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Abstract 

Two hundred and eight Canadian male federal offenders 

participated in this study of the relationship between 

social cognition, violent behavior, and psychopathy. 

Antagonistic recall, hostile attributions, hostile goal 

selection, and the tendency to generate and prefer 

aggressive responses were al1 significantly associated with 

the intention to respond violently to hypothetical 

situations. Each stage of the social-information processing 

mode1 (Crick & Dodge, 1994) and a measure of beliefs 

supporting violence significantly correlated with self- 

reported frequencies of violent behavior, the number of 

violent crimes, and the Hare Psychopathy Checklist - 

Revised. Multiple regression analyses revealed that each 

distortion contributed to the prediction of violent 

responding, even when intelligence, state anger, and 

response bias were controlled. Antagonistic social 

cognitions significantly postdicted the frequency of self- 

reported violence, the total number of violent convictions, 

and the level of psychopathy. 
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SOCIAL COGNITION, CRIMINAL VIOLENCE, AND 

PSYCHOPATHY 

Violent crime is a significant public health problem 

in North America. One method of addressing this problem is 

to assess individuals who perpetrate violent crimes and to 

determine relevant approaches to the prevention and 

management of future violence. Recent reviews of the 

assessment and treatment of violent offenders suggest that 

modifying the social cognitions of violent offenders is a 

promising treatment approach (Andrews & Bonta, 1994; 

Blackburn, 1993). 

When faced with similar social situations, why do some 

people react with violence, whereas others withdraw or 

negotiat~? Individual reactions can Vary for the same person 

across different situations and may Vary for different 

people within similar situations. Social learning theory 

proposes that violent behavior, like most other behaviors, 

is determined by a combination of stable behavioral 

dispositions interacting with specific features of the 

environment. In order to understand a violent act, a number 

of interacting variables need to be considered. The 

variables include innate and acquired behavior propensities, 
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neurophysiological characteristics, cognitive functioning, 

and aspects of the immediate situation. 

The emphasis on cognitive mediation separates social 

learning theory from other behavioral theory. The basic 

assumption of this f o m  of cognitive-behavioral theory is 

that thoughts, attitudes, and beliefs influence the way 

people feel and behave. Aggression is acquired and 

maintained internally, through environmental rewards and 

self-reinforcement. It is instigated in response to the 

cognitive appraisal of the environment. The theories of 

Bandura (l983), Berkowitz (l983), and Zillmann (1983), 

stipulate that aggressive behavior is a cognitively mediated 

process. A central component of this mental process involves 

the processing of social information. 

Huesmann (1988) has proposed that social infomation 

processing is a core determinant of aggressive behavior. 

Social information processing is a term used to describe the 

encoding, interpretation and response to environmental 

social cues. Social information processing models articulate 

the sequential and interrelated stages through which social 

data is perceived and interpreted. A prominent assumption of 

social cognitive theories of aggression is that individuals 

differ in the way they process information about their 

social environment. It is assumed that those who respond 
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violently to social situations display particular social 

cognitive distortions. In a review of developmental 

psychopathology and cognition, Kendall and Macdonald (1993) 

identified 50 studies that demonstrate a relationship 

between aggression and social-cognitive difficulties. The 

assumption underlying these investigations is that an 

interaction of situational and personal factors produces 

aggressive behavior. Persistently aggressive behavior is the 

result of stable deficiencies in the appraisal of social 

information. 

Social Information Processing Mode1 

The social cognitive theory of aggression is based 

primarily on research examining the social information 

processing styles of aggressive children. Kenneth Dodge and 

his colleagues (Dodge, 1986; Dodge, Petit, McClas key, & 

Brown, 1986) pioneered the development of a social 

information-processing model of aggressive behavior. Dodge 

(1980) was initially concerned about how aggressive children 

misattribute hostile intentions and eventually this 

investigation broadened into a mode1 of childhood social 

competence. 

Crick and Dodge (1994) have fomulated a model of 

social cognition and performance that attempts to delineate 

the cognitive features of social competence. A primary 
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assumption of the model is that effective behavior depends 

on rational and objective perceptions of social 

circumstances. The socially competent person is capable of 

accurately perceiving and appraising his or her social 

environment by attending and responding to information that 

is socially relevant. Conversely, behavioral problems are 

the result of deficits and distortions of this process. 

These deficiencies in the processing of social information 

are assumed to play a central role in the development of 

conduct problems, depression, and social rejection. 

The model of social adjustment is an integration of 

several cognitive approaches, including social problem 

solving (D'Zurilla & Goldfried, 1971), social information 

processing (McFall, 1982) , and schema theory (Shank 6 

Abelson, 1977). The addition of the notion of schematic 

processing accounts for the stability of social dysfunction. 

Schemas represent a system of social knowledge, recalled 

fram memories of previous social experience. This social 

knowledge assists in the interpretation of events and guides 

behavior. In the model of social information processing, 

generalized experiences and self-schemas (Dodge & ~omlin, 

1987) are thought to influence social cognitions at every 

processing stage. 
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Crick and Dodge (1994) maintain that each phase of 

social information processing depends on earlier stages and 

interacts with social schemas. They base this assertion on 

neuropsychological and cognitive explanations of attention, 

emotion and mental processing. The mode1 is rooted on a 

connectionist theory of cognitive functioning. Connectionism 

indicates that cognitive processing is not a rigid linear 

sequence, but a set of simultaneous operations (Rumelhart, 

McClelland, h Parallel Distributed Processing (PDP) Research 

Group, 198 6) . Synchronous processing is hypothesized to 
follow an analytical progression with interrelated feedback 

loops at each stage. The relationship of processing 

components at one stage and processing at another stage is 

interactive. This model of childrenfs social adjustment is 

depicted in Figure 1. 

Crick and Dodge (1994) delineate six stages of social 

cognitive processing. The first stage (encoding of cues) 

involves the perception of and attention to interna1 and 

external information. The second stage (interpretation of 

cues) encompasses the subjective definition of those cues. 

TWO primary components of the interpretive process are the 

attributions of causality and intentions towards others. The 

third stage is a motivational process where immediate social 

goals are considered. The fourth stage is the response 



Social Cognition, CrimUlol Violence, d Psychopadz~~ 
6. 

L"'" "O' 0,0 *-.- 5. RESPONSE DECISION 
ionse evaluation - wtcomeexpectations 

seif eftïcacy evaiuaîion 

3. CLARIFICATION OF UA I A BA31 

GOALS rnemory store 
acquicf 

\ & 6 BÈHAVI~RAI 
arousal regulation + ..  

social knowledge 

2 INTERPRETATION OF CUES 
causal attributions 
intent attributions 
other interpretative processes 1. ENCOD 
evaiuation of goal aüainrnent (, -. . -  
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barn intemal and extemai) 

Figure 1. A reformulated 

mode1 of childrenf s 

Note: From "A review and - 

social information-processing 

social adjustment. 

reformulation of social 

information-processing mechanisms in childrenfs social 

adjustment" by N.R. Crick and K.A.  Dodge, 1994, 

Psychological Bulletin 115, p.76. 
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access or construction phase, where potential behavioral 

options are produced. In the fifth stage, the response 

decision phase, solutions are evaluated and selected. The 

response that is selected is implemented in the final stage, 

the behavioral enactment stage. Al1 of the information- 

processing stages depend on the appraised impact of the 

response. Feedback from peers and the environment can 

initiate the process. 

Social  Cognition and Aggression 

The application of social information-processing 

theory to aggressive behavior is based on abundant empirical 

findings that aggressive children demonstrate consistent 

deficits and distortions in their resolution of social 

problems (see Akhtar 6. Bradley, 1991 for a detailed review) . 

When faced with interpersonal problems, chronically 

aggressive children display processing biases and social 

cognitive deficits at every stage of the social information 

processing mode1 (Dodge, 1993). Developmental research has 

demonstrated that aggressive children, when compared to non- 

aggressive children, misinterpret social information, 

attribute hostility, select punitive goals, generate 

aggressive responses and exhibit a preference for aggressive 

solutions. 

Encoding of cues 



In order to successfully interact with others, or 

solve social dilemmas, it is important to realistically 

perceive and define social information. In a series of 

experiments, Dodge and his colleagues explained how 

aggressive children tend to misperceive their circumstances 

by selectively attending to irrelevant information and by 

focusing on threatening environmental cues (Dodge & Tomlin, 

1987, Dodge & Frame, 1982, Dodge & Newman, 1981, Gouze, 

1987; Lochman h Dodge, 1994; Lochman, Lampron, & Rabiner, 

1989). 

Dodge and Newman (1981) approached the measurement of 

encoding bias in a creative way. They developed a "detective 

game" for boys rated as either popular or aggressive by 

peers and teachers. The objective of the game was to 

determine if the antagonist in a situation acted with 

hostility. The participants of the game were allowed to 

request up to five pieces of information to arrive at this 

decision. The boys rated as aggressive requested less 

information and attributed more hostile intentions. 

Dodge and Newman observed a developmental progression 

in cue encoding. Younger boys requested less information and 

older aggressive boys seemed to posses a developmental lag 

(responding as younger boys would). Based on an assmption 

that people are more likely to recall the information they 



Socid Cognition, Criminai Violence, and Psychopathy 
9. 

encode, Dodge and Newman also discovered that aggressive 

boys were more likely to recall hostile information. A 

similar experiment replicated this findhg and demonstrated 

that the results were not solely due to the general 

intelligence of the subjects (Milich 6 Dodge, 1984) 

Other researchers have observed similar attention 

deficits. Gouze (1987) established that aggressive preschool 

boys (rated aggressive using observational measures and 

teacher ratings), were more distracted by an aggressive 

cartoon when completing a separate task and took a longer 

period of tirne to shift their attention away from a violent 

Puppet show. May (1986) found that sensitivity to violent 

tachistoscopic stimuli was associated with self-reported 

violent behavior, This correlation was irrespective of age, 

intellectual ability, economic status and state arousal- 

Interpretation of cues 

Accurate definitions of social situations not only 

depend on the perception of the environment, but on the 

meaning assigned to those perceptions. Social cognitive 

researchers have repeatedly ascertained differences in the 

attributions of aggressive and non-aggressive children 

(Bickett, Milich, & Brown, 1996; Dodge, 1980; Dodge & 

Newman, 1981; Guerra & Slaby, 1989; Lochman & Dodge, 1994; 

Nasby, Hayden & Depaulo, 1980; Waas, 1988). These studies 



have found that aggressive children have a propensity to 

infer hostile intentions, particularly in ambiguous 

interpersonal situations (Dodge, 1980). This inclination has 

been labeled a "hostile attributional bias". 

Dodge and Frame (1982) determined that the selective 

attention to hostile cues, a process that is thought to 

occur in the encoding stage, partially accounts for the 

attributional bias. Many researchers who have uncovered this 

bias maintain that hostile attributions and negative 

interpretations are central determinants of aggressive 

responding. Dodge and his colleagues (Dodge & Frame, 1982; 

Dodge et al., 1986) have dernonstrated that an attribution 

bias is directly related to the decision to retaliate with 

aggression. 

In an early experiment, Dodge (1980) used the 

hypothetical destruction of a puzzle by a peer to provoke a 

behavioral response frorn a group of boys (rated aggressive 

or non-aggressive by peers and teachers). The destruction of 

the puzzle was presented as occurring under three separate 

circumstances. In each condition, information was provided 

to suggest that the intentions of the peer were benign, 

ambiguous, or hostile. Under hostile and benign conditions 

aggressive and non-aggressive boys responded similarly. 

Under ambiguous conditions, the boys rated as aggressive 
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were more likely to respond aggressively, whereas the boys 

rated non-aggressive were more likely to act as they did 

when circumstances were benign. A follow-up study determined 

that aggressive children assigned hostile i n t e n t  to the 

ambiguous circumstance (Dodge 1980, Study 2). Dodge and 

Newman (198 1) found that this misattribution occurs even 

when aggressive children are presented with information that 

the intentions of a peer are harmless. 

The interpretation bias of aggressive children is 

robust and has been replicated in numerous studies with 

children of different ages (Dodge, 1980; Dodge 6 Frame, 

1982; Dodge et al., 1986; Dodge & Tomlin, 1987; Feldman & 

Dodge, 1987; Guerra & Slaby, 1989; Quiggle, Garber, Panak, & 

Dodge, 1992; Sancilio, Plumert & Hartup, 1989; Waas, 1988). 

A hostile attributional bias is also apparent in studies of 

aggressive adolescents (Dodge & Coie, 1987; Crick & Dodge, 

1992; Dodge et al., 1990; Fondacaro & Heller, 1990; Guerra & 

Slaby, 1989; Hains, & Herrman, 1989) . It is also 
characteristic of aggressive girls as well as boys (Dodge, 

Murphy, & Buchsbaum, 1984; Dodge & Tomlin, 1987; Feldman 6 

Dodge, 1987; Steinberg & Dodge, 1983). The finding of a 

hostile attributional bias is not limited to hypothetical 

situations. Researchers have confirmed this tendency in 
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real-life situations (Hughes, Robinson, & Moore, 1991; 

Steinberg & Dodge, 1983) . 

Clarification of qoals 

Once information about the environment has been 

perceived and interpreted, the next step in the mode1 is the 

adoption of a behavioral objective. Crick and Dodge (1994) 

define goal clarification as "focused arousal states that 

function as orientations towards producing (or wanting to 

produce) particular outcornes" (pp.  87). The typical method 

of assessing behavioral intent involves presenting subjects 

with a list of possible goals and asking them to select 

their preference. In the application to aggressive behavior, 

research has demonstrated that aggressive children and 

adolescents have a tendency to select punitive, retaliatory, 

and hostile goals (Crick & Dodge, 1992; Lochman & Dodge, 

1994; Slaby & Guerra; 1988) . Alternatively, children rated 
as popular or prosocial tend to select goals that are 

positive and helpful . 
Social cognitive deficiencies have also been 

implicated in the inability of aggressive children to 

integrate and respond to social information. Aggressive 

behavior in children in diverse social situations has been 

linked to a lack of ability to generate sufficient or 

appropriate responses to social situations (Asarnow & 
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Callan, 1985; Richard & Dodge, 1982). Research that has 

examined the interpersonal problem solving characteristics 

of children has found that aggressive children generate 

fewer solutions to hypothetical dilemmas in comparison to 

nonaggressive children (Asarnow & Callan, 1985; Richard & 

Dodge, 1982; Spivack & Shure, 1974: Spivak, P l a t t ,  & Shure, 

1976; Guerra & Slaby, 1989). One investigator (Deluty, 1983) 

failed to distinguish aggressive and non-aggressive children 

according to the frequency of responses. Deluty suggested 

that the content and priority assigned to solutions is more 

important than the quantity. 

Response access or construction 

The relative priority of solutions and the quality of 

those solutions have received considerable attention- 

Aggressive children have a tendency to generate aggressive 

solutions to problems (Gouze, 1987; Lochman & Lampron, 1986, 

Lochman, Lampron, & Rabiner, 1989), and usually access this 

type of response before more effective prosocial solutions 

(Lochman, 1985; Richard & Dodge, 1982). Sirnilarly, 

researchers have found that within the set of possible 

solutions, aggressive children produce a relatively srna11 

number of relevant solutions (Richard & Dodge, 1982; Guerra 

& Slaby, 1989). 
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Response dec i s ion  

Aggressive c h i l d r e n  may a l s o  conscious ly  s e l e c t  

agg re s s ive  responses-  Even when a variety of so lu t i ons  a r e  

p r e sen t ed  along wi th  a hypothe t i ca l  problem, aggress ive  

c h i l d r e n  have a tendency t o  eva lua te  aggress ive  responses 

more favourably (Cr i ck  & Ladd, 1990, Deluty, 1983, Quiggle ,  

Garber,  Panak, & Dodge, 1992) .  Aggressive ch i l d r en  have a l s o  

been found t o  expect  more p o s i t i v e  outcomes f o r  aggress ive  

behavior  (Dodge, P e t i t ,  McClaskey 6 Brown, 1986; Felàman & 

Dodge, 1987; Hart ,  Ladd, & Buurelson, 1990) .  

Se l f -eva lua t ion  is thought  t o  e x e r t  an important  

i n f l u e n c e  i n  response dec i s i ons .  Aggressive ch i l d r en  t end  t o  

r a t e  thernselves a s  more capable of performing aggress ive  

behav iors  and l e s s  capable  of p rosoc ia l  behaviors  ( C r i c k  & 

Dodge, 1989 ,  Quigg le  e t .  a l ,  1992) . Crick and Dodge (1994) 

a s s o c i a t e  t h i s  a p p r a i s a l  of competency wi th  t h e  cons t ruc t  of 

s e l f - e f f i c a c y  (Bandura, 1977).  They sugges t  t h a t  aggress ive  

responses  are p r e f e r r e d  because aggress ive  ch i l d r en  a r e  

con f iden t  t h a t  t hey  can perform these  s o l u t i o n s ,  and a r e  

less conf iden t  t h a t  p ro soc i a l  so lu t i ons  w i l l  be performed 

s u c c e s s f u l l y  

Social scherna 

As mentioned e a r l i e r ,  t h e  mode1 proposed by Crick and 

Dodge ( 1 9 9 4 )  s p e c i f i e s  a c e n t r a l  r o l e  for schematic 
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processing. Responding to the demands of a situation is not 

solely the product of immediate situation-based cognitions; 

it also encompasses an adherence to a generalized style. 

Crick and Dodge (1994) propose that ' a mental 

representation of past events is stored in long-term memory. 

Later, this memory is integrated with other mernories into a 

general mental structure that guides the processing of 

future social cues" (p. 78) . 
Crick and Dodge admit that there is little empiricaf 

evidence to support the prominent role of social schemas in 

aggressive behavior. However they do suggest that the 

failure of aggressive children to attend to relevant cues 

may be due to the interference of a well-rehearsed script 

for aggression. In this respect, aggressive responses are 

the product of a schema that is overlearned and misapplied 

to specific situations. The authors provide an example of a 

play fight that escalates into a serious conflict, because 

of a schema that is inappropriately applied to the 

situation. 

