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ATTRIBUTION MATTERS

How Causal Explanations Influence Perceptions of
Dangerousness and Racial Classification

DVIR YOGEV
UC Berkeley

Understanding the factors influencing perceptions of dangerousness and their relationship with racial classification is crucial
within the criminal legal system. These subjective perceptions affect discretionary parole, bail, and plea-bargaining decisions,
shaping the lives of individuals and the safety of society. Existing psychological research highlights the Fundamental
Attribution Error’s role in shaping perceptions of morality, primarily by attributing others” actions to their intrinsic personal-
ity traits or character. However, its influence on perceptions of dangerousness remains less explored. Through two online
experiments (N = 1005 and N = 276), this study investigates how attributing crime to internal or external factors shapes
perceptions of dangerousness and racial classification. The results reveal that external attribution increases perceptions of
dangerousness and predisposes individuals to classify a wrongdoer as a person of color. These findings have immediate and
significant implications for the criminal legal system, suggesting urgent areas for policy reform.
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INTRODUCTION

Assessing a person’s potential danger is not just a routine task but a crucial skill that
permeates every aspect of the criminal legal system (Kraemer et al., 1997; Skeem &
Monahan, 2011). From bail hearings to parole decisions, the criminal legal system is con-
sistently making judgments to protect society, often keeping those deemed “dangerous”
under close scrutiny (Simon, 2005). Despite the growing use of algorithms to assist in risk
assessments (Yogev & Mehozay, 2022), the process remains inherently subjective, rooted
in human perception (Skeem et al., 2020; Tonry, 2019).

During legal hearings such as parole, bail, or sentencing, individuals are evaluated based
on explicit and implicit factors. Explicit factors include age, gender, and criminal record
(Young et al., 2016), while implicit factors encompass the individual’s behavior, statements
during the assessment process (Shammas, 2019; Young & Chimowitz, 2022), the ideologies
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of the assessors (Werth, 2019), and prevailing socio-political norms (Aviram, 2020).
Notably, in the American criminal legal context, race can influence perceptions of danger-
ousness (Harcourt, 2015; Monahan, 2006).

This article uses online experiments to build on existing qualitative and ethnographic
insights to empirically examine the effect of causal attribution in a statement about past
crime on perceptions of risk and racial classification. Specifically, it explores the implica-
tions of different causal attributions—emphasizing either external (environmental pres-
sures, situations, or stressors) or internal factors (disposition, traits, and intentions)—on
suitability for prison release and perceptions of future dangerousness.

How does prioritizing one causal attribution over the other affect perceptions of future
dangerousness? Drawing from the existing research on discretionary parole hearings
(Aviram, 2020; Shammas, 2019; Werth, 2019; Yelderman et al., 2021; Young & Chimowitz,
2022; Young & Pearlman, 2021), this article theorizes that attributing past wrongdoing to
societal factors—an external attribution—may heighten perceptions of dangerousness. This
is of significant normative concern, considering the well-documented influences of sys-
temic social disadvantages on patterns of wrongdoing. Decades of sociological and crimi-
nological research have highlighted the myriad external causes of crime, particularly within
the contemporary U.S., where institutional racism, poverty, restricted access to education,
and patterns of abuse are key drivers of criminal behavior. Yet, the American criminal jus-
tice system upholds free will as the central tenet of criminal responsibility (e.g., Lacey
et al., 2021; Wacquant, 2009).

In addition, this article contributes to the literature on the intersection of criminal justice
contact and racial perceptions in the United States. Prior research has demonstrated that
incarceration significantly skews racial perceptions, often leading to a higher likelihood of
people being classified as Black and a lower likelihood of being classified as White (Penner
& Saperstein, 2008; Saperstein & Penner, 2010; Saperstein et al., 2014). Thus, this study
also investigates whether judgments of dangerousness are linked with racial perceptions:
Does perceiving a person as dangerous coincide with perceiving them as a member of a
racial minority?

Perceptions of dangerousness are particularly relevant to criminal justice decision-mak-
ing. This article argues that the cognitive tendency to explain the actions of others through
internal factors (choice, free will, and effort, for instance) and our own actions through
external factors (such as situational and environmental aspects) affects perceptions of dan-
gerousness. Discretionary parole is utilized to illustrate this argument, as it is a compelling
case of how perceptions of dangerousness can be influenced through the subjective inter-
pretation of a parole candidate’s causal attribution style.

CAUSAL ATTRIBUTION THEORY

When constructing the meaning of an event, people differentiate between internal and
external causes. While internal attribution ascribes causes to individual ability, effort,
choice, and will, external attribution is contextual. External attribution emphasizes the role
of luck, situational aspects, and environmental differences as the driving causes of realized
events (Weiner, 1985; Weiner & Graham, 1990). One aspect of Causal Attribution Theory
is the Fundamental Attribution Error (FAE)—a tendency to prefer dispositional causal
attribution for the actions of others, which is not grounded in factual reality but intuition
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(Gilbert & Malone, 1995; Ross & Nisbett, 2011). Research shows that people prefer to
explain their actions using external terms and the actions of others through internal causal
terms (Ross, 1977). Accordingly, in the context of criminal justice, it has been argued that
decision-makers like judges, juries, and prosecutors “are likely to overestimate the causal
significance of personal choice, and to correspondingly underestimate the causal signifi-
cance of situational factors in the behavior of others” (Dripps, 2003; Headworth, 2021).

