change from prison routine. 
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Thirty four (56.7%) of the inmate sample had undergone anger management 

programmes or had therapy sessions with a psychologist or psychiatrist either 

inside or outside the prison environment. Thirty two (53.3%) inmates had a family 

member with a criminal conviction. 

Subjects were asked if they had been the victim of a crime which had had an 

impact on them. While thirty eight (63%) had not, fifteen (25%) had been the 

victim of a violent crime, five (8.3%) had been the victim of a sexual crime, and 

two (3.3%) had been the victim of a dishonest crime. No subjects reported being 

the victim of a drug/ anti-social crime. 

Seventy one (66%) of the subjects had not had a family member or someone else 

close to them been a victim of a crime that had an impact on the subject. Of those 

that had, ten (9.3%) had been the victim of a violent crime, twelve (11.1 %) had 

been the victim of a sexual crime, fifteen (13.9%) had been the victim of a 

dishonesty crime. No subjects had been the victim of a drug/ anti-social crime. 



Characteristics of inmate group members 

Group 1: Violent Offenders 

Size: n = 15 

Age: range =19 - 46 years 

mean age =29 years(sd=7 years, 8 months) 

Ethnicity: Caucasia1.1( n=9 

Maori n = 0 

Pacific Is. n = 6 

Education: 

Form II n = 1 (6.7%) 

Form III n= 3 (20%) 

Form IV n = 5 (33.3%) 

FormV n = 5 (33.3%) 

Form VI n = 1 (6.7%) 

Anger Management n = 10 (66.7%) 

Family Convictions n = 9 (60%) 
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Group 2: Sex Off enders 

Size n= 15 

Age: range = 19 - 55 years 

mean age: = 29 years (sd=7 years, 8 months) 

Ethnicity 

Education 

Caucasian 

Maori 

Pacific Is 

Form II 

Form III 

Form IV 

Form V 

Form VI 

Anger Management 

Family Convictions 

n = 12 (80%) 

n = 8 (53.3%) 

n = 9 (60%) 

n = 5 (33.3%) 

n = 1 (6.7%) 

n = 1 (6.7%) 

n = 4 (26.7%) 

n = 3 (20%) 

n = 4 (26.7%) 

n = 3 (20%) 
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Group 3: Drug Offenders 

Size n = 15 

Age range= 22-55 years 

mean= 34 years, 6 months (sd=9 years, 7 months) 

Ethnicity 

Caucasian 11= 13 (86.5%) 

Maori 11= 2 (14.3%) 

Pacific Is. 11= 0 

Other 11= 1 (6.7%) 

Education 

Form II 11= 1 (6.7%) 

Form III 11= 1 (6.7%) 

Form IV n= 5 (33.2%) 

FormV n= 4 (26.7%) 

Form VI n= 4 (26.7%) 

Anger Management n= 5 (33.3%) 

Family Convictions n= 5 (33.3%) 

I 



Group 4: Dishonesty Offenders 

Size n = 15 

Age range= 19 - 40 years 

mean= 27.6 years (sd= 5.years, 6 months)) 

Ethnicity 

Education 

Anger Management 

Family Convictions 

Caucasian 

Maori 

Pacific Is. 

Form II 

Form III 

Form IV 

FormV 

Form VI 

n = 7 (46.7%) 

n = 10 (66.7%) 

n = 10 (66.7%) 

n = 4 (26.7%) 

n = 1 (6.7%) 

n= 2 (13.3%) 

n= 3 (20%) 

n= 4 (26.7%) 

n= 5 (33.3%) 

n= 1 (6.7%) 

I 

61.J 



61 

Prison Officer Sample 

There were 48 prison officers finally involved in this study, from Paparoa, 

Addington, and Rolleston prisons. They ranged in age from 26 years to 55 years, 

with a mean age of 29 years. Thirty seven (77.1 %) of the prison officer sample 

were male. Eighty two (76%) were Caucasian, twenty (18.5%) were Maori, four 

(3.7%)identified as Pacific Islanders, and two (1.86%) were of "other" ethnic 

origin. Eleven (22.9%) of the officers had been employed as prison officer staff for 

up to 2 years; twenty four (50%) for 3 to 6 years, six (12.5%) for 7 to 10 years, and 

seven (14.6%) of the prison officers had been on the job for more than 11 years. 

Of the twelve subjects who had been the victim of a crime which had an impact on 

their lives, two (4.2%) had been the victim of a violent crime, one (2.1 %) had been 

the victim of a sex crime, and nine (18.8%) had been the victim of a crime 

involving dishonesty. None of the subjects had been victims of a drug/ anti-social 

crime. 

There was thirty three subjects who had not had a family member or someone else 

close to them that had been a victim of a crime which had an impact on the 

subject. Two (4.2%) had been the victim of a violent crime, three (6.3%) had been 

the victim of a sexual crime, five (21 %) had been the victim of a dishonest crime. 

There were no victims of drug/ anti-social crimes. 



ANALYSES OF RESULTS 

All data were subject to univariate analysis of variance (except where stated) and 

the post hoc multiple comparions, where the ANOVA was significant, used Fisher's 

PLSD (Statview, 1986). 

COMPARISONS BETWEEN PRISON OFFICERS AND INMATES 

Hypothesis 1 

Do prison officers and inmates differ in the way they attribute the causes of 

crime? Table 1 shows the means (and standard deviations) of prison officers and 

inmates on the attributional dimension scores in response to crime in general 

(scores averaged over the four offence scenarios: violent, sex, drugs, and 

dishonesty). 