Empirical support for the existence of aggressive 

schemas can be found in the beliefs commonly held by those 

who are aggressive (Bergstein, Hemenway, Kennedy, Quaday, & 

Ander, 1996; Cotten, Resnick, Brome, Martin, McCarraher, & 

Woods, 1994; Perry, Perry, & Rasmussen, 1986; Spaccarelli, 
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Coatsworth, d Bowden, 1995). Slaby and Guerra (1988) 

demonstrated that the endorsement of violent beliefs 

mediated violent response preferences to hypothetical 

situations. A study of an ethnically diverse sample of 

disadvantaged children found that beliefs supporting 

aggression contributed to longitudinal and coexistent 

predictions of aggressive behavior (Guerra, Huesmann, Tolan, 

Van Acker, & Eron, 1995). 

The general findings suggest that aggressive children 

are more likely to attend to hostile and less relevant 

social information (stage 1). They demonstrate a pronounced 

bias to attribute hostility (stage 2) and pursue 

antagonistic social goals (stage 3). Aggressive children 

also generate fewer and less effective solutions for social 

problems (stage 4); and they select aggressive solutions and 

evaluate those solutions as effective (stage 5). These  

stages are interdependent and contribute to the aggressive 

childrs inappropriate social behaviors (stage 6). At the 

core of these social cognitions a general schema supporting 

the use of aggression is thought to exert an influential 

role. 
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Gaps In Knowledge 

Two decades of developmental research demonstrates 

that aggressive children differ in the way they perceive and 

interpret environmental cues, generate and select solutions 

to social problems, and in the attitudes and beliefs that 

they hold about aggression. However, the majority of studies 

demonstrating empirical evidence of an association between 

social cognition and aggression are based on juvenile 

populations. Few studies have explored comparable social 

processing styles of aggressive adults. 

Aggressive behavior has been found to be an enduring 

characteristic. Longitudinal studies have detemined that an 

individual's relative ranking on aggression is consistent 

throughout the lifespan (Olweus, 1984). Peer nominations of 

childhood aggression are significantly correlated with self- 

reported and spouse-reported aggression in adulthood 

(Huesmann, Eron, Lefkowitz, & Walder, 1984 ) . Farrington 
(1 98 9) has demonstrated that teacher rankings of aggression 

in childhood are predictive of adult criminal offenses. 

Therefore, longitudinal studies would suggest that the 

social cognitive indicators of childhood aggression carry 

forward into adulthood. However, as Blackburn (1994) 

correctly points out, longitudinal predictors have a high 

false positive rate. Most aggressive children do not becorne 
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violent adults. Loeber and Stouthamer-Loeber (1998) argue 

that the stability of aggression over t h e  is misleading 

because most aggressive children do not grow up to be 

violent. They also point out that adult criminal violence 

does not necessarily have a developrnental determinant. 

Some developmental researchers have used longitudinal 

methods to explore social cognitive deficits from childhood 

to adolescence. Antagonistic social information processing 

styles are not exclusive to young aggressive children. 

Researchers have demonstrated that aggressive adolescents 

process social information in a way that is consistent with 

the distortions of the aggressive children (Dodge et al., 

1990; Fondacaro & Heller, 1990; Hains & Herrman, 1989; Slaby 

6 Guerra, 1988). In one study of an incarcerated sample, 

antisocial aggressive adolescents, when compared to non- 

aggressive adolescents, were more likely to define social 

problems in a hostile way, adopt hostile goals, generate 

fewer solutions and anticipate fewer sanctions for 

aggression (Slaby & Guerra, 1988). Persistent and serious 

foms of aggression were associated with less effective 

social problem-solving skills and more frequent endorsement 

of beliefs that support the use of aggression. 

In this context, it is plausible that the same 

cognitive deficits and distortions that mediate aggression 



in childhood carry over to adolescence and may also extend 

into adulthood. However, only a few studies have empirically 

tested the association between social cognitive distortions 

and violence in adults. 

Holtzworth-Munroe (1996) has proposed that a social 

information-processing framework would be helpful for the 

assessment and treatxnent of spouse abusers. In a study 

comparing the reactions of husbands to statements written by 

their wives, violent men were more likely to experience 

anger and report negative behavioral intentions (Holtzworth- 

Munroe, & Smutzler, 1996). Compared to nonviolent men, 

domestically violent men are more likely to respond with 

irrelevant solutions, verbal aggression, and physical 

aggression to videotaped scenes of a couple in conflict 

(Dutton d Browning, 1988). 

A few studies have exarnined the social cognitive 

deficits of persistently violent criminal offenders. Copello 

and Tata (1990) examined the social information processing 

dif ferences of violent off enders, non-violent offenders, and 

non-offenders. In comparison to non-offenders, both violent 

and non-violent offenders were more likely to infer violent 

threats to ambiguous sentences. The results suggest that the 

attribution of violent intent may be related to general 

deviance and not specifically to violent behavior. 
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Zamble and Porporino (1988) demonstrated that poor 

coping and ineffective problem solving was characteristic of 

criminal offenders, though the authors did not distinguish 

between violent and non-violent offenders. In a previous 

study with a population of incarcerated offenders, 1 

(Bettman, 1993) found that an adherence to an aggressive 

problem-solving style significantly contributed to the 

postdiction of self-reported violence. The measure used in 

this previous study was based on the social cognitive 

deficits and distortions described in the developmental 

research. 

Research with Canadian criminal offenders  has 

discovered a significant correlation between preferences for 

violent scenes in a binocular rivalry tasks and ratings of 

violent criminal behavior (Seager, 1996)- This suggests that 

adults with a history of violent behavior selectively attend 

to hostile cues. The same study found that measures of 

lifestyle impulsivity, aggressive responses to hypothetical 

vignettes, and a preference for attending to scenes 

dopicting weapons, accounted for a significant amount of 

variation in the frequency of violent criminal convictions 

and measures of psychopathy. 
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Psychopathy and Violence 

The construct of psychopathy is relevant to the issue 

of violence and social cognition. Psychopathy is a 

personality trait that has been described in detail by 

Cleckley (1976) and researched and operationalised by Hare 

(1991). By definition, psychopaths have poor behavioral 

controls, are irresponsible, impulsive, and lack empathy and 

remorse. Typically those scoring high on measures of 

psychopathy have long criminal careers that are marked by 

childhood conduct problems, juvenile delinquency, and 

diverse adult criminal offenses. 

Offenders scoring high on measures of psychopathy have 

a higher rate of violent criminal activity. Hare and 

McPherson (1984) demonstrated that a sample of psychopaths 

had a significantly greater history of violent convictions 

in comparison to non-psychopathic criminals. Wong (1984) 

found that ratings of violent institutional offenses were 

associated with measures of psychopathy. Psychopathy is 

widely recognized as a valid predictor of violent recidivism 

(Harris, Rice, & Cormier, 1991; Hart, Kropp, a Ha=, 1988; 

Serin, Peters, & Barbaree, 1990) . 
Hare (1991) attributes this violent history to a 

hostile and self-centered view of the world. The social 

cognitions of psychopaths are consistent with the 
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distortions of aggressive children. Serin (1988) found that 

the Psychopathy Checklist scores of criminal offenders 

significantly correlated with hostile attributions to a 

series of vignettes. Blackburn and Lee-Evans (1985) suggest 

that psychopaths are quick to interpret provocation, 

anticipate aggressive outcomes to problem situations, and 

demonstrate "an attributional bias towards perceiving 

malevolent intent" (p. 93). The authors concluded that this 

attributional bias is a core feature of psychopathy. 

In summary, f e w  studies have applied social 

information processing theory to violent criminal behavior 

in adults, but there are studies that suggest a temporal 

stability of aggression. The finding that rankings of 

aggression are relatively stable throughout the lifespan has 

directed experimenters to evaluate the association between 

social cognitions and aggression in adolescents. These 

investigations have found a consistent relationship between 

serious criminal violence and the social beliefs and 

cognitive styles of aggressive adolescents, Though a small 

number of studies have investigated the relationship between 

social information processing and adult aggression, some 

studies demonstrate that psychopathy, a personality 

construct that is correlated with early onset of criminal 



behavior as well as violence, is also associated with social 

cognitive deficits. 

A i m  of the Current Study 

The primary aim of this study was to systematically 

examine the sequential stages of social information 

processing in a sample of adult criminal offenders. The 

systematic examination included multiple measures of social 

information processing and violent behavior. Specifically, 

it was expected that measures of social information 

processing distortions would be significantly interrelated. 

It was further predicted that measures of antagonistic 

social cognitions would correlate with measures of violent 

behavior. The measures of violent behaviors of primary 

interest in this study were self-reported history of 

violence, and violent criminal convictions. In addition, 

measures of antagonistic social cognitions and violent 

behavior were expected to correlate with a measure of 

psychopathy. 

In the application of a mode1 of social information 

processing to violent behavior, it is relevant to consider 

the association of characteristic schemas of social 

information processing with previous experiences. Measures 

relating to social schemas were expected tc correlate with 

cognitive distortions, violent behavior, and psychopathy. In 
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the current study, a measure of beliefs supportive of 

violence was used to test this relationship. 

It was expected that social information processing 

distortions and violent beliefs would account for a 

significant proportion of variance in the intention to 

respond violently to hypothetical situations. Social 

processing distortions, in combination, were expected to 

account for a significant amount of the variation in violent 

social behavior and measures of psychopathy. It was 

anticipated that violent responding to hypothetical 

vignettes could be predicted by social distortions 

representing each stage of the social information-processing 

model. Specificalfy, hostile recall of social cues, hostile 

attributions of intent, selection of hostile goals, a 

tendency to construct hostile responses, and a positive 

evaluation of violent responses, were each expected to 

contribute to the prediction of a violent response. 

Most of the studies of childhood aggression mentioned 

earlier depend on categorical classification of aggression. 

Children are classified categorically as aggressive or non- 

aggressive, most often by teacher and peer ratings of 

aggression. Categorical rneasures can result in grouping 

individuals with varying frequencies of aggressive behavior 

into the same classification. Measuring violence by the 
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frequency of occurrence prevents this arbitrary 

categorization for individuals who are marginally or rarely 

aggressive. Therefore, this study is concerned with the 

frequency of violent behavior. It was not expected that an 

adult offender who had committed only one violent crime 

would evince biases or deficits of information processing. 

The approach of this study was to conceptualize violence as 

a continuous variable, as measured by the frequency of self- 

reported acts of violence and officially documented criminal 

convictions for violent crimes- It was expected that each 

stage of antagonistic social cognition would add incremental 

validity to the postdiction of self-reported violence and 

officially recorded crimes of violence. 

A second objective of this study was to connect social 

cognitive distortions to psychopathy. I t  is plausible that 

an antagonistic social cognitive style is a salient feature 

of the personality construct of psychopathy. If psychopathy 

and cognitive processing are interrelated and both are 

associated with violent behavior, then it is important to 

disentangle the complexity of this interaction. Sets of 

regression equations were utilized to determine if the 

postdiction of violent behavior by measures of social 

cognition remains valid when psychopathy is controlled. 



Competing Explanations 

This study examined the social-information processing 

styles of adult offenders while appraising three alternative 

explanations. One alternate explanation is that social- 

cognitive deficits are not associated directly with 

violence, but that both are influenced by a common 

underlying factor. In a review of the social information 

processing deficits of aggressive children, Akhtar and 

Bradley (1991) noted that most investigations failed to 

control for underlying variables that could potentially 

influence aggression and social cognition. Akhtar and 

Bradley identified general intellectual ability as a 

possible influence. It is possible that social information- 

processing distortions occur as a result of a general 

cognitive deficiency. 

Some of the developmental studies mentioned earlier 

have demonstrated that the social cognitive variations 

between aggressive and nonaggressive children were not 

explained by intellectual differences (Dodge et al., 1990; 

Gouze, 1987; Milich & Dodge, 1984). However, although the 

processing deficits associated with aggressive children are 

assumed to be a specific problem of social information 

processing, intellectual deficits have been associated with 

violent behavior in children and adults. Huesmann, Eron and 
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Yarmel (1987) demonstrated that intelligence measured at age 

8 was inversely associated with measures of peer rated 

aggression. The authors implied that intellectual deficits 

are influential to the early development of aggressive 

behaviors by preventing the development of alternative 

behaviors. They concluded that intelligence exerts a less 

significant influence in adulthood. 

It is possible that a more generalized inability to 

process information accounts for the relationship between 

processing components and aggressive behavior. The current 

study examined the influence of intelligence in the 

relationship between social information processing and 

violence. Because developmental studies have demonstrated an 

insignificant influence of intelligence on social 

cognitions, it was not expected that intelligence would play 

an influential role in a sample of adults. 

A second possibility is that violent responses to 

situations are primarily mood dependent and not situation 

dependent. It is possible that individuals who respond 

aggressively to social situations are emotionally aroused 

before they are exposed to the situation. The exnotional 

arousal may be independent of the particular social 

situation and the cognitive appraisal is influenced by mood. 
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Berkowitz (1983) suggests that ernotional arousal is a 

primary determinant of aggressive behavior, Berkowitz 

maintains that cognitive attributions assume a secondary 

influence once the person is aroused. Research that examines 

the dysfunctional attitudes of depressed individuals 

demonstrates a significant influence of mood on the 

endorsement of beliefs (Miranda, Persons, r Nix Byers; 

1990). The authors of this study found that dysfunctional 

beliefs acted as a vulnerability factor for depression but 

that the endorsement of dysfunctional beliefs depended on 

current mood. 

In the application to aggressive schemas, this 

research suggests that cognitive appraisals and the 

endorsement of violent beliefs may be influenced by current 

mood as opposed to social knowledge and experience. In the 

present study, a measure of emotional arousal (state anger) 

was administered with social cognitive measures to assess 

the influence of participants' general mood at the tirne of 

testing- It was not expected that the current mood of the 

participant would be associated with antagonistic social 

cognitions or the endorsement of violent beliefs. 

A third and final alternative explanation is the 

possibility that response style plays a role in the 

assessrnent of information processing. Possible response 
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biases include the desire to make a good impression and a 

lack of self-awareness. For example, it is possible that 

respondents interpret and consider violent responses, but 

are reluctant to admit this when questioned by researchers. 

Response bias is another potential influence on the 

generation of responses to hypothetical vignettes and the 

self-reporting of violent criminal history. In this study, a 

measure of response bias was used to assess this potential 

influence. 

Thus, the current study attempted to demonstrate that 

the associations between social cognitive distortions, 

violent responses to vignettes, and violent behavioral 

history, are not accounted for by intelligence, the current 

mood of the participant, or response bias. 
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Method 

Participants 

Two hundred and eight adult male offenders 

participated in this study. Initially 289 potential 

participants were recruited to participate in this study. Of 

those, 243 presented themselves for an initial interview. 

The reasons that the offenders did not appear are varied. 

From knowledge of institutional practices one can Say that 

they may have had conflicting appointments. It is however, 

impossible to estimate how many failed to appear because 

they did not wish to participate. Of the 243 offenders who 

arrived for the interview and had the study explained to 

them, 26 declined to participate. Two individuals 

participated in the study, but after receiving legal opinion 

requested to withdraw, and their responses were destroyed. 

Nine participants were interrupted during the study and 

efforts to have them return later were unsuccessful. Six 

participants were disqualified from the study because their 

English was poor and they failed to comprehend the interview 

questions. Thus, data were available for 208 subjects. 



Characteristics of the Participants 

The ages of the participants ranged from 19 years to 

62 years. The mean age was 33.9 years (SD = 9 years). - 
Eighty-two participants (39.4%) had a grade twelve education 

or higher. Ninety-two (44.2%) had a grade 10 education or 

lower. One hundred and sixty seven (80.3%) participants were 

Canadian citizens. Eighty-three (39.9%) participants were 

single, 31 (14.9%) were married, and 69 (33.2%) were 

involved in comrnon-law relationships. The remaining 25 (12%) 

were separated, divorced, or widowed. 

The length of sentences ranged from 730 days to life 

imprisonment. In Canada the penalty for first and second 

degree murder is life imprisonment. Twenty-five participants 

were serving a life sentence. The average sentence length of 

those not serving a life sentence was 2,491 days. The 

Iongest sentence that was not a life sentence was 

approxirnately 45 years. 

One hundred and sixty eight participants (80.8%) were 

serving their first federal term of imprisonment. Thirty 

(14.4%) were serving their second federal term, and the 

remaining nine (4.8%) had served at least three federal 

terms of incarceration. 

On average, the total number of convictions for prior 

and current crimes was 17.5 (SD - = 15.6). The number of 



convictions ranged front 1 to 111. Eighty (38 -5%) 

participants had no current or prior convictions for a 

violent offence. Forty (19.2%) had a conviction for one 

violent offence. The remaining 88 ( 4 1 . 3 % )  had at least two 

convictions for violent offences. The average number of 

violent convictions was 2.18; this ranged £rom O to 13 

convictions. 

Settinq of the Current Study 

In an effort to rnaximize the chances of recruiting a 

representative sample of violent and non-violent offenders, 

the study was conducted at both a medium-security and a 

minimum-security federal institution. The medium-security 

institution was Collins Bay Institution and the minimum- 

security institution was Frontenac Institution. Both 

institutions are located in Kingston, Ontario. In the 

Canadian correctional systern, medium-security institutions 

are structured environments designed to incarcerate inmates 

who pose a risk to the safety of the cormnunity. This level 

of security is particularly evident in the physical 

structure of Collins Bay, an institution that is surrounded 

by ta11 Stone walls, barbed wire, and four guard towers. 

Frontenac Institution is located adjacent to Collins Bay and 

lacks imposing security features. Although there are 

exceptions, most of the offenders in Frontenac Institution 
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have been rated as presenting a low to moderate risk for 

repeat offending. These criterions indicate that medium- 

security institutions incarcerate more violent offenders 

than minimum-security institutions. 

In the current study, 121 participants (58.2% of the 

total) were incarcerated at Colliris Bay Institution (medium- 

security) and 87 (41.8%) participants were incarcerated at 

Frontenac Institution (minimum-security). At the time of the 

study, Collins Bay Institution had a total population of 563 

offenders, and Frontenac Institution had a population of 

approximately 250. 

Measures 

Measures Of Information Processinq 

Social Problem Interview 

To assess each stage of the social information- 

processing model, the Social Problem Interview was developed 

for this study. This is a structured interview involving the 

oral presentation of four hypothetical social vignettes. For 

each, the respondent is asked questions to rneasure his 

reaction. Each question was designed to measure a particular 

construct of the social information-processing model, The 

Social Problem Interview is presented in Appendix A, along 

with the scoring sheet summarizing the variable labels and 

scoring rnethod (Appendix BI . 