Moral judgments often make people think in causal terms (Heider, 1958; Weiner, 2006).
In criminal justice contexts, consider determining appropriate punishments or assessing an
individual’s readiness for release from prison. Attribution theories suggest that when mak-
ing moral judgments, people consider both dispositional factors (internal to the individual,
e.g., free will) and situational factors (external influences, e.g., discrimination; Tetlock
et al., 2007).

This dichotomy is reflected in criminological and psychological theories. Dispositional
theories (also known as “rational” or “neo-classical” theories) view personal choice as the
primary cause of crime. In contrast, situational theories (also called “positivist” theories)
characterize crime as the result of social forces (Cullen et al., 1985; Cushman, 2008;
Garland, 2001).

Existing literature, although sparse, generally shows that people assign less blame when
external factors cause crime. In 1981, a survey on perceptions of the causes and the appro-
priate prescribed punishment for crimes suggested that the public generally supported less
severe punishments for crimes caused by external factors compared with those caused by
internal factors (Hawkins, 1981). Another survey from 1986 showed that presenting a crime
caused by internal factors caused participants to judge the person as more dangerous and
less “treatable” compared with situations with external causes of crime (Quinsey & Cyr,
1986). In 2008, a study by psychologist Fiery Cushman reached similar conclusions, argu-
ing that when people ascribe blame and judge deserved punishment, they rely heavily on
their analysis of causal responsibility (Cushman, 2008).

The FAE predicts that people will overestimate the effect of personality and character on
others’ actions (internal attribution) and underestimate the influence of situational context
(external attribution; Harman, 1999; Perez & Salter, 2019; Pickett & Baker, 2014; Tetlock,
1985). More specifically, research showed that conservatives are expected to favor internal
causal attribution to crime and disapprove of external attribution more often than their lib-
eral counterparts (Clarkson et al., 2015). However, Americans generally tend to endorse an
individualistic culture that corresponds with a dispositional viewpoint toward the actions of
others (Morris & Peng, 1994; Triandis, 2001). Research shows that the FAE also impacts
professional decision-makers. For example, a study of probation officers found evidence of
interaction between the FAE and racial bias, as probation officers described Black youths
with negative personality traits and White youths using negative environmental influences
(Bridges & Steen, 1998).

Attribution Congruence

This article introduces a novel theory of attribution congruence. It is an extension of the
FAE that applies the FAE’s prediction to the setting of judgments on dangerousness. The
Attribution Congruence theory suggested here posits two main points. First, observers are
inclined to attribute the misconduct of others to internal factors (as predicted by the FAE,
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which would also predict a person who committed an offense’s attribution of their own
misconduct to external factors). Second, and a main contribution of this article, this inclina-
tion leads observers to perceive wrongdoers as less dangerous when those wrongdoers attri-
bute their actions to internal causes. In sum, when both the observer and the wrongdoer
attribute the crime to internal causes, the perceived dangerousness would be lower.
Conversely, when the wrongdoer’s explanation diverges from the observer’s internal attri-
bution, typically by citing external factors (as the FAE would predict), the wrongdoer is
perceived as more dangerous.

Attribution Congruence as a theory is agnostic regarding the kind of causal attribution
(internal or external). As long as the observer and wrongdoer match in terms of their pre-
ferred causal attribution, then the perceived dangerousness would be lower. However, the
FAE remains a core aspect of any addition to the Causal Attribution Theory. Thus, people
will more often attribute the crimes of others to internal aspects and their own to external
ones. Accordingly, if both the observer and the wrongdoer follow the FAE’s predictions,
then the perceived dangerousness would likely be higher than if one of them diverges from
the FAE’s prediction.

ATTRIBUTION IN THE CRIMINAL LEGAL SYSTEM
The Case of Discretionary Parole

Professionals of various backgrounds and occupations make decisions based on how
much they perceive others as a danger to society, from 911 operators to judges. A discretion-
ary parole hearing is a notable procedure to be affected by the parole candidate’s attribution
style. In a discretionary parole hearing, a parole candidate would address the causes of their
past crime and might use either external or internal causal attribution. The board, in return,
would have to make a subjective judgment on the candidate’s suitability for release based
on perceived dangerousness. Parole board hearings vary, yet they all focus primarily on the
parole candidates’ expected behavior should they be released.

Discretionary parole’s primary purpose is preventive, as is practiced in most US states.
After fulfilling the “retributive” minimum, a person is released when some rehabilitation
conditions of suitability are fulfilled. While the legal aspect of the decision-making process
seeks to provide objective rules, the psychological aspect, which governs the essence of the
discretionary process, is inherently subjective. Young and Chimowitz (2022) find that
parole commissioners deal with “the impossible task of knowing another person’s heart or
mind” (p. 237). In California, for example, the decision reflects the decision-maker’s inter-
pretation of the nebulous concept of “insight” (Aviram, 2020), which, as ethnographer
Shammas (2019) noted, relates directly to the parole candidate’s ability to voice internal
attribution. Shammas (2019) finds that parole candidates from disadvantaged backgrounds
experience “a failure to speak in accordance with legitimate language . . . which necessarily
results in a situation of performative disadvantage” (p. 152).