Table 1: Mean (and standard deviation) Attributional Dimension (4-ADS) 
Scores Across Averaged Offence Scenarios of Prison Officers and Inmates 

Attribution Dimension Inmates (n=60) Officers (n=48) 

Locus 16.0 (2.3) 17.0 (2.3) * 

Stability 14.4 (2.2) 15.4 (2.3) * 

Controllability 14.1 (2.5) 14.4 (2.2) 

Globality 14.7 (2.3) 15.1 (1.7) 

* Significant at p < 0.05 

The analysis of the averaged offence scenarios data revealed a significant 

difference between prison officers and inmates scores in the degree to which 

causal attributions were judged on the locus, E._(1 ,106 )= 5.78, g_ < .05 and stability 

dimensions E( 1, 106) = 5.78, }2< .05. There was no significant differences on the 



controllability (E( 1,106) = 0.37, ns) and the globality (E(l,106) = 1.34, ns) 

attributional dimension scores across inmates and officers. 

Post hoc comparisons showed that prison officers attributed crime to be more 

internal to the offender and stable across time in comparison to inmates. 

Hypothesis 2 
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This question asked whether prison officers and inmates attributions, with respect 

to the causes of crime, differ across four offence scenarios. The means (and 

standard deviations) (see Tables 2-5) describe these data. 

Table 2: Inmates and Officers Attributional Dimension Scores (4-ADS) For 
Violent Offence Scenario 

Attributional Dimension Inmates (n=60) Prison Officers (n=48) 

Locus 15.5 (3.2) 16.4 (2.4) 

Stability 13.7 (3.1) 14.7 (3.0) 

Controllability 13.3 (2.7) 14.3 (3.0) 

Globality 14.7 (3.3) 14.7 (2.9) 



Table 3: Inmates and Officers Attributional Scores (4-ADS) For Sex Offence 
Scenario 

Attributional Dimension Inmates (n=60) Officers (n=48) 

Locus 16.6 (3.1) 17.6 (2.5) 

Stability 15.1 (3.8) 15.9 (3.2) 

Controllability 14.6 (3.5) 13.9 (3.2) 

Globality 13.8 (3.8) 14.0 (2.9) 

Table 4: Inmates and Officers Attributional Scores (4-ADS) For Drug Offence 
Scenario 

Attributional Dimension Inmates (n=60) Officers (n=48) 

Locus 16.5 (2.9) 17.0 (2.7) 

Stability 14.8 (3.7) 15.8 (3.1) 

Controllability 14.5 (3.5) 14.7 (3.0) 

Globality 15.4 (3.4) 16.2 (2.8) 

Table 5: Inmates and Officers Attributional Scores (4-ADS) For Dishonesty 
Offence Scenario 

Attributional Dimension Inmates (n=60) Officers (n=48) 

Locus 15.4 (3.0) 16.4 (3.2) 

Stability 13.8 (3.4) 15.2 (3.1) * 

Controllability 14.0 (3.4) 14.7 (3.4) 

Globality 14.9 (3.6) 15.6 (2.6) 

* Significant at p < 0.05 
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There was a significant difference in the degree to which prison officers and 

inmates judged the stability dimension of the dishonesty scenario, E (1, 106) = 

5.13, l2 < 0.05. Post hoc comparisons showed that prison officers attributed 

dishonest offences to more stable factors. 

There were no significant differences between prison officers and inmates on 

locus scores, E (1, 106) = 2.55, ns, on stability scores, E (1, 106) = 2.41, ns, on 

controllability scores, E (1,106) = 3.38, ns, and on globality scores, E (1, 106) = 01, 

ns, when rating the violent offence scenario. Similarly, there were no significant 

differences on the locus scores, E (1, 106) = 3.28, ns, the stability scores, E (1,106) = 

1.33, ns, the controllability scores, E (1, 106) = 1.29, ns, and the globality scores, E 

(1, 106) = 0.12, ns, when the sex offence scenario was rated. The attributional 

scores for the drug scenario did not elicit any significant differences on the locus 

dimension, E (1,106) = 0.83, ns, the stability dimension, E (1, 106) = 2.06, ns, the 

controllability dimension, E (1, 106) = 0.07, ns, nor the globality dimension, E (1, 

106) =2.09, ns. For the dishonesty offence scenario, there were no significnat 

differences between prison officers and inmates for the locus scores, E (1, 106) = 

2.82, ns, the controllability scores, E (1, 106) = 1.07, ns, or the globality scores, E (1, 

106) = 1.23, ns. 

Hypothesis 3 

Do prison officers and inmates attributions for the causes of crime differ when the 

inmates have been matched to their own offence scenario? The means (and 

standard deviations) (see Tables 6-9) describe these data. 

I 
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Table 6: Inmate Offender Groups and Officers Attributional Dimension Scores 
(4-ADS) For Violent Offence Scenario 

Attributional Violent Sex Drug Dishonesty Prison 
Dimension Offenders Offenders Offenders Offenders Officers 

(n=15) (n=15) (n=15) (n=15) (n=48) 

Locus 14.1 (3.1) 16.3 (2.4) 15.9 (3.9) 15.5 (3.2) 16.9 (5.7) 

Stability 13.5 (3.4) 13.3 (3.3) 13.7 (3.1) 14.4 (2.8) 14.7 (3.0) 

Controllability 13.7 (2.0) 14.3 (3.0) 12.5 (2.9) 12.5 (2.7) 14.3 (3.0) 

Globality 14.9 (2.6) 15.1 (3.3) 14.9 (2.9) 14.1 (4.3) 14.8 (2.9) 

Table 7: Inmate Offender Groups and Officers Attributional Dimension Scores 
(4-ADS) For Sex Offence Scenario 

Attributional Violent Sex Drug Dishonesty Prison 
Dimension Offenders Offenders Offenders Offenders Officers 

Locus 15.7 (3.1) 16.4 (2.8) 17.8 (2.4) 16.47 (3.9) 17.58 (2.5) 

Stability 16.1 (3.8) 12.8 (3.8) 16.5 (3.6) 15.1 (3.4) 15.9 (3.2)* 

Controllability 14.6 (2.2) 16.2 (2.8) 12.3 (3.6) 15.5 (4.0) 13.9 (3.3)** 

Globality 14.3 (3.8) 11.8 (3.2) 15.2 (3.6) 13.7 (4.1) 14.0 (2.9) 