The vignettes presented in the interview were 

developed to represent realistic social situations that are 

ambiguous with respect to the intentions of the antagonist. 

The fictitious events were derived from data collected by 

Zamble and Porporino (19881, for their study of the coping 

styles of a similar population. As a part of that study, 

Zamble and Porporino (1988) asked offenders about the type 

of problems they encountered in the community. The 

situations chosen for this study Vary according to the 

familiaxity of the antagonist (the actor described in the 

vignette), the sex of the antagonist, and the social context 

of the situation. 

The style of questioning is derived from the 

Interpersonal Negotiation Strategies model proposed by 

Yeates, Schultz and Selman (1990). Functionally, the 

sequential steps of this model are similar to those proposed 

by social information processing theorists (Dodge et. al, 

1986) and social problem-solving theorists (Spivack & Shure, 

1985). 

Following the oral presentation of the general 

situation, the respondent was asked 16 open-ended questions, 

and then 8 fixed-choice questions. Open-ended questions were 

used to prevent the respondent from answering in a 

predetermined or set manner. Research has demonstrated that 



the methods used to elicit social cognitions influence the 

response, for example, open-ended questions are more likely 

to elicit an aggressive response than questions that 

constrain the response (Costanzo, Grumet, & Brehm, 1974) . 
Al1 open-ended responses were scored using the method 

described in Appendix B. The 8 fixed-choice questions 

provide an additional method of measurement. The respondents 

were given a sheet of paper with written questions and 

instructed to score their responses to each question on a 5- 

point Likert scale. The advantage of the participant 

appraisal is that scoring and interpretation by an 

additional person is not required. 

The first stage of the mode1 is the encoding of 

situational cues. This stage was assessed with questions 

regarding the participant's desire for more information 

about the situation (Information Request; "Do you want any 

more information about the situation?" and 'If so, what 

else?"). Another component of situation encoding ranks the 

degree of ernotional arousal and responsiveness. Respondents 

were asked to appraise their level of anger (Anger 

Appraisal; 'If this situation happened to you, how angry 

would you feel?") and their ability to reflect before 

responding (Impulsivity Appraisal; "How likely would you be 

to stop and think about what to do before you did 



Social Cognin'ion, Crimural Viol- and Psychopathy 
36. 

something?") . A third set of encoding measures assesses the 

respondent's recoilection of situational cues. Following the 

presentation of al1 four hypothetical situations, two open- 

ended questions were asked about the first situation 

(Situation Recall; "What do you remember about situation 

one?" and Antagonist Recall; "What do you remember about the 

person in situation one?").  Higher scores indicate hostile 

and antagonistic recollections of the situation. 

The second stage of the social information-processing 

mode1 involves the interpretation of situational cues. This 

stage was assessed by asking the respondent open-ended 

questions about the cause of the situation ("What is the 

problem in this situation?"). Causal attribution is scored 

if the respondent blames the antagonist for the cause of the 

problem. Positive Definition is scored if the respondent 

attributes the problern to a misunderstanding, accident or 

mutual determinant. Hostile intention is determined by 

asking the respondent an open-ended question about the 

antagonist's aim ("Why do you think the other person acted 

this way?"). Hostile Attribution is scored when the aim of 

the antagonist was thought to be deliberate. "Neutra1 

Attribution" is scored if the actions are ascribed to 

accidental or ambiguous motives. Hostile intention is also 

ranked by the respondent's appraisal on a fixed 5-point 
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scale (Provocation Appraisal; "Do you think the other person 

acted deliberately to upset you?"). Higher scores indicate a 

deliberate attempt to provoke. 

The clarification of goals is the third stage of the 

social information-processing model. Respondents were asked 

directly "If you had to deal with this situation what would 

be your goal?" 'Hostile Goal" is scored if the stated 

objective is to punish, harm, or intimidate the antagonist. 

"Positive Goal" is scored if the respondent attempts to 

negotiate or communicate in a prosocial marner. 

In the fourth stage of the social information- 

processing model, responses to the situation are generated. 

This stage is called the response construction or access 

stage and in the Social Problem Interview it is assessed in 

four ways. "Response Quantity" is determined by summing the 

total number of responses to the 5 response-eliciting 

questions (First Response; 'If this situation happened to 

you, what is the first thing you would do?", Second 

Response; "What if the other person turns to you and smiles, 

what would you do?" and "What else could you do?") . 
The responses are categorically scored to indicate a 

violent response. A 'Violent Response" is not a physical act 

of aggression towards the interviewer. In this study, a 

"Violent Response" refers to the stated intention of the 



respondents to act violently (physical aggression) if that 

hypothetical situation happened to them. The total number of 

responses that involve violence, threats of violence, 

insults, or acts of intimidation determines a separate item 

labeled "Hostile Responses". Thus the measurement of Hostile 

responses is not li-aited to physically aggressive acts, 

A third item labeled "Effective Responses" is the 

total number of solutions that are not violent or hostile. 

Effective solutions include compromise, cornunication, 

assertion, and avoidance (departing from the situation). 

Finally, a fourth item, labeled "Violent Response' is scored 

if any of the first five responses involve violence or the 

use of force. 

The fifth stage of the mode1 is a selection of the 

response (Best Response; 'Of al1 of the responses that you 

gave me earlier, what do you think is the very best way to 

deal with this situation?"). Response decision is also 

measured by the respondent's appraisal on a 5-point scale 

(Violence Efficacy Appraisal; "Would getting into a physical 

fight be the best or worst way to deal with this 

situation?"). Higher scores indicate the evaluation of a 

violent response as an effective response. 

Outcome expectations are generated in the response 

decision stage. In the Social Problem Interview, the 
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expectation of conflict is measured by an experimenter-coded 

variable (Expects Violence; "What types of things could 

happen afier?" the second response) and a participant- 

appraised variable (Violence Likelihood Appraisal; 'If this 

situation happened to you, how likely would it end up in a 

physical fight?") . 
Finally the variable of greatest interest in this 

study is the behavioral enactment of a violent response. An 

item labeled "Violent Response Access" reflects the relative 

position of the first violent response. High scores on this 

scale reflect a more immediate access of a violent response. 

This item was selected as a measure of behavioral enactment 

because it represents the respondentfs generation of a 

violent response and also the priority of that response. 

Once al1 responses to the first vignette were 

recorded, the experimenter repeats the procedure  until al1 

four vignettes have been presented, at this t i m e  the 

respondent was asked the questions concerning his 

recollection of the first vignette. 

In studies involving the interpretation o f  responses, 

it is important to establish a level of inter-rater 

reliability, to ensure that the results are not the product 

of a biased coding style. To establish the degree of inter- 

rater reliability of the social problem interview items, a 



second-rater scored a random sample of 31 participants 

(approximately 15% of the sample) . The second rater was 
blind to the specific hypotheses of this study, participant 

characteristics, and to a l 1  other responses provided by the 

participant on other measures. The second rater scored al1 

of the social problem items listed above, for al1 four 

vignettes. These ratings were then compared with those of 

the experimenter using Pearson correlations. The Pearson 

correlations ranged from -77 for Hostile Attribution 

(Situation 4) to .98 for First Response (Situation Three). 

The majority of correlations were above .85. 

Measures of Social Schema 

Violent Belief Inventory 

The Violent Belief Inventory was developed for this 

study to survey participants' general attitudes towards 

violent behavior. It is based on a belief questionnaire 

described in Slaby and Guerra's (1988) study involving 

cognitive mediators of aggression in adolescent offenders. 

Subjects are asked to respond according to their strength of 

belief toward 30 statements regarding the use of aggression 

(e-g., "People respect someone who wins a lot of fights") . 
Seven statements do not support the use of aggression and 

are scored in reverse (e.g. "The worst way to settle 

something is to beat the other guy up"). Responses are 
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measured on a 5-point Likert scale with each point 

representing a value ranging from "strongly disagree" (1) to 

"strongly agree" (5) . 
Preliminary research supporting the reliability of 

this instrument is based on the administration of a 20-item 

version of the belief scale to two separate samples of 

Canadian Federal offenders. In one sample of 100 research 

subjects (sample described in Bettman, 19931, the average 

inter-correlation of items within the test was -91. 

In the current study (g = 2081, scores on the Violent 

Belief Inventory ranged from 30 to 127, with a mean of 65.90 

and a standard deviation of 19.81. The interna1 consistency 

(alpha) of the total score was -90. The Violent Belief 

fnventory is presented in Appendix C. 

Measures of Violent Behavior 

Violent Behavior Survey 

The primary focus of this research is the relationship 

between cognitive deficits and violent behavior. The Violent 

Behavior Survey is based on the participant's self reported 

history of aggressive behavior . Respondents are as ked 2 1 
questions designed to rneasure the history of violent and 

aggressive behavior. Respondents are asked to estimate the 

frequency of aggressive behavior in a variety of contexts 

and situations. The response to the first question reflects 



the self-reported history of lifetime fights ("How many 

times have you been in a physical fight with another 

person?"). The Violent Behavior Survey is presented in 

Appendix D. 

Correctional File Data. 

An objective measure of the subjects' histories of 

violence was required in addition to self-reported history. 

The Canadian Police Service Centre of the Royal Canadian 

Mounted Police provides a record of prior criminal 

convictions. A copy this record is kept on every offender's 

correctional file. Al1 of the participant's prior and index 

convictions were categorized using a format similar to the 

one described by Hare (1991) for the assessrnent of 

psychopathy. 

This study is primarily concerned with physical 

assaultiveness and injury to another person, rather than 

narcotic offenses or property offenses such as arson, theft, 

fraud, or mischief. Offenses such as murder (manslaughter) 

assault (aggravated and common), forcible confinement, 

threatening harm, and armed robbery were considered violent 

offenses (for a complete listing see Appendix H). Sexual 

assault offenses (aggravated sexual assault, attempted rape, 

indecent assault) were categorized separately, because it 

was unlikely that any sex offenders would have been selected 



by a random sampling procedure- Sexual offenders are 

customarily assigned to other institutions. 

Robbery is a criminal offense not easily classified as 

either violent or non-violent, yet coding it as a violent 

offense may have serious consequences to the interpretation 

of the results. If robbery is included as a violent offense 

the frequency of violent convictions is much higher than if 

it is excluded. In this study, robbery was not included 

among violent offenses. However, as will be reported, 

separate analyses were conducted on an expanded definition 

of violence that does include robbery. 

Hare Psychopathy Checklist - Revised 

The Hare Psychopathy Checklist - Revised is an 

interview and file-based rating scale of 20 items designed 

for the assessment of psychopathy in male forensic 

populations. The author provides a comprehensive manual that 

outlines the criteria for each of the 20 items (Hare, 1991). 

The assessment procedure consists of a structured interview 

and a method of collecting and categorizing file 

information. The checklist items are each scored on a 3- 

point scale (O, 1, or 2) based on the correspondence of the 

item to the personality and behavior of the respondent. 

Items are appraised on the basis of the personfs lifetime 

functioning. The total score can range from O to 40. The 
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Hare Psychopathy C h e c k l i s t  has  proven t o  be v a l i d  and 

r e l i a b l e  (Hare, 1 9 9 1 ) .  Hare r e p o r t s  cornparisons between t h e  

Psychopathy C h e c k l i s t  and g l o b a l  r a t i n g s  of  psychopathy 

y i e l d  s i g n i f i c a n t  c o r r e l a t i o n s  ( r  - =. 8 3 ) .  The o v e r a l l  

r e l i a b i l i t y  w a s  d e t e m i n e d  t o  be  .88, i n t e r - r a t e r  

r e l i a b i l i t y  y i e l d e d  a c o e f f i c i e n t  of .93, and test-retest 

r e l i a b i l i t y  r e s u l t e d  i n  a  c o r r e l a t i o n  o f  .92 (Hare, 1991).  

I n  t h e  c u r r e n t  s t u d y  (P  = 208) the t o t a l  s c o r e s  of t h e  

Hare Psychopathy C h e c k l i s t  Revised ranged from 2 t o  37, w i th  

a mean s c o r e  of  21.25 and a s t anda rd  d e v i a t i o n  of 8.96. 

Factor  One s c o r e s  ranged from O t o  16 wi th  a mean of 8.51 

and a s t a n d a r d  d e v i a t i o n  O f  3.82. Factor  Two s c o r e s  ranged 

from O t o  18 with  a mean s c o r e  of 10.57 and a  s t a n d a r d  

d e v i a t i o n  of  4 .85 .  The i n t e r n a 1  cons is tency  ( a l p h a s )  o f  t h e  

t o t a l  s c o r e  w a s  . 88 ,  f a c t o r  one sco re  was .75, and f a c t o r  

two s c o r e  was . 8 4 .  

Measures used to t e s t  alternative explanations 

S h i ~ l e v  I n s t i t u t e  of Liv ina  Sca le .  

I t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  t h e  c o g n i t i v e  processes  and 

products  examined i n  t h i s  s t u d y  a r e  c o r r e l a t e d  wi th  

i n t e l l i g e n c e  and t h a t  more gene ra l  c o g n i t i v e  d e f i c i t s  a r e  

a s s o c i a t e d  with v i o l e n c e .  The Shipley  I n s t i t u t e  o f  Living 

Sca le  (Zachary, 1994)  w a s  des igned t o  a s s e s s  g e n e r a l  
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intellectual functioning in adults by testing vocabulary and 

abstract thinking. 

A 40-item multiple-choice vocabulary test is used to 

measure verbal ability. The 20-item abstraction subtest 

presents an uncompleted sequence of logically related 

characters. The entire test is administered in 20 minutes 

(10 minutes for each subsection). Correlations between the 

Shipley Institute of Living Scale Total Score and the 

Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale - Revised Full Scale Score 

range from -73 to .90 with a median correlation of .79 

(Zachary, 1994). The Shipley Institute of Living Scale has 

been validated on a sample of American criminal offenders. 

Wcod, Conn and Harrison (1977) found that the scale was an 

adequate predictor of Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale - 

Revised Full Scale Score. 

In the current study (n = 208) the Shipley Institute 

of Living Scale estimate of the Wechsler Adult Intelligence 

Scale - Revised Full Scale Score was used to measure general 

intellectual ability. Scores ranged from 58 to 124, with a 

mean of 96.27 and a standard deviation of 14.27. 

State-Trait Anger Expression Inventory 

The State-Trait Anger Expression Inventory 

(Spielberger, 1988) measures the experience and expression 

of anger. Anger is conceptualized as having two major 
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components - an emotional state and a dispositional trait, 

State anger is measured in the present study to examine the 

mediating effects of emotional arousal at the time of the 

investigation. The State mger measure is used to test the 

possibility that violent responding to social situations is 

associated with emotional arousal at the tirne of 

presentation. 

A IO-item scale that reflects the intensity of angry 

feelings at a particular time measures State Anger. 

Individuals rate themselves on a 4-point scale that either 

reflects the intensity of their angry feelings or the 

frequency of anger expression. Normative data have been 

collected on prison inmate populations (Spielberger, 1988). 

Adequate reliability has been established. Preliminary 

research for this study involved the administration of the 

State-Trait Anger Expression Inventory to Canadian federal 

offenders. Cronbach's alpha for this pilot sample was .83 

(n=lOO) . (Sample described in Bettman, 1993). 

In the current study ( 2  = 208), the subscale of the 

state anger scale was used to measure anger at the time of 

testing. State anger scores ranged from 10 to 28, with a 

mean score of 11.2 and a standard deviation of 2.72. The 

interna1 consistency (alpha) of the State Anger subscale was 

.83. 



Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding 

It has often been recognized that people may answer 

self-report questionnaires inaccurately, in ways that are 

considered socially desirable. The Balanced Inventory of 

Desirable Responding (Paulhus, 1990) was developed to 

measure a tendency to give socially desirable answers. This 

instrument was incorporated in the test battery because 

distortions caused by response bias can contaminate the 

validity of other measures. 

The interference of response style is particularly 

relevant to the self-reported rneasurement of social 

cognition and violent behavior. Dutton and Hemphill (1992) 

found that subscales of the Balanced Inventory of Desirable 

Responding were negatively correlated with self-reported 

physical abuse and anger in a sample of domestically violent 

men. Kroner and Weekes (1996a) found a significant 

association between increased victim injury and lower scores 

of impression management in a sample of incarcerated 

rapists. 

The Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding is a 

40-item measure that can be scored on a 7-point Likert scale 

or as a dichotomous scale (the summation of extreme 

responses on the 7-point scale). The author of the test 

suggests that a dichotomous scoring method is preferred, and 
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this was the method used in the current study. There are two 

subscales. The first subscale, Self-Deceptive Enhancement, 

measures the tendency to give honest but exaggerated 

positive self-reports. The second subscale, Impression 

Management, measures purposeful ottempts to impress others. 

The author of the test reports significant 

correlations with other tests of socially desirable response 

bias (Paulhus, 1994). The Balanced Inventory of Desirable 

Responding correlates with the Marlowe-Crowne Social 

Desirability Scale (r - =. 71). There are also significant 

correlations between the impression management subscale and 

measures that axe typically used to detect lying (Eysenckrs 

Lie scale, MMPI Lie Scale). Values of coefficient alphas for 

the total score ranged £rom - 8 3  to -85 in a non-clinical 

sample (n = 100) . Test-retest correlations were .69 for the 
Self Deceptive Enhancement subscale and -65 for the 

Impression Management subscale. Kroner and Weekes (1996b) 

document external validation for the use of the Balanced 

Inventory of Desirable Responding with incarcerated 

of fenders. 

In the current study (g = 208) the total scores of the 

Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding ranged from 2 to 

32, with a mean score of 15.4 and a standard deviation of 

7.1. Scores on the Impression Management Subscale ranged 
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from O to 18, with a mean of 6.8 and a standard deviation of 

4.2. Scores on the Self-Deception Erihancement Subscale 

ranged from 1 to 18, with a mean of 8.6 and a standard 

deviation of 4. The internal consistency (alphas) of the 

total score was .85, Impression Management Subscale was -75, 

and Self-Deception Enhancement Subscale was -81. The 

Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding is presented in 

Appendix E. 

Summary of the psychological inventories 

Table 1 lists the mean, standard deviation, standard 

error of measurement, range, and alpha coefficients for the 

psychological scales used in this study. 

