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PUBLIC ATTITUDES TO VARI OUS TYPES OF CRIHINAL BEHAVIOUR 

The measuremen t of attitudes towards different types of 

crimina l ac tivity has a long and important history in criminolo gy, 

applied psych ology and psychome trics. Th e early experiments conducted 

1 
by Thurstone in 1927 on t he s everity of some crimes as judged by 

students at the Univers ity of Chicago led to the development of modern 

attitude scaling techniques . The method developed by Thurstone is 

still in use today and Coombs
2

, for instance , has been able to show 

in 1 967 how the judgement o f seriousness o f crimes changed in th e 

intervening 40 years . 

One of the main difficulties "1hich arises in comparing judgements 

between s ubj ec t s and be t ween time periods , is the different meanip~ 

which peop l e a ttach to crimes . For example, - most people would nm" 

conside r the offence of smuggling as a serious offence since it 

suggests to them a picture of a heroin smuggl er who is like l y t o 

considerably harm the c ommunity while r eaping large financial r ewards . 

1.Jhen Th u rs tone made his s urvey drug smuggl i ng was p r a ctically l.mknov.TIl 

and, in Chicago , s mugg l ers were probably id e ntified as tho se individuals 

who brought a few bottles o f a lcoho l fr om Canada to the Unit e d States. 

Our criticism of t he more tradi tional method of judgin g the 

severity of various criminal activities rests therefore mainl y in 

the fact that the offences which are scal e d a r e never properly 

identified . Conseq uently the rater i s called upon to make two judge-

ments: firstly, h ow serious the of fen ce is on t he state d d imension 

of cr iminal ac tivity and, secondly, how this particular catego r y of 

1L . L . Thurs t one , Att itudes can be measured. American Journal pf Sociolo0'~: " 
1928 , 33: 529-554 . 

2~.H. Coombs , Thurstone ' s measurement of social values revisite d 40 years 

l ater . Journal of Personality and Social Psychology" 1967, 6 : 85--91. 
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offences compares with another c ategory of criminal conduct. Thus, 

for instance, the offence of "stealing" might conjure in one rater 

the action of an uneducated forei gner removing some discarded 

material from a rubbish dump, while another rater might imagine by 

"stealing" the theft by an accountan t of a f e w mill ion dollars of 

trust monies held for a charity fund. 

It seemed to us essential to deve lop a me thod which \-]Quld 

overcome the first difficulty. We therefore de v e loped the pseudo-

anecdotal method to scale the perceived severity of various offences . 

While the main aim of our research \ ·laS to examine the r eason for 

the high incidence of persons who break the 1m.] by driving under 

the influence of alcohol, the method which \.]e developed generalizes 

to all scaling procedures in which a sanction can be awarded to a 

hypothetical offender for a hypothetical offence. 

This method , \,.,hich is presented in the publications resulting 

from our inquiry, consists of preparing stories, 60 to 100 words 

long, which describe various offences that have been commited by 

people of different age and different socio-economic background. 

Thus it is no longer the off e n c e of "stealing" which is being 

rated in relationship to other offences, but rather the following 

action is evaluated: 

,~ 28-year- old fencing contractor was passing by a window 

of a fZat ; he forced it open and took a camera worth $90~ 

which was clear ly visible on the windolJ l edge ." 

Obviously a different degree of sophistication is used in questionn-

aires set for lawyers, university students , the general population, 

or school children . 
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The respondents are instructed to award to each offender an 

appropria te penalty. This could be a fine , a prison sentence, or 

both. Subj e.cts are a l so instructed to award nominal p enalties in 

instances vlhere they consider tha t the charge should be dismi s sed 

under a first offend e r provision or only a s usp ended sentence b e 

imposed. 

A thorough search of the literature failed to find a technique 

similar to the one develop e d by us, though hypothetical case histories 

have been widely u sed as a t eaching de vice for a long time . 