* Significant at p < 0.05 

** Significant at p < 0.01 
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Table 8: Inmate Offender Groups and Officers Attributional Dimension Scores 
(4-ADS) For Drug Offence Scenario 

Attributional Violent Sex Drug Dishonesty Prison 
Dimension Offenders Offenders Offenders Offenders Officers 

Locus 16.1 (2.5) 16.4 (3.5) 16.9 (2.7) 16.6 (3.1) 17.0 (2.7) 

Stability 16.0 (3.0) 15.0 (3.1) 12.2 (4.0) 16.0 (3.4) 15.8 (3.1)** 

Controllability 14.1 (3.6) 16.1 (3.2) 13.9 (3.6) 14.1 (3.6) 14.7 (3.0) 

Globality 16.7 (2.5) 15.7 (3.1) 14.9 (4.2) 14.1 (3.2) 16.2 (2.8) 

* Significant at p < 0.05 

** Significant at p < 0.01 

Table 9: Inmate Offender Groups and Officers Attributional Dimension Scores 
(4-ADS) For Dishonesty Offence Scenario 

Attributional Violent Sex Drug Dishonesty Prison 
Dimension Offender Offender Offender Offender Officer 

Locus 14.1 (3.1) 16.3 (2.4) 15.9 (3.8) 15.5 (3.2) 16.9 (5.7) 

Stability 13.5 (3.4) 13.3 (3.3) 13.7 (3.1) 14.4 (2.8) 14.6 (3.0)* 

Controllability 13.7 (2.0) 14.3 (3.0) 12.5 (2.9) 12.5 (2.7) 14.3 (3.0) 

Globality 14.9 (2.6) 15.1 (3.4) 14.9(2.9) 14.1 (4.3) 14.8 (2.9) 

* Significant at p < 0.05 

No significant differences were found on the locus dimension for violent offences 

(£14, 103) = 1.12, ns), sex offences ( E (4 ,103) = 1.9 ,ns), drug offences (F (3, 104) = 

0.33, ns), or for dishonesty offences ( E(3, 104) = 1.18, ns). 

Significant differences were found between prison officers and sex offenders on 

the stability dimension of the sex offence, E (4, 103) = 2.83, 12-< .05. Similarly, 

prison officers and drug offenders differed in the degree to which stability was 



68 

attributed to the drug offence, Ei.4, 103) = 3.99, 12-< .01. Differences were also 

found between prison officers and drug offenders in the degree to which causal 

ascription was made on the stability dimension for dishonesty offences E.(4, 103) = 

3.11, J;2_ < .05. Post hoc comparisons showed that prison officers attribute sex, drug, 

and dishonesty offences to be more stable in comparison to certain inmate groups. 

No significant differences were found on the stability dimension for the violent 

offence, E( 4, 103) = 0.85, ns. 

Prison officers attributed the sex scenario as more controllable in comparison to 

sex offenders, F ( 4, 103) = 3.54, J;2_ <.01. In addition, there was a suggestive 

difference that prison officers judge violent offences to be more controllable than 

both drug offenders and dishonest offenders, E ( 4, 103) = 2.01~ = 0.09. There 

were no differences on the controllability dimension for either the drug offence ( E 

( 3, 104) = 1.13, ns) or the dishonesty offence ( F ( 3, 104) = 0.51, ns). 
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COMPARISONS BETWEEN INMATE GROUPS 

Hypothsis 4 

Comparisons between inmate groups (violent, sex, drug, and dishonesty 

offenders) sought to ascertain whether inmate groups differ in how they judge 

different offences identified in the scenarios. The means (and standard deviations) 

on the four attributional dimension scores across inmate groups are shown on 

Tables 6-9. 

There were no significant differences on the locus dimension between any of the 

offender groups, but the degree to which the causes of sex offfences were seen as 

stable to the offender reached significance, E ( 3, 56) = 3.03, l2-< .05. Post hoc 

comparisons (table 7) showed that sex offenders judged the causes of sex offences 

as more unstable in comparison to violent and drug offenders', but not to 

dishonesty offenders'. There was also a significant difference in the degree to 

which the causes of drug offences were seen as stable to the offender E ( 3, 56) = 

4.18, }2._ < .01. Post hoc comparisons (table 8) show that drug offenders' attribute 

the causes of drug offences as more unstable in comparison to violent, sexuat and 

dishonesty offenders'. 

There was a significant difference in the degree to which the causes of sex offences 

were seen as controllable to the offender, E ( 3, 56) = 4.21, }2._ < .01. Post hoc 

comparsions (table 7) showed that drug offenders judged the causes of sex 

offences as more uncontrollable in comparison to sex and dishonesty offenders, 

but not to violent offenders. 

There were no significant differences in the degree to which offenders attributed 

any of the offence scenarios on the globality dimension. However, there was a 

suggestive trend for drug offenders to attribute the sex offence as more global in 

comparison to sex offenders, E ( 3, 56) = 2.29,}2._ = 0.09 (see table 7). 
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Hypothesis 5 

Do inmates attribute their own crime to external and unstable factors more than 

they would the matched offence scenario as predicted by the actor-observer bias? 

Data was analysed by two-way analysis of variance with inmate groups (violent, 

sex, drug, and dishonesty offenders) and offence (own and matched) as 

independent variables. Table 10 describes the means (and standard deviations) of 

the data. 