Procedure 

The selection of subjects for the study was determined 

by an arbitrary sampling of al1 the offenders in the 

populations of both Collins Bay and Frontenac institutions. 

The arbitrary sample was obtained by selecting every f o u r t h  

name in an alphabetical listing of the offender population. 

Al1 of the offenders selected to participate in this 

study were sent a 'pass" through the internal mail. A "pass" 

is a standard letter instructing security staff to allow the 

participant access to the appointment at the designated 

time. Offenders who did not respond to the initial pass were 

recalled at a later date, though only two attempts were made 
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Table 1 

Summary Statistics For The Psychological Inventories Used In 

This Study (n = 208) 

Mean Standard skdard Raige Alpha 
Error Deviation Coeffitien t 

Violent Wiefs Inventory 65 .9  1 . 3  19 .8  30-127 .90 

State Trait Anger Expression lnventory 

State Anger 11.2 .19 2.7 10-28 - 8 3  

Balanceci Inventory of Desirable Responding 

Total Score 15.4 . 4 9  7.1 2-32 .85 

lmp-on Management 6.8 .29 4.2 0-18 -75 

Self-ûeœption En hancemen t 8.6 .28 4 1-18 .81 

Psychopathy Cheddist - Revised 

Total Score 21.2 .62 8.9 2-37 .88 

Psychopathy Factor One 8 . 5  .26 3.8 0-16 -75 

Psychopathy F a r  Two 10.6 . 3 4  4.8 0-18 .84 

Shipley lnstitute Of LMng Scale 

WAlS IQ Estimate 96.2 -99 14.2 58-124 
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for each potential participant. A l l  interviews took place in 

offices in the Psychology Departments at each institution. 

Once the offender presented himself at the specified 

location, a research assistant explained the purpose and 

procedure of the study in detail. The research assistant 

assured participants that their involvement was voluntary 

and confidential. The offender also received a written copy 

of the information form (Appendix F) . If the offender agreed 
to participate, he was asked to sign a consent form 

(Appendix G) . 
Subjects were informed about the purpose of the study, 

the selection procedures, the nature of administration, and 

the inclusion of institutional file data. Participants were 

informed that they could withdraw for any reason, without 

explanation, and that any information collected on withdrawn 

participants would be destroyed. Participants were also 

assured of confidentiality. A procedure for grievance 

included the names of the researcher's supervisor, and the 

head of the Department of Psychology of Queen's University. 

The Consent Form reiterated the limits of 

confidentiality, outlined the procedure and conditions of 

withdrawal, and provided written consent to have the 

participant's institutional files reviewed by the 
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researcher. The consent form was signed and dated by the 

offender after reading the information fom. 

After consenting to participate, the offender was 

given the Social Problem Interview. Al1 interviews were 

conducted by one of two research assistants who were unaware 

to the specific hypotheses being tested in this study. A 

second phase of the interview focused on the participant's 

criminal behavior. This section included a structured 

interview that allowed the researcher to score the items of 

the Hare Psychopathy Checklist - Revised (PCL-R) . 
The research assistants were provided with detailed 

instructions and scsipted procedures for bath the interview 

and the Hare Psychopathy Checklist - Revised. All scores on 

the Hare Psychopathy Checklist were reviewed in detail by 

the experimenter and compared against institutional file 

information, criminal records, psychological reports and 

prior administrations. 

The research assistants asked standardized questions 

and wrote down the participant's responses verbatirn. These 

written responses were coded later by the experimenter- Both 

research assistants had mental health service experience 

(one was an undergraduate psychology student, the other had 

a Psychology B.A. degree and a ~ehavioral Science ~echnician 

diplorna). Both research assistants attended a two-day 



seminar in the administration and scoring of the Hare 

Psychopathy Checklist - Revised. The research assistants 

participated in several interviews together to develop a 

standard approach and procedure. Nine randomly selected 

interviews were audiotaped and reviewed by the experimenter 

to insure interview integrity . 
Once the interviews were complete, the participant 

filled out a battery of written psychological inventories, 

as described above. For the participants who had difficulty 

reading, some items were read aloud by the research 

assistant. The interview and written tests were administered 

privately and individually in an office. 

Approval to conduct the research was received from the 

research committee of the Correctional Service of Canada 

(Ontario region), the Wardens of Collins Bay Institution and 

Frontenac Institution, the Inmate Conunittees of both 

institutions, and the Ethics Committee of the Department of 

Psychology at Queen's University. 



Results 

Characteristics of t h e  data. 

Al1 the variables used in the statistical analyses 

described below were evaluated for their adherence to 

univariate and multivariate assumptions. Standardized scores 

were used to determine if particular cases were extreme or 

unduly influential. Univariate outliers were discovered for 

two participants who reported an excessive history of 

violent conflict. One individual reported 3,000 lifetime 

fights, another reported 1,000. Both scores significantly 

influenced the distribution even after the variable was 

transformed using a logarithmic transformation. To reduce 

this influence, the frequency of reported violence was 

reduced to the next lowest score in the distribution (200) 

for both individuals. 

Almost al1 of the variables measuring prior history 

and self-reported violence were significantly skewed. The 

skewness results from the disproportionate number of 

participants who had no history of violent crime. Therefore 

a logarithmic transformation was used to normalize the 

distributions of the total number of self-reported fights, 

total convictions for violent crimes (excluding robbery), 

and total convictions for violent crimes (including 

robbery) . 
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Homoscedasticity and linearity were evaluated by 

visual interpretations of the scatterplots between the 

residuals and the variables, and these assumptions were met. 

Rn analysis of the Mahalanobis distances (e  < -001 

criterion) revealed no cases of multivariate outliers. 

Responses t o  S o c i a l  S i t u a t i o n s  

Each of the four situations elicited different 

frequencies of violent responses. It is important to remind 

the reader that the current study does not define a "violent 

response" to a hypothetical situation as a response of 

physical aggression towards the interviewer. None of the 

respondents physically harmed or threatened the research 

assistants. Rather a "violent response" is a statement or 

intention to respond to the hypothetical situation with 

violence. The percentages of the types of responses to each 

of the four hypothetical situations are presented in Table 

Table 2 shows that situation four was the least 

provocative. Only 16 (7.7%) participants responded violently 

to this hypothetical situation of a wornan spilling a drink 

on their lap. Situation three was the most provocative: 105 

(50.5%) participants considered at least one violent 

response to the scenario of a man spilling a drink on their 

lap. 



Table 2 

Percentages of Response Type to the Four Social Problems (n 

= 208) 

--- 

Situation One Situation Two Situation Three Situation Four 
Friend Man uses pool Man spilis drhk Woman spills drink 

demands tablewhenyou onyourtap on your lap 
interest on loan want it 

Expression of at teast one 26% 39% 51 % 8% 
violent response 

Expression of at least one 50% 44% 65% 37% 
hostile response 

Expression of at le& one 93% 94% 86% 95% 
non-violent response 

Causal Attributions 38% 67% 56% 43% 

Positive Definitions 31 % 7% 16% 22% 

Hostile Attributions 39% 39% 57% 37% 

Neutrai Attributions 50% 30% 32% 48% 

Hostile Goal 11% 13% 27% 4% 

Positive Goal 52% 27% 20% 36% 

Violence is the best response 4% 3% 10% 1% 

Expeds Violent Outcorne 39% 44% 57% 14% 
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Thus, the most provocative situation and the least 

provocative situation were similar in every respect except 

for the sex of the antagonist. Ail subsequent analyses use 

the summed responses to ail four situations. The summed 

responses for each item of the Social Problem Interview are 

the variables of interest, because they best represented a 

general style of social information processing. 

Relationships amonq Social Problem Interview Responses 

Participants were asked a variety of questions 

regarding their likely response to the scenarios. The 

interview questions were designed to elicit responses that 

could represent each stage of the social information- 

processing model. The stages will be considered in the order 

of their conjectured occurrence. 

Encodinq of cues stage 

The prelirninary stage of this social information- 

processing model proposes that the selection of a violent 

response is associated with a biased encoding of 

environmental information. Pearson correlations were used to 

determine the interrelationship of several responses 

relevant to the encoding of environmental cues and the 

frequency of violent responding, both in the hypothetical 

situations and in actual previous behavior. This set of 

Pearson correlations is presented in Table 3. 
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As shown in Table 3, the preference for a violent 

response as measured by 'Violent Response Access' was 

significantly correlated with each component of the cue 

encoding stage and measures of violent behavior. 

Participants who expressed violent responses were more 

likely to state that they would act immediately (Impulsivity 

Appraisal) and would be angry (AngerAppraisal). The high 

inter-correlation between irnpulsivity, anger appraisal and 

violent response preference is important because it suggests 

that expectations of iramediacy and arousal are strongiy 

associated with the preference to respond with violence. It 

is important to consider that those more likely to generate 

a violent response to hypothetical vignettes are more likely 

to have a history of violent behavior and to score higher on 

a measure of psychopathy. Participants who preferred a 

violent response to the situation were also  more likely to 

recall hostile information about the circumstances of the 

first situation (Situation Recall) and about the antagonist 

(Antagonist Recall) described in that situation. Al1 but two 

of the encoding deficits were significantly associated with 

the frequency of self-reported fights, the frequency of 

violent criminal convictions, and the Hare Psychopathy 

Checklist. Hostile recollections were not significantly 

associated with violent convictions or psychopathy. The 
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Table 3 

Correlation Matrix of Cue Encoding, Violent  Behavior, And 

Psychopathy (n = 208) 

- - . . . . - . - 

Vident Rasponse .O3 .T -74- .S I  " .40" -68" -42" -56- Access 

Information Request -.O2 .O9 .O5 .O0 -04 -.12 -.O3 

ImpulsMty Appraisal -70" .24" .36" -41" -31" -43" 

Anger Appmisal -24" -40" 57" -36" -52" 

Situation Recall .37" .33" -13 -13 

Antagonist Recall -35" .24" .3OU 

Self-Reported F ights -50" .60" 

Violent Convictions -52" 
in, - Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level(2-tailed). 
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request for more information was not signif icantly related 

to any of the encoding deficits or measures of violent 

behavior . 
I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of cues staqe 

The social information-processing mode1 posits that 

aggressive individuals misinterpret social situations by 

attributing hostile intent to others and blaming others for 

the cause of the problem. Table 4 presents the Pearson 

correlations between Violent Response Access and responses 

related to the interpretation of social information. The 

correlations presented in Table 4 demonstrate that 

interpretation biases are significantly associated with the 

selection of a violent response, violent behavior and 

psychopathy. Participants who expressed a preference for 

violent solutions (Violent Response Access) were more likely 

to blame the antagonist for causing the problem (Causal 

Attribution, - r = . 4 9 ,  p < O , and more likely to attribute 

deliberate hostile intent problem (Hostile Attribution, - r = 

.50, e < -01) . They were significantly less likely to 
express accidental or circumstantial causes (~eutral 

Attribution, - r = - . 4 5 ,  < -01) . These attribution biases 
are significantly associated with the frequency of violent 

behavior and psychopathy. 
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Table 4 

Correlation Matrix of Cue In te rpre ta t ion ,  Violent Behavior, 

And Psychopathy (n = 208) 

Causal Attribution 

Positive Definition 

Hostile A t f r i i o n  

Neutral Attn'bution 

Respect Appraisai 

Self-Reporkd Fights 

Violent Convidions -52" 

". Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level(2-tailed). 
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Clarification of goals stage 

A violent response selection was also expected to be 

associated with the choice of punitive goals and 

difficulties regulating emotional arousal. The results 

presented in Table 5 confirm that violent responding is 

significantly positively correlated with the selection of 

hostile goals (r - = -67, E < .01) and significantly inversely 

correlated with the selection of positive goals (g = -018, g 

< .01). 

Table 5 

Correlation Matrix Of Goal Clarification, Violent Behavior, 

And Psychopathy (n = 208) 

Hosbi Goal -.31" .53" -49" -35" .38" 

Positive Goal -.19" -.19" -.O4 -.IO 

Anger Conhl Appraisal -57" -38" .47" 

Violent Convictions -- Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level(2-taileû). 
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Table 5 shows that the expectation of poor anger 

control (Anges Control Appraisal) is significantly 

positively related to a higher frequency of violent 

responding IL = .68, E < ,011 . Violent behavior and 
psychopathy are also significantly positively associated 

with the expression of a hostile goal and the expectation 

that anger would not be controlled. 

The correlations provide mixed support for the 

expectation that violent behavior would be inversely related 

to the formulation of positive goals, Only self-reported 

violence rnaintained this association. The frequency of 

violent criminal convictions and measures of psychopathy 

were not significantly correlated with the expression of 

positive goals. 

Response construction stage 

In developmental studies involving children's 

responses to hypothetical social problems, much emphasis is 

placed on the child's abifity to generate solutions and the 

quality and quantity of those solutions. Table 6 presents 

the Pearson correlations of the response construction and 

access style of the participants in this study. 

As shown in Table 6, Violent Response Access was 

significantly correlated with the total nurnber of responses 

to the situation (5 = - 3 7 ,  p < .01) . 



Table 6 

Correlation Matrix of Response Construction, Violent 

Behavior, and Psychopathy (n = 208) 

Violent Response 
Access 

Total Responses -60" 52" .20" -19" .W 

Effective Responses - . 3 F  -.33" - . 17  -.IF 

Hostile Responses -58" -40" -55" 

Self-Reported Fights -50" -60" 

Violent Convictions .52" 
n - Correlation is signifiant at the 0.01 level(2-tailed). 

'- Combtion is signifcant at the 0.05 level(2-tailed). 

Notwithstanding this artifact of coding, those who 

preferred a violent response were much more Likely to 

provide hostile responses. When solutions are coded as 

effective (withdrawal, negotiation, passive) or hostile 

(insults, threats, intimidation, violence), it is clear that 

those who respond with violence generate more hostile and 

less effective solutions (g = .77, E < -01) . The strength of 
this correlation is only partially due to the fact that 



violent responses are included in the scoring of the number 

of hostile solutions (in addition to threats, insults, and 

intimidation). The matrix of correiations shown in Table 6 

also confirms that measures of violent behavior and 

psychopathy are significantly associated with the quality 

and quantity of responses. 

Response decision stage 

Once a set of responses has been generated, the next 

stage in the sequence of social information processing 

involves the evaluation and selection of a response. Several 

factors are thought to play a role in this decision. One 

factor concerns the estimation that the response selected 

would resolve the problem. As seen in Table 7, Violent 

Response Access is significantly positively correlated with 

the selection of violence as the best response ( L  = -55,  p < 

.01). This relationship is supported by the participant's 

appraisal of violence as the "best" or "worst" way of 

dealing with the problem (Violence Efficacy Appraisal). 

Decision-making is also influenced by expected 

outcornes. Violent Responding was significantly positively 

correlated with the expectation that a physical fight would 

occur following the participant's second response to the 

situation (Expects Violence; 5 = .76, e < .01) . Similarly, 
violent responding was significantly correlated with the 
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Table 7 

Correlation Matrix of Response Decision, Violent Behavior, 

and Psychopathy (n = 208) 

Viient Response Access -57" -76" -75" -.45" -66" .42" -56" 

Valence Efficacy Appraisal -45" -70" - 3 P  -47" -24" -40" 

Expecîs Vilence -70" -.42" -54" 44" -57" 

Total fights (self-ceport) -50" .60" 

Total Viient Convictions -52" 
t. 

Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level(2-tailed). 

'- Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
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participantf s appraisal of the likelihood of a fight 

(Violence Likelihood Appraisal) . The strength of these 

interrelations is probably influenced by the action chosen 

by the participant. If the participant chooses to enact an 

aggressive response, he would expect a physical 

confrontation. 

Finally, deciding on a course of action is thought to 

depend on the participant's self-appraisal of his ability to 

resolve the problem. The significant negative correlations 

between Efficacy Appraisal and measures of violence suggest 

that those who report greater violence and who had more 

numerous convictions for violent crimes were more likely to 

expect that they would not handle the situations well. The 

correlations dernonstrate that those who preferred a violent 

response to the hypothetical vignettes, even those who felt 

that a violent response was the best way of dealing with the 

situation (Violence Efficacy Appraisal) were more likely to 

recognize that they would not handle the problems well 

(Ef ficacy Appraisal) . 
Consistent with a preference for violent solutions, 

the expectation of conflict, and the endorsement of violence 

as an effective solution correlated positively with measures 

of violent behavior and psychopathy. 
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Relationships between Schema Measures and Situation 

Res~onses 

The social information-processing model is conceived 

as a multidimensional process that is interdependent with 

social knowledge and previous experience (referred to as the 

"data base" in the social information-processing model). 

Table 8 presents the Pearson correlations between a set of 

representative measures of each social information- 

processing stage and a measure of social schema (Violent 

Belief Inventory) . 
Each of the representative processing rneasures 

correlated significantly with the Violent Belief Inventory. 

The endorsement of violent beliefs was significantly 

positively correlated with self-reported fights, violent 

convictions, and psychopathy. The significant inter- 

correlations between each of the social information 

processing variables are noteworthy. 

To summarize, the measures representing each stage of 

the social information-processing model were significantly 

correlated with violent response preference, self-reported 

violence, violent convictions, and psychopathy. These 

significant relationships are evident when the experirnenter 

interpreted interview responses and when the participants 

appraised the situation themselves. 
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Table 8 

Correla t ion matrix of violent beliefs, processing deficits, 

violent behavior, and psychopathy (n = 208) 

i/jjknt Bdefs Invenbpj 26" .3f" -49" -37" .55" .40" -39" . S r  -50" 34" . 5 r  -38" 

Antagonist Recail (SI) -28" -38" 28" -41" -34" .23" .30" -40" .24" -35" 30" 

Hostile Atbibution -50" -42" -44" -50" .31" .3[r . S r  26" . 4 r  -38" 

Provodion Appraisai .w .67" -55" -39'" .W -63" -36" -51" -50" 

H~sble GOA 53" .53" -60" . 5 T  . ô 7  .35" . 4 F  .38" 

Anger Control Appraisal .58" .50" -64" . 6 F  -38" .T -47" 

Hostile Responses .35" .w .77" .40" .58" . S r  

Best Response .61" -55" .31" .4W - 3 T  

Voient Response A- 

Total Violent Conviction: 

w - Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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Relationship between processinq, behavior, 

intelliqence, mood, and response bias. 