This article’s main contribution is to our knowledge of perceptions of dangerousness, yet
it also contributes to understanding parole decision-making despite relying on laypeople
and not professional parole board members. Psychology and law scholars commonly pur-
sue laypeople to study parole and other legal decision-making processes (ElBassiouny
et al., 2022; Engel & Grgi¢-Hlaca, 2021; Yelderman et al., 2021). Parole relies on some
resemblance of parole boards to laypeople—most parole boards do not require formal
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training and expertise, even though board members usually have a criminal justice-related
background (Rhine et al., 2017). In addition, public opinion often influences parole boards;
hence, learning public perceptions of dangerousness is compelling (Watts & Rhine, 2018).

Moreover, discretionary parole is subjective by definition and follows almost no strict
objective guidelines for who should be released (Ruhland, 2020). Research on parole deci-
sion-making shows that despite adopting guidelines and actuarial tools in modern parole,
decisions are rife with arbitrariness and bias (Huebner & Bynum, 2008; Medwed, 2008;
Vilcicd, 2018; Young & Pearlman, 2021). For example, race impacts a person’s parole hear-
ing, as discussed next. Thus, understanding how people construct perceptions of dangerous-
ness has implications for understanding how parole boards do the same.

Dangerousness Perceptions and Racial Classification

This article contributes additionally to our understanding of how contact with the crimi-
nal justice system shapes racial perceptions, which is imperative in an era of mass imprison-
ment (Saperstein & Penner, 2010; Saperstein et al., 2014). Gilliam and Iyengar show that
the public is socialized to associate violent crime with non-Whiteness, and more specifi-
cally, that “a brief five-second exposure to a Black perpetrator in the news is sufficient to
increase the percentage of people who believe crime is caused by individual failings”
(Gilliam & Iyengar, 2000, p. 571). This article expands on their research—how does using
internal or external attribution affect the belief that the person who perpetrated violence is
non-White?

Scholars have been increasingly finding evidence that race is fluid, and depends on social
context (Hamilton, 1988). Penner and Saperstein showed that racial perceptions change
over time due to social circumstances (Penner & Saperstein, 2008). Crucially, contact with
the criminal legal system increases the likelihood of being perceived by others (and identi-
fying) as a person of color by interviewers (Saperstein et al., 2014). Others found that racial
stereotypes regarding behavior can trigger shifts in visual perceptions and decision-making,
even for police officers (Eberhardt et al., 2004).

This is in accordance with research showing that Americans hold stereotypes about race
and crime (Gilliam & lyengar, 2000). Previous research has shown that racial resentment
predicts White Americans’ support of punitive policies (Green et al., 2006), in part because
they assume racial minorities would be the ones targeted (Barkan & Cohn, 2005; Brown &
Socia, 2017; Hurwitz & Peffley, 2005; Peftley & Hurwitz, 2002; Unnever & Cullen, 2010).
Moreover, previous findings regarding the attribution of racial disparities in the criminal
legal system show that Black people explain Black people’s overrepresentation in prison
through racial discrimination (Cooper et al., 2021).

Understanding how contact with the criminal justice system shapes racial perceptions is
crucial to addressing racial disparities in life outcomes among Americans, particularly in an
era of mass imprisonment. Criminal justice contact has increased racial disparities, exacer-
bating racial inequality in U.S. jails, courts, and prisons (Western, 2006). Racial minorities
spend longer times in prison awaiting parole compared with white people who committed
an offense (Huebner & Bynum, 2008) and are less likely to be granted parole (Young &
Pearlman, 2021). Therefore, it is essential to recognize that race is not just an input into the
criminal justice system but is shaped by it (Walker, 2016). Thus, this article contributes by
addressing how racial perceptions interact with perceptions of dangerousness.
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The Present Studies

The present studies are modeled after California’s system of discretionary parole because
of the state’s relative importance to the study of parole (Young, 2020; Young & Chimowitz,
2022; Young & Pearlman, 2021), and the settings of its discretionary parole board hearings
which are conveniently adapted to a survey experiment. California holds the largest number
of parole-eligible people who are incarcerated (“Lifers,” sentenced for murder, mostly) and
utilizes a system of hearings to decide eligibility. In terms of scope, California’s discretion-
ary parole system is one of the most significant in the country. It controls the fate of over
30,000 people (California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation, 2020).

Moreover, attribution theory holds significance for understanding California’s discre-
tionary parole system because of its unique jurisprudence of “Insight,” which posits voicing
internal attribution as a release standard into the legal doctrine. The Supreme Court of
California guides the decision-makers to deny parole to an incarcerated person that “lacks
insight,” that is, makes a causal connection between his “life crime” and external factors:
childhood trauma, the influence of friends, economic hardship, or the effects of structural
racism and social segregation (In re Shaputis, 265 P.3d 253, 275 (Cal. 2011), at 216). The
court made “insight” the decisive factor for release on parole and tied it to the parole candi-
date’s explanation of their crime (/n re Lawrence, 190 P.3d 535 (Cal. 2008); In re Shaputis,
190 P.3d 573 (Cal. 2008); In re Shaputis, 265 P.3d 253, 275 (Cal. 2011) (“Shaputis 11)).
Justice Liu wrote in his Shaputis Il concurring opinion that a lack of insight might suggest
an insufficient understanding of the causes that led them to commit the crime (Shaputis II,
53 Cal. 4th 192,218 (2011) at 275-76.). Thus, understanding the psychology of causal attri-
bution theory concerning perceptions of dangerousness would contribute to understanding
the legal doctrine of “insight.”