Table 10: Comparison of Inmates' Matched Offence Scenario and Own Offence 

Attributional Violent Sex Drug Dishonesty 
.Dimension Offender Offender Offender Offender 

M 0 M 0 M 0 M 0 

Locus 14.1 15.0 16.4 15.4 16.9 16.9 16.6 17.3 
(2.7) (2.5) (2.7) (2.8) (2.7) (2.8) (3.1) (2.5) 

Stability 13.5 9.1 12.8 7.0 12.2 9.3 14.3 11.7 
(3.4) (4.1) (3.8) (4.1) (4.0) (4.8) (3.4) (5.4)*** 

Controllability 13.7 15.0 16.2 14.7 13.9 15.5 13.3 15.1 
(2.0) (2.3) (2.8) (3.9) (3.6) (3.9) (3.9) (4.1) 

Globality 14.9 8.8 11.8 7.9 14.9 11.9 15.3 13.1 
(2.6) (4.5) (3.1) (3.8) (2.6) (5.3) (3.8) (5.0)*** 

*** Significant p < 0.001 

Key: 

M=Matched Scenario Offence 
O=Offender' s Own Offence 

There were no significant differences found on the locus dimension. However, 

subjects perceived their own crimes to be significantly more unstable than the 
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matched offence scenarios, E ( 1, 56) = 39.95, 12--< .001. No significant differences on 

the stablity dimension between the four inmate groups were found, .E ( 3, 56) = 

2.23, ns, nor were there any interaction effects between inmate groups and the 

own-matched offence scores, E ( 3, 56) = 1.35, ns. No differences were found on the 

controllability dimension. 

Subjects perceived their own crimes to be more specific than the matched offence 

scenarios, E ( 1, 56) = 25.77, 12. < .001. There was also a significant difference across 

inmate groups, with sex offenders judging their own crime to be more specific 

than drug offenders and dishonesty offenders, E ( 3, 56) = 25.77, 12--< .001. There 

were no interaction effects between inmate groups and own-matched offence 

scores, .E ( 3, 56) = 1.28, ns. 

Hypothesis 6 

Hypothesis 6 suggested that there would be differences between inmate groups in 

the causal attributions made for their own offence. Table 11 describes the means 

(and standard deviations) of the data. 

Table 11: Mean Attributional Scores Across Inmate Groups for Own Offence 

Attributional Violent Sex Drug Dishonesty 
Dimension Offenders Offenders Offenders Offenders 

Locus 15.5 (2.5) 15.0 (2.5) 16.9 (2.8) 17.3 (2.5) 

Stability 9.1 (4.1) 7.0 (4.1) 9.3 (4.8) 11.7 (5.4) 

· Controllability 15.0 (2.3) 14.7 (3.9) 15.5 (3.9) 15.1 (4.1) 

Globality 8.8 (4.5) 7.9 (3.8) 11.9 (5.3) 13.1 (5.0)** 

** Significant at p<0.01 



No significant differences were found on the locus dimension, although results 

were approaching significance, E, (3, 56) = 2.68,12-= 0.06. Likewise, differences on 

the stability dimension approached significance, .E ( 3, 56) = 2.56, l2-= 0.06. There 

were no differences found on the controllability dimension, .E ( 3, 56) = 0.11, ns. 
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Significant differences were found on the globality dimension, .E = ( 3, 56) = 4.11, J2_ 

< 0.01. Post hoc comparions show that sex offenders attribute their offences to 

more specific factors in comparsion to drug and dishonesty offenders, and violent 

offenders attributions were more specific compared to dishonesty offenders. 

Hypothsis 7 

The question was asked whether inmates who committed their offence alone 

differed from inmates who acted with a cooffender in the attributional dimension 

scores for their own crimes. The means (and standard deviations) in Table 12 

describe these data. 

Table 12: Mean Attributional Dimension Scores of Own Offences Across 
Inmates Who Acted Alone Or With A Co-offender 

Offender 

Attributional Dimension Alone (n=38 ) Co-offender (n=22 ) 

Locus 16.0 (2.7) 16.4 (2.9) 

Stability 9.1 (4.9) 9.6 (4.6) 

Controllability 14.8 (3.7) 15.6 (3.3) 

Globality 10.2 (4.9) 10.9 (5.4) 

Results found no significant differences between those who acted alone and those 

who acted with a cooffender on the locus dimension, fll,58)=0.23,ns, stability 

dimension, .E(l,58)=0.13,ns, controllability dimension, f(l,58)=0.76,ns, or the 

globality dimension, B),58)=0.31,ns. 
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FURTHER RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Question 1 

The question was asked whether attendence to an anger management programme 

has an effect on inmates' attributions to their own crime as measured by the 4-

ADS. The means (and standard deviations) which describe these data are shown 

on Table 13. 

Table 13: Mean Attributional Dimension Scores For Inmates Own Offences by 
Anger Management Programme Participation History 

Inmates 

Attributional Dimension Anger Management No Anger Management 
(n=34) (n=26) 

Locus 16.2 (2.8) 16.0 (2.7) 

Stability 8.7 (4.7) 10.0 (4.9) 

Controllability 15.5 (3.0) 14.5 (4.1) 

Globality 9.8 (5.2) 11.3 (4.9) 

There were no differences found between inmates who had attended anger 

management programmes and inmates who had not on the locus dimension, E _{_1, 

58) = 0.07, ns, the stability dimension, E ( 1, 58) = 1.12, ns, the controlabillity 

dimension, E ( 1, 58) = 1.19, ns, or the globality dimension, E ( 1, 58) = 1.26, ns. 

Question 2 

The question was asked whether prison officers' attributional dimension scores 

are influenced by the number of years "on the job". Table 14 describes the means 

(and standard deviations) of attributions made by prison officers for crime in 

general (averaged scores for the four scenarios across the four dimensions). 



Table 14: Mean Attributional Scores Across Length of Time Served As Prison 
Officer 

Attributional 1-2Year 3-6Years 7-10 Years ll<Years 
Dimension (n=ll) (n=24) (n=6) (n=7) 

Locus 17.2 (2.2) 17.0 (2.0) 15.4 (1.5) 17.8 (3.6) 

Stability 14.9 (2.4) 15.3 (2.4) 15.5 (1.7) 16.4 (2.4) 

Controllability 14.3 (2.7) 14.4 (2.2) 14.7 (1.8) 14.4 (2.7) 

Globality 14.6 (1.6) 15.4 (1.8) 15.0 (1.2) 14.1 (1.6) 
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Results from Table 14 show that length of time served in the role of prison officer 

has no significant influence on the locus dimension, E ( 3, 44) = 1.31, ns, the 

stability dimension, E ( 3, 44) = 0.60, ns, the controllability dimension, E( 3, 44) = 

0.05, ns, and the globality dimension, E ( 3, 44) = 0.54, ns. 