Several alternative expianations for a relationship 

between social information processing deficits and violent 

responding are plausible. One conceivable explanation is 

that intellectual deficits may be responsible for less 

reasoned attributions, an inability to generate solutions, 

and poor decision making. The Pearson correlations presented 

in Table 9 indicate that intelligence, as measured by the 

Shipley Institute of Living Scale, is not significantly 

related to any of the prirnary social-information processing 

variables. 

A second possibility is that the respondent's mood 

during the interview influenced social cognitions. It is 

possible that the participants who responded violently to 

hypothetical situations were emotionally aroused or angered 

at the time of the test. Hostile and violent responding may 

have reflected the subject's mood rather than the processing 

of situational information. The Pearson correlations 

presented in Table 9 show that self-reported anger at the 

time of the interview, as measured by the State subscale of 

the State-Trait Anger Expression Inventory, is only 

associated with the attribution of hostility. State anger is 
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Table 9 

Correlations of Processinq Measures, Violent Behavior, and 

Psychopathy with Intelligence, Mood and Response B i a s  

Measum of Social Information 
Processing Oistortionrr 

Data Base (Schema) Measures 
Violent Beliefs lnventory -03 -12 -.49** - .27**  -. 4 4 * *  

Stage 1 : Encoding of Cues 
Antagonist Recall .O1 .O0 -.18+* -.13 -. 113- 

Stage 2: Interpretaüon of Cues 
Hostile Attribution .O8 .15+ -.35+* -.24** - . 34 * *  

Provocation Appraisal . O0 .O2 -- 30** -. 20** -. 29** 
Stage 3: Clarification of Goals 

Hostile Goal -.O6 .O9 -,27*+ -.IO -. 22** 

Anger Control AppraÏsal .O8 .O2 -. 39** -.2S** -.36** 

Stage 4: Response Construction 
Hostile Responses .O8 . O1 -. 31** -. 18** - .28+* 

Stage 5: Response Decision 
Best Response .O5 .O1 -. 19** -.15+ -. 19** 
Violence Efficacy Apprakal .O0 -.O8 -. 26** -. la** -. 25** 

Stage 6: 8ehavioral Enactment 
Violent Response Acœss .O7 .O3 -.36+* -.13 -.28** 

Measurcw of Violent Behavior 
SeH-Reported Fghts -14 .O6 -. 43** -.18+* -.36** 

Measutiw of Psychopathy 
Hare Psychopathy Checklist - .O8 . O 4  - .26** -.21** -.27** 
Revised (total score) 

Factor One .O7 -. 07 -.O3 -. 01 -.O1 

Factor Twr, .O6 .13 -. 38** -. 30** -.39+* 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level(2-tailed) 
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A third explanation is that a desire to make a good 

impression or a tendency towards self-deception may have 

influenced the responses to hypothetical situations. Table 9 

includes correlations between scores on the Balanced 

Inventory of Desirable Responding and the primary social 

information processing variables. Each social information- 

processing variable was inversely correlated with response 

bias meaçures. The correlations suggest that responding to 

situations with hostility and violence is inversely related 

to self-deception and a desire to make a good impression. 

The findings support the clairn that providing socially 

appropriate responses to vignettes is associated with 

impression management and self-deception. Therefore, 

subsequent analyses controlled for this type of response 

bias . 
Multiple Reqression: Predictinq Violent Responding 

Most of the studies demonstrating an association 

between aggression and social cognition have used between- 

group designs to determine if individuals ranked as high or 

low on aggression differ significantly on social cognitive 

dimensions. This univariate approach prevents an 

identification of the unique contributions of each stage to 



the selection of a violent response or real life violent 

behavior 

This section will present the results of several 

hierarchical multiple regression equations to further 

explore the associations dernonstrated by the correlations in 

the preceding section. Hierarchical regression was selected 

because there is a sufficient theoretical rationale for the 

ordering of the independent variables. This procedure can 

control for the overlap among related variables in the 

prediction of a dependent variable, This is important 

because the social information processing variables are 

related to one another (Table 8). 

The first hierarchical multiple regression equation 

investigated the relative contributions of each primary 

social information-processing variable to the prediction of 

violent responding. In this equation, the sequence of 

accessing a violent response (Violent Response Access) is 

the dependent variable. The independent variables are the 

Social Problem Interview responses representing the 

theoretical stages of the social information-processing 

mode1 . 
The total score of the Balanced Inventory of Desirable 

Responding entered the regression equation first. This 

priority of entry permits an examination of the 



contributions of information processing variables over and 

above the effects of response bias. It is necessary to 

examine the covariance because both response bias subscales 

correlated significantly with violent responding and primary 

social information processing variables. Following the entry 

of the response bias measure, an estimate of intelligence 

and an appraisal of anger entered the equation. The sequence 

of entry essentially controls for the influence of response 

bias, intelligence, and mood. Once these variables were 

statistically controlled, measures representing each social 

problem solving stage were forced into the equation in 

individual steps. 

As evinced by the hierarchical multiple regression 

mode1 s m a r y  presented in Table 10, the - R' adjustment of 

the Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding (adjusted 

= -076, p <. 001) accounted for 8% of the variance in the 

selection of a violent response. The subsequent entry of 

intellectual ability and state anger failed to contribute 

substantial variance to the prediction. 

When response bias, intelligence, and mood were 

statistically controlled each the variables representing 

social schema (Violent Belief Inventory) and social 

cognitive distortions accounted for a significant portion of 

the variance. Additions of the social information-processing 
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T a b l e  10 

Summary of the Hierarchical Regression of Processing Stages 

on Violent Response Access (n = 208) 

Predictors Standardized Standard t A d j  us ted Change 
Coeffitient Error  R~ in R' 

( Beta) 

Step 1 : Response Bias 
BIDR-Total -.283 .O67 -4.23++ -07 6 .080*+ 

Step 2: lntellectual Abilii 
S hipley WAIS-IQ .O58 .O67 - 8  61 .O75 .O03 

Step 3: Angw 
State Anger (ml) -. 007 .O68 -.O98 .O70 .O00 

Step 3: Schema 
Violent 8elief 
lnventory 

Step 4: Encoding of Cues 
Antagonist Recall .289 .O59 4.85*+ .323 .077** 

Step 5: Interpretation 
Hostile Attribution .324 .O61 5,33** .404 .082** 

Step 6: Goa1 Clarification 
Hostile Goal .472 .O53 8.96*+ .573 .166*+ 

Step 7: Response 
Construction 

Hostile Responses .478 .O49 9.68++ .708 .132** 

Step 8: Response 
Decision 

üest Retsponse -160 .O47 3.38** 

e < .OS 
** p c .oi 
note: 
Dependent variable: Violent Response Access 

Independent (predictor) variable abbreviations: 

BlDR Total = Balanced Inventor/ of Desirabie Responding Tdal Score 
Shipiey WAIS IQ = Shipiey InstiMe of Living - Wechsla Adult Intelligence S u ~ e y  Revised, Full Scaie 

Intelligence Estimate 
State Anger (STAXI) = State-Trait Anger Expression lnventory - State Anger Subscale 
Violent Belief = Vident Belief lnventory 
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variables representing each stage of the mode1 significantly 

improved upon this prediction. 

In combination, al1 of the variables accounted for 

slightly more than 72% of the variance associated with 

Violent Response Access (adjusted E~ = .723) . The multiple R 

when al1 variables have entered the equation was -85. As 

would be expected with such a high proportion of explained 

variance, Analysis of Variance Statistic - F (9,198) = 60.91, 

.001, shows that the simultaneous test that each 

coefficient is O can be rejected. 

The substantial results prompted concerns that the 

association may be an artifact of experimenter bias. Because 

five information-processing variables were coded from open 

interview responses, it is possible that one or more of the 

participant's responses affected the coding of other 

responses. An additional hierarchical multiple regression 

was performed to explore this possibility. For this 

equation, summarized in Table 11, only participants' direct 

appraisafs of the situations entered as independent 

variables. The encoding of information and the construction 

of hostile responses could not be represented because the 

respondent did not appraise these two stages. The 

clarification of goals was replaced by participant 
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Table Il 

Summary of the Hierarchical Regression of Processinq 

Appraisals on Violent Response Access (n=208) 

Pred ic to rs  Wwhrdirred Standard t A d j  usted Chang-e 
CoeffiCkIlt Error R~ in R' 

(Constant) 

Step 1: Response Bias 
BIDR-Total -.283 .O67 -4.23++ .O76 .080** 

Step 2: lntellectual Abiliîy 
Shipley WAIS-IQ .O58 .O 67 .86 .O75 .O03 

Step 3: Anger 
Sta& Anger (STAXI) -. 007 .O68 -.O9 .O70 .O00 

Step 4: Schema 
Violent Belief lnventory - 4 7 2  .O67 7.01** .248 .179** 

Step 5: Interpretation 
Provocation Appraisal -506 .O60 8 . 4 2 * *  ,441 .192** 

Step 6: Goal Clarification 
Anger Control Appraisal .410 .O70 5.86** -520 .080** 

Step 7: Response Decision 
Violence Efiïcacy .158 .O65 2 .42+  -531 .013* 
Appraisal 

note: 

Dependent va r i ab l e :  Violent Response Access 

Independent (predictor) var iab le  abbreviations: 

BIDR Total = Balanced lnvento~y of üesirabie Responding Total Sam 

Shipley WAlS 1Q = Shipley JnstiMe of Living - Wechsler Adult Intelligence Survey Revised, Full Scale 

Intelligence Estimate 

State Anger (STAXI) = StateTrait Anger Expression lnventory - State Anger Subscale 

Vident Belief = Vident Belief lnventory 
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appraisals of anges control- This substitution is based on 

Crick and Dodge's contention that emotional arousal is 

regulated in the goal clarification stage (Crick d Dodge, 

1994). 

As in the earlier regression, measures of response 

bias entered the equation first, followed by a measure of 

intelligence, then mood, social schema rneasures, and finally 

participant-appraised social-information processing 

variables. As shown in Table 11, the majority of the 

variance in Violent Response Access can still be accounted 

for by the participant's direct appraisals of the 

situations. Even with the exclusion of two processing stages 

(Encoding of Cues and Response Construction) the remaining 

appraisals accounted for 53% of the variance. Each of the 

social information processing appraisals made significant 

contributions to the prediction of Violent Response Access. 

Thus, social information processing appraisals are 

significant predictors of violent responding even when coder 

interpretation plays no role. 

Postdiction of Violent Behavior 

The two preliminaxy multiple regression equations 

illustrate the significant contributions of each stage of 

the social information processing mode1 to the prediction of 

violent responding. Although these equations are consistent 



with a model of antagonistic social cognition, most of the 

constructs are artificial. The variable that was predicted 

in the preceding regression equations represented the 

intended response to a hypothetical situation. Therefore, 

additional hierarchical regression equations were used to 

evaluate the contribution of the social information- 

processing model to actual behaviors. The dependent 

variables selected to represent violent behaviors are the 

self-reported frequency of physical fights and the total 

convictions for violent crimes (with and without the 

inclusion of robbery offences). Three distinct hierarchical 

regressions were used to independently measure these 

behaviors . 
As before, a measure of response bias was entered 

first and then each successive stage of the social 

information-processing model was entered in to the equation. 

In the multiple regressions that follow, some changes were 

made. First, intelligence and mood, two variables that may 

have influenced social cognition were excluded. These 

variables did not correlate with any of the independent or 

dependent variables in the study, nor did they significantly 

contribute to the prediction of a violent response 

preference . 
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A second change in the equation concerned the 

measurement of each social information processing stage. In 

an effort to represent the construct of each stage, 

composite variables were used to postdict behavior. 

Preliminary regression equations dernonstrated that violent 

responding could be postdicted from experimenter-coded and 

participant-appraised responses. Earlier correlations 

confirmed that both measurement methods are associated with 

violent behavior. Each composite variable cornbined the 

standardized measure of an experimenter-coded and a 

participant-appraised response. The objective of aggregating 

social information processing variables was to reduce 

measurement error. 

The encoding of cues stage and the response 

construction stages did not have a participant-appraised 

measure. The encoding of cues stage was assessed by the 

participant's recollection of the antagonist in the first 

situation (Antagonist Recall) . The response construction 
stage was represented by Violent Response Access, the 

dependent variable used in the two preliminary regressions. 

The reader will recall that Violent Response Access measures 

the relative priority of a violent response in the total 

quantity of responses generated by the participant. 
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As observed in the hierarchical multiple regression 

s m a r y  presented in Table 12, the model of social cognition 

accounts for a significant amount of the variance in the 

self-reported frequency of physical fights. With - R' 

adjusted, 53% of the variance in self-reported violence can 

be explained by a combination of response style, schema 

measures, and responses to social situations. Only one of 

the composite variables, the selection of violence as the 

preferred response (Conflict Evaluation) failed to 

contribute significant incremental postdiction to self- 

reported violent history. 

An additional hierarchical multiple regression tested 

the ability of the social information processing stages to 

postdict the number of prior violent convictions (excluding 

robbery convictions). Table 13 summarizes the hierarchical 

multiple regression model. 

As displayed in Table 13, the model significantly 

postdicts violent crime ( R ~  - = - 4 8 ,  - F (7,200) = 8.60, 2 < 

-01). The construction of a violent response (Violent 

Response Access) and the appraisal of a violent response as 

the best way to deal with the situation (Conflict Evaluation 

Composite) did not significantly contribute to the equation- 
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Summary of the Hierarchical Regression of Processing Staqes 

on Self-Reported Violence (n = 208) 

Predictors Standadid Standard t Adj  us ted Change 
CoeffMellt Error El2 in R' 

Step 1 : Response Bias 
BIDR-Total -. 355 .O65 -5.45*+ .122 .126++ 

Step 2: Schema 
Viobnt Belief lnventory -535  -062 8.57**  -351 .231+* 

Step 3: Encoding: 
Antagonist Recall 

Step 4: Hostile Attribution .328 .063 s.21** , 4 5 5  .071*+ 

Composite 

Step 5: Hostile Goal 
Composite 

Step 6: Violent Response ,352 .o80 4.41** .532 . 0 4 4 + +  

Actes 

Step 7: Confiict Evaluation -. 023 .O70 -. 33 .530 . O00 
Corn posite 

note: 
Dependent Variable: The total number of physical f ights (self- 

report) 

Independent (predictor) variable abbreviations: 

BIDR Total = Bdanced lnventory of DesiraMe Fiesponding T M  Score 

Hostile Atnibutiari Composite Hostile Attribution (standard@) + Provocation Apgraiçal (standadiized) 

Hostile Goal Composite Hostile Goal (sîandardited) + Anger ConW Appraisal (standardized) 

Conflia Evaiuah'on Composite Best Response (standardii) + Vidence Eficacy AppFaisal (standardized) 



Table 13 

Summary of the Hierarchical Regression of Processing Staqes 

on Violent Criminal Convictions (Violent Convictions Without 

Robbery) (n = 208) 

Predictoss S b m W i m d  Standard t Adj us ted Change 
Coeffiaent Error R~ i n  R~ 

(&ta] 

(Constant) 

Step 1: Response Bias 
BIDR-Total -. 306 .O66 -4.61** ,089 .094+* 

Step 2: Schema 
Violent 6elief lnventory .249 .O72 3 .45 * *  ,135 . OSO** 

Step 3: Encoding: 
Antagonist Recall 

Step 4: Hostile Attribution .190 .O78 2.45* -573 . 024*  

Composite 

Step 5: Hostile Goid .238 .O88 2.70** -198 .028** 
Composite 

Step 6: Violent Response -194  IO^ 1.86 -208 .O13 

Accesç 

Step 7: Conflict Evaluation -.a36 -092 - . 3 9 4  - 2 0 5  .O01 

Composite 

note: 

Dependent Variable: The tocal ninnber of violent convictions (not 

including robbery ) 

Independent (predictor) variable abbreviations: 

BlDR Total = Balanced lnventory of DesiraMe Responding To&l S m  

Hostile Attribution Composite Hostile Attribution (standardiked) + PfoMCafjOn Amsal (standardized) 

Hostile Goal Composite Hostile Goai (standardized) + Anger Contrd Appraisal (standardized) 

Conflid Evaiuation Composite Best Respmse (standardized) + Vience €ffÏcacy Appraisal (standdued) 
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The failure of conflict evaluation to add incremental 

postdictive power is consistent with the earlier analysis 

for self-teported violence. Statistically this is not 

surprising, given that very few participants endorsed 

violence as an effective strategy (see Table 2 ) .  However, 

the construction of a violent response, arguably the primary 

feature of Crick and Dodgefs theory, failed to add to the 

postdiction of violent convictions, even though t h i s  measure 

contributed to the postdiction of self-reported violence. 

As mentioned in the Method section, robbery 

convictions were classified separately from other violent 

crimes because the inclusion of robbery would significantly 

increase the frequency of violent convictions. This 

significant increase would raise the possibility t h a t  the 

influence of robbery convictions is disproportionate to 

other violent crimes. Therefore, violent convictions were 

computed both with and without robbery. Table 14 shows t h a t  

that a linear combination of social cognitive measures are 

slightly better postdictors of violence when robbery is 

included in the definition of violent crime than when it is 

omitted (Table 13) . The combined equation accounts for 25.2% 

of the variance in violent convictions including robbery. 

However, as in the preceding equation, violence response 

preference and a composite variable measuring the selection 
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Table 14 

S m a r y  of the Hierarchical Regression of Processing Stages 

on Violent Criminal Convictions (Violent Convictions 

Including Robbery) (n = 208) 

Predictors Standafdized S t anda r d t Adj us ted Change 
coefkknt Error R~ in R' 

(Constant) 

Step 1 : Response Bias 
BIOR-Total 

Step 2: Schema 
Wobnt Belief lnventory 

Step 3: Encoding: 
Antagonist Recall 

Step 4: Hostile Attribution 
Composite 

Step 5: Hostile Goal 
Composite 

Step 6: Violent Response 
Access 

Step 7: Conflict Evaluation 
Composite 

* p < .O5 

** p < .O1 

note: 

Dependent Variable: The total number of violent convictions (including 

robbery 1 

Independent (predictor) variable abbreviations: 

BIDR Total = Balanœd lnventory of Desirable Responding Tdal Saxe 

Hostile Atbibution Composite Hostile Attribution (standdmed) + Provocatiion Appraisal (stand-) 

Hostile Goal Composite Hostile Goal (standard'zed) +Anger Cantroi Appraisal (standardrted) 

Carifiid Evaluation Composite Besî Respanse ( s t a n d d i  + Violence Enicacy Appraisal (standardized) 



of violence as the best response, iailed to add to the 

postdiction, 

Predicting Psychopathy 

The correlations presented in an earlier section 

demonstrate that almost every feature and every stage of 

antagonistic processing is associated with psychopathy. 

