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Theoretical background

A key focus of criminological research is to explain delinquent behaviour.
Such behaviour constitutes a deviation from the norm, i.e. it breaches the
law. The law is, to a great extent, an expression of social consensus on tol-
erable and intolerable behaviour. That consensus in turn is based on shared
moral values. Laws that prevail without any moral reference can be per-
ceived as arbitrary and are thus often ignored. People whose personal
moral values mirror those on which laws are based tend to adhere to those
laws. People’s moral values should thus be a key influencing factor of
delinquent behaviour.

Surprisingly, there are only few criminological research approaches that
have focused on the link between morality and delinquent behaviour. One
exception is the work of Wikström on the Situational Action Theory of
Crime Causation (cf. Wikström 2009, Wikström et al. 2010, Wikström/
Treiber 2009). Here, the assumption is that all criminal behaviour is based
on morality. People engage in criminal activity because they perceive
criminal behaviour as an action alternative and choose it as one of many
possible types of behaviour. This two-step process is driven by a person’s
propensity and by the criminogenic factors (exposure) of a given situation.
Propensity depends on a person’s moral standards and values and their
self-control, and also on the interplay between the two. High moral stan-
dards and values result in certain alternative courses of action being left
out of consideration. People with high morality do not seek to solve inter-
personal conflict with violence; rather, when attempting to mediate in a
conflict situation, they choose other behaviours such as talking, withdraw-
ing, and so on. This theory is supported by empirical analysis. The
‘propensity’ factor, meaning low morality and self-control, significantly
increases criminal behaviour (cf. Wikström 2009). Other empirical studies
also confirm that the higher a person’s moral standards and values, the
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lower their risk of delinquent behaviour (cf. Barriga et al. 2001, Krette-
nauer/Eichler 2006, Murray-Close et al. 2006, Stams et al. 2006).

One key problem in existing studies is their vague definition of morali-
ty. Wikström (2006) places moral standards and values on an equal footing
with abiding by the law. This is particularly evident when operationalising
morality: Svensson et al. (2001, p. 741) ask whether it is right to do some-
thing illegal as long as one is not caught. Here, an illegal act is evaluated
on the basis of whether the perpetrator gets away with it. It is not the
moral standpoint but the fear of being caught that is operationalised.
Moral standards and values describe, by way of contrast, underlying prin-
ciples which have universal, categorical, non-partisan application (Ce-
likates/Gosepath 2009, Nunner-Winkler 1991), and which although partly
enshrined in law must still be seen as separate from the legal system.

To conduct empirical analysis of the role of morality in explaining
delinquent behaviour and the socialisation factors connected with morali-
ty, it therefore appears necessary to define morality in a way that goes be-
yond law abidance (cf. Doering 2013, 2013a). In general, individual
morality is to be seen as the degree of abidance with fundamental princi-
ples that demonstrate the stated characteristics. This abidance can be di-
vided into three components (cf. Rest 1983): the cognitive, the emotional
and the motivational. With regard to the cognitive component, the work of
Kohlberg in particular analysed people’s ability to exercise moral judge-
ment. Barriga et al. (2001) further developed this research tradition, and
also developed a measure for standardised surveys. In contrast with
Kohlberg’s Kantian approach, Barriga et al. (2001) look at moral traits,
thus taking a more virtue-ethics position as used by Aristotle. When it
comes to an individual’s sense of self, these traits are important in differ-
ent ways. The more important they are thought to be – especially when
compared to non-moral traits – the more embedded moral principles are in
the cognitive structure of a person.

The emotional component is, for example, emphasised in the works of
Braithwaite (1989), who looks at the role of feelings of shame. Breaking
the rules can evoke such feelings. However, Braithwaite’s focus lies pri-
marily on the sanctions involved in such breaches rather than the factors
that tend to prevent them. Krettenauer and Eichler (2006) also look at
moral emotions. Their findings show that adolescents who anticipate feel-
ings of guilt or shame after breaking the rules demonstrate less delinquen-
cy. These findings may show that the adolescents concerned demonstrate
greater feelings of empathy. Empathy is discussed as a key influencing
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factor of delinquency (cf. Hosser/Beckurts 2005), and is defined as “an af-
fective response that stems from the apprehension or comprehension of
another’s emotional state or condition and is similar to what the other per-
son is feeling or would be expected to feel” (Eisenberg 2002, p. 135). Acts
of violence are thus prevented by empathy because it is anticipated that
there could be serious consequences for the other party.

A further decisive component of morality agreed upon in current re-
search alongside these first two components is moral motivation (Pratt et
al. 2003). According to Nunner-Winkler (2008, p. 103f), moral motivation
comprises a person’s willingness to accept the consequences of doing
what they believe to be right. Morally motivated individuals accept that
moral principles take priority over personal needs. Less morally motivated
people tend to put their personal needs first, making them more likely to
adopt delinquent behaviour that can bring them short-term benefits. Un-
like the cognitive and emotional components, moral motivation thus in-
volves the degree to which moral knowledge and moral emotion are per-
ceived as binding.