Question 3 

The question was asked whether being a victim of a particular crime influences 

attributional dimension scores for the offence scenario which best matched the 

type of crime to which they had been a victim. It was not possible to distinguish 

between different offences because the number in some victim offence groups 

were so low that false hypotheses may have been accepted. Therefore, both 

inmate and prison officer groups' attributional dimension scores for crime in 

general (averaged offence scenarios) were analysed for comparisons between 

those who had been a victim of a crime that has had an impact on their lives and 

those who have not. 

Table 15 describes the means (and standard deviations) of prison officers on the 

four attributional dimension scores across "victim status" in response to crime in 

general (scores averaged over four different offences identified in the scenarios). 



Table 15: A Comparison Between Victim and Non-victim Status of Prison 
Officers and Inmates Atttributional Dimension Scores For General Crime 

Prison Officers Inmates 

Attributional Victims Non-Victims Victims Non-Victims 
Dimension (n=12) (n=36) (n=22) (n=38) 

Locus 16.9 (2.1) 17.0 (2.4) 16.4 (1.8) 15.8 (2.5) 

Stability 16.1 (1.9) 17.0 (2.4) 14.4 (1.6) 14.3 (2.5) 

Controllability 14.5 (2.3) 14.3 (2.3) 13.9 (2.5) 14.2 (2.5) 

Globality 15.3 (1.7) 15.1 (1.7) 15.1 (2.2) 14.4 (2.3) 
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Results showed no significant differences for prison officers on the locus 

dimension, E(l,46)=0.01,ns, the stability dimension, E(l,48)=1.54,ns, the 

controllability dimension, E(l,48)=0.06,ns, or the globaility dimension, 

E(l,48)=0.07,ns. In a similar maimer, no differences were found for inmates on the 

locus dimension, E(l,58)=1.0,ns, stability dimension, E(l,58)=0.0l,ns, the 

controllability dimension, E(l,58)=0.26,ns, and the globality dimension 

E(l,58)= 1.14,ns. 

Question 4. 

The question was asked whether inmates who had family m.em.bers with criminal 

convictions attributed their own crimes differently from. inmates who did not 

have family m.em.bers who had a criminal conviction. Table 16 describes the 

means (and standard deviations) of these data. 
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Table 16: Attributional Scores of Inmates Own Offences Across Those Who 
Have A Family Member with A Criminal Conviction and Those Who Have Not 

Attributional Dimension Family Convictions 
(n=32) 

Locus 15.8 (2.9) 

Stability 10.0 (4.6) 

Controllability 13.8 (3.1) 

Globality 11.7 (4.9) 

* Significant at p<0.05 

** Significant at p<0.01 

No Family Convictions 
(n=28) 

16.6 (2.6) 

8.4 (4.9) 

16.5 (3.5)** 

9.0 (4.9)* 

Although no differences were found on the locus dimension1 E ( 11 58) = 1.441 ns.1 

or the stability dimension1 E ( 1, 58) = 1.691 ns.1 there were significant differences 

on the controllability dimension, E ( 1, 58) = 9.391 IL< .01, and the globality 

dimension/ E f..11 58) = 4.721 IL< .05. 
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PART FOUR: DISCUSSION 
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DISCUSSION 

Results 

Prison officers and inmates differ significantly in the way they attribute the causes 

of crime on two of the attributional dimensions measured on the 4-ADS. While 

prison officers judge crime to be more external and stable than inmates1 there 

were no differences on the controllability and globality dimensions1 thereby 

supporting Hypotheses 1 (A and B). When specific crimes were identified by the 

scenarios1 differences were not so evident. Hypotheses 2 (A1 C1 and D) were not 

supported; no differences were evident on the locus1 controllability1 or globality 

dimensions1 and only the dishonesty offence was rated as more stable by prison 

officers in comparison to inmates1 which supported Hypothesis 2 (B). 

The fact that prison officers and inmates did not differ on any but the stability 

dimension for the dishonesty offence1 indicates that prison officers1 may not 

differentiate between crime types when making their attributions1 at least when 

compared to inmates. A possible explanation for this is offered by Fiske and 

Taylor's (1991) concept of the "motivated tactician"1 which states that the attributor 

makes a choice based on goals1 motives1 and needs. It is possible that it may be 

more expedient for prison officers'1 who have daily contact with inmates' 
' 

convicted of diverse criminal acts1 to perceive crime as a general entity. 

A possible explanation for the difference in attributional judgements of crime in 

general (crime averaged over the four offence scenarios) between officers and 

inmates is the "fundamental attributions error\ or "self-serving bias". Both of 

these terms refer to the pervasive tendency of individuals to attribute another 

person's behaviour to his or her own dispositional (internal) and enduring (stable) 

qualities1 rather than to environmental (external) and time-specific (unstable) 

factors (Heider1 1958; Ross1 1977; Kelley1 1967; Jones & Davis1 1965). When making 

self-attributions1 research shows that individuals are more likely to make internal 



and stable attributions for positive outcomes, but external and unstable 

attributions for negative outcomes. In light of Chen et al's (1988) study which 

demonstrated that subjects who are able to empathisize with the actors are more 

likely to make external attributions for negative outcomes, inmates external and 

unstable attributions to the causes of crime would suggest that inmates tend to 

empathisize more with criminal behaviour than do prison officers. 
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According to the theoretical and empirical literature on the errors and biases in 

the attribution process, the differences in attributions between prison officers and 

inmates may be due to the two groups' perceptions of themselves as attributors. It 

would appear that prison officers are making judgements of the criminal 

behaviour of "others", whereas inmates, although a heterogeneous population, 

identify with the criminal act, and therefore make "self-attributions". 

The differences between the two major subject groups in this study can be linked 

to the consequences of making internal and stable attributions (Weiner, 1986). 