STUDY 1

Study 1 was pre-registered; all materials are available here: https://shorturl.at/Zmx8w.
The Office for Protection of Human Subjects (OPHS) at UC Berkeley approved the meth-
odology for this experiment (CPHS PROTOCOL NUMBER: 2021-01-13929).

PARTICIPANTS

One thousand and five voting-age Americans recruited through the MTurk platform
completed the survey. Fielded in February 2021 and restricted to American adults
(Supplemental Table S3, available in the online version of this article). Participants were
paid one dollar for an estimated assignment time of seven minutes. Participants reported a
mean age of 40 (SD = 12.4); 41.8% identified as Female, 57.9% as Male, and 0.3% in
another way. 69.6% identified as White, 10.8% as Black, 9.3% as Asian, 5.4% as Hispanic,
3.1% as Mixed, and 1.7% as Native American.

MTurk is an online labor market used extensively in social science research to recruit
samples quickly and inexpensively (Berinsky et al., 2012). This work’s compensation was
set at approximately $9 per hour. In addition, research suggests that MTurk participants are
not receptive to experimenter demand effects (Mummolo & Peterson, 2019) and are more
attentive and cooperative than participants from other online samples (Boas et al., 2020),
making MTurk a proper subject pool for this specific judgment task.
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MATERIALS

Before choosing to participate, each participant read: “This is a judgment and decision-
making study that examines public opinion about justice.” In the consent form, participants
were told, “All the information presented in this research study is based on real-world
people but is not the information of any single real person.” Each participant was told: “[Y]
ou will be asked to decide whether a particular incarcerated person should be granted a
release from prison on parole (supervision in the community). This is what people who sit
on parole boards do.” The following part consisted of instructions on how to make the deci-
sion, emphasizing the guiding principle of California’s discretionary parole: “The only con-
dition for release on parole is: the prisoner will not pose a risk of danger to society if
released from prison.” (See all the instructions, attention checks, and comprehension checks
in the Supplemental Material, available in the online version of this article).

To account for other factors that can influence perceptions of dangerousness, all partici-
pants read the same description of a single parole candidate based on a profile of the “median
lifer.” As is the case in most hearings in California, the putative lifer was convicted of mur-
der. Murder is the most egregious of offenses, allowing the study to make assumptions
under the lowest a priori likelihood of perceived suitability (Hritz, 2021). The presented
profile had random variation in the person who committed an offense’s age at the time of
the offense (17-30), time in prison at the time of the hearing (25-40), original sentence mini-
mum length (15/25), and whether this is the person who committed an offense’s first or
second conviction. This prevents the possibility of a direct influence of one of these vari-
ables on the participants’ decisions, and they show no effect on the results.

To eliminate variance in the effect of perceived remorse and accountability, all partici-
pants read the same response to the question: “When did you start feeling remorse?”
Regardless of treatment condition, all respondents read: “I’m very sorry about my actions
and take full responsibility.” The response is reported in full in the Supplemental Material.

Independent Variable

Next, participants were randomly assigned to one of three groups: control, internal attri-
bution, or external attribution. In all three treatment conditions, the parole candidate answers
the question: “explain your violent crime.” Participants in the external attribution condition
read explanations focused on economic inequality, excessive policing and marginalization
harms, systematic discrimination, and lack of opportunities. Participants in the internal
attribution treatment group read explanations focused on making bad decisions and know-
ingly choosing to harm while being in control (see Supplemental Material A, available in
the online version of this article for the full text). Finally, a control group read no explana-
tion for the crime; instead, they read the following text before being asked to decide: “When
asked whether he needs disability-related accommodations for participating in the parole
hearing he responds: ‘No, I’'m healthy.””

The conditions manipulate the attribution while keeping the information as equivalent as
possible between treatment groups (Busby et al., 2019; Esberg & Mummolo, 2018; Hetey
& Eberhardt, 2018). As a placebo test, participants were also randomized into one of four
treatment realizations to ensure that no idiosyncrasies of a specific vignette drive the effect
of the experiment. Each realization is another version of the treatment condition, such that
there are four different versions of each condition to ensure that any effects are not the result
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of peculiar or distinctive wording. Multiple realizations prevent construct validity issues by
assuring that the construct of interest is independent of any realization of the treatment
vignettes. No statistical differences in effect were found between the four treatment realiza-
tions (See Supplemental Material C, available in the online version of this article).

Dependent Variables

Following the instructional and informational sections, participants answered the first
dependent variable: to release or to deny parole. Afterward, the second dependent vari-
able—dangerousness—was measured by requiring a rating on a scale of 1 (“Don t agree at
all”) to 5 (“Agree completely”) the following statements: This person is likely to reoffend;
This person is dangerous; This person should stay in prison. The statements regarding reof-
fending, dangerousness, and staying in prison are used as secondary dependent variables
and combined on a scale of perceived dangerousness using sum scores (McNeish & Wolf,
2020), verifying that the decision to release is indeed correlated with perceptions about
dangerousness. Reports on the effect of treatment conditions on the respondent’s confi-
dence are also reported.

