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In 2009, Maruna and King presented results from a British survey showing that the
public’s belief in the redeemability of people who committed offenses curbed their level
of punitiveness. Based on a 2017 national survey in the United States (n = 1,000), the
current study confirms that redeemability is negatively related to punitive attitudes. In
addition, the analyses reveal that this belief predicts support for rehabilitation and
specific inclusionary policies (i.e., ban-the-box in employment, expungement of criminal
records, and voting rights for people with a felony conviction). Findings regarding
measures for punishment and rehabilitation were confirmed by a 2019 Mechanical Turk
(MTurk) survey. These results suggest that beliefs about capacity for change among

people who committed offenses are key to understanding crime-control public policy.
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Tracking public opinion since 1971, Enns (2016) has persuasively documented
how the growth in punitive attitudes contributed to the United States becoming the
“‘incarceration nation.” The good news, he notes, is that for more than a decade, “public
punitiveness has been on the decline and politicians of both parties have noticed”
(Enns, 2016, p. 164, see also Pickett, 2019). In this context, policy shifts largely
correspond to how people who committed offenses have been socially constructed as
either redeemable or the intractable dangerous “other.”

Thus, from the Progressive era into the 1970s, people who committed offenses
were portrayed as malleable and worthy of reform (Allen, 1981; Cullen & Gilbert, 1982;
Rothman, 1980). The invention of the correctional system—including probation, parole,
indeterminate sentencing, and the juvenile court—was predicated on the belief that the
criminogenic needs of these individuals could be treated successfully (Rothman, 1980).
The goal was “normalization,” with corrections aiming to enrich people who committed
offenses in the hope that they would be transformed and “and fit into the main
organizing institutions of social life” (Simon, 1993, p. 101). As Garland (2001, pp. 38—
39) observes, “penal-welfarism” prevailed in which the state was responsible “for the
care of offenders as well as their punishment and control.”

In the 1970s, however, the image of people who broke the law changed
dramatically. “The recurrent image of the offender,” observes Garland (2001), “ceased
to be that of the needy delinquent or the feckless misfit and became much more
threatening—a matter of career criminals, crackheads, thugs, and predators” (p. 102). In
Thinking About Crime, James Q. Wilson (1975) offered the stunning conclusion that
“Wicked people exist. Nothing avails except to set them apart from innocent people” (p.
235). Two decades later, Dilulio (1995, p. 23) termed juveniles “super-predators,”
describing them as “hardened” and “remorseless” and as having “absolutely no respect
for human life and no sense of the future.” Garland (2001, p. 136) captured these views
under the umbrella of the “criminology of the other,” in which “offenders are treated as a
different species of threatening, violent individuals for whom we can have no sympathy
and for whom there is no effective help.” More recently, Simon (2014, p. 23) has
documented the emergence in this area of the “prevailing wisdom” that “most criminals

have a high and unchanging potential for criminal activity.” This conception of such



individuals was inextricably linked to the view that keeping society risk-free required a
policy of “total incapacitation.” “The politics of fear that produced mass incarceration,”
notes Simon (2014, p. 131), “relied on the image of the prisoner as an unchanging lethal
threat.”

These portrayals of individuals’ criminality as a stable or fixed entity sound
increasingly debatable—even if they were prevalent merely a decade ago. First, the
“criminology of the other” in which all people who break the law are seen as inherently
and permanently risky has been challenged by the “criminology of the diverse.”
Essentially, politicians are now disaggregating the criminal class. A favorite category
“non-violent drug offenders” are depicted as posing no danger and as candidates for
prison release (see Obama, 2017). The recent federal reform, The First Step Act of
2018, includes as a core component a “risk and needs assessment system” to
determine individuals’ risk of recidivating and to develop individualized treatment plans
(Office of the Attorney General, 2019, p. 1). Second, the language of redemption is now
common (see Cullen et al., 2020). Recall the “REDEEM Act” proposed by Senators
Cory Booker and Rand Paul in 2015. Similarly, in the U.S. House of Representatives,
Doug Collins, a conservative Georgia Republican, offered the Prison Reform and
Redemption Act (Cohen, 2019). Most notably, at the White House signing ceremony for
the First Step Act, President Trump commented that the “bipartisan bill will make our
communities safer and give individuals released from prison a second chance at life after
they have served their time, so important” (Schwartz, 2018). He then added the
following: “Redemption is at the heart of the American Idea, and that’s what this is
about” (Schwartz, 2018).

The point is that public beliefs about people who committed offenses, especially
about redeemability, may be consequential when writ large—if they do, in fact, lead to
reduced punitiveness and greater support for rehabilitation and other inclusionary
policies. Building on the work of Maruna and King (2009), the current project has
implications regarding this possibility. A decade ago, Maruna and King (2009) advanced
inquiry into the sources of public punitiveness by introducing, measuring, and showing
the consequences of belief in individuals’ “redeemability”—that is, belief in “the

impermanence of criminality” (p. 15). Their work falls under the umbrella of attribution



theory, which examines how people explain behavior and, in turn, how these
“attributions” make certain interventions seem logical. Prior to their contribution, one
aspect of attribution theory had shaped research: whether the public perceived that the
cause of crime was “dispositional” or “situational” (see Heider, 1958). The dispositional
perspective attributes crime (and other behaviors) to individual traits or choices and
tended to justify the use of punitive correctional policies, whereas the situational
perspective attributes crime to more malleable external or social factors that legitimize
rehabilitative responses (see, e.g., Cullen et al., 1985)—a connection largely supported
in the literature (Cochran et al., 2003; Falco & Turner, 2014; Maruna and King, 2009;
Pickett & Baker, 2014; Unnever et al., 2010).

