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ABSTRACT

Several researchers have made significant advances in
identifying the factors that shape treatment attitudes.
These characteristics, however, often have been examined in
isolation, without considering contextual features that
likely influence citizens’ opinions. Further, only
preliminary evidence is available on how the attributes of
the criminal, the crime, and the provision of treatment can
shape public perceptions. The main focus of this research,
therefore, is on identifying the conditions under which
public support for rehabilitation varies.

Data for this study were collected through a mail
survey of Ohio residents. Within the questionnaire, items
were included that assessed demographic, experiential, and
attitudinal information on each respondent. To assess the
potential influence of offender, offense, and treatment
characteristics on support for rehabilitation, several
variables were combined to create a factorial vignette.
This method allowed the researcher to determine the
independent effects of each factor on support for
rehabilitation. The respondents were asked to express their
agreement or disagreement with five statements following the
vignette. Additional items were included elsewhere in the
survey instrument that assessed the respondents’ global
attitudes toward treatment.

The respondents largely supported rehabilitation for



the offender described in the vignette. Assessing more
global attitudes, a substantial minority of the respondents
believed that rehabilitation should be the main emphasis in
most prisons, and support for correctional treatment was
substantial across ten items that asked about particular
rehabilitation policies.

Further analysis of the vignettes revealed few
correlates of support for treatment. Age and adherence to a
doctrine of forgiving sinners were positively related to
support for rehabilitation. Conversely, conservatism and
belief in a vengeful God were negatively related to support.
Support for treatment likewise was reduced when the vignette
described an offender who had committed a more harmful
offense, who had a more serious prior record, or who had a
serious drug habit, or when the offender was sentenced to
intensive supervision probation. These variables were able
to explain only 18 percent of the variation in attitudes
toward rehabilitation. The implications of these findings

are discussed.
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CHAPTER 1
PUBLIC ATTITUDES TOWARD REHABILITATION IN CONTEXT

Because of the important role that public opinion plays
regarding decisions about punishment and sentencing policy,
it is critical that we have an accurate appraisal of the
public’s views. Recently, there has been a movement toward
decreasing amenities for prisoners ("Alabama Prisoners"
1995), the re-implementation of chain gangs ("Alabama
Prisoners" 1995; Cohen 1995; Gavzer 1995), long sentences
for habitual offenders (Turner, Sundt, Applegate, and Cullen
1995), and other punitive measures. Often, policy makers
suggest that these policies are implemented in accordance
with the public will.

Such assertions are potentially problematic because it
is unclear that citizens want only to punish offenders.
Research has demonstrated that the public is punitive toward
criminals. Other studies confirm, however, that most
citizens believe rehabilitation is an important goal of
corrections, and that they support efforts to reduce
recidivism through treatment. Given a renewed interest in
rehabilitation by leading policy makers ("Reno Urges
Treatment" 1993; Huskey 1995), it is critical that we assess
the potential complexity of public attitudes toward this
issue.

Below, I begin by discussing the importance of studying



public opinion and attitudes toward rehabilitation in
particular. I then provide a context for public attitudes,
briefly discussing the history of rehabilitative ideology in
the United States--its rise during the Jacksonian and
Progressive eras and its reported decline in the 1960s and
1970s. As noted, some research suggests that the public
endorses punitive handling of criminal offenders. This
literature will be reviewed. Several arguments have been
raised against the conclusions of these studies, questioning
whether the public is truly as punitive as some reports
might suggest. I will review the evidence which indicates
that the public is not monolithically punitive, but instead
maintains a moderate level of support for rehabilitation.
These studies tend to show that citizens are willing to
punish criminals, but that they also desire effective
treatments that can help offenders avoid future criminal
involvement .

Still, the available studies on rehabilitation
attitudes are limited. They have used mostly broad
approaches to assess what are likely complex issues. 1In
contrast, the research on public punitiveness toward crime
has examined in more detail how various subgroups of the
population feel about criminal punishment and what
characteristics of offenders and their offenses
significantly affect the sanctions that the public believes

are appropriate. These studies confirm the complexity of



public attitudes toward punishment. Because rehabilitation
is negatively, although not perfectly, related to
punitiveness, what these results tell us about public
attitudes may suggest a need for more detailed analyses of
opinions on rehabilitation.

In light of the limitations of past research, this
dissertation attempts to advance existing knowledge by
probing how several factors may structure support for
rehabilitation. The potential influence of characteristics
of respondents, offenders, treatments, and offenses will be
explored. In addition, a closely related issue will be
examined in a more limited way: the difference between

global and specific attitudes toward rehabilitation.

Public Opinion and Public Policy

Erikson, Luttbeg, and Tedin (1980:3) observe that
"public opinion as a concept derives its importance from its
use as a standard for judging the popularity of government
decisions." They further note the significant role that
citizens’ attitudes play in guiding policy making on
particular issues. A wide variety of other uses of public
opinion polls and surveys have also been noted (see Bradburn
and Sudman 1988:Chapter 3), but most commentators agree that
the study of public opinion is most strongly justified by
its relevance to public policy.

When politicians’ and citizens’ views coincide,



politicians are likely to behave in a manner consistent with
what citizens want. When they diverge, however, we must
consider why lawmakers might act in accordance with public
rather than personal desires. Erikson et al. (1980) observe
that two conditions are required for policy makers to be
responsive to the public. First, some incentive must exist
that encourages a choice of public over personal
preferences. Second, policy makers must have knowledge of
public opinion.

The incentive for policy makers may be manifest several
ways. Although many variations exist on what is considered
"democratic" government, Monroe (1975:4) observes that "the
key element in the concept of democracy, one which seems
common to most uses of the term, is the notion that
governments must take into account the wishes of the
population and that the root of political power is the
people themselves." Thus, by definition, a democratic
system of government requires that consideration be given to
the public will.

Officials also may be motivated by political self-
interest--a desire to retain their positions. Monroe (1975)
notes that a candidate’s stand on any particular issue is
only minimally related to whether the person is elected, and
few officials keep all of their campaign promises once they
are in office. Still, representatives who stray too far

from the preferences of the public clearly are vulnerable to

10



challenges by competing candidates. Appointed officials too
are restricted by public attitudes. The case of Jocelyn
Elders, the former U. S. Surgeon General, provides a
poignant example. After advocating that youth sex-education
programs include discussions of masturbation, a proposal
that was perceived to be widely unpopular, she was quickly
encouraged to resign.

Erikson et al.’s (1980) second condition required for
policy makers to respond to public opinion is knowledge of
that opinion. 1In a classic study of public opinion and the
voting behavior of congressmen, Cnudde and McCrone (1966)
found that the largest effect of public attitudes on
representatives was through the representatives’ perceptions
of the public will. It is not what the public believes that
affects policy decisions, but what policy makers think the
public believes. In this light, it becomes important to
examine how officials obtain information about public
desires.

Several sources may be used by policy makers to gauge
public opinion. Bradburn and Sudman (1988) observe that
congressmen often use opinion polls of their constituents,
or they examine the results of national polls. They may
also become informed through correspondence or direct
contact with citizens. According to Johnson and Huff’s
(1987) research, policy makers in government administrative

agencies also attend to public concerns. Although they most
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