The offences are ranked in an ascending o rder of the magnitude 

o f the penalty imp o sed. He assume that the magnitude of th e penalty 

is in a dire ct, monotonic r elationship with the perceived severity 

of the offence. The punishme nt awarded gives there for e a meas ure 

of the severity with which thi s particular offence i s viewed by 

the re spondent. Clearly, the ac t of stealing refers only to the 

theft of the c amera and not to a more or to a l ess s erious stealing 

offence . Since each questionnaire is rated independently, it makes 

l ittle difference if som~ respondenLs are more punitive than others; 

the order of severity in \vhich the various offences are rated r emains 

very stable within populat ions. This can be seen by the low standard 

deviations (or stan.dard errors ) which we reported in our studies . 

In three published studies : 

How serious is the offence of drunken driving? Aus t ralian «ad 

New Zea land J ourna l of Crimi no logy ~ 1978, 11 : lLd - 147 ; 

" •• to make the punishment fit the crime". Aus t ralian 

Quarterly~ 1979 , 51(3): 55-61; 

The s e v e rity of drunken driving as perceived by drunken drivers . 

Accident Analysi s and Prevention~ 1 980, 12: 105-111; 

---
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we examined the vlaY in which three differe nt populations of 

respondents judge d the severity of a drunken driving offence in 

which no personal injury was caused and where property d amage was 

r elatively small ( $250). Except for la,'ry e rs, who tended to pay 

more attention to property offences, most raters aw'ard ed relative ly 

harsh penal ties to th e drunke n drive r. In one study in w'hich the 

judgements of men convicted of a drunken driving offence were 

contrasted Hith judgement s from a control group I"hich consisted 

of men who had n o previous conviction for drunken driving, it was 

found that respondents I"ho had a conviction for drunken driving 

rat ed this offence as significantly l ess severe than those who 

had n o such previous conviction. I t appears tha t men convicted of 

a drunken driving charge considered this offence to be l ess serio u s 

than men nct so convicted. The results of our investigation did 

not ShOH whether this change in attitude "ras taken by offenders s o 

as to minimize their f eelings of guilt , or whether it ,,,as due to 

the b e lief tha t the offence of drunken driving was considered less 

serious than others believe. 

We argued in this paper that instead of shame and guil t feelings 

operating which would have t he benefit of stopping the offender 

from committing a fur the r breach of the 1a\17, the offender subse-

quently sees his crime as l ess serious than before h e was apprehende d. 

Unfortunately we are unable to s u ggest a ny r emedi a l treatment method: 

The purpose of our investigation '17as t o drmoJ attention t o the f ac t 

rather than to sugges t a so l ution . 

Another aspect of ou r r esearch concerns the me thod employed a t 

arriving at certain inferences . We show that ill these investigation s 

it i s important for the r esearcher to examine not only the mean 
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rating , i.e., the central tendency of the results , but also the 

d ispersion of the various scores. We used some of our pilot 

study dat a whi ch has remained unpublished to make a genera l 

case for the examination of variances in opinion and crimi nological 

survey s . It was found, for ins t ance, that older respondents are 

more variable than yotmger ones when assessing the severity of 

some of the offences when the pseudo-anecdotal method is u sed. 

From a me t hodo logical point of view t his constitutes an 

i mportant contribution to opinion and att i tude research . It ~.ril l 

enable inves ti gators to use a di fferent research stra t egy and at 

times dra~v some valid inferences due to variance differences betwee n 

groups. This finding generalizes to a ll r esearch in which uni-

dimensional judgemen t s are made. Th e art icle h as not yet appeared 

and it is too earl y to estimate its i mpac t. Th e paper is included 

in the appendix to this report but when the ar ticle is published 

r eprints will be forwarded . 

In addition to the four pap e rs , we pres en t e d our findings to 

l earr.ed meetings at universities and research confer e n ces . More 

popular lectures wer e given to Rotarians and othe r interested 

community g roups . 