Maruna and King (2009, p. 9) understood, however, that attribution theory in
social psychology had evolved to incorporate additional cognitive dimensions, including
“stability/ instability” (Weary, 1984; Weiner, 2010). In a related development, other social
psychologists—Iled most notably by Carol Dweck—framed the same issue in terms of the
“implicit” theories people held about human attributes, distinguishing between “entity”
theory that saw traits as fixed and “incremental theory” that saw traits as malleable. As
Levy et al. (1998) note, “a fixed versus a malleable view of traits may set up a
framework for understanding social information and social judgments” (p. 1422). In an
important innovation, Maruna and King (2009, p. 9) called for the application of this
reasoning to the study of public opinion about people who committed offenses:

This measure asks how permanent or transient members of the public feel the

causes of criminality to be. That is, regardless of the origins of criminal behavior

(situational or dispositional), do they believe that “once a criminal, always a

criminal” or do they believe that even the most persistent offenders can redeem

themselves and turn their lives around.

Maruna and King (2009, p. 9) observed that the public likely has “divergent views
on this key issue,” and that such thinking about such individuals has potential
consequences (see also Plaks et al., 2009). They hypothesized that those who believed
that criminality was a stable, fixed trait—“once a criminal, always a criminal™—would
endorse more punitive correctional policies. By contrast, those who believed that these

individuals were redeem- able—who could change and be saved from a life in crime—



would be less inclined to embrace uniformly harsh sanctioning of people considered to
be wayward.

To test this thesis, they collected data (n = 941) as part of the Cambridge
University Public Opinion Project in which “surveys were sent to a random sample of
British household in six wards chosen for their diversity in income and population
demographics” (Maruna & King, 2009, p. 13). Their analysis included a four-item measure
of redeemability (e.g., “Most offenders can go on to lead productive lives with help and
hard work”) and an eight-item measure of punitiveness (e.g., “My general view towards
offenders is that they should be treated harshly”). The results proved striking. When
added to their model, redeemability beliefs had a “strong negative” relationship with
punitiveness (B = —.398) and explained 14% of the variation (Maruna & King, 2009, p.
18).

Although limited, subsequent research on redeemability or similar constructs (e.g.,
belief in a “growth mindset”) has generally supported this finding (see, e.g., Moss et al.,
2019; Rade et al., 2018; Reich, 2017; Sloas & Atkin-Plunk, 2019; Tam et al., 2013 see
also Plaks et al., 2009). Notably, several studies have shown that redeemability not only
is negatively related to punitiveness but also is positively associated with support for
specific progressive policies, such as restorative justice (Moss et al., 2019), the use of
parole (Dodd, 2018), expanding housing assistance programs for people returning from
prison and increasing employment opportunities (Ouellette et al., 2017), and increasing
employers’ willingness to hire persons with a felony conviction (Reich, 2017).

In this context, the current study seeks to build on Maruna and King’s (2009)
research in three important ways. First, whereas their study was conducted in Great
Britain more than a decade ago, we explore their redeemability thesis in a distinct social
context with a 2017 national-level study of American respondents. We use an opt-in
internet survey conducted for us by YouGov to field these data. The findings are then
confirmed with a second study employing a 2019 Mechanical Turk (MTurk) sample.
Second, we control for factors typically included in U.S. public opinion surveys but
omitted from Maruna and King’s (2009) research, including political variables (party and
ideology), race, and religiosity. As we report below, our analyses replicate their finding

that belief in redeemability is negatively related to measures of punitiveness. Third,



building on the emerging policy-specific research in this area, we then proceed to show
that redeemability is associated not only with lower punitive sentiments but also with
greater support for rehabilitation and specific inclusionary correctional policies (e.g., ban-
the-box on employment applications, expunging criminal records, and voting rights for
people with a felony conviction). As will be noted, these findings suggest that
redeemability is a potentially significant source of public policy preferences and
warrants continued investigation.

