Cognition

Do criminals think differently from other people?

They must be able to rationalise their own behaviour and decide the risks involved are worth the possible gains.  

The basic assumption here is that criminals must think in a fundamentally different way to law-abiding citizens.  The big problem here is how do we ever really know how and what another person is thinking?

Yochelson & Samenow (1976) – A study of thinking patterns in criminals

Aims: - 

1. To understand the make-up of the criminal personality.

2. To establish techniques that could be used to alter the personality disorders that produce crime.

3. To encourage an understanding of legal responsibility.

4. To establish techniques that can be effective in preventing criminal behaviour.

Procedure: - A longitudinal study conducted over 14 years.  255 male participants from various backgrounds; black, white, those from the inner city, suburbs, wealthy, poor etc., were interviewed at various points over the years.  The population was mainly those confined to a mental hospital who had been found guilty of a crime, but pleaded insanity and a roughly equal group of convicted prisoners, not confined to a mental institution.  Most of the participants dropped out of the study, only 30 completed the programme of interviews.

Findings: -

Criminals…..

· Are restless, dissatisfied and irritable

· While at school, considered requests from their teachers and parents as impositions

· Continually set themselves apart from others

· Want to live a life of excitement, at any cost

· Are habitually angry

· Are lacking empathy

· Feel under no obligation to anyone or anything

· Are poor at responsible decision-making, having pre-judged situations.

Conclusions: - 52 thinking patterns were distinguished in the criminal personality.  These were considered to be ‘errors’ in thinking.  However, as there was no control group of non-criminals we cannot be certain that these traits are only found in criminals.
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Moral Development

Morals are a set of norms and values, usually learnt from our parents about what is right and wrong.  

In the UK the age of criminal responsibility is 10; children over 10 are deemed to clearly know the difference between right and wrong.  Other countries have different age limits; German 18, Scotland 8.

Kohlberg (1963) was heavily influenced by the work of Piaget and believed that children’s cognition developed through stages.  His research involved presenting groups of boys with moral dilemmas and then asking them questions about them.  His most famous moral dilemma is below: -

Discuss the questions in small groups.


Social Cognition

Attribution is all about blame.  Who or what do we blame when we do something wrong.  If we realise that we are to blame, that is known as internal attribution, if we blame others, or outside factors, it is known as external attribution.  An offender is considered on the round to rehabilitation when they can take full responsibility for their actions, in other words come to an internal attribution.

Gudjohnsson & Bownes – The attribution of blame and type of crime committed.

Kohlberg - Moral Development in Children (1963)

Aim: - To find evidence in support of a progression through stages of moral development.

Procedure: - 58 working and middle class boys from Chicago aged 7, 10, 13, 16 were given a two hour interview with 10 dilemma (like the Heinz) to solve.  Some of these boys were followed up at 3 yearly intervals and the study was repeated in 1969 in the UK, Mexico, Taiwan, USA and Yucatan.

Findings: - Younger boys tended to perform at stages 1 and 2, with older boys at stages 3 and 4.  This pattern was consistent across different cultures.

	Level 1

Pre-morality
	Stage 1 Punishment & Obedience Orientation – Doing what is right because of fear of punishment

	
	Stage 2 Hedonistic Orientation – Doing what is right for personal gain, perhaps a reward

	Level 2

Conventional Morality
	Stage 3 Interpersonal Concordance Orientation – Doing what is right according to the majority

	
	Stage 4 Law & Order Orientation – Doing what is right because it is your duty and helps society.  Laws must be obeyed for the common good.

	Level 3

Post-conventional morality
	Stage 5 Social Contract or Legalistic Orientation – Doing what is morally right even if it is against the law because the law is too restrictive.

	
	Stage 6 Universal Ethical Principles Orientation – Doing what is right because of our inner conscience which has absorbed the principles of justice, equality and sacredness of human life.


Conclusions: - The evidence does support the idea of a stage theory.  More recent research by Thornton & Reid (1982) with criminal samples suggests that criminals committing crime for financial gain show more immature reasoning than those committing violent crimes.
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Social Cognition

We all justify and explain our behaviours using either internal or external attributions.  An internal attribution is when a person accepts full responsibility for their own behaviour and sees the cause as being within themselves.  An external attribution is when a person sees the cause of their behaviour as being an external factor, e.g. ‘I was provoked, it’s his fault I hit him’, ‘I had a bad childhood’, ‘I’ve got no money, job etc.’

A criminal is considered rehabilitated when they can fully accept responsibility for their crime, in other words have an internal attribution, they accept their guilt.
Gudjohnsson & Bownes (2002) – The attribution of blame and type of crime committed

Aim: - To examine the relationship between the type of offence and the attributions offenders make about their criminal acts.

Procedure: - 80 criminals who were serving sentences in Northern Ireland. 20 had committed violent offences, 40 sex offences and 20 crimes against property.  The criminals were asked to fill out a 42-iten ‘Blame Attribution Inventory’ (GBAI).

Findings: - 

Mean Scores on GBAI

	Type of Offence
	Guilt
	Mental Element (Depression etc.)
	External Attribution

	Violence
	8.1
	5.3
	5.8

	Sexual
	12.7
	5.7
	2.4

	Property
	5.5
	4.0
	3.0


Explain these results in words: -

Conclusions: - 

Gudjohnsson & Bownes compared these findings to an earlier study carried out in England and found a high level of consistency for the way criminals attribute blame for their crimes.  There was a higher level of external attribution for violent crimes in Northern Ireland, but this may have been because of the ‘troubles’ in Northern Ireland in the 1980s and early 1990s.
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Evaluation: - 


What is the problem with the sample?

















Issues with the research method, data collected etc.









































Heinz Dilemma


Heinz’s wife was suffering from terminal cancer.  In an effort to save her he went to a chemist who had developed a cure which might help her.  Unfortunately, the chemist wanted much more money for his cure than Heinz could afford and refused to sell it for less.  Even when Heinz borrowed enough money for half the cost of the drug, the chemist still refused to sell it to him.  Having no other means of getting the drug, Heinz broke into the chemist’s laboratory and stole it.





Should he have broken into the laboratory? Why?


Should the chemist insist on the inflated price for his invention? Does he have the right?


What should happen to Heinz?


What if Heinz did not love his wife – does that change anything?


What if the dying person was a stranger? Should Heinz have stolen the drug anyway?





Evaluation: -


What are the problems with Kolhberg’s sample?











Are dilemmas an appropriate way of measuring morality?














What are the strengths of Kohlberg’s research?











Does anyone ever reach stage 6?





Evaluation: -





What are the strengths & weaknesses of this study?