The third dependent variable is racial classification. It is measured using the following
question: “What was the person’s race? Don’t worry about it if you aren’t sure.” The respon-
dents can choose between Black, White, Asian, Hispanic, and Don’t know. In the analysis,
Black, Asian, and Hispanic were coded as People of Color (“PoC”). This study relies on the
concept of Information Equivalence (Dafoe et al., 2018). Some aspects of the treatment
might trigger racial attitudes, accounting for the estimated effect. To verify whether the
independent variable manipulates people’s perception of causal attribution independently
of perceptions of racial identity, participants are asked to report the hypothetical person’s
race, even though it is not disclosed in the information they receive.

ANALYTICAL STRATEGY

This study is a between-subjects design. It first estimates the relationship between the
treatment condition groups and the outcomes using the Chi-square test of independence.
Second, it estimates the following Analysis of Variance model (using the aov function from
the Stats package in R) by performing linear regression for each stratum (Chambers et al.,
2017), where X, is a vector of pre-registered, pre-treatment covariates included to improve
the precision of treatment effect estimates. Results are reported both with and without the
covariate controls:

DV, =B, + B, Attribution, + B, Racialization + B'X; +¢,;

The differences between the groups are tested using Tukey’s Honestly Significant
Difference (Tukey’s HSD) post hoc test for pairwise comparisons.

RESULTS

Study 1 shows that participants reward internal causal attribution and punish the use of
external causal attribution. When a putative parole candidate assigns the cause of their
behavior to their characteristics and free will, they are perceived as less dangerous; when
assigning the cause to outside forces, the candidate is perceived as more dangerous.
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The effect of causal attribution style on suitability for release from prison

I
-

Release from prison (mean)

Control Internal Attributon
Condition

Figure 1  Cell Means for Supporting Release in Each Condition, With Error Bars Based on Cell Standard
Errors

Note. Figure 1 depicts the mean for the decisions to release from prison (1, deny = 0) across the various treatment

conditions. Each bar represents the mean value, the point markers are superimposed on the bars to indicate the

means, and error bars extend from each point to represent the 95% confidence intervals (CI) around those means.

Figure 1 shows that, in the control group, the parole candidate release rate was 0.609, in
the internal treatment, the release rate was 0.704, and in the external treatment, it was 0.410.
The Chi-square test of independence shows that the treatment significantly affected the
participant’s decision to release and the assessment of dangerousness, X2 (2, N = 1,005)
= 72.29, p < .0001. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) test shows that the difference in
means for a decision to release is statistically significant, F (2,1,002) =38.83, p<.00],
ﬁé =.072, 90% CI [.048,.098]. Results remained significant when controlling for reported
gender, party affiliation, political ideology, and reported race. The Eta Squared effect size is
medium n? = 0.07, 95% CI [.05, 1].

Situational Punishment and Dispositional Reward

According to Table 1, respondents who read an external causal explanation were 30 per-
centage points less likely to release the parole candidate compared with respondents who
read the internal attribution explanation (the Cohen’s D effect size is relatively large, d =
0.61 95% CI [.47,.75)).

Perceptions of Dangerousness

Participants perceived the likelihood of reoffending, dangerousness, and whether the
person should stay in prison were higher in the external treatment. When combined into a
“dangerousness scale” by averaging the three items, the relationship between the scale and
the treatment condition is significant, x?2 (24, N = 1005) = 99.59, p < .0001, and shows
that the causal attribution used by the candidate affects how much they are perceived as
dangerous (Figure 2). Figure 2 shows that the median score on a “dangerousness scale” was
0.75 in the external condition and 0.33 in the internal condition.



10 CRIMINAL JUSTICE AND BEHAVIOR

TABLE 1 Post Hoc Tests—Differences Between Conditions on the Decision to Release

AM t df Padj Comparison

0.09 2.32 1002 .053 Internal—Control
-0.20 -4.85 1002 <.001 External—Control
-0.29 -8.71 1002 <.001 External—Internal

Note. Multiple testing correction with a Tukey test.

Supplemental Table S5 (available in the online version of this article) shows that respon-
dents in the situational condition perceived the parole candidate as more dangerous than in
the external condition (the effect size is medium, d = 0.55, 95% CI [ .41, .69]).

Text Analysis

After indicating their response regarding release from prison and dangerousness, respon-
dents were asked: “If you can, please write why you decided to release or not to release the
person from prison.” I employed keyness statistics (See Supplemental Material for more
information) to compare word frequency differences between respondents who opposed
and supported the release of the putative incarcerated person (Zollinger, 2022). This method
allows a comparison of the difference between justifying one’s decision within an experi-
mental condition and across conditions. Figure 3 shows that respondents receiving the
Internal treatment overwhelmingly justified their decision not to release based on “risk”
compared to decisions to release.

Respondents in the External treatment (Figure 4) overwhelmingly relied on the concepts
of responsibility, action, remorse, and blame when deciding not to release compared to
those deciding to release.