Before presenting the analysis, two important considerations merit discussion.
First, a key assumption of the now-voluminous research on attribution theory and
studies of redeemability/immutability/growth mindset is that beliefs about people who
committed offenses and their capacity to change are “antecedents of punitiveness” and
other correctional policies (Tam et al., 2013, p. 603; see also Plaks et al., 2009). The
underlying theory is that views of such individuals—in this case, as capable of being
reformed—provide the logic or rational basis for policies (such as providing them with
opportunities to change). Maruna and King (2009, p. 19) recognized, however, that this
premise was theoretical and, with cross-sectional data, they could not rule out the
possibility that punitiveness was the source, not the cause, of people embracing an
implicit entity perspective and a view of people who committed offenses as
irredeemable. But they rejected this view, noting that

although strong, the relationship between belief in redeemability and

punitiveness does not suggest circularity between the two concepts. That is, they

are not two sides of the same coin. . . After all, support for harsh punishment is

not logically incompatible with a belief in redemption. (Maruna and King, 2009,

p. 19)

For example, belief in the mutability of people who committed offenses could
logically encourage a belief in punitive policies such as deterrence through prison terms,
boot camps, and scared straight programs. Furthermore, experimental research shows
that when implicit theories are manipulated (e.g., by giving subjects information favoring
the entity attribution), social inferences change in a consistent way, thus suggesting a
causal influence (Chiu et al., 1997). Field research also demonstrates that those holding

incremental theories are more likely to behave accordingly across diverse contexts—to



coach their underperforming employees, to respond to transgressions by romantic
partners in a constructive way, and to volunteer to help the homeless (Plaks et al.,
2009).

In the current study, we offer an empirical check on whether punitiveness renders
spurious the significant relationship between redeemability and support for rehabilitation
(two studies) and the policies of voting rights for persons with a felony conviction, ban-
the-box, and expungement (one study). These measures are described in more detail
below. We created a punitiveness scale consisting of three items (support for capital
punishment, for harsher courts, and for punishment/protecting society as the goal of
prisons), and then we included this with the redeemability measure in the multivariate
analyses of rehabilitation and the three inclusionary policies. In all analyses,
redeemability remained statistically significant at the p < .001 level, with the B for the
rehabilitation scale .644 or higher and the odds ratio for the other policies 2.305 or
higher (full results available upon request from the first author). These findings suggest
that redeemability is associated with a range of outcomes independent of the
respondents’ level of punitiveness.

Second, it is beyond the scope of this article to explore the origins of belief in
redeem- ability, especially individual differences in this orientation. Furthermore, little
research on this topic exists. Still, it is possible to identify at least four potential sources
for future inquiry to consider. First, using the Big Five, scholars have shown that
personality traits— especially the dimension of agreeableness—are related to more
positive and hopeful attitudes toward people who committed offenses, including being
less punitive (e.g., Olver & Barlow, 2010; Roberts et al., 2013), and to a “redemptive self”
that fosters sensitivity to the suffering of others and the desire to pursue goals that
benefit others (Guo et al., 2016). Second, those who have a personal growth mindset
might be more likely to see the possibility that troubled individuals are malleable and can
be reformed. Possessing a growth mind- set has been linked to neuroscience factors
(Ng, 2018) and parenting practices that avoid communicating to children that failure is
debilitating (Haimovitz & Dweck, 2016).

Third, Haidt's (2012) moral foundation theory argues that the care/harm intuition

makes some individuals—usually identified as political liberals—seek to ameliorate,



rather than impose pain on others. Accordingly, their morality would likely favor
conceptions of people who committed offenses as redeemable and thus as candidates
to be saved from a life in crime. Fourth, correctional research shows that those who
embrace religious forgiveness (Applegate et al., 2000), are high on empathy (Unnever et
al., 2005), and display racial sympathy (Chudy, 2017; Hannan et al., 2019) are likely to
be less punitive and more supportive of correctional reform, suggesting they view people

who committed offenses as malleable.

Method
Sample

To test the effects of belief in redeemability, we commissioned YouGov to
interview a national sample of American adults (18 years and older). YouGov is
considered a reliable source of survey data for academic research in social science
disciplines, including criminal justice (e.g., Thielo et al., 2019). YouGov administered our
survey to a national sample of 1,000 U.S. respondents from March 3-7, 2017.

In fielding the sample, YouGov uses a two-stage, sample-matching design. First,
YouGov selects a matched (on the joint distribution of a large number of covariates,
e.g., political ideology, voter registration status) sample of respondents from its online
panel (more than two million adult U.S. panelists) using distance matching with a
synthetic sampling frame (constructed from probability samples, including the Current
Population Survey and the American Community Survey [ACS]). It then uses propensity
score matching to weight the sample to resemble the U.S. population on the matched
covariates (Ansolabehere & Rivers, 2013). Given the matching and weighting of
variables, the method of sample selection is assumed disregardable; clear evidence
exists showing that findings from YouGov surveys generalize to the U.S. population
(Ansolabehere & Schaffner, 2014; Simmons & Bobo, 2015). Moreover, several studies
support the notion that YouGov's sampling design may outperform probability sampling
strategies (Kennedy et al., 2016).

When compared with estimates from the U.S. Census and the ACS (in
parentheses), our weighted sample looks much like the U.S. population: non-Hispanic
White, 66.8% (64.5%); male, 48.5% (48.7%); bachelor's degree, 26.5% (28.4%);



married, 44.1% (48.2%); Northeast, 18.7% (17.2%); Midwest, 20.1% (20.9%); South,
36.0% (38.1%); West, 25.3% (23.8%). When compared with the Pew Research Center’s
estimates of party identification among registered voters (in parentheses), our weighted
sample also looks like the U.S. population: lean Republican or Republican, 34.5%
(42%); lean Democrat or Democrat, 43.9% (50%). Given these similarities in major
population demographics, we have confidence that the sample generalizes to all

American adults.