Table 15 shows a summary of the hierarchical multiple 

regression when psychopathy is the dependent variable. 

As shown in Table 15, the linear combination of social 

processing distortions accounts for 33.6% of the variance in 

the measure of psychopathy. Some of the processing measures 

do not contribute a significant amount of variance to this 

prediction. Specifically, the endorsement of violence as the 

best solution failed to add incrernental predictive power. 

Thus, psychopathy is not only associated with an 

antagonistic processing style, but also specific social 

cognitions account for differences in the measurement of 

psychopathy. A t  the same time, it is apparent that 

psychopathy also includes elements that are not contained in 

the present notion of social information processing. 
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Table 15 

Summary of the Hierarchical Regression of Processing Stages 

on Psychopathy (Hare Psychopathy Checklist - Revised Total 

Score1 (n = 208) 

Predictors StandardiEed Standard t Adj usted Change 
Coeffiaent Error R~ in R~ 

(Constant) 

Step 1: Response Bias 
BIDR-Total -.273 .O67 -4-06** .O70 ,074** 

Step 2: Schema 
Violent Beliif lnventory ,319 .O71 4.46++ .L48 ,082** 

Step 3: Encoding: 
Antagonist Recall 

Step 4: Hostile Attribution -375 .O73 5.16*+ .276 ,093+* 
Composite 

Step 5: Hostile Goal 
Composite 

Step 6: Violent Response -3 62 .095 3.81** .339 .047** 
Access 

Step 7: Conflict Evaluation -029 -084 .351 . 3 3 6  . 000 
Composite 

note:  

Dependent Variable: Hare Psychopathy Checklist - Total  Score 

Independent (predictor) variable abbreviations : 

BlDR Total = Baianced Inventoiy of DesiraMe ksponding Total Score 
Vient  Belief = V i t  Wief Inventoiy 
Hostile Attributkm Composite Hoçtile Attribution (standardid) + Promon AppmsaI (standardized) 
Hostile Goal Composite Hostile Goal ( s t a n d H i  + Anger Contrd AOQraisal (standardid) 
Chriid Evaluation Composite ûest Resporiçe (standardaed) + V i c e  Enicacy Apprajsal (standard'lzed) 
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Postdiction of Violence w i t h  Psychopathy and Social 

Cogni t ion .  

The sets of regression equations described in the 

preceding sections establish that the postdictive 

relationship between social cognition and violent crime is 

significant. However, the significant postdiction of 

psychopathy suggests that the postdictive utility of social 

cognitions may be overly optimistic. 

The significant correlation of a l 1  social information 

processing variables with psychopathy introduces another 

viable explanation of violent criminal behavior. Psychopathy 

is a construct that has nocable associations with violent 

history and violent recidivism. Given these associations, it 

is conceivable that social cognition is influenced by the 

CO-occurrence of psychopathic traits. The previous 

postdictions of violent behavior may have been consequential 

because the variance postdicted by social cognition was 

attributable to psychopathy. Because psychopathy is an 

acknowledged postdictor of violent history, and because it 

represents enduring characteristics, it should enter first 

in postdictive equations. When psychopathy is entered before 

the social information processing variables, the incremental 

relevance of social cognition can be determined. 



Table 16 displays the s-ry of the hierarchical 

regression of psychopathy and social information processing 

stages on the selection of a violent response (Violent 

Response Access) . Each social information processing stage 
adds incremental validity to the prediction of a violent 

response preference beyond response bias and psychopathy. 

The regression equation presented in Table 16 is similar to 

a preliminary regression summarized in Table 10, except that 

psychopathy has been added to the equation. Both 

hierarchical regressions involve the prediction of Violent 

Response Access using a linear combination of social- 

cognitions. A cornparison of Table 16 with Table 10 confirms 

that the addition of psychopathy marginally improves the 

predictive relationship (adjusted E* improves from .72 to 

-73). Although the total prediction is slightly augmented, 

the incremental validity of independent social cognitive 

variable decreases when entered after psychopathy. 

A similar result occurred when psychopathy and social 

cognitions combined to postdict self-reported violence. 

Table 17 shows the summary statistics of a hierarchical 

multiple regression with psychopathy entered before social 

cognitions to postdict the self-reported number of physical 

fights. 
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T a b l e  16 

Summary of the Hieraschical Regression of Psychopathy and 

Processing Stages on Violent Response Access (n = 208) 

Predictors Sm&&d Standard t Adj us ted Change 
Coeffia'eflt Error R~ in R' 

(Beta) 

(Constant) 1-03 -3.1s** 

Step 1: Response Bias 
BIOR-T-1 -. 283 .O67 -4.23** ,076 .080** 

Step 2: Psychopathy 
PC1-R-Total ,523 .O59 8.82** -327 ,253+* 

Step 3: Schema 
Violent Belief lnventory .334 .O62 5.34*+ .407 .082** 

Step 4: Encoding of Cues 
Antagonist R e d  .210 .O55 3.80** . 4 4 3  .039** 

Step 5: Interpretaîion 
Hosüle Attribution 

Step 6: Goal Clarification 
Hostile Goal -416 .O51 8.22** -615 .126*+ 

Step 7: Response 
Construction 

Hostile Responses 

Step 8: Response Decision 
Best Response .156 .O46 3.36+* .730 .OIS+* 

- .  

+ p < .O5 

*+ p < .O1 

note: 

Dependent Variable: Violent Response Access 

Independent (predictor) variable abbreviations: 

BlDR T M =  Balanced Inventory of DesiraMe Responding Total Saxe 

KL-R Total = Haie Psychopathy ChecWist - Revised - Total Score 

Violent Belief = Vident Wef lnventory 
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Table 17 

Surmnary of the Hierarchical regression of Psychopathy and 

Processing Stages on Self-Reported Violence (n = 208) 

Predictors StandardiPed Standard t Adjusted Change 
COefkht Error R~ in  R* 

(Beta) 

(Constant) 

Step 1: Response Bias 
BIDR-Total -. 355 -065 -5.41++ .122 .126++ 

Step 2: Psychopathy 
PCL-R-Total 

Step 3: Schema 
Vioknt Beii i  lnventory .395 .O57 6.97++ .512 .115** 

Step 4: Encoding: 
Antagonist Recall 

Step 5: Hostile Attribution -196 .061 3.19*+ - 5 4 3  .023++ 
Composite 

Step 6: Hostile Goal 
Composite 

Step 7: Violent Response .252 .078 3.22++ .580 .021*+ 
Access 

Step 8: Conflict Evaluation -. 031 .O67 - . 47  ,579 .O00 

Composite 

no te: 

Dependent Variable: The total number of physical fights (self-report) 

Independent (predictor) variable abbreviations: 

BlDR Total = B a l d  lnventory of Desirable Responding TotaI Score 

PCL-R Total = Hare PsychopaViy Chedd'it - Revised - Total Saxe 



Consistent with the earlier hierarchical regression on 

self-reported violence (Table 12), al1 but one social 

processing variable enhanced the postdiction. As before, the 

Conflict Evaluation Composite failed to Lniprove the 

postdiction of self-reported violence. Thus, the linear 

postdiction is maintained even with psychopathy entered in 

the second step. The results of this equation are also 

comparable to the insertion of psychopathy in the prediction 

of a violent response preference (Table 16). When 

psychopathy is entered in the equation it marginally 

improves upon the predictive capacity of the linear 

aggregation but reduces the successive validity of each 

subsequent processing stage. The social cognitions still 

contribute to the postdiction but not as much as before. 

Previous research has determined that psychopathy has 

an influential role in the postdiction of violent behavior 

(Hare & McPherson, 1984; Serin, Peters, & Barbaree, 1990) . 
In the current study, two hierarchical regressions were 

employed to determine if social information processing 

stages improved the postdiction of violent criminal 

convictions beyond differences in psychopathy. A slight 

modification was made to the measurement of psychopathy to 

avoid unwanted redundancy between psychopathy and criminal 
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history. Two items of the Hare Psychopathy Checklist - 

Revised that may have an excessive influence on the history 

of violent crime were removed. Specifically, the items were 

a history of juvenile delinquency and criminal versatility 

(history of convictions across several categories of 

criminal behavior). 

The first multiple regression concerned the 

postdiction of violent criminal convictions without the 

inclusion of robbery convictions. Table 18 sumrnarizes this 

regression equation. As shown in Table 18, when response 

bias and psychopathy enter the regression equation, almost 

al1 of the social cognitions that follow on subsequent steps 

fail to postdict violent criminal convictions. The composite 

variable measuring the selection of a hostile goal is the 

only variable that significantly contributes to the 

postdiction. This equation is very different from an earlier 

regression that excluded psychopathy (Table 13). In the 

earlier equation, four of six social information processing 

stages added to the postdiction of violent crime. When 

psychopathy is entered before social cognitions, only one of 

six adds to the postdiction. This divergence is not a result 

of a redundancy between psychopathy and criminal convictions 

because criminal history items were removed from the 

measurernent of psychopathy. 
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T a b l e  18 

Summary of the Hieraschical Regression of Psychopathy and 

Processinq Stages on Violent Criminal Convictions (Violent 

Convictions Without Robbery) (n = 208) 

Predictors Stdndardhed Standard t Adj  usted Change 
Caeffiàent Error  R~ in R~ 

( Beta) 

Step 1 : Response Bias 
BIDR-Total -.306 .O66 -4.16*+ . 089 .094** 

Step 2: Psyctiopathy 
PCC-R-Total (minus .447 O 7.35+* .276 .189** 
aiminal history items) 

Step 2: Schema 
Vilent 8elief lrnmntory -112 .O69 1.63 .282 .O09 

Step 3: Encoding: 
Antagonist R e d  

Step 4: Hostile Ambution ,044 .O77 - 5 6  -281 -001 
Composite 

Step 5: Hostile Goal 
Composite 

Step 6: Violent Response .o70 .101 -69 .290 .002 
AccesS 

Step 7: Conflict EvaIuation -.O51 .087 -. 59 .287 .O01 

Composite 

note: 

Dependent Variable: Violent Criminal Convictions (Violent 

Convictions Without Robbery) 

Independent (predictor) variable abbreviations: 

BIDR Total = Balanced lnvenûxy of Desirable Responding Totai Score 
PCL-R Total = Hare Psydiopathy Cheddist - Revised - Totai S m  
Hoaile AWkRion Composte Hostile Aüributim (standYdired) + ProVOCabiO(l Appraisal (standard'zed) 
Hastle Goal Composite Hostile Goal ( S E a n d a r d i i  +Anger Coritro( Appraisd (standardi 
Conflid Evaluatiori Composite Best Response (çtandardized) + Vidence Efbcy  Appraisal (standdaed) 



A similar result occurs when robbery is included in 

the measurement of violent convictions, though the relative 

contributions of social cognitions are dissimilar. Table 19 

reveals the summary of the hierarchical multiple regression 

of psychopathy and social cognitions when violent 

convictions (including robbery) is the dependent variable. 

Consistent with the postdiction of violent convictions 

without the inclusion of robbery, when robbery is included 

only one measure of social cognition adds to the 

postdiction. The violent belief inventory, a measure of 

hostile schema is the only measure of social cognition that 

adds incremental validity to the equation once response bias 

and psychopathy have been entered. 
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Table 19 

Summary of the Hierarchical Regression of Psychopathy and 

Processing Stages on Violent Criminal Convictions (Violent 

Convictions Includinq Robbery) (n = 208) 

Predictors SîmjWbd Standard t Adjusted Change 
Coefficient Error R~ i n  R~ 

(Constant) 

Step 1: Response aias 
BIDR-Total 

Step 2: Psychopattiy 
PCL-R-Total (minus 
criminal history items) 

Step 3: Schema 
Violent Betief lmrentory 

Sbp 4: Encoding: 
Antagonist Recall 

Step 5: Hostile Attribution 
Composite 

Step 6: Hostile Goal 
Composite 

Step 7: Violent Response 
Access 

Step 8: Confiii Evaluation 
Com posi te 

note: 
Dependent Variable: Violent Criminai Convictions (Violent 

Convictions Including Robbery) 
Independent (predictor) variable abbreviations: 

BIOR Total = Balanced lnventory of Desirable Responding Total Score 
PCL-R Total = Hare Psydiopathy Cheddist - Revis& - Total Score 
Hostile Attribution Composite Hostile Attribution (standardized) + Rovocaürm Appraid (standardized) 
Hostile Goal Composite Hostile Goai (sbMadk@ +Anw Control Appraisal (standardized) 
Canflid EvaîuatiUn Composite 8esl Response (standardired) + Eff~cacy Ap@sai (stanMized) 
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Discussion 

This study was designed to examine the relationship 

between social cognitions and criminal violence in adults. 

It shows clear evidence that social cognitive distortions 

are associated with violent intentions, violent behavior, 

and a measure of psychopathy. The results support the 

proposa1 that an antagonistic and hostile style of 

processing social information is connected to the selection 

of violent responses to hypothetical social situations, real 

life violent behavior, and psychopathy. Furthemore, the 

association between processing distortions and violent 

response preference is significant when response bias, 

intellectual ability, and the current mood of the subject 

are statistically controlled. 

The social information processing mechanisms that 

characterize aggressive children were used as a framework 

for this investigation. The general results of this study 

are consistent with Crick and Dodge's (1994) theoretical 

mode1 of social information processing and behavioral 

cornpetence. The current study adds support to previous 

investigations that have demonstrated social cognitive 

differences between aggressive and non-aggressive children 

and adolescents, and has extended this finding to adults 

convicted of violent crimes, The finding is important 



because it shows that distortions of social cognitions are  

associated with serious criminal violence, whereas most 

developmental studies use third-person rankings of childhood 

aggression. 

The results indicate that the selective attention to 

external and interna1 hostile cues, the attribution of 

hostile intentions and causality, the construction of 

punitive goals and aggressive responses, and a biased 

evaluation of those responses are each significantly 

associated with violent responding, violent behavior, and 

psychopathy. These variables were significantly inter- 

correlated. The inter-relationships between social 

information processing measures support Dodge and Crick's 

(1994) contention that the sequential stages are 

reciprocally related. 

This study is one of the few to simultaneously 

evaluate each component of the social information-processing 

mode1 and demonstrate the  association of those components to 

multiple measures of violent behavior. Similarly, a social 

schema measured by generalized beliefs supporting violence 

was found to correlate with processing distortions, violent 

behavior, and psychopathy. 

The results also support the theory that a hostile 

style is a central feature of the psychopathy construct 
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(Blackburn & Lee Evans, 1985; Hare, 1991). A l l  of the social 

information processing variables significantly correlated 

with the Hare Psychopathy Checklist - Revised (with the 

exception of information requests). Regression equations 

demonstrated that antagonistic social cognitions explained a 

significant portion of the variance in psychopathy. The 

curent study demonstrated that social cognitions were 

significant postdictors of self-reported and officially 

recorded violent behavior. However, when the postdiction 

includes psychopathy, the incremental utility of social 

cognition decreases substantially. This suggests a possible 

interaction between psychopathy, violence, and social 

cognition. 

The social cognitive deficits and distortions 

associated with violence are not associated with a general 

inability to solve problems. The mechanisms underlying 

hostile interpretations and aggressive solutions are not 

linked to an impoverished capacity to think intelligently. 

The lack of association between the measures of social 

cognitive distortion and general cognitive functioning 

precludes a possible alternative interpretation that those 

who respond violently do so because a general cognitive 

deficiency prevents them from responding appropriately. 



Social Cognition, Criminai Violence, anà Psychopczhy 
100. 

Similarly, the general mood of the subject did not 

influence the endorsement of beliefs or social cognitions. 

This finding should be interpreted cautiously. This is not 

to Say that emotional arousal has nothing to do with social 

cognitive distortions or violent behavior. The significant 

and strong correlation between anger appraisal and al1 of 

the dependent measures suggests that emotional arousal plays 

a crucial role. Rather, the measure of state anger used in 

this study controlled for the possibility that some factor 

outside of the testing situation may have made subjects 

angry and therefore interfered with the assessment. For 

example, if a participant had been insulted moments before 

showing up for the interview, and had been angered by this 

insult, it would have been difficult to assess the impact of 

that arousal on his responses. The hypothetical situations 

were not provocative and were presented by nice people in a 

non-threatening environment. In a real situation one wouid 

expect that arousal would play a very significant role in 

the response. 

Although the results provide substantial support for 

the general hypothesis that particular distortions in 

information processing are associated with violent behavior, 

some results failed to meet expectations. The first 

inconsistency was at the encoding stage of the social 
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information-processing model, Aggressive children when 

compared to non-aggressive children seek out less 

information about the problem (Dodge & Newman, 1981) . In 
this study, the request for more information about the 

hypothetical situation was not related to cognitive 

processing distortions, violent behavior or psychopathy. 

It was expected that there would be an inverse 

association between the request for more information and 

each measure of violence. The request for more information 

was assessed in the interview by asking the participants if 

they wanted more information about the situation; however, 

this request went unanswered. In order to insure that a 

standard version of the situation was presented to all 

subjects, the research assistant only noted the request for 

more information, and did not provide any additional 

descriptions. This technique may have discouraged further 

requests once it became apparent that more information was 

not forthcoming. Therefore, it is difficult to conclude if 

information seeking is unrelated to violent processing or if 

the design of the measure prevented this association. 

In studies of aggressive children, a common finding is 

that they generate fewer solutions to problem situations in 

comparison to controls. In the current study, a different 

result was found. Violent Response Access and measures of 



violent behavior were significantly positively correlated 

with the total number of responses to the situation- This 

was not expected, but makes sense. The higher rate of 

solutions may have occurred because the method of coding the 

total number of solutions included aggressive and 

inappropriate solutions. Violent respondents have a larger 

repertoire of solutions because they do not rule out violent 

and aggressive options. 

Study Limitations 

Several methodological considerations limit the 

generalizability of the results. It is impossible to 

conclude from the current investigation tnat violence 

results from social cognitive distortions. The correlational 

design of this study prevents the determination that a 

causal relation exists between processing distortions and 

violence. As with al1 correlational designs, it is equally 

likely that unidentified constructs are responsible for the 

association. 