The pseudo - anecdo t al method i s already being us e d by one of 

our stude nts in a pilot study to determine th e degree of severity 

and the apportioning of blame to hypothetical cas e historie s 

r e l ating to incidences of s exual assaul ts on women . It is hoped 

that eventual l y some info~~ation will b e availab l e which c a n give 

some ind1cation of th e correct situa tion to those men who are 

unab l e to t e ll the differen ce b e t Heen a refusal an d an acceptance 

of sexual advanc es . 
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It is necessary to mention that we expe rienced quite a l a r ge 

number of failure s in our researclL. In a long study Hhich. \vas 

based on some positive pilot study results, we were not able to 

get clearcut r esults ' ''hen samples of juveniles ,,,ere used. The 

ta s k migh t have b een a little too difficult for a random sample 

of 'vestern Austra lian schoolchildren. 

On the other hand , a rather successful study \-lith ministers 

of religion Has written up but rejected by the editor of a 

reputable journa l since he f e lt that owing to th e large refusal 

rat e ,,,hich we encountered, our sample could no longer be called 

a random one. 

We plan further research in the area ; in particular we hope 

that other research workers ,,,ill b e able to improve on the method 

which we developed. 

We would like to thank the Council for the financial support 

which we received. Without the Council's help we would have been 

unable to compl e te our res earch. 

A.A. Landa uer D. A. Pocock 
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Hh e n tryin g to con trast distributions of t asl~ perforJ:13nccs , pre fer ence 

r atings or any oth e r s imilar varia bl e , at t ention. i s ~ l s u a lly focussed 

on a c omparison of their means . Cl e arly , there are other properties 

o f interest beside a v erage loca tion: amount·of disp e r s ion , skewness a nd 

kurtosis arc jus t a f ew . I n this article attention is to b e r estricted 

t o variance "'hi-ch i s th e cor:u:lOnly used variabi lity sta ti s tic . 

In applie d psycho logy r e s earch hypo theses abou t differe nces i n 

var iance appear to be rather incide nt a l and such findings are frequen tly 

not investiga t ed any further ( e . g. , see Moskowitz, 1971 ). The myop ia 

inhe r ent i n failing to e xami ne v ar iances will now be illus trated with 

data from a numb e r of studies . No attempt is made to inves tigate th e 

validity o f the s t atis tical resul ts in any of thes e eX~lp les . Some 

r esults may we ll be sp urious . 

The first ~xamp l e is demonstrated by th e kind of d a ta ga thered 

from q~es tionnaire studies (Pocock ~nd La ndaue r, 1978 , 1979). In t h ese 

th e task cons is ts of asking r es ponden ts to 8\va rd p ena l ti e s to 20 men Hho 

h a d b een convicted o f commit ting different offe nces. The r esponden t 

judge d these b y r eading s h ort stories Hhich brie fly descr ib e d illega l 

or crimina l b ehaviour in l ay language . The of fen ces inc luded theft , 

driving under the influe nce of alcohol , mans l a u ghter , and a rmed robb e ry . 

For each r esponden t th e offences He re r anked separ ate ly in a n ascending 

order of the magni tude o f th e p e n a lty i mposed . F ines were conve rted to 

a prison t erm eq u iva l ent according to an empirical sca l e . The mean r a tin gs 

and th e ir v ar i a n ces for each of t he of fences we r e th e n used to indicate 

the degree of sev eri ty and agreemen t respective ly with which th e s e t ypes 

o f b e h a viou r ~re judged . In a study to determine if p eo ple convicted of 

a drunke n driving off ence r espon d in th e s ame manller as p eop l e not so 

convict ed, n quest i onnaire was forward e d to both men who lla d b een found 

to h ave a bl ood alcohol concentration in excess of 0.1 p e r cent and t o a 
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matched control i;roup . lLques tionn2irc and a coverine let t er vlaS sent to 

each p e rson in the t\\10 groups . · The response rate \·las 27 per cent: only 

29 expe rimental a nd 28 control group answers could be analysed . The mean 

age of the res pondents in both group s \·.' as quite similar : 41.3 and 4 2 . 0 

yea rs . 