Dependent Variables

The dependent variables in our analyses gauge the respondents’ support for a
variety of punitive and inclusionary criminal justice policies. To assess the respondents’
attitudes toward punitive crime policies, we focus on three widely used measures of
punitiveness (see Enns, 2016): support for the death penalty, support for harsher
courts, and belief that the main goal of prisons should be punitive, rather than
rehabilitative. The wording for these measures was taken from questions employed for
decades by the General Social Survey (death penalty and harsher courts questions)
and by the Harris Poll (main goal of prisons question; see Cullen et al., 2000; Enns,
2016). Thus, we measured the respondents’ support (0 = oppose/no opinion, 1 = favor)
for the death penalty by asking “are you in favor of the death penalty for a person
convicted of murder?” Harsher courts was measured by asking the respondents “in
general, do you think the courts in this area deal too harshly or not harshly enough with
criminals?” Responses were coded such that 0 = don’t know/about right/too harsh and 1
= not harsh enough. Support for a punitive goal of prisons (0 = rehabilitation/not sure, 1
= punishing the individuallprotecting society) was measured by asking the respondents

what do you think should be the main emphasis in most prisons—punishing the

individual convicted of a crime, trying to rehabilitate the individual so that he or

she might return to society as a productive citizen, or, protecting society from

future crimes he or she might commit?

As noted, the purpose of this research is to assess the impact of redeemability not
only on punitiveness but also on policies that seek to “include,” rather than “exclude”

people who committed offenses from the community. Thus, survey items were



incorporated to gauge the respondents’ support for four inclusionary policies:
correctional rehabilitation, banning the box on employment applications, expunging
criminal records, and allowing persons with a felony conviction the right to vote. These
specific policies were selected because of the attention they have received as barriers to
the full social and legal participation of people who committed offenses in society (e.g.,
Alexander, 2010; Burton et al., 1987, 2014; Chin, 2017; Jacobs, 2015; Manza & Uggen,
2006; Pager, 2007).

To measure support for rehabilitation, we adapted questions from the prior work
of Applegate et al. (1997) and Cullen et al. (1983). Accordingly, support for rehabilitation
is a mean index (a = .841, factor loadings = .739-.788) measured with responses to five
items that asked how much (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree) the respondents
supported the following statements: (1) “it is important to try to rehabilitate adults who
have committed crimes and are now in the correctional system,” (2) “it is a good idea to
provide treatment for offenders who are supervised by the courts and live in the
community,” (3) “rehabilitation programs should be available even for offenders who
have been involved in a lot of crime in their lives,” (4) “all rehabilitation programs have
done is to allow criminals who deserve to be punished to get off easily,” and (5) “I would
not support expanding the rehabilitation programs that are now being undertaken in our
prisons.” Items 4 and 5 were reverse coded so that higher values on the mean index
correspond to greater support for rehabilitation. The use of these reverse-coded items to
measure this construct is important in that it reduces the potential for acquiescence bias
(Pickett & Baker, 2014).

To measure support for ban-the-box (0 = keep the box, 1 = ban-the-box) policies,
the respondents were first asked to read the following introductory paragraph:

As you may know, many job applications contain a “box” that a person applying

for the job must check if they have a criminal record from their past. Recently,

however, many elected officials have passed ban-the-box laws. These laws say
that employers must remove this “box” on job applications that people must check
if they have been arrested and/or convicted of a crime. With ban-the-box laws,
employers can still conduct criminal background checks and choose to not hire

someone who has a criminal record. However, they can only do this AFTER they



have looked at the person’s job application and decided to interview them or give

them a job offer.

Then, the respondents were asked to choose one of the following options: (1) ban-the-
box laws are a good idea because ex-offenders’ skills and qualifications for jobs will be
considered. This could help them get jobs because they won't just be rejected right away
for having criminal records”; or (2) ban-the-box laws are a bad idea because they make
employers waste time considering hiring people that they may end up rejecting later when
they find out about their criminal records.”

Similarly, support for expungement (0 = oppose, 1 = support) was measured by
asking the respondents to first read the following introductory paragraph:

There has been some debate recently about expunging criminal records for offenders
who have completed their sentences and thus paid for their crime. When a criminal
record is expunged, this means that the criminal record is removed or sealed and thus
is no longer something that the public, including employers, can see. It’s like starting
over from scratch. We would like to know your views on this matter. Some people argue
that expunging criminal records is a good policy because it gives criminal offenders the
opportunity to wipe their slate clean and get their lives back on track. Other people
believe that expunging criminal records is a bad policy because public access to
criminal records helps keep communities safe.

The respondents then were asked to choose one of the following options: (1)
“expunging criminal records is a good policy because it gives criminal offenders a
chance to get their lives back on track,” or (2) “expunging criminal records is a bad
policy because public access to criminal records helps keep communities safe.”