The setting of the current study is a potential 

deficiency related to causality. It is possible that the 

processing distortions of violent offenders are exacerbated 

in an institutional setting and may dissipate upon return to 

a less restrictive environment. An argument can be made that 

al1 of the participants in this study were criminal 
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offenders living in similar enviroments, and therefore the 

influential effects of the environment were controlled. 

However, this control may be insufficient. It is possible 

that violent offenders are more influenced by the 

institutional setting than non-violent offenders. For 

example, an offender labeled as violent might use any 

instance, including a confidential interview, to reflect 

that label. Further research is needed to assess the 

influence of social cognitions in different settings. 

The geographical location of the current study may 

also limit the generalization of the findings. It is 

possible that social cognitions and violence are associated 

with culture and nationality. Though the current study 

included participants of diverse cultures and countries of 

origin, the great majority of the participants were white 

Canadian English speaking males. Additional research is 

required to determine if the associations reported in this 

study can be generalized to other populations. 

Several limitations of the assessrnent methods used in 

this study must also be noted. The principle limitation is 

that hypothetical situations were employed to measure 

processing distortions. Such situations are artificial and 

may not be relevant to actual social situations. Although 

developmental research has demonstrated a consistency in 



processing of hypothetical situations and real life 

situations (Steinberg h Dodge, 1983), there is some evidence 

to question the validity of responses to hypothetical 

vignettes (Vitaro & Pelletier, 1991). Of course, exposing 

criminals, especially violent criminals, to real provocation 

would be unethical and dangerous. However, future 

researchers may devise safe and respectable methods of 

adapting laboratory tasks to the study of social information 

processing. 

Another limitation of the measures used in this study 

involves the assessment of violence. Aggression and violence 

are related concepts that are difficult to define and 

measure accurately. Standard definitions of both have been 

proposed but not widely accepted. This study attempted to 

circumvent definitional controversy by employing several 

measures of violence. Each of these determinations has 

complications. Memory, impression management, Self- 

awareness, and subjective definitions could limit self- 

reported violence. Officially recorded violence is 

influenced by each stage of the criminal justice system, 

including detection, apprehension, arrest decision, 

conviction, plea bargaining, and sentencing. Psychopathy is 

associated with violence but is not a measure of violence, 

and because the measurement of psychopathy is somewhat 



dependent on a history of criminal behavior it has similar 

measurement limitations. Therefore, it is possible that this 

study employed inadequate indicators of violent behavior. 

An additional limitation concerns the measurement of 

response bias. The significant inverse correlations between 

measures of response bias and almost al1 of the variables in 

this study raises the possibility that standard social 

desirability measures rnay be inappropriate for a criminal 

population. Measures of response bias are developed on the 

assumption that the respondents are atternpting to make a 

good impression by endorsing culturally acceptable noms. 

But what if a person's cultural noms are antisocial; in 

this case the test of response bias may be a measure of 

deviancy. This is suggested by the ficding that significant 

negative correlations exist between the Balanced Inventory 

of Desirable Responding and measures of antisocial behavior 

that are independent of self-reporting. Forensic research 

would benefit substantially from a structured scale 

measuring deception and response bias that is not associated 

with antisocial behavior and attitudes. 
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Implications 

Despite its limitations, the findings of this study 

have implications for the assessment, prevention, and 

treatment of violent behavior. 

Assessrnent im~iications 

The results of this study have several implications 

for the assessment of social cognition. The first derives 

from the finding that the association between violence and 

social cognition holds true both when respondents appraise 

themselves on a constrained five-point scale or when 

experimenters code open responses to interview questions. 

Each assessment method has advantages, but the findings of 

this study suggest that both techniques are valid. 

The advantage of participant appraisals on constrained 

scales is that the items are easy to administer and easy to 

interpret. The disadvantage is that the items constrain the 

response. The advantage of an open-ended question is that it 

does not influence the respondent to answer in a particular 

way. The disadvantages are that experimenter interpretation 

introduces a potential source of bias. Open-ended responses 

require time to interview subjects, code responses, and 

establish interrater reliability. A combined approach such 

as the one used in this study may be optimal to offset the 

disadvantages of either method. 



The current study may aid future researchers 

interested in the link between violence and personality. The 

connection is suggested by the finding that psychopathy 

measures are associated with social cognitive deficits. The 

deficits that contribute to the prediction of violence 

account for a substantial amount of variance in the 

measurement of psychopathy, supporting Blackburn and Lee- 

Evans' (1985) contention that antagonistic attributions are 

a central feature of psychopathy. It is possible that the 

assessment of processing distortions can augment the 

measurement of psychopathy. The assessment implications are 

important because social cognitions may change over time and 

situation, adding a dynamic cornponent to a personality 

construct that is mainly measured by static and unchanging 

indicators. 

Another possibility is that the developrnental 

researchers studying aggressive children and adolescents are 

also studying young psychopaths. There is considerable 

evidence that the psychopathy construct is a taxon, evident 

at an early age (Harris, Rice, & Quinsey, 1994) . Recent 
advances in the assessment of psychopathy have traced this 

construct to children (see Lilienfeld, 1998 for a review). 

Given the current findings of a strong association between 

social cognitive distortions and a measure of psychopathy, 
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it is plausible that some of t h e  subjects in developmental 

studies possessed early indicators of criminal personality. 

Only longitudinal research can establish the persistence of 

cognitive deficits, aggression, and psychopathy. However, 

the current findings suggest t h a t  researchers who study the 

processing style of aggressive children should also consider 

a broader range of conduct difficulties and the childhood 

markers of psychopathy . 
A third implication relates to the measurement and 

management of response bias. Response biases are 

significantly associated with processing distortions, 

violent behavior, and psychopathy, and the desire to make a 

good impression was inversely correlated with al1 of the 

latter measures. While the participants who preferred 

violent solutions probably had little reason to endorse 

socially desirable responses, those who did not respond 

violently may have been attempting to make a good 

impression. This is the first study that has included a 

measure of response style in the assessrnent of hostile 

social cognitions. Future research involving social 

cognition and criminal violence would profit from the 

consideration of the influences of response bias. As 

mentioned earlier, it would be important to differentiate 



the overlapping construct of social desirability (or 

antisocial desirability) and deceptive responding. 

Future research efforts would also benefit from a 

standard procedure to assess and examine the social 

cognitions associated with violence. Most studies in the 

Iiterature exploring social cognitions rely on unique 

rneasures developed for a singular investigation. The present 

study shares this liability. Without a recognized standard 

metric, cornparisons across social information processing 

studies and different populations will remain problematic. 

Prediction im~lications 

One method that rnay advance the assessment of social 

cognition would involve a systematic investigation of the 

situations that are problematic for violent criminals. A 

restricted range of hypothetical situations that were 

intentionally ambiguous with respect to outcome and 

provocation limited the current study. A better 

understanding of the environmental and situational 

antecedents of violent crime might contribute to a more 

applicable assessment of violent behavior and social 

cognition. 

Future investigations could apply this information to 

the delineation of different "types" of violent offenders. 

Typology research is important because it may help advance 



predictions of future violence by forecasting high-risk 

situations. 

The prediction of violent recidivism is an area that 

may be advanced by additional research involving social 

information processing distortions. It is plausible that a 

periodic assessrnent of antagonistic social cognitions based 

on environmentally relevant provocation may contribute to 

the prediction of violent crime. Support for this assumption 

cornes from meta-analytic studies that have identified 

criminal attitudes as a valid predictor of future crime 

(Gendreau, Little, ti Goggin, 1996). Palmer (1997) 

demonstrated that measures of coping in combination with 

measures of psychopathy and prison conduct significantly 

predicted violent recidivism. 

Additional support for attitudinal predictors can be 

found in a study of mentally disordered offenders. Quinsey, 

Coleman, Jones, and Altrows (1997) differentiated patients 

who reoffended violently from matched controls using a set 

of procriminal attitudes and behaviors. The set of "dynamic 

antisociality" factors separated violent recidivists from 

controls even after actuarial risk had been considered. In 

addition, the factors distinguished the period immediately 

preceding reoffense from an earlier period. 



The attitudes and behaviors that differentiated 

violent recidivists in the Quinsey et al. study are 

conceptually similar to the antagonistic social cognitions 

measured in the current study. A follow-up to the current 

study will investigate the possibility that processing 

deficits may add to the actuarial prediction of violent 

behavior. The promise of a dynamic prediction approach is 

the enhancement of actuarial estimation by identifying the 

individual and contextual factors that precede violent 

recidivism. This identification can then contribute to 

violent risk management strategies. 

Prevention implications 

Prediction can lead to prevention and the current 

findings have clinical implications for the treatment and 

management of violent behavior. A t  the start of this 

dissertation it was mentioned that violent crime is a public 

health problem in North America. This statement not only 

reflects the severity of the problem but also offers a 

prescription for prevention. Public health approaches 

address social problems as though they were medical 

epidemics by focusing on groups as well as individuals. The 

underlying assumptions of those who adopt a public health 

approach is that violence can be prevented by a systematic 

combination of detection, education, social policy, and 



intervention. Public health problems are typically addressed 

by multiple disciplines and usually operate at three phases 

of prevention. 

The primary phase of prevention is education. At this 

phase al1 members of society are exposed to information 

about how to prevent violence. Educating at-risk populations 

are a priority. The developmental literature suggests that 

basic social proficiency skills would be a useful 

intervention for school aged children (Eargle, Guerra, & 

Tolan, 1994). Education could also target at-risk 

populations, such as children living in neighborhoods with 

high rates of violence or children exposed to marital 

conflict and parental abuse. 

The current study suggests that criminal offenders who 

have not been convicted of a violent crime exhibit social 

prccessing distortions. It is possible that these criminals 

will lead successful lives upon release, but it is also a 

possibility that processing deficits may interfere with 

successful reintegration into the community (Zamble & 

Porporino, 1988). Non-violent offenders could benefit from a 

brief education package that ptomotes effective social 

problem-solving skills. Information and education designed 

to promote social competence is not an intrusive 

prescription. 



Secondary prevention consists of delivering brief 

intervention to high-risk populations. For medical 

interventions, this means treating individuals who already 

manifest symptoms of the disease or engage in behaviors that 

will promote a disease. Several studies mentioned in the 

review of the literature have concluded that social 

processing deficits are evident in delinquent youths that 

have committed serious acts of aggression (Slaby ii Guerra, 

1988). It may be possible to offer modexate intensity 

interventions to delinquent youths that are at risk for 

escalating their criminal, careers to serious violent crimes. 

Fortunately, there are numerous techniques and psychosocial 

ski11 interventions that have been developed for delinquent 

adolescent populations (Aber, Brown, Chaudry, Jones, & 

Samples, 1996; Guerra & Slaby, 1990). Incorporating a 

treatment component designed to promote an appropriate and 

effective information processing style rnay benefit violence 

prevention efforts. 

The current study has implications for secondary 

prevention for criminal adults. In recent years, forensic 

researchers have considerably advanced the prediction of 

violence (Gendreau, Goggin, & Paparozzi, 1996; Harris, & 

Rice, 1997). Though violent recidivisrn cannot be predicted 

with absolute certainty, actuarial measures enable a 
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prediction that improves over chance. Criminal offenders who 

present a moderate risk of future violence and who have 

demonstrated an episodic history of aggression or violence 

may benefit from a moderate intensity intervention that 

promotes effective social problem solving, objective 

processing, and effective coping. 

Secondary prevention promotion indicates a triage 

approach to the assessment of adult social competence. New 

offenders who enter the prison system could complete a brief 

inventory to measure social competence and processing 

deficits. Offenders who show deficits on those tests or 

those who have a history of violent crime and at least a 

moderate level of recidivism risk, could participate in a 

more thorough assessment. The prescription for clinical 

intervention would be based on an assessment of social 

cognitive need. 

This assessment approach leads to the third and final 

phase of public health promotion. Tertiary prevention is 

aimed at treating individuals who have the disease and are 

at risk for communicating the disease. In the application to 

early intervention, aggressive children and adolescents may 

benefit from multi-systemic interventions and long term 

maintenance to prevent life-course persistent violence 



(Borduin, Mann, Cone, Henggeler, Fucci, Blaske, & Williams, 

1995). 

Adult criminal offenders who present a high risk for 

violent recidivism may also benefit from an intensive 

intervention with appropriate follow-up. The current study 

suggests that effective social information processing and 

cognitive restructuring could assist tertiary prevention 

efforts. A promising finding of this study is the 

endorsement of violence as the best solution to social 

dilenmias was infrequently endorsed and rarely postdictive. 

Furthemore, the endorsement of violence and previous 

violent behavior was positively associated with the 

recognition that the participant would not handle the 

situations well. This result can be interpreted as an 

opportunity for intervention because most offenders 

recognize that violence is not the best solution to social 

problerns and seem able to distinguish effective solutions 

from inef fective ones. 

An intensive level of correctional rehabilitation 

could include clinical strategies that have already been 

developed and applied successfully to diverse clinicai 

populations. Social problem solving therapy adapted to 

ameliorate the social cognitive distortions highlighted in 

this study is a technique that holds pronise. Cognitive 
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restructuring may be useful to challenge and modify the 

antagonistic schemas of violent criminals. Neither of these 

techniques rnay prove sufficient and clearly more research 

would be required to determine the efficacy of these 

interventions. 

Research implications 

Future research involving the cognitive antecedents to 

violent crime would benefit from a design that examines a 

cause and effect relationship. In this context, longitudinal 

studies that identify early risk markers for adult violence 

are needed to establish treatment targets. Longitudinal 

research should examine the origins of social-cognitive 

distortions. Currently, a considerable amount of research 

indicates that harsh discipline, parental abuse, and 

parental attributions are associated with aggression and 

processing deficits in children (Dodge et al., 1990; Dodge, 

Pettit, Bates, & Valente, 1998; Spaccarelli et al., 1995). 

These investigations should also attempt to explain other 

possible origins such as biological predisposition, 

attention deficits, emotional dysregulation and impulsive 

behavioral styles. Causal research designs would help 

connect the development of processing deficits to the 

expression of violent behavior throughout the lifespan. 



Finally, more research is needed to explore the 

existence of antagonistic schemas. The current study 

proposes that a particular style of schematic processing is 

evident in violent adult offenders. It has been demonstrated 

that antagonistic schemas are associated with psychopathy. 

an enduring personality trait. This investigation limited 

the measurement of schematic processing to select social 

information processing variables and beliefs supportive of 

aggression. Future research could define additional 

components of an antagonistic schema. One possible component 

involves the attitudes and relative influence of social 

groups and intimates. Another suggestion for schema research 

might comprise the endorsement of a code of proscribed 

deviancy and sub-cultural n o m s  for violence. Shilarly, 

schematic processing may depend on a lack of empathy or 

consideration for others and a self-identification with 

autonomy and rebellion. 

Concluding Remarks 

As is probably true of most investigations, the 

current study raises more questions than it answers. 

However. the current study does answer some questions. Al1 

of the major components of social information processing 

were associated with a violent response preference, self- 

reported violent behavior, official convictions for violent 



crimes, and psychopathy. Measures of violence were 

consistently correlated with antagonistic and hostile social 

cognitions and inversely associated with prosocial 

cognitions. Furthermore, social cognitive distortions 

combined as valid predictors of response preference, self- 

reported violence, criminal convictions, and psychopathy. 

This study is the first multivariate study that 

examines each stage of social information processing in the 

simultaneous prediction of serious violent crime. This study 

advances the understanding of social information processing 

and social competency by dernonstrating particulas 

distortions and bjases associated with adult criminal 

violence and psychopathy. 
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Social Pmblem Interview 

lntenriewer reads afoud: 
The followïng situations, or events simitar to them, sometimes happen to people on the street 
Afbr you have liaened to each situation, I would like to ffnd out how you would react to them. 
Please try to imagine that the situation is happening to you, and a m e r  the questions according 
to how you think you woutd react, not how you shoukl react. 

Situation #l 

Hand out fhe sheet descnbrng the wriüen vernion of alis situatbn. then mad ole fbllowing out loud: 

You borrowed money h m  some guy named John who has been hanging around you lately. 
Mostfy the money was spent on aarff that both of you did together (Iike rounds of drinks at the 
bar, or a party that you both put on for Wends). One day John demands his money back, with 
interest, hrrthennom he wanQ it right away. When John lent you the money he did not Say that he 
wanted extra back, or when he wanted it rehirned. 

SI RI .  lntendewer: "If thk situation happened to you, what is the first ttiing you would do?" 

Open Response üi (write down response): 

1 First Response (SI) 1 Sl ROlM (Vidence=i 1 Everything else4 1 

SI  R2. Interviewer: What if John fust tums to you and srniles, what woufd you do?" 

Open Response #2 (write down response): 



S I  R3 to S I  R6, Intervi8~~1: What ebe could you do? 

(Expenmenter records a n w r  then mpeats th3 question unfàr the sub- can not genemte any solubons. 
Expsrimenter mords the responses, then prompts M a t  else could you do? When the subjmi finshes 
the experîmenter records the total number of sduüons, and scores each solution) 

SfR03YN Open Response a3 (wtfte down msponse): 

Slf?û#w Open Response #4 ( m e  down response): 

SlROSYN Own Reswnse #5 (wtite down resmnsek 

(SI ~01-05) are viohkt, If 
Norie=O 

SlR7T Total number of responses generated for situation 1. 

Volent Response 
Sequenœ (SI) 

INurnber of Solutions (SI) 1 SI Rû7T ITotaI number of responses I 

Si  ROGSQ if the first vident response is in 
S1RO1YN = 5, SlR02YN =4, 
SI  R03YN 3=3, SI R04YN =Z, 
Sf Rû5YN 4. If NO vident 

-responses =O 
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t sdutioris. tndude 

mprmce, and withdtawal. p o T i  

Do not inciude aireats, insults, 
intimidation 

sdutions. Cwnt the number of 
vident and aggressive responses, 
everi if repeated. Indude threats, 
insults, intimidaîion, provocafiari, 
and disrespedful demands. 

SiRO8EV. infewiewer: What type of things could happen after you ... (response given to SIRZ)? 

Wrie down responses? 

Interviewer: Wow let's take a step back and look at this situation..." 