Because causal locus influences self esteem or self-worth, it can be inferred that by 

attributing crime to external factors, inmates are enhancing or protecting their 

own self-esteem. Conversely, officers who judged the causes of crime as internal 

to the offender would consequently associate criminal behaviour with lowered 

self-esteem, pride, competence, and confidence. Similarly, by attributing the 

causes of crime to stable factors, prison officers' judgements of criminal behaviour 

is likely to elicit feelings of hopelessness, while the degree to which inmates 

attribute the cases of crime to unstable factors would be likely to elicit feelings of 

hopefulness. As well as perceiving criminal behaviour as internal and stable to the 

offender, prison officers attributed the cause of the sex offence scenario as more 

controllable in comparison to sex offenders. Insofar as controllability elicits 

feelings of blame when the outcome is perceived of as a failure situation, prison 

officers are not likely to behave in a manner which may be regarded in the 

inmates' best interests. 

I 
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In addition to the influence of self-attributions on behaviour, attributions are also 

important for determining how one person reacts to another. The controllability 

dimension is influential in the decision process for helping or evaluating the 

behaviour of others (Weiner, 1986). Within the classroom setting, it has been 

demonstrated that teachers are more likely to help students whom they believe 

failed because of difficulties beyond their control, but may be especially hard on 

those to whom failure has been attributed to controllable factors (Brophy & 

Rohrkemper, 1981; Reisenzein, 1986; Schmidt & Weiner, 1988). 

It has been suggested that causal explanations for criminal acts can influence the 

treatment received by offenders (Perlman, 1980; Carroll & Perlman, 1978). Judging 

the causes of crime as internal to the offender has been shown to contribute to 

more negative evaluations (Carroll & Payne, 1977a), to increase blame and a 

desire to punish (Carroll & Payne, 1976), and to increase the perceived 

dangerousness, and decrease the treatability of the offender (Quinsey & Cyr, 

1986). Similarly, crime attributed to stable factors is more likely to result in an 

increase in predictions of recidivism and a desire to incapacitate the offender 

(Carroll & Payne, 1977a). 

The proposition that motivational factors influence the fundamental attribution 

error, suggests possibilities for enhancing the criminal justice systems goals of 

reducing recidivism, if not for improving the officer-inmate relationship. It has 

previously been stated that prison officers' who hold more favourable attitudes 

towards inmates tend to conform with the rehabilitative goals of the penal 

institutions (Jurik, 1985). Studies have also shown that when attributors are 

motivated to process the information provided by the researcher overaf bution to 

dispositional factors may not occur (Tetlock, 1985). 

In order for prison officers to adequately perform their duties as programme 

administrators', an understanding of the psychological factors which influence 



criminal behaviour is essential. Therefore, understanding and addressing the 

cognitive and motivational processes that result in "erroneous" judgements may 

be necessary. 
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Perhaps more interesting to the criminal justice system are the attributions made 

by certain offender types to their own and matched offence scenarios. When 

prison officer's attributions for the causes of different types of crime (identified in 

the scenarios) are compared to the four offender groups (violent, sex drug, and 

dishonesty offenders), prison officers do not appear to be a unique group of 

attributors. It is not so much the attributional differences for the causes of crime 

between prison officers and specific types of inmates that were apparent in the 

present study, but rather, the attributions made by certain offender groups for 

particular crimes. 

Sex offenders and drug offenders differed from the other subject groups in how 

they perplved the respective sex and drug offences identified in the scenarios. 

Supporting Hypotheses 3 (B) and 4 (B), sex offenders perceived the sex scenario to 

be more unstable than violent offenders, drug offenders, and prison officers. The 

sex offender group (supporting Hypothesis 4, C), and dishonesty offenders 

judged the sex scenario to be more controllable than drug offenders, but when 

compared to prison officers, sex offenders attributed the sex scenario to more 

uncontrollable factors, which supported the prediction made by Hypothesis 3 (C). 

Further, when making attributions to their own crime, sex offenders attribute their 

offences to factors more specific to the situation (as predicted by Hypothesis 6, 

B/iv). This is in comparsion to drug offenders and dishonesty offenders who 

perceive their crimes as more global.across situations, thereby confirming the 

prediction of Hypotheis 6 (C/iv) but not Hypothesis 6 (D/iv). 

The drug offence scenario was attributed to more unstable factors by drug 

offenders when compared to violent offenders, sex offenders, drug offenders, 
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dishonesty offenders, and prison officers, as predicted by Hypotheses 3 (B) and 4 

(B). In relation to their own crime, as already stated above, drug offenders 

attribute their crimes to be more global in comparison to sex offenders. 

Although violent and dishonesty offenders did not differ in the degree to which 

they attributed their respective matching offence scenarios, these two groups 

differed in how they attributed their own crimes across situations, with violent 

offenders attributing their own offence as more situation-specific, which was 

contrary to the prediction stated in Hypothesis 6 (A/iv). 

From the results of the present study, it appears that sex offenders and drug 

offenders differ in their causal attributions for crime, perceiving their crimes as 

less likely to happen again (unstable) than the other groups of subjects. Insofar as 

research has demonstrated that prison officers' attitudes towards inmates is 

similar to those held by students and the general population (Melvin et al., 1985) it 

is possible that sex offenders and drug offenders have faulty attributions in 

regards to the types of crime they commit. However, the "correct" causal 

attributions, in regards to intervention therapies, needs to be empirically 

demonstrated before successful intervention can proceed (Forsterling, 1986). 

Causal assignment of their crimes to unstable factors, infers that sex offenders and 

drug offenders hold the belief that similar acts would not be committed in the 

future. However, of the 289 drug offenders imprisoned at the time of the 1991 

Prison Census, 74% had at least three convictions and 34% had at least six 

convictions for drug offences. Reconviction rates for sex offences against adults is 

estimated to be around 20% (Marshall, Jones, Ward, Johnston, & Barbaree, 1991). 