We should note that the ban-the-box and expungement questions contain
arguments for and against each policy. This approach was chosen because some
respondents might not be familiar with these policies or reasons given for supporting
and opposing them. As a reviewer pointed out, however, it is possible that for people to
“support either policy for reasons not included in the response options.” It also is
possible that including the phrase “get their lives back on track” in the expungement
question might have made the redemptive nature of this reform more salient. As noted

below, the consistency of the results across all dependent variables suggests that



question-wording did not produce any counterintuitive results. Still, future research
should explore whether the content of items affects subjects’ responses.

Finally, to measure whether the respondents believe individuals convicted of
felonies should retain the right to vote, the respondents chose from one of the three
options: (1) they should lose permanently their right to vote, (2) they should lose their
right to vote only until they have completed their sentence, and (3) they should not lose
their right to vote at all. Thus, Felon voting rights was coded such that 0 = they should
lose permanently their right to vote/they should lose their right to vote only until they have
completed their sentence and 1 = they should not lose their right to vote at all.

Note that we made our original coding decisions on the dependent variables to
try to capture respondents who clearly were punitive (favored capital punishment or
harsher courts) or were clearly in favor of progressive policy proposals. To check that
these coding choices did not affect the results, we recoded all these variables and reran
the analyses. None of the findings with regard to redeemability were affected
(redeemability remained significant at the p < .001 level). Specifically, we conducted the
analyses excluding the respondents who answered “not sure” and “don’t know,” and we
also ran multinomial logistic regressions where applicable (e.g., the models predicting
Harsher Courts, Punish and Protect, and Felon Voting Rights). Ordered logit models
were not estimated because these data violated the proportional odds assumption.

Nonetheless, we found no substantive differences.

Independent Variable

To measure the respondents’ belief in redeemability, we adapted questions from
Maruna and King (2009). Three of the four questions were the same or quite similar to
those used by Maruna and King in their four-item scale (Items 1, 3, and 4 below). Given
the focus on adults, we chose not to use their item on “young offenders” and replaced it
with Item 2. Similar measures of this construct have been used in prior research (e.g.,
Dodd, 2018; Leverentz, 2011; Ouellette et al., 2017). Thus, redeemability is a mean
index (a = .718, factor loadings = .490-.781); note that the Cronbach’s alpha for
Maruna and King’s (2009) measure was .64. Our measure of redeemability was created

from the respondents’ opinions (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree) to the



following four statements: (1) “most offenders can go on to lead productive lives with
help and hard work,” (2) “given the right conditions, a great many offenders can turn
their lives around and become law-abiding citizens,” (3) “most criminal offenders are
unlikely to change for the better,” and (4) “some offenders are so damaged that they
can never lead productive lives.” ltems 3 and 4 were reverse coded such that higher
values on the mean index represent a greater belief in redeem- ability. Again, because
items in this scale were asked in both directions (i.e., belief in and non-belief in

redeemability), the potential for acquiescence bias is lessened (Pickett & Baker, 2014).

Control Variables

We control for a number of factors that theory and prior research suggest may be
con- founders of the relationships between our independent and dependent variables.
These include the respondents’ race (1 = White), gender (1 = Male), age (in years),
marital status (1 = Married), household composition (1 = Child in Residence), education
(1 = no high school, 6 = graduate degree), income (1 = < US$10K, 16 = US$500K+),
political party affiliation (1 = Republican), and ideology (1 = Conservative). As is
common in YouGov surveys, there was a comparatively large amount of item missing
data on the income variable (13.5%). Using linear regression imputation, we imputed
the missing income values based on the scores on the other variables in the analysis.
We also control for religious beliefs. Religiosity is a standardized mean index (1 = .741,
factor loadings = .511-.787) based on three questions assessing the importance of
religion in the respondents’ lives, their frequency of church attendance, and their
frequency of praying. Finally, we control for the respondents’ region of residence (1 =
Southerner). Table 1 provides the descriptive statistics for all the variables included in
the analyses and the bivariate correlations between each independent and dependent
variable included in the analyses.

Although the control variables cover key demographics, political party and
ideology, marital status, region, and religiosity, the data set did not include measures of
other factors that could affect policy attitudes, such as racial resentment, crime salience
(e.g., fear or perceived risk of crime victimization), and causal attributions of crime. As

will be seen, the findings suggest that the effects of redeemability are robust. In this



context, future research should examine the stability of this finding with a range of other
control variables included in the statistical model. Note that in the Maruna and King
(2009) study, redeemability retained statistical significance with crime salience (fear)
and causal attribution in the analysis. Furthermore, as discussed later, we present a
second analysis from an Amazon MTurk survey that adds confidence to the conclusion

that redeemability is a robust predictor of policy preferences.

Analytic Plan

In Tables 1 and 4, we present both descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations
between each independent variable and outcome variable in the study. Because of the
number of tests run on these data in Tables 1 and 4 (84 correlations computed in Table 1
and 48 in Table 4), we present our results using Bonferroni adjusted p values to
account for the possibility of inflated Type 1 error. After adjusting the significance
threshold using the Bonferroni correction, we found that correlations with p values less
than .0005 (rounded to < .001) would attain significance at the new a = .05 level. We
then proceed with regression analyses to explore the relationship between
redeemability and the outcome variables, independent of the effects of the control
variables. To do this, we estimate seven regression analyses in Table 3 (six binary
logistic and one ordinary least squares [OLS]) and four regression analyses in Table 5
(four binary logistic and one OLS). We report odds ratios for models with binary

outcomes and beta values for models with continuous outcomes.