SlR09. Interviewer: 'Do you want any more information about the situation?" Yes 1 No 0 

Expecb Violence (Si) 

1 Request infonnabn (SI) 1 S I  R09 1 Yr-1. N0=2 I 

S! ROBEV Any expedation of violence or 
physical conffid (ends in fight, 
even if other person initiates) =1, if 
none4 



SIRIO. Intervfewec 'If so what? What else?" 
(Experimenter m a t s  th& quesaion until the subm no longer requesfs facts. Record fhe number 
of additional fa& and the type of fa& requested. It 13 not necessary to provirle fa&) 

Wnte down the requests 

SIRIZ. Interviewer What i. the problem in this situation? 
(If subject only m a t s  situation prompt with M y  is ümt a pmblem?") 

SlR73: Inlerviewer If you had to deal with th& situation what would be your goal? 

Causal Atbibuüon (SI) 

Interviewer Can you think of other goals? 
Write responses until no more goals are generated 

IHostiIe Goal (SI) 

SI  RI WD The orner person is the cause of 
the problem, blames other, insuits 
=Il al1 others=0 

S1 R13HG PunUh, retali&, get even. force, 
demand, provoke, wnflict=l, 
otheF0 



SlR14: inlrwiewwwhy do you think the John adad th& way? 

WMe response: 

SlRi4HI 

INeutd A M m t h  (Si)' 1 SI R14NI IAccidental, benign, other 1 

SlRlS: Inlrrviewer! Of ail the iarponses that you gave me earihr, what do you think is the very 
best way to deal with mis situation? 

Write response: 

SlR16: Intewiewer: What would the typical straight john do to handle this situation? 

Write response: 

SIRlGW 



Situation One 
Hem is a set of questions asking you to rate your answer on different scales. Circle the 

answer that best describes your reaction to the situation that was just presented to you. 

If you would like me to read the situation to you again - just ask. Please answer the 

following by yourseif. If you need any help with these questions just ask. 

17. How much of a problem would this situation be for you? 

18. If this actually happened to you, how well do you think you could handle if? 

19. How likely would you be to stop and think about what to do M o r e  you did something: 

20. If this situation happened to you, how angry would you bel? 

21. If this situation happened to you, how Iikeiy would it end up in a physical flght? 

Nochanceofafight 1 1 1 2 1 3 1 4 1 5 1 Certaintofight 

22. Would getting into a physical fight be the best or worst way to deal with this situation? 

23. Do you think the other person acted delibeately to upset you? 

Did not want to upset me 1 1 1 2 1 3 1 4 1 5 1 Tned to upset me 

24. How much respect does the other person have for you? 

25. How well cauld you control your anger in this situation? 
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Situation #2 

You and a friend are going to have a pool game tomormw with two other people for a lot of rnoney. 

Unforhinateiy you have not phyed in quite some time, and the people you are playing with are as gocd as 

you are (maybe beüer), You decide to go to the local bar to practice. 

When you get there you see some guy by himself a the oniy pool fable in the bar. The guy is just 

bouncing the pool balls off each other with his hand (not aven using a pool me). He is not playing a game 

(or at least not a game you ever heard of), but he has been at the table for 30 minutes. He is aware that 

you are standing there waiting for the table, but he seems a little drunk, and does not seem to care. Finally 

you ask the guy if you can play a round. The guy just tums to you and says "no". 

Situation #3 

You are sith'ng at a table in a restaurant whth some friends. Some guy (not a waiter or staff person) with a 

tray of dnnks walks by and spills some of his drink on your lap. He continues to walk and does not look 

your way. 

Situation #4 

You are sitting at a table in a restaurant with some friends. A wornan (not a waitress or staff person) with a 

tray of dnnks walks by and spills some of her dnnk on your lap. She continues to walk and does not look 

your way. 

Items ~resented in the review staae tafter al1 situations are addressedl 

SIRZôSR What do you remember about situation one? (Prompt with vague details) 

Situation R e d  S i  R26SR If any hostile or violent 
recollections score 1, al1 otfiers-0 _ 

S1fWSR What do you remernber about the pemn in situation one? 

If situation one escalated into a fight between you and John, what would your friends think if you beat John 
UP? 
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Fast Response (sx) - 
scofld R = P =  (Sx) 
Third Response (Sx) 
Fourth Response (Sx) 
Fm Response (Sx) 

Violent Response (Sx) 

Number of Effecüve 
Solutions (Sx) 

Number of Hostile 
Solutions (Sx) 

Expects Vilenœ (Sx) 

Information Request (Sx) 

Causai Attribution (Sx) 

Positive Definition (Sx) 

Hostile Goal (Sx) 

Positive Goal (Sx) 

Hostile Atûibution (Sx) 

Neutml Aitribution (Sx)' 

6est Response (Sx) 

SxROlYN 
sxRo2YN 
SxR03YN 
SxR04YN 
S x R m  

SI R06YN 

SIROGSQ 

SxR07-r 

SxR07ES 

SxR07HS 

S1R08EV 

sxR09 

SXRIWD 

SxR12PD 

SxRl3HG 

Sxl R i  3PG 

SxR14HI 

Sfl14NI 

If any of the above responses (SI ROI-%) are Went=l, if 
Non@ 

if the first violent response is in SI ROlYN = 5, SI R02YN =4, 
S1R03YN 3=3, S1R04YN =2, SIROSYN =l. tf NO vident 
responses 4 

Total nurnber of responses 

Total number of non-hostile, non-violent solutions. 
Include avoidance, compromise, cornpliance, and 
withdrawai. Polite assertion. 
Do aot include threats, insnlts, intimidation 

Totai number of hostile and vident solutions. Count the 
number of violent and aggressive tesponses, even if 
repeated. lndude ttrreats, insults, intimidation, provoCafion, 
and disrespectfui demands. 

Any expectation of vidence or physM conflict (ends in fight, 
even if other person initiates) =l , if n o n 8 4  

Requests more inbrmation.. yes=l, no=2 

The other pemn is the cause of the problem, Mames other, 
insults =1, al1 others=û 

Accident, misunderstanding, miscommunication=l, other=û 

Punish, retaliate, get even, force, demand, provoke, 
conflict=l, other=û 

Communicate, assertion, polite request, resolution, 
helpfuI=l, o t h d  

üeiibemte, on purpose, name calling, character flaw, 
pmvocative=l, other-0 (dnink4) 

Accidental, benign, 0 t h  dinialties, personai problems=l, 
o t h m  



Participant #: ' 
The following statements are beliefs that have to do with getting inb  figtits. After reading each statement 

please cirde the number that best describes how much you agree with the statement Circling '1" would 

mean that you strangly disagree with the statement, circling '5. means that you stmngiy agree with it 

Rernernber aiere are no right or wrong answers. 

1. Ifs O.K. to hit someone if I just go crazy wïth anger. 

2. it is NOT important to show everyone how tough I am, 

3. If I back down from a fight everyone will think I am a coward. 

4. If someone gets beat up, i fs usually not thek fault 

5. People who get k a t  up pmbably suffer a lot 

6. The best way to get ahead is to fight my way to the top. 

7.1 do not feel good about myself after I have been in a fight 

8. People respect sorneone who wins a lot of fights. 

1 2 3 4 5 
Strongly Oisagree Strongly Ag- 



9. It is al1 right to beat up someone who has made fun of me. 

10. The worst way to deal with someone who informs on you is to beat that g y  up. 

11. You have ta fight somecme if he violates certain niles, 

12. Winning a fight makes me feel good. 

13. Most of the leaders I know either have muscle thernselves, or musde to back them up. 

14. Usualiy it's the tougher guys that get the best women. 

15. The worst way to seffle something is b k t  the other g y up. 

16. Getüng a beating is the oniy way to leam a lesson. 

1 2 3 
Strongiy Digrise 

17. It's al1 right to k a t  up sorneone who has cheated me, 

1 2 
Strongly ùiigree 

4 5 
Strongly Agree 

18. Violence is the only way to seüie certain pmblems. 

19. You should not fight with someone who steals from you 



20. Might makes right 

21. If I get into a fight, chances are 1'11 never get caught for i t  

22. If people know that I can fight, they will not bother me. 

f 2 3 
Strongiy Disagree 

23. Getting into a fight shows people I am not a punk. 

24.1 have to fight if sameone insults me in front of other people. 

25. Most people would pick a fight with me if they thought they could 

1 2 3 4 
Sûongiy O i r e e  

26. It is good to be prepared for a fight in every situation. 

1 2 3 4 
Strongiy DDagree 

27. If I had a son, the best lesson I could teach him would be how to fight 

1 2 3 4 
Strongiy Diigree 

28. Close friends are friends that will stick by you in a fight 

4 2 3 4 
Strongiy D ig ree  

- 29. If someone insults me and I let them get away with it without a fight, it shows that the insult is tme. 

30. Real men use their fis& when they have a beef with someone. 



Viotent Belief lnventow ttenw that am reversed scoted. 

' 2. It is NOT important to show everyone how tough 1 am. 

4. If someone gets k a t  up, it's usualfy not theit fault 

* 5. People who get beat up ptobably suffer a lot 

' 7.1 do not feel good about myself after I have k e n  in a fight 

10. The worst way to deal with someone who infons on you is to beat that guy up. 

* 15. The worst way to settle something is to beat the other guy up. 

19. You should not fight with sorneone who steals from you 
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Behavior Survey 

Participant R I l l  

Some people have been in many fights in their Iifebime; others have only been in a few. 
The following questions are designed to measure your history of fighting. 

Some of the questions can be answered by selecting either 'Yesn or 'Non. For those just 
put a "4' in the spaœ next to your response. Most questions ask you 'how many timesn 
you did something. These questions are followed by a 3: *. The symbol # 
means number. The question is asking you to fiil in the number. 

men % is hard to remember exactly how many times we did things. If you do not know 
the exact number write down you best guess (an estirnate). If you have never done 
what the question asks. or it has never happened, just write a zero "On aRer the "#:" 

Read each question carefully 

1. How many times have you k e n  in a physical fight with another person? *- 
2. How many times have you sefioosly hurt someone (required medical 

attention) in a physical fight? 
*- 

3. How many violent crimes have you been convicted of? (Do not include 

ro b bery ) 
*- 

4. How many violent crimes have you cornmitted, including those that you were 

never caught fofl ? (Do not indude robbery) 
*- 

5. How many times have you threatened someone with physical harrn? *- 
6. How many times have you fought in jail and prison? *- 
7. How many assaults have you k e n  convicted of? *- 
8. How many times have you used a weapon on someone? *- 

I 

9. How rnany times have you hit a wife or a girlfriend? 

IO .  How many times have you taken part in a robbery involving the use of physical 

brce? 

*- 
#: 

11. How many times have you taken part in a robbery involving the use of a 

weapon? 
*- 
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12. How many times have you fought with someone who was trying to arrest you? 

13. How many times have you becorne violent in order to get people to do things 

1 for you (for example. forcing someone to give you cash or drugs)? I 
14. Of al1 the times you have fought, how many times were you drunk or stoned? 

15. Of al1 the times you have fought. how many tirnes did you fight a complete 

stranget? 

16. Have you ever taken a cognitive skills program? 

17. Have you ever taken an anger control program? 1 
18. In al1 the times you have been in jail or prison, how many diçciplinary charges 

1 invohring violence have you had? l 
19. As a child (under 12) how many tirnes did you physically fight? 

20. As a child (under 12) how many times did you use a weapon on someone? I 
21. How many times were you charged with a juvenile crime invohnng violence or 

weapons? 

End of questionnaire. 



Using the scale below as a guide, write a number beside each statement to indicate 

how much you agree with 1. 

NOT TRUE SOMEWHAT 
TRUE 

VERY 
TRUE 

1. My nrst impressions of people umally tum out to be right. 

2. It would be hard for me to break aoy of my bad habits. 

3. 1 don't care to h o w  wtiat other people tbmk of me. 

4- 1 have always been honest with myself, 

5. 1 aiways know why 1 iike things. 

6. When my emotions are aroused, it biases my thinking. 

7. Once I've made up my min& other people can seldom change my opinion. 

8. 1 am not a safe driver when 1 exceed the speed LMit. 

9. 1 am fdly in control of rny own fate. 

10. It's k d  for me to shut off a M i n g  thought. 

1 I . 1 never regret my decisions. 

12. 1 sometimes lose out on things because 1 can't make up my mind soon enough. 

13. The reason I vote is because my vote can d e  a difference. 

14. My parents were not always fàir when they punished me. 

16. 1 rarely appreciate criticism. 

1 7. 1 am very confident of my judgements. 

18. 1 have sometimes doubted my ability as a Iover. 

19. It's dl right with me if someone happens to disiike me. 

20. 1 don't always know the reasons why 1 do the things 1 do- 

2 1. I sometimes teii lies if 1 have to. 

22. 1 never cover up my rnistakes. 

23. There have been occasions when 1 have taken advantage of someone. 

24. 1 never swear. 

25. 1 sometimes try to get even rather than forgive and forget. 

26. 1 always obey laws, even if1 am unlikely to get caught. 

27. 1 have said something bad about a îrïend behind bis or her back 

28. When 1 hear people taking privately, 1 avoid Iisteaing. 



29. 1 have received too much change h m  a salesperson without telhg hîm or her. 

30. I aiways declare everythnlg at customs. 

3 1. When 1 was young I sometimes stole thuigs. 

32. I have never dropped litter on the stmet. 

33. 1 sometimes drive Easter than the speed limit. 

34. 1 never read sexy books or magazines. 

35. 1 have done things thaî 1 don't tell other people about. 

3 6. 1 never take things that don3 belong to me. 

37. I have taken sick leave h m  work or school even though 1 wasn't really sick 

38. 1 have never damaged a tibrary book or store merchaudise without reporting it 

39. 1 have some pretty awfiil habits. 

40. 1 don't gossip about other peaple's business- 
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information Fonn 

This form is intended to tell you about a study of problem-solving study. which you rnay be 

interested in participating in. 

Purpose 

This study will examine the relationship between how people solve social probkms and how they 

process social information. 

Why you were selected 

In this study, I have selected 100 inmates by chance, simply by chwsing names randomly from a 

list of al1 inmates in the institution. With this letter I am asking you if you would like to be invohmd 

in this study. There is no special reason why you were picked over anyone else. 

Procedure 

If you agree to take part in this study, you will be asked to fiIl out several written [paper and pencil) 

questionnaires about the way you solve problems on the street I will also intewiew you and ask 

you how you would sohre some social problems. I wiil also be interested in wmparing this 

information with your previous criminal record, so I will ask you for your permission to get this 

information from your institutional files. The interviews wili be private, and only you and myself or 

an assistant will be there. There are no right or wrong answers to the questionnaires, and there 

are no time lirnits. I estimate that filling out al1 the questionnaires may take one and a half-hours 

time at the most, and can it be finished in one session. 

Withdrawina from th is study 

You rnay withdraw from this study at any tirne, for any reason. You do not have to explain why 

unless you wish to do so. If you decide to withdraw, a11 information gathered by this study 

concerning you will be destroyed. 

Confiden tiality 

All answers that you give will be stricüy confidential. None of the answers you give will go into 

institutional files or reported to correctional staff. Your answers wiIl be coded in such a way that no 

single individual can be identifid in the results of this study without consent Ail the information 

provideci by you will only be used for the purposes of this research study, provideci that you do not 

give specific information that you are about to ham yourçelf or someone else. 



If anyone wants to use the infornation, it wiil require your wntten permission. The general findings 

of this research may eventually be presented in a scientific journal, but no person could be 

identifieci h m  this. If you are interesteci in the findings of this study, you can request them from 

me when the study is finished. 

Com plaints 

If you decide ta participate, and if you should have any cornplaints or cfiticisrns about the way you 

were treated during the course of the research, or about any aspect of this study, you may discuss 

them by contacthg rny supervisor, Dr. Ed Zamble. If you are still unsatisfied you may contact the 

Head of the Department of Psychology at Queen's University. 

Dr. Edward Zamble Dr. R- Kalin 

Department of Psycfiology Head of the Department of Psychology 

Queen's University Queen's University 

Kingston, Ontario Kingston, Ontario 

K7L 3N6 K7L 3N6 

[6 1 31 545-2892 

Thank You, 



Participant & & 
Consent Fonn 

1 , [print full name), have been selected to take part in a research 

study of Social Problem-solving. I have read the "Information Forma d-bing this study, which has been 

given to me to keep. I have b e n  told that this study is being carrieci out by Michael Bettman, under the 

di-on of Dr. Edward Zarnble of the Psychology Dept at Queen's University. 

My signature below shows that 1 agree to take part in this çbdy. I also consent to have rny 

institutional files reviewed by the principal researcher. 1 understand mat taking part in this study is entirely 

voluntary. I will be free to refuse to answer any specific questions that are asked of me. I may also 

withdraw from the shidy at any tirne. My participation will not in any way influence the way I am treated by 

the Correctional Service of Canada, or the National Parole Board. 

Any information that I give will be strictiy confidential. The information I give witl be used for research 

purposes only, and mis information will be coded in such a way that 1 cannot be idenWied in any reports of 

this study. I have been given infomation on where I can take any cornplaints or requests for more 

information. 

My signature below shows my agreement to take part in this study. 

Today's Date participant's signature participant's name [printj 
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Aggravateci AssauR 

Arrned Robbery 

Assault 

Assault Wai A Weapon Or Causing Bodily Harm 

Assautt Wrth Intent 

Assauiüng A Peace Oficer 

Atternpt To Commit Murder 

Atternpt To Commit Rape 

Cause Bodily Ham Wth lntent To Endanger Life 

Causing Bodiiy Harm By Crirninal Negligence 

Causing Bodiiy Ham With lntent 

Causing Oeath By Crirninal Negligence 

Causing lnjury Witti lntent 

Common Assault 

Conspiracy To Commit Murder 

Discharging A Fiream With lntent To Endanger Life 

Extortion 

Forcibly Seize 

Grievous Bodily Ham 

Kidnapping 

Manslaughter 

Murder First Degree 

Muder Second Degree 

Pointing A Firearm 

Robbery Wm Violence 

Threatening Wth A Weapon 

Unlawfully Causing Bodily Ham 

Use Of Fiream During Commission Of Offense 

Wounding 

Wounding Wiai lntent 

Section 239 

Section 221 

Section 244 

Secüon 220 

paragwh 81 @)(a) 

Section 85 
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