Figure 1 shows the 95 per cent c onf idence intervals about the mean 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

r esponse ratings. On th e abscissa is the mean rating and th e 20 dif ferent 

offences are listed in an ascending ord e r of the magnitud e of th e penalty 

i mposed. . Th ere ,,,e re no signif icant mean differences '''it11 1n any pairs of 

ratings (R > .05), but there were some si~nificant differences in the 

variances b e tvleen the two groups . This is noticeable Hhen the ,,,idths o f 

th e confidence inte rvals within each pa ir are compa red . Bearing in mind 

that all the t ests of significance are sensitive to differences L~ either 

direction , it was found that there was a significantly greater variance 

in the experimental group when awarding a penalty for the offence of 

exceeding the speed limi t whilst drivi~g (£[ 27/28~ = 2.18, E = . 046) . On 

th e other h and , there ~ere l arger variances in the control group for the 

offences of shoplifting (£[27/28J 2 . 49 , R = .01 9) and embezzlement 

(.I[27/28J = 2 . 72, R = . 010 ) . There \·,e re other offences in which signif icant 

differences could plausibly be attributed to th e exis tence of a sing le 

outlying score . 

Since it was felt that these differences in variance may b e 

artefactual (they had not b ee n postulated ), it was decided to examine 

simila r data of an earliei survey undertaken witll lawyers ( Pocock and 

Land a uer, 1979) . There it was predicted th a t after a median sp lit for 

age, tlle responses of old e r l3\\')7e1's (i . £' . , t11 0se \,' it11 greater practic<.ll 

experience) \\'o uld h <.lve l e s s v;)ri a nce tha n the re sponses of younger op es . 
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This Has con firmed in the assessment of penalties for the stories 

relating to the off e n ces of f a r e evas ion, rDp e , smugglin g, a nd mu rd e r . 

For all these o ffences t he r atings o f olde r r espondents h ad l ess var iance 

than thos e of younge r ones (£[99/97J = 2.01, 2.7 8 , 1 . 56 , 2. 75, ~ ~ .048) . 

Furthe rmore , in a s ample of 40 offenders convicte d ofa drivin g 

u nd e r the i nfluence o f alcoho l charge and a c on t rol group of 7 2 s ubj ec ts, 

it was found tha t wh e n responses we r e poo l e d a n d a me di an sp lit fo r a ge 

was und e rt ak e n, the o l der r espondents we r e sign i fican tly more v a riab le 

when assessing p e n a l t ies fo r bur g l a ry, r ape , shoplifting , and murder 

(£[5 1/51J = 2 . 41, 2 .29 , 1 . 8 1, 1.9 8 , ~ ~ .036) , while the youn ger r espond en t s 

were more v a r i abl e in assess i ng th e penalty for robbery with a tt emp t ed 

murder C.~[51 / 51J 2 . 01 , ~ = . 01 1f) and for urina ting in public ( F[S1/51 J 

2 . 51 , .E. ::; . 001) . Hhen th e above samp l e ,,,a s spli t into h i gh a nd low 

puni tive groups, r esponde n ts who awarded h arshei s en t ences were significan t ly 

more dj"ided about the adequate penalty f or far e evasion (£~ 55/55J = 3 . 99 , 

.E. ::; .001) and signific. nt l y le s ~ about urinatin g in public (£[55 / 55J = 2 . 01, 

.E. . 0 11). Finally, when the e x pe rimen t a l group and all. age - matched control 

group of 40 subj e cts we re compared , f ur ther signific ant dif fe r e nces in 

v ariances wer e found . The e),:periment a l g roup v a ri a nce s ,·je r e hi gh er i n 

assessing the pe n a lty for urina ting in public, in co me t ax evasion, and 

arme d robbery ylith attempted murd e r (.I[39 /39J = 5 . 0 8 ,2 . 13,2 . 55 , .E. ::; .020), 

and we r e lower f o r assessin g p enalties for th e crime s o f bur gl a ry , rape , and 

embezzlement (£.[39/39 J= 2 . 05,2. 31 ,2 . 4 1,.E. ::; . 027 ). 