These figures further support the suggestion that faulty attributions may underlie 

the criminal behaviour of those convicted of sex and drug offences. 

It was anticipated that inmates' attributions for the causes of their own crimes 

would be more external and unstable in degree when compared to the 
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attributions made on the matching offence scenario. However, there were no 

significant differences found on the locus dimension and so Hypothesis 5 (A) 

failed to be confirmed. All four groups of inmates judged their own crime to be 

more unstable than the matching scenario offence, thereby supporting Hypothesis 

5 (B). In addition, the inmates attributions for "own versus matched" offence 

differed on the globality dimension, with inmates' own crimes judged as more 

situation-specific. The most obvious explanation for this unpredicted finding 

relates to the historical development of the attribution approach itself. When Jones 

and Nisbett (1972) first hypothesized that actors' and observers' attributional 

judgements differ for the same behavioural outcome, the attributional approach to 

social cognitive psychology was in its prime. It was not until the late 1970's that 

Abramson et al. (1978) introduced the globility dimension in the context of 

learned helplessness of depression. Even so, Weiner's attributional model of 

emotion and motivation (1986) contended that this dimension was only relevent 

in particular fields of study. Essentially, the results from the present study 

support the inclusion of the globality dimension in research involved in criminal 

offending. 

Differences in causal assignment between inmate groups', in respect to the 

perceived causes of their own crimes, was demonstrated on the globality 

dimension only (Hypotheses 6). Hence these results did not match those obtained 

by McKay-Lawes (1992), who made predictions of attributional dimension 

clusters from a sample of 200 inmates. The most logical explanation for this 

contrast in results is the notable difference in sample size between the two studies. 

The results from the present study failed to support the predictions of Hypothesis 

7, that those who commtted their offence with a co-offender would be more likely 

to attribute the cause of their own criminal behaviour to more external factors 

than those who acted alone. The difference between these results and those 

obtained in an earlier study may be due to the broader definition used by by 



Saulnier and Perlman (1981b). These authors' asked their subjects if anyone had 

been present to witness the criminal offence, whereas this study asked if the 

inmates own crime had been committed alone or with a co-offender. 
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The other Research Questions asked in the present study aimed to gain a better 

understanding of the processes involved in the attributions to the causes of crime. 

Specifically, whether inmates' had attended an anger management programme or 

not, had little bearing on the attributions made to the causes of their own 

offending behaviour (Research Question 1). However, the question posited to 

inmates in the questionaire did not ask for specific information such as whether 

the inmate completed the programme, or the subjective value of the programme 

to each inmate. 

Time spent working as a prison officer (Research Question 2) had no effect on the 

attributions made by this subject group to the causal attributions of crime. 

Although previous research has documented that attitudes of prison officers vary 

as a consequence of time "on the job" (Jurik, 1985), it appears that attributions do 

not, at least within male minimum or medium security prisons. 

"Victim status" was explored to ascertain any relationship between this and 

attributional perceptions to the causes of crime (Research Question 3). The 

relatively small numbers of victims to each offence type did not allow for 

. attributions to be measured for those who had been victim to a particualar crime. 

Rather, victim status in general was analyzed against crime in general. This 

possible attribtional antecedent may therefore need to explored with larger subject 

groups in order to demonstrate the true relationship of being a victim to a 

particular crime and the attributions made regarding the attributions to the causes 

of crime. 

Inmates who had a member of their family with a criminal conviction did differ in 

the degree to which they perceived their own crimes as more uncontrollable and 



more stable than inmates who did not have a family member with a criminal 

conviction. Therefore, when identifying the processes of inmates' attributions to 

the causes of their crimes, it may be worthwhile to include in the assessment, the 

forensic history of the inmates relations. 

Limitations of Current Study 
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The use of the 4-ADS in the current study was deemed appropriate for use with 

populations within the forensic area. Although reliability and valididy checks 

have shown this questionnaire to be a good measure of the attributional 

dimensions of causal thinking, further analyses of the 4-ADS have raised some 

important limitations. As was noted in the literature, the controllability dimension 

is contentious and therefore work is needed to develop and refine the assessment 

instruments measuring attributions. 

A further limitation of the present study is the relatively small number of inmate 

subjects in each group (n=15) which is pertinent if the effect size is other than 

strong. Suggestive differences were included in the results text because given a 

larger sample size, these effects may have reached significance. 

The present study required subjects to make causal assignments to criminal 

behaviours. Whether the criminal act was judged as a negative or positive event 

was not ascertained. It is possible that subjects may consider particular criminal 

acts as positive, which would influence the predicted consequences of the 

attribution made towards that behaviour. It also possible that the act of "getting 

caught" was perceived as negative, and that subjects, perhaps unintentionally, 

focused their attention on this piece of information in the questionnaires. 

In total, questionnaires were distributed to 120 prison officers. Of those, only 48 

were completed, representing a 40% return rate. The researcher had little control 

over the distribution of these questionnaires because of requirements of prison 
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routine. The fact that the prison officers making up this population of subjects 

may have been an unrepresentative sample is possible. Those who were 

distributed with, but did not complete the questionaires, may hold differing views 

on the causes of crime from those who did complete them. In the literature 

obtained for the current review which utilized prison officers as research subjects', 

no mention was made on the return rates of materials which were distributed. 

Whether the low rate of return was due to the way in which the questionnaires 

were distributed, lack of time or the stress involved in the work of prison officers, 

a lack of empathy or mistrust for research conducted within the prison, or simply 

a lack of interest, remains a matter for speculation. 

The classification of inmates into offender groups from the Police Offence Code, 

may have produced relatively heterogeneous groups of violent and dishonesty 

offenders', but the sex and drug offender groups are likely to be more offence 

specific. Therefore, all positive results for these two latter groups of inmates may 

be an indication of the high homogeneity within each offender group. 

Previous research (Toch & Klofas, 1982) has indicated that prison officers' 

attitudes towards inmates varies as a consequence of gender and place of work. 