Results
Analysis Based on the YouGov Survey

This project’s central focus is on the effect of belief in the redeemability of
people who committed offenses on a range of punitive and inclusionary correctional
policies. Table 2 reports the percentage agreeing and disagreeing with the four items
measuring belief in redeemability. Notably (see Items 1 and 2), about 8 in 10
respondents stated that “most” or “many” of these individuals can “lead productive lives”
and “become law-abiding citizens.” Achieving this outcome will require “help and hard

work” and “the right conditions.” Redemption thus is seen as achievable. On the other
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hand (see Items 3 and 4), more than half (57.3%) of the sample agreed that “most
criminals are unlikely to change,” and about 8 in 10 (82.5%) expressed the view that
“some” are so “damaged that they can never lead productive lives.” In a way, the
American public might be seen as having a nuanced view of those in the correctional
system—viewing redemption as a possibility for many people who committed offenses,

but not as a realistic goal for all them.

TABLE 2: Public Belief in Redeemability

Y Ya Ya Ya Ya Ya Yo Yo
total total strongly agree somewhat somewhat disagree stromgly
ltams agree disagrea agree agrea disagres disagree
1. Most offenders can goon  78.7 213 118 253 416 141 56 16
to lead productive lives
with halp and hard work.
{n = 989)
2. Given the right conditions, 80.8 19.2 13.3 278 39.6 128 4.3 2.1
a great many offenders
can turn their lives around
and become law-abiding
citizens. (n = 993)
3. Most eriminals are 57.3 427 9.1 16.3 319 301 95 31
unlikaly to change for the
batter.
{n = 990)
4. Some offenders are so 826 17.4 21.8 30.5 303 9.8 50 26

damaged that they can
never lead productive
livas. (n = 989)

Note. Statistics are welghtad using the parson walghts from the public use file for the full 2010 ACS sample. Tha
number of respondents answering each question differs and is listed. ACS = American Community Survey.

Table 3 reports the multivariate analyses for the effect of redeemability on three
punitive policies, support for rehabilitation, and three policy proposals that have gained
increasing notoriety—ban-the-box on employment applications, the expungement of
criminal records, and the extension of voting rights to persons with a felony conviction.
We estimated logistic regression models for the three punitive measures as well as the
models predicting support for felon voting rights, ban-the-box, and expungement. We
used OLS regression for estimating the model predicting support for rehabilitation.
Beyond specific significant findings (e.g., Whites less supportive of the death penalty),
two variables have consistent relation- ships in the expected direction across the

dependent variables. First, conservative political ideology is significantly associated with
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increases in support for the death penalty and for a punitive prison goal (i.e.,
punishment or protect society as the main goal of prisons) and with significant
decreases in support for rehabilitation, ban-the-box, expungement, and voting rights.
Conservatism is not significantly related to harsher courts, though the relationship is in
the expected direction.

Most notable, given the thrust of this project, belief in redeemability is the
variable with the strongest and most consistent relationship with punitive and
inclusionary policies. As seen in Table 1, where bivariate correlations are presented,
redeemability is significantly related to the seven outcomes in the predicted direction.
These results remain in the multivariate analyses reported in Table 3, irrespective of the
control variables. For the three punitive correctional policies, embedded in national
surveys for decades, redeemability is associated with decreases in support for the
death penalty, making courts harsher, and prisons as serving punitive goals. With
regard to inclusionary policies, this belief is strongly related to the scale measuring
support for rehabilitation (B = .657). Equally instructive, redeemability is significantly and
positively related to three very specific policy proposals—support for ban-the-box,
expungement, and voting rights for persons with a felony conviction. Thus, across a
diversity of correctional policies, measured in different ways, redeemability has robust

relationships.

Analysis Based on the Amazon MTurk Survey

To assess further the potential effects of redeemability on public policy
preferences, we were able to use a March 2019 MTurk survey—designed for other
purposes (see Graham, 2019)—that included the identical measures used in the current
study for redeemability (a = .792, factor loadings = .755—.827) and four policy measures
(support for the death penalty, harsher courts, punitive prison goal, and rehabilitation).
Beyond attempting to replicate the results reported above, we wished to assess the
robustness of the effects for redeemability by including three variables omitted in the
YouGov survey. First, based on the work of Kinder and Sanders (1996), we
incorporated a standard four-item scale measuring racial resentment (a = .878, factor

loadings = .844—.872)—again, a variable found to be a strong predictor in public opinion



research on crime policies and social policies (see, e.g., Bobo & Johnson, 2004; Chudy,
2017; Filindra & Kaplan, 2016; Hutchings & Valentino, 2004; Pickett & Baker, 2014;
Unnever et al., 2008). Second, to measure crime salience, a one-item measure was
added that measured anger about crime (“When you think about crime in your

community, do you feel . . .” “Not angry at all,

A little angry,” “Moderately angry,”
“‘Angry,” “Very angry.”). Third, to measure crime attribution, we used an item available in
the survey called blank slate, tapping whether criminal behavior was attributed either to
a crime gene or crime gene x environment interaction (= 0) or to purely nongenetic
factors (= 1). This item was used to capture whether the attribution was more
dispositional or situational in orientation. Note that the results for redeemability
remained the same when this attribution was measured with the crime gene x
environment response included in the blank slate category with nongenetic factors.