This analysis affirms that people’s decisions were indeed influenced by their experimen-
tal treatment. Emphasizing free will and character can result in a person perceived as inher-
ently “risky” (Figure 3). Conversely, describing the circumstances as the source of the
criminal behavior is perceived as shifting blame, no remorse, and a lack of responsibility for
one’s actions (Figure 4).

Racial Classification

A sizable portion assumed the parole candidate was a person of color. This is demon-
strated in the top part of Figure 5 (20% in control; 27.2% in the Internal treatment; 29.9%
in the External treatment). Overall, 248 participants perceived the putative person who
committed an offense as Black, only five as Asian, and 18 as Hispanic. The difference
between the three groups is statistically significant, X2 (2, N = 1005) = 6.2156, p =
.044. The treatments also significantly affected the racial classification of the parole can-
didate as White, as demonstrated in the bottom plot of Figure 5. While racial classifica-
tion as a minority increased from the control to the internal condition and once again to
the external condition, racial classification as White demonstrated the opposite trend
(16.5% in the control condition, 12.1% in the internal condition, and 8.8% in the external
condition, X?* (2, N = 1005) = 7.9878, p = .018).
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Judgement of dangerousness by condition

Control Internal Attribution External Attribution
5.
4+
N | o)
3 p & >
ol = of
2
‘@
[
O
©
2-
A I/
1 \
N_]
, I |
' . ' ' ' ' . ' ' ' ' ' ' '
0.00 0.25 0.50 0.75 1.00 0.00 0.25 0.50 0.75 1.00 0.00 0.25 0.50 0.75 1.00

Dangerousness: higher is worse

Figure 2 Distribution of Dangerousness Index, Higher Means More Dangerous

Note. Vertical lines are the medians. This figure illustrates the distribution of perceptions of dangerousness under
three distinct treatment conditions. The x-axis represents an index of Dangerousness, where higher values indicate
worse perceptions. This index is computed by averaging three items: the likelihood of the person reoffending, their
perceived dangerousness, and whether they should stay in prison. Each facet represents a treatment condition,
and within each, the histogram and overlaid density plot show the distribution of dangerousness scores. The
vertical line in each facet represents the median score for that group, and the numerical value of the median is
displayed alongside.

STUDY 2

Study 2 was conducted after Study 1 to explore a hypothesis as to why the treatment had
the effect it did. Study 2 kept the materials and procedures of Study 1 and added a question
asking participants to rate the extent to which the crime committed by the putative person
who committed an offense depicted in the vignette resulted from his disposition, traits, and
intentions versus environmental pressures, situations, or stressors. The purpose is to under-
stand the interaction between the respondent’s valuation of the putative person who com-
mitted an offense’s described causal attribution and the judgment of dangerousness.

PARTICIPANTS

Two-hundred and seventy-six American adults were recruited through the Lucid
Theorem. Fielded in March 2022 and targeted U.S. nationally representative respondents
(Supplemental Table S4, available in the online version of this article). The researcher pays
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Figure 3 Keyness Statistics by Decision to Release or Deny Release—Internal Treatment
Note. Shows terms mentioned with greatest relative frequency by respondents who decided to release a parole

candidate, relative to respondents who opposed release.
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Figure 4 Keyness Statistics by Decision to Release or Deny Release—External Treatment
Note. Shows terms mentioned with greatest relative frequency by respondents who decided to release a parole
candidate, relative to respondents who opposed release.

each respondent a fixed $1 price, a tariff Lucid set. Lucid Theorem employs quota sampling
to produce samples matched to the US population on age, gender, ethnicity, and geographic
region; recent research demonstrates the suitability of the Lucid platform for evaluating
social scientific theories (Coppock & McClellan, 2019). Using two different services
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Figure 5 The Effect of Treatment Condition on Perceptions of the Person’s Race

Note. Figure 5 displays the mean perception of a person’s race as a person of color (PoC) or as White across
different treatment groups. The y-axis represents the mean within each group for perceiving a person as a PoC or
White. A point marker signifies the mean, along with 95% CI error bars. Pearson’s Chi-square test indicates that
the differences among the groups are statistically significant.

(MTurk and Lucid) increases the robustness of the studies to systematic differences between
services.

Respondents reported a mean age of 45.8 (SD = 16.5). 51.8% reported as Female gender
and 47.5% as Male. 71.8% of the respondents reported they identify as White, 10.5% as
Black, 9.1% as Hispanic, 6.5% as Asian, and 2.2% as Mixed and Other.