The r e a r e a numb e r of r easons 'vhy inve sti ga tors h a v e cont inued to 

res trict tll emse lves to examining means and neg l ec t e d to compare v a riances 

a nd other aspec ts of distributions . The main reason may ' vell be the l ack 

of con f ide n ce in th e u s e of sta tis ti ca l t echnique s b y r esearch e rs in 

applied a r eas . In c ontr as t t o th e mean th e v ar i a n ce is l ess intuit ive , 

more difficult to pr e d ic t and procedu r es for tIle c ompari son of v ariances 



~ J 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
J 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
1 
I 
• 
I 

I 
I 
I 

12 Inter-SL\hjlcc t 

are less well known . 

It should b e noted, h m'leve r, that the preference for the comp D- rison 

of means rath er than of variances does h ave some statistical validity . 

For exampl e , the an a ly s is of variance is quit e robust und e r violations 

of two of th e assumptior s on which the te s t i s b as ed . Th e ana lysis of 

variance assume s t hat s amp ling i s made from no rmally dis trib uted p opula tio~s . 

yet it is an efficien t t es t when the true distribution of the sampled 

populations &iffers from normality (Scheff~ , 1959 ) . Simila rly , it 

assumes that the variance s of the sampled populat ions are equa l ( homo -

geneity of variance), yet the test i s stil l applicable if there are 

sizeable differences in population variances ( a good example of thi s 

appears in Winer, 1962, p. 92) . Provided subj ec ts are r andomly assigne d 

to the appropriate groups, the analysis of variance is sens itive t o 

differences in mean s and relatively insens itive to violations of the 

other underlying assumptions . 

Tests for the c omparison of v ariances are more trouble some : the 

standard tests are extremely sensitive to violations of the assumption 

of normality (B ox , 19 53 ; Games , Hinkler a nd P robert , 1972; Gartside, 

1972 ) . The tests devel op ed by Barlet t (1 937), Cochran ( 1941) and by 

Hart :ey (1 950) , and indeed the .I-tes t used to compare v ariances in th e 

experimental investigations reported in this paper , are all highly 

sensitive to non-normality . Hence in rej ec tin g the hypoth es is of equal 

v a riances th e research e r \wuld not knmv wheth e r this rejection \vould b e 

due to a true difference in popula tion variances or to some mismatch 

between the distribution of a sampled population and the normal distribution . 

A number of t ests dlich are more robust to non-normality than th e 

trad itional test of cqL\a lity of v ariances hav e b een proposed ( Box, 195 3 ; 

Scheffe, 1959 ; Hiller, 1968 ; 13rmoJn and F~r sy th e , 197 1l ). The problem 

with a ll these rather esoteric te sts is that th e y are~ucll less powerful 
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tha n th e traditional tests ( Games , Kcsclman and Clinch, 1979 ; Keselma n, 

Games a nd Clinch, 19 79) . For ins tance, when the Bqx- Sch ef f6 procedure 

Has applied to th e dOlt a from the dr unken d river study J: eported in this 

p aper, it was found that the only significant differences in v a riance s 

was for the embezzlement offence . Both the speeding and th e shoplifting 

data yield e d insignificant r esult s when this more robu s t procedure wa s 

u sed . 

The prob'lem o f meeting distributional assumptions is not the only 

reason why applied r esearchers h ave n eglected to compa re variances . A 

furth er difficulty is tha t inequa lity of un it s will a tte nuate a di ffe rence 

b etween means but could pr-oduce inva lid differences in v ar iances . For 

this r eason a t est of inequality o f v ar i a nces i s p erhaps most appr opr iate 

wh en, as in some of th e ear lie r exampl e s , the re is a concomitant equali t y 

: 
of means. 