Note that MTurk surveys use respondents who opt-in to participate in return for a
small payment—in this survey, US$0.15 per minute totaling US$3.75 for their
participation (see Thielo et al., 2019). Compared with the YouGov sample, the MTurk
sample is similar in party membership and percent married, but less conservative, more
educated, and more supportive of redeemability (M = 3.80 versus 3.56; see Tables 1
and 4). Because the analysis included racial resentment, the MTurk sample was
restricted to Whites (n = 396). More details on the measures and survey are available
from the senior author.

As seen in Table 4, the zero-order bivariate correlations between redeemability
and the four dependent variables were significant and in the expected direction. More
instructive, Table 5 reveals that redeemability remains significant in the multivariate
models, even with a range of control variables in the analysis. Consistent with previous
research, racial resentment was also significant across all models, associated with
increases in punitive sentiments and decreases in support for rehabilitation. The R2 for
the four models was similar to the results in the YouGov survey (see Tables 3 and 5).
These results lend credence to the conclusion that belief in redeemability is an

important source of crime policy views.
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Discussion

Not that long ago, research confirming the results of important prior studies was
devalued based on the rationale that “we already know this” or “this relationship has
already been shown.” In the past decade, however, there has been a growing
recognition in both the sciences generally and in criminology in particular that a
replication crisis may well exist (see, e.g., loannidis, 2005; Kulig et al., 2017). For a host
of reasons—both statistical and contextual—reported results in any single study might
prove idiosyncratic and not reflect empirical reality. Organized skepticism, a core norm
of the scientific enterprise, advises that provisional findings be tested for their stability.
The current study is an effort that takes on significance in this regard by reexamining
Maruna and King'’s (2009) finding that belief in redeemability is a strong predictor of
public punitiveness.

Thus, using a near-identical measure of redeemability, we assessed whether this
belief in the impermanence of criminality—that is, the conviction that persons who have
broken the law have the capacity to become law-abiding—reduces support for
punishment. Importantly, the current study was conducted a decade later and, in another
country (the United States rather than the United Kingdom). Maruna and King’s (2009)
key finding that redeemability decreases punitiveness was replicated in a national-level
sample (weighted to be representative of the American public) and in an MTurk national
sample. In retrospect, this result makes “common sense.” If respondents hold the belief
that people who committed offenses are permanently criminal, if not dangerous, then
punishment serves the purpose of retribution (exacting just deserts), protection
(incapacitation), and coercion (compelling conformity through nasty means). By
contrast, if the hope exists that such individuals can change for the better, then the
perceived utility of punishment evaporates. No longer viewed as “the other,” the
challenge now becomes how the correctional system can help those with good still
within them to live a good life.

In this vein, it is predictable that those holding redeemability beliefs would
possess a rehabilitation-oriented correctional ideology. Since the founding of the
American penitentiary in the 1820s, the conviction that those considered to be wayward

could be saved from a life in crime has justified reformative correctional practices



(Cullen & Gilbert, 1982; Rothman, 1980). Still, the salience of belief in redeemability as
a source of public opinion is seen in the finding that this belief was significantly related
to support not only for the global goal of rehabilitation but also for specific policy
proposals—including such diverse measures as ban-the-box on employment
applications, the expungement of criminal records, and the extension of voting rights of
people convicted of a felony. Taken together, these results are empirically remarkable.
It appears that belief in redeemability predicts opinions on virtually every correctional
policy—whether that is punitive or rehabilitative or whether the survey probes general
ideology or specific policy proposals (see also Dodd, 2018; Moss et al., 2019; Ouellette
et al., 2017; Reich, 2017).

This fact has implications for the future study of public opinion on punitiveness
and correctional policy preferences. When primary data are collected, it now seems
imperative that a measure of redeemability be included in the analysis, both to avoid a
misspecified model and with the intent of further replicating the Maruna and King (2009)
now-classic article. As in any area, however, advances in concept and measurement will
need to be forthcoming (see Graham, 2019). At least two improvements in this line of
inquiry merit consideration.

First, we recommend returning to Maruna’s (2001) Making Good to capitalize on
his analysis not only of redemption scripts (belief in the possibility of change and a
good life) but also condemnation scripts (belief in the inevitability of a life in crime). The
inclusion of condemnation scripts is relevant because these involve the belief that
people who committed offenses are ensnared in life-course-persistent criminal
trajectory. Furthermore, if Maruna'’s discussion of these scripts is unpacked, it is
possible to identify components of narratives about these individuals. For example, with
regard to condemnation scripts, three components can be extracted: people who
committed offenses are (1) doomed to deviance, (2) constrained by circumstances
beyond their control, and (3) are unable to live a boring conventional life when the
temptation of immediate gratification awaits. Similarly, with regard to redemption scripts,
the discussion alerts us to notions that (1) past acts may have been bad but the person
who violated the law—the “real me”—is good, (2) the person now has what it takes to be

a good citizen and lead a good life, and (3) having experienced the negative



consequences of crime while younger, the person now can have a “generative”
influence and help others to avoid making the same mistaken choices. Although applied
to the subjects in Maruna’s (2001) work, each of these components can be
operationalized and included in a multifaceted measure of public views regarding
redeemability.