MATERIALS

Study 2 adds the following question: “Thinking about the prisoner in question, would
you say his crime was the result of. . .?”” The options were: “His character and personality,”
“His intentions and plans,” “Poverty, bad education, and lack of opportunities,” “Peer pres-
sure and a lack of a stable environment at home.” The answers are presented in a matrix
format using the following scale: Definitely, Somewhat, No at all, and Don’t know. The
analysis combines “character and personality” and “intentions and plans” to measure attri-
bution to internal factors. Similarly, to measure attribution to external factors, the analysis
combines “Poverty, bad education and lack of opportunities” with “peer pressure and lack
of stable environment at home.” (See Supplemental Material for a correlation table).
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TABLE 2 Mean “Release” decisions by Respondent’s Attribution Belief

Model 1: Model 2: Model 3:
Respondent’s attribution belief External condition Control condition Internal condition
Respondents believe an -0.431 -0.600 -0.109
internal attribution [-0.779, —-0.082] [-1.178, -0.022] [-0.457, 0.239]
p =.016 p = .042 p =.536
Respondents believe an 0.223 -0.242 0.437
external attribution [-0.196, 0.642] [-0.873, 0.390] [0.099, 0.776]
p =.292 p = .440 p =.012
Num. Obs. 99 45 99
R? .200 432 0.271

Note. Table 2 presents the results of linear regression models that predict respondents’ “Release” decisions
(1 = Release, 0 = Deny) under three treatment conditions. Predictors include respondents’ beliefs in internal
and external attributions (between 0 = none, and 1 = completely) and demographic control variables. The
coefficients represent the average change in the dependent variable for a one-unit increase in the predictor.
Confidence intervals are presented in square brackets, and p-values are reported below the coefficients. All
models use robust standard errors. R-squared values are also presented to indicate the proportion of variance
explained by each model.

ANALYTICAL STRATEGY

Multiple linear regression was used to test if matching perceived causal attribution with
treatment condition (respondent attributing the crime to dispositional factors after reading
the internal treatment, and same for external treatment) or diverging from the parole candi-
date’s expressed causal attribution significantly predicted decisions to release the candidate.
The fitted regression model was:

DV, =B, + B, Dispositional, + B,Situational, + ' X, + €,

X, is a vector of pre-registered, pre-treatment covariates included to improve the pre-
cision of treatment effect estimates. The regression model was fitted separately to the
three treatment conditions, to control for the causal attribution presented to the respon-
dent. The analysis does not include a comparison of the coefficients across models.

RESULTS

Study 2 explains under which conditions external attribution increases others’ percep-
tions of dangerousness. The use of external attribution affects only respondents who hold
the opposite opinion—namely, that internal factors caused the crime.

Table 2 shows that the attribution style affects the perception of dangerousness
through the observer’s beliefs. Model 1 shows that holding internal casual attribution
beliefs despite being presented with the external attribution vignette, predicts a decline
of about 43-percentage points in the likelihood of releasing the candidate. Model 2
shows that believing an internal causal attribution despite not being presented with any
explanation by the candidate (control condition) predicts a 60-percentage point decline
in the likelihood of releasing the candidate. Model 3 shows that holding external casual
attribution beliefs despite being presented with the internal attribution vignette, pre-
dicts an increase of about 43-percentage points in the likelihood of releasing the
candidate.
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DISCUSSION

Participants in the study were significantly more likely to view someone as dangerous
when presented with scenarios that used external explanations to account for a hypothetical
parole candidate’s past misconduct. Notably, this finding tracks the legal doctrine of
“Insight,” which equates the use of internal attribution by the parole candidate with reduced
dangerousness. Thus, the legal doctrine might reflect a cognitive human bias. Moreover,
external attributions also increased perceptions that the candidate was Black.

The second study validated the FAE’s impact and the attribution congruence theory.
Respondents showed a clear bias toward attributing behavior to internal factors, and
when this belief matches the wrongdoer’s own internal attribution of their crime, the
result is lower perceived dangerousness. When this internal attribution bias conflicted
with a parole candidate’s own external explanations, the candidate was seen as posing
the greatest risk. In sum, attribution congruence considers both the point of view of the
decision-maker (parole board member, for example) and the attribution style of the
wrongdoer; when they match, dangerousness is likely to be determined lower, and when
they contrast, higher.

These findings contribute to Quinsey and Cyr’s (1986) conclusions; in their study, exter-
nal factors caused participants to judge the person as more dangerous and less “treatable.”
Instead of contradicting their findings, the results presented here suggest that attribution
congruence between observer and observed is required. Study 2 shows that the adverse
effect of external attribution is explained by whether the observer shares the same attitude
toward the cause of crime.

These studies contribute to the long-standing recognition that an individual’s internal
attribution toward crime is the most crucial attributional dimension for punishment deci-
sions (Carroll & Payne, 1977). While previous work concluded that the belief in internal
attribution is associated with punitiveness (O’ Toole & Sahar, 2014; Weiner et al., 1997), the
present studies find that external attribution by an observed wrongdoer increases perceived
dangerousness. Importantly, this article does not explain why some prefer an internal over
external attribution; as discussed before, it might be related to a person’s framework of
thinking about criminal behavior—positivist or rationalist (determinism vs. free will,
accordingly). Yet, taken together, this article argues that we should consider both the observ-
er’s perspective and the narrative of the observed. Attribution congruence might be key to
understanding perceptions of dangerousness.