De spit e limita tion s i mpo sed bv the ava i lable statistical procedures 

there rema ins a strol.g e mpiri ca l argumen t in favour of a n a lysis of dis -

persian in addition to tha t of c e ntra l t e ndency . This is pa rt icular ly 

r e l evant whe n the r e are no signif ican t differences b e t ween means . In 

applied psycho l o gica l res earch, like the crimino lo gy studies reporte d 

here, dep endent v a riables are fr equently selec t ed intuitively r ath e r 

th a n by th eoretical conside rations . For th ese c ases the presence of 

reliabl e differenc es may only b e r evealed by comparison of variances . 
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16 Inter-Subj (>c l: 

Note 

1 . The r esearch on which thi s artic l e is based was supporte d by a 

grant from th e Australian Crimi no logy Resea rch Council to whom 

the author s \.,is[l to e xpress th '2 ir thanks and appreciat ion . The 

op inions in th is article arc the irs and not necessarily those of 

t he Au s tra lian Cr i minolo gy Res ear ch Council. 
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17 Inter-Subj e ct 

Lege nd for F igure 1 

Mean r a ting of th e offences an d th e ir 95 per c en t conf idence interva ls . 

The res ults of r es ponden t s with a blood alcohol conc entra t ion in exce ss 

of 0 . 1 p e r cent are hat ch e d a nd those of the control group are pla in. 



I' . . 1 8 Inter-Subject 

I 
Summa ry 

I 
I 

In applied psychological r esearch scrutiny of the di spersion 

of f:cor e s is o f t en as i mportant 3S an examination of their c entral 

I tendency. A comparison of the v ar i ances of t wo di s tributions can 

yie ld pop u l a tion differe n ces Hhich remain u nno ticed if on l y means 

I are compared . , The c as e f or examinin g varLm ces is d emons t rated with a number 

of empiric a l e xamp l es . Althou gh no at t emp t is made to place an 

J interpreta tion on any of th e statistical r esul t s , these s tudies 

illustrate the occ a sions ~"here v a riance differences should be investigated . 

I Reasons a s to y.,lhy applied psychologis ts h a v e continued to res tric t 

I themselves to examinin g me an s and n egl ec t ed to compa re other aspect s 

of distribution s are discussed . 

I It is concluded that th e re is a strong e~pirical ar gument 

supportin g the analysis of disper s ion despit e the limitations oi the 

I statistica l procedures . In a numbe r of settings encountered by applied 

I psychologis ts a v a riance comparison may , in addition to a n examination 

of means, show the pr esence of r e liable dif ferences . , 
I 
• I 
J 
I 
I 
I 
I 



FARE EVASION 

URINATING IN A. PUBLIC 
PLACE 

INCOME TAX EVASION 

SHOP LIFTING 

SPEEDING 

DRIVING A CAR WITHOUT 
LICENSE 

THEFT 

DRIVING UNDER THE 
INFLUENCE OF ALCOHOL 

SMUGGLING 

FORGING AND UTTERING 

TAKING A~D DRIVING AWAY' 
A VEHICLE 

FALSE PRETENCES, SELLING 
SHORT-WEIGHT GOODS 

CAUSING GRIEVOUS BODILY 
HARM '. 

ARSON 

MANSLAUGHTER 

E!-.lBEZZLEMENT 

BURGLARY 

ARMED ROBBERY WITH 
ATTEMPTED MURDER 

RAPE 

./ 

I 
o 

~ _ _ lid 

\. 

lZ22'2Z?Za EXPZRIMENTAL 

r;w#~ 
1I'7Z(/ //Z////l I 

[777TLZfffl7h3 
I --..---J 

: : 

f2(////v//A1, 
w/z) 

CONTROL 

IW2/J 
I 

a 
c9 

j Iii I I I I I I I I I I r i I r--1 
.2 3· . 4 5 6 7 9 9 10 II 12' 13 14 IS 16 17 18 19 20 

MEAN RATING 

, , 

i 
I 

I I 

_e-.:"·- _ - ... -.- ... - .. - .. 


	