Second, also at issue is how openness to redeemability is shaped by who
respondents “have in mind” when answering questions that ask about “offenders” in
general. Through experiments and factorial design methods, it would be possible to
explore how a range of social and criminal characteristics of people who committed
offenses affect belief redeem- ability. Given that race and racial bias are integral to
public policy and public opinion (Alexander, 2010; Pager, 2007; Tonry, 2011; Unnever et
al., 2008), any design must incorporate race and ethnicity into the evaluations
respondents might make.

A key issue is whether the public will embrace the possibility that people who
commit violent offenses, in particular, are capable of reform and returning to society
absent of criminogenic risk. “Violent crime is the great divide between punitiveness and
nonpunitiveness,” observe Cullen et al. (2000), “The American public is risk averse. It
sees no reason to ‘take chances’ with offenders who have shown they will physically
hurt others” (p. 59). A 2016 national poll (n = 2,001) by Morning Consult lends
credence to this conclusion. The respondents were asked if they would support
“reducing prison time” for people who have committed a crime and had “a low risk of
committing another crime.” For “non-violent offenders,” 78% supported cutting back
sentences, but for “violent offenders,” the support was 29%—a 49 percentage point
difference (Morning Consult, 2016, p. 3). The challenge is that more than half of all
people in state prisons are locked up for a violent offense (Bronson & Carson, 2019).
Reversing mass incarceration, thus, will entail the early release of some of these
people. The key to doing so might well be showing evidence that these individuals,
often years older than when first incarcerated, have shown clear evidence of their
redeemability (e.g., completed treatment programs, no violence during their
imprisonment). In the popular media, the individuals serving time in prison portrayed in

Shawshank Redemption—most notably the characters Andy Dufresne (Tim Robbins)



and Boyd “Red” Redding (Morgan Freeman)—exist as plausible images. It is instructive
that Shawshank Redemption is now the internet’s favorite movie and is ranked as the
number one film of all time (ahead of The Godfather) in polls taken in both the United
States and United Kingdom (O’Callaghan, 2017).

As this discussion suggests, research on redeemability has clear policy
implications. As noted previously, it is difficult for anyone entering criminology at this
time to comprehend fully the role of the “criminology of the other” in shaping past
discourse about crime and crime-control policy (Garland, 2001). These images justified
a host of get-tough policies aimed at the “total incarceration” of the wicked and incurable
(Simon, 2014). Especially when attributed to members of the so-called Black
underclass, the denial of redeemability led to what Simon (1993, p. 259) disquietingly
identified as “the waste management model,” which deployed surveillance technologies
and incapacitation policies that would “allow this population to be maintained securely at
the lowest possible cost.” “Expensive techniques of discipline, training, and
normalization are not warranted,” observed Simon (1993), “if the basic assumption is
that there is no realistic potential to alter the offender’s status as toxic
waste” (p. 259).

If we are indeed at a correctional turning point as some have argued (see, e.g.,
Clear & Frost, 2014, Petersilia & Cullen, 2015), then it is likely that the prevailing
rhetoric about people who committed offenses has indeed changed—and can be
documented through con- tent analyses of political speeches and news reports and
editorials. We should find as well that redeemability beliefs underlie important policy
developments such as the now-wide- spread reentry movement that was initiated
around 2004 (Jonson & Cullen, 2015; Mears & Cochran, 2015; see also Rade et al.,
2018). Consider, for example, the comments of then- governor of Ohio, Republican
John Kasich (2015) in which he was explaining why he had endorsed progressive
policies (e.g., sentencing reform, addiction treatment, reduction in collateral
consequences):

Look, redemption is real, second chances are real. We need to not only practice

that individually, but we need to practice that collectively . . . We're all in this

together restoring a human being’s hope, opportunity, and purpose. It changes



the world.

Finally, belief in redemption is not only related to punitiveness and support for
rehabilitation, the correctional ideological orientations often probed in public opinion
studies (Cullen et al., 2000; Maruna & King, 2009). As shown in our analyses, this faith
that people who committed offenses can change also leads to support for specific
policies that would foster the inclusion, rather than the exclusion, of these individuals
from society. We focused on ban-the-box, criminal record expungement, and the voting
rights of people with a felony conviction. Maruna (2001, 2011a, 2011b), however, has
suggested a next step to this reform—"“redemption rituals” or “rehabilitation ceremonies”
(see also Cullen et al., 2020). If public belief in redeemability can become more
widespread and intense, then the ideological space would exist to create official
ceremonies that would restore to people who committed offenses the legal rights of all
American citizens. Thus, the goal would be to translate belief in redeemability into the

correctional policy of redemption (Cullen et al., 2020).
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