Perceptions of race were affected by the presented causal attribution. The use of exter-
nal attribution increased racialization as a person of color compared with internal attribu-
tion explanations. Likewise, a similar but reversed correlation is found for perceiving the
putative person who committed an offense as a White person—it increases after receiving
the internal condition. This contributes to understanding the effect of the “crime script”
(Gilliam & lIyengar, 2000): Previous studies showed that people would racialize others
who committed violent crimes as non-White, and that there is a relationship between
exposure through the media to a non-White person who perpetrated violence and internal
attribution (Dixon, 2008; Gilliam & Iyengar, 2000). This article shows that the relation-
ship works in both ways—the narrative of the person who perpetrated violence causes
shifts in racial perceptions. To disentangle attitudes toward crime and justice (such as
perceptions of dangerousness) from racial bias we should consider nuances of the crimi-
nal legal system, such as attribution theory.
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POSSIBLE IMPLICATIONS FOR PAROLE DECISION-MAKING

Despite not using actual parole board members as respondents, research on parole deci-
sion-making consistently finds racial bias, arbitrariness, and idiosyncrasy in parole deci-
sions, despite adopting guidelines and actuarial tools in modern parole (Hritz, 2021). Parole
boards consist of individuals from various backgrounds, and variations in the subjective
assessment are significant (Ruhland, 2020), which raises the concern that excessive discre-
tion opens the door to cognitive bias. A hallmark of parole decision-making is the important
role of discretion: the California Supreme Court has found that the Board’s “discretion in
parole matters has been described as ‘great’ and ‘almost unlimited’” (In re Rosencrantz,
2002); this raises concerns about cognitive bias interference. Further, existing research
showed that Americans, in general, tend to endorse individualistic causes for social prob-
lems, which is often attributed to the influence of individualism as a core American value
(King, 2007; Kornhauser, 2015).

The potential impact of the FAE on assessing suitability is particularly concerning in the
context of individuals serving life sentences (“Lifers”). Except for people sentenced to die
in prison, no other group is further marginalized and excluded from society like lifers. Most
of'the lifers already came from class and racial marginalization backgrounds—communities
rife with poverty, violence, and the notorious mix of over-and-under policing (Irwin, 2009;
Nellis, 2013). This might increase the Lifers’ use of external attribution and lead to issues
with attribution congruence. Indeed, the California guidelines consider evidence of an
unstable social background against the candidate’s suitability (California Department of
Corrections and Rehabilitation, n.d.).

Given the significant weight of external causes in committing crimes, especially for
low-income individuals and people of color, parole boards can allow the incarcerated
person to recognize the social injustices they might have experienced (Maruna & Mann,
2006). As social injustices continue to be a condition of reality, recognizing and discuss-
ing them might suggest that the incarcerated person is better prepared for the challenge
they pose.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS AND LIMITATIONS

Because the studies rely on lay people and not actual parole board members, they only
hold suggestive evidence for the parole board’s decision-making process. Moreover, the
generalization of the findings depends on the administrative setting—these studies used a
specific example (murder, California), and thus, other settings require specific theorization.
Further, the studies cannot reflect the impact of external political pressures faced by the
parole boards (Chen et al., 2024; Laskorunsky et al., 2023; Schwartzapfel, 2015; Vilcica,
2016). In California, for instance, the Governor may block parole if they believe that con-
cerns for public safety overcome approving the parole grant (Governor’s Parole Review,
1988). The studies also do not emphasize the role of the victim in the hearing (Roberts,
2009; Young, 2016). Future research should examine the impact of different uses of causal
attribution on recidivism beliefs in more settings. Lab studies can contribute to our under-
standing of the interaction between causal attribution and the identity of the parole candi-
date by mimicking the in-person interview setting. For instance, researchers can simulate a
discretionary parole hearing in which they control and randomly manipulate candidates’
demographics and their causal attribution style. Researchers can also test the effect of
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informing decision-makers about the possible impact of implicit bias, and FAE in particu-
lar, on their judgment decisions.

Outside the lab, parole candidates likely voice a mix of external and internal factors.
Observers, in turn, might latch onto one dominant explanation—either internal or exter-
nal—even when presented with a mixed set of factors. Regarding attribution congruence,
this simplification bias might lead the observer to overemphasize whichever factor category
(internal or external) they deem most salient or aligned with their preexisting beliefs. This
interplay between mixed causal factors and observer attribution represents an intriguing
avenue for future empirical research.

Moreover, researchers can gain access to observe parole hearings and code for causal
attributions, demographics and candidate information, and hearing outcomes. Observational
studies can be combined with interviews conducted with parole boards to assess the degree
to which the FAE might influence them. From a policymaking perspective, understanding
the mechanism (how external attributions increase dangerousness perceptions) can help
design effective policies that oppose the effects of the FAE. These findings underscore the
possible need for targeted unconscious bias training to enhance parole boards’ awareness of
the potential influence of unconscious cognitive biases, particularly the FAE (Atewologun
et al., 2018). However, implicit bias training is insufficient; organizational structural
changes can also lower the effects of implicit bias (Onyeador et al., 2021). For discretionary
parole, this might include implementing a more standardized decision-making process with
a stronger reliance on objective metrics such as program completion rates, disciplinary
records, and quantifiable measures of rehabilitation progress.

CONCLUSION

The current research contributes to understanding what affects perceptions of dangerous-
ness and racial classification. It shows that dangerousness is affected by others’ use of
causal attribution explanations, such that attributing past wrongdoing to external factors
increases perceptions of dangerousness. The FAE suggests that others are likely to believe
that internal factors cause others to commit crimes. This study argues that a person is better
off using internal causal attribution to explain wrongdoing because congruence with the
observer’s belief regarding the causes of criminal behavior results in lower perceived
dangerousness.
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