Thus the results from the present study should only be generalized across male 

inmates' who are serving their sentence within a medium security prison, and 

across prison officers' who work within minimum or medium security prisons. 

Suggestions For Future Research 

1) The conducting of similar research with a larger sample of inmates has the 

potential for demonstrating the significance or not of differences between groups 

when the effect size is other than strong, as was possibly the case in the present 

study. 



2) A large sample size of female inmates would allow research into the causal 

thinking of a group within the population that has received very little research 

from an attributional approach. 

3) Prison officers' attitiudes are said to vary as a consequence of their gender and 

the gender of the inmates' within the prison. Comparisons made with a 

sufficiently large enough sample of male and female prison officers would allow 

access into the existence or not of gender differences between these two groups. 

4) The conducting of similar research with homogeneous groups of inmates will 

allow a better understanding of specific inmate groups on which to develop 

intervention programmes. 
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5) Further refinement is needed of questions targeting participation in anger 

management programmes, particularly relating to the individual's perception of, 

and attendance to the programme. It is possible that anger management 

programmes do not accomadate the causal thinking of inmates to the degree that 

would benefit the inmate. With limited resources, and an increasing population 

within the criminal justice system, it is necessary to evaluate the benefits of 

programme services, both on a cost basis as well as in the reduction of 

reoffending. 

6) Another potential antecedent proposed in the present study, which may have 

influenced causal assignment was the victim status of the attributor. Due to 

limited numbers within each subject group who had been the victim of particular 

types of crime, the influence of this antecedent could not be truly ascertained. 

Again, larger sample sizes would allow research into the existence or not of victim 

status being influential in the attributional processes of the causes of crime. 
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7) Family involvement in criminal activities influenced the way inmates attribute 

their crimes. Further research into the familial influences may contribute to the 

knowledge base of the processes of attributional thinking. 

8) Fully unpacking the offence cycle to determine which aspects are 

attributionally salient, that is, provide a causal search, would allow more definate 

conclusions to be made in studies focusing on the causes of crime. 

9) Finally, further refinement of instruments measuring attributions1 especially on 

the controllability dimension1 could be made. Obviously, the better the instrument 

used in making conclusions1 the more robust the conclusions will be. 
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APPENDIX ONE 

Rape offence scenario as an example of the 4-Attributional Dimension Scale (4-

ADS). 

This form helps us to understand what people think about the causes of crime. 

Please read the description of the crime below and then write down the reasons 

which you think may have caused the crime to be committed. This is not a test, 

and there are no right or wrong answers. 
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Mr. B is a 23 year-old male convicted of forcible rape. The victim was 

accosted at night on a dark street near her home. He threatened her with a knife 

and then sexually assaulted her. Her cries for help were heard by a policeman 

who made the arrest. 

1. In your opinion what are the reasons for Mr. B committing the crime? 

2. What do you think was the main reason? 

Next I would like to know what you think about the main reason you wrote 
down above. 

Please mark one answer for each question. Remember, this is not a test, and 

there are no right or wrong answers. 

Is the cause something that: 

-Will stay the same over time 

-Can change only a little over time 

-Can change a fair amount over time 

-Can change a lot over time 

-Will change a lot over time 

Is the cause something that: 

-Has nothing to do with Mr. B 

-Has to do with Mr. B only a little 

-Has to do with Mr. Ba fair amount 

-Has a lot to do with Mr. B 

-Has everything to do with Mr. B 



Is this cause something that Mr. B.: 

-Can completely control 

-Has a lot of control over 

-Has some control over 

-Has only a little control over 

-Cannot control at all 

Is this cause something that is: 

-A lot about Mr. B 

-A little about Mr. B 

-About Mr.Band the circumstance 

-A little about the circumstance 

-A lot about the circumstance 

Would this cause happen to Mr. B: 

-Very often in different situations 

-Often in different situations 

-Sometimes in different situations 

-Rarely in different situations 

-Very rarely in different situations 

Do you think that this cause could 

change: 

-Only a little bit from one year to the 

next 

-A little bit from one year to the next 

-Somewhat from one year to the 

next 

-A lot from one year to the next 

-Very, very much from one year to 

the next 

Is the cause something that: 

-Would happen only in this special 
situation 

-Would happen in a few similar 
situations 

-Would happen in some similar 
situations 

-Would happen in most similar 
situations 

-Would happen in this kind of 
situation and in other situations 

Is this cause something that is: 

-Never again be present 

-Rarely be present again 

-Sometimes be present again 

-Usually be present again 

-Always be present 

Is this cause something for which 

Mr. B: 

-Is not at all responsible 

-Is only a very little bit responsible 

-Is a little bit responsible 

-Is mostly responsible 

-Is completely responsible 

Is this cause: 

-Mostly about others 

-Partly about others 

-Both something about Mr. B. and 

about others 

-Partly something about Mr. B. 

-Mostly something about Mr. B. 
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Is this cause something that: 

-Someone can completely control 

-Someone can control very much 

-Someone can control a fair amount 

-Someone can control only a little 

-Someone canNOT control at all 

Is this cause something that is: 

-Completely inside Mr. B. 

-Mostly inside Mr. B. 

-A little inside Mr. B. and a little 

outside 

-Mostly outside Mr. B. 

-Completely outside of Mr. B. 

Is this cause true for Mr. B: 

-In most similar circumstances 

-In many similar circumstances 

-In some similar circumstances 

-Only in this type of circumstance 

-Only in this particular circumstance 

Would this cause be true for Mr. B: 

-Only in this special event 

-In this event and in some other 

similar events 

-In most similar events 

-In most areas of his life 

-In all areas of his life 

Is this cause something that: 

-Will probably change a whole lot 

during a year 

-Might change a lot during a year 

-Might change quite a bit during a 

year 

-Rarely change even a little during a 

year 

-Never change within a year 

Is this cause something for which: 

-No one is responsible 

-Someone is only a very little 

bit responsible 

-Someone is a little bit responsible 

-Someone is partly responsible 

-Someone is very responsible 
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