Up to now, the relationship between the three components of moral
standards and values has not been sufficiently studied, hence it must be as-
sumed that they are similar in serving as behavioural indicators and are
similarly influenced by socialisation factors. Independent of the concrete
relationship between the components of morality, it can be helpful in em-
pirical analysis of the causes and consequences to draw on a more nu-
anced concept of morality.

As with most personality traits, the socialisation factors of individual
morality are many and varied. The role of victimisation experience is a
case in point. Focus is placed on this factor because research has shown
victimisation to be a drastic, life-shaping experience. In an American
study, Kahn (1984) showed that victimisation experience goes hand in
hand with depression, anxiety, feelings of shame, and a range of other psy-
chological problems. Experience of serious victimisation can also trigger
post-traumatic stress disorder (cf. North et al. 1994). Apart from internal-
ising behaviours, victims can also display externalising behavioural disor-
ders. Various authors point to the fact that people with experience of vic-
timisation display aggressive behaviour in inappropriate situations because
they chronically accuse the other people involved of having negative in-
tentions and can only react to them in an aggressive way (Dodge 1993,
Staub 1998). Findings on intrafamilial violence showing that victims of
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this violence have a greater risk of violent behaviour in adolescence un-
derline the link to externalising disorders (cf. Baier/Pfeiffer 2011).

One theoretical explanatory model for the stated relationships is provid-
ed by the social information processing model (Crick/Dodge 1994), which
attempts to explain people’s ability to adjust socially and to stand out.
When one person meets another, these basic prerequisites shape the inter-
action between them. On the one hand, these prerequisites are biological
abilities; while on the other, they constitute what is known as the ‘data
base’ of past experience, meaning specific memories which, among other
things, dictate social skills and shape social models. The data base is used
in each step of the social information process. Crick and Dodge (1994) de-
scribe six different sub-processes of information processing. In the first
two (encoding and interpretation), people selectively acknowledge indi-
vidual situational stimuli and begin to construe a mental representation of
a situation. Steps three and four (classification of cues and response access
or construction) involve target selection and construction of a potential re-
sponse. Choice of behaviour occurs in step five (response decision), while
the chosen behaviour is executed in step six (behavioural enactment). The
experiences stored in the data base influence each and every step of the
process.

As already shown, people with aggressive or delinquent behaviour dis-
play a cronic ‘hostile attribution error’ (Dodge 1980) and thus a general
tendency to accuse others more frequently of having negative intentions.
Apart from the effects on encoding and interpretation of situational stim-
uli, aggressive models contained in the data base also affect other process-
es. For example, it has been shown that aggressive behaviour is regarded
as positive because it is seen to promise success. As a result, people with
such learning experiences also tend more frequently to aggressive be-
haviour (Perry et al. 1986). Also, the experiences of aggressive people
limit their behavioural spectrum to the extent that fewer socially accept-
able behavioural alternatives are available to them (Slaby/Guerra 1988).

Experience of violence can alter the data base as described. Dodge et al.
(1990) note that, among other things, experience of abuse can result in the
social environment being perceived as dangerous and threatening. Under
learning theory, it can also be assumed that the experience of violence
leads to modelling. From parental example, for instance, a child or adoles-
cent learns that aggression and violence can be used to resolve conflicts as
well as to achieve personal goals and protect personal interests. Thus, ag-
gressive schemas, content and emotions are all stored in the data base. In
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the past, such influence of violent victimisation has mainly been substanti-
ated on the basis of domestic violence; for children and adolescents, how-
ever, it is also just as plausible that experience of violence outside the fam-
ily leads to negative personality traits, thus hindering the development of
positive traits. It is also to be assumed that frequent experience of violence
or of severe violent victimisation is particularly impactful. Baier et al.
(2011, p. 95ff) show, for example, that people with experience of repeated
victimisation display an especially intense fear of crime. It is important to
note here that the effect of repeated victimisation cannot be verified with
the data provided in the following because repeated violent victimisation
occurs too seldom in the sample. Only the effects of severity of victimisa-
tion can be verified. That an effect is assumed can be justified in that such
offences are thought to be particularly salient and thus of particular impor-
tance.

Few empirical studies have been conducted on how violent victimisa-
tion influences a person’s morality. Studies only support a negative rela-
tionship for the emotional component: Experience of violence reduces em-
pathy (Malti et al. 2010, Wilmers et al. 2002, p. 244 ff). In such cases, a
circular process must be assumed: Victimised children and adolescents
find it difficult to put themselves in their opposite number’s place. They
react by rejecting offers of contact, which in turn results in them accusing
the others of being unfriendly. Thus, contact, which is central to the exer-
cise of perspective-taking and empathy (Arsenio/Lemerise 2001), does not
occur. Although these relationships can only be confirmed for empathy, it
is assumed here that the other components of moral standards and values
are also less well developed in individuals who have experienced violence.
When analysing this issue, focus is placed on adolescents who are in the
identity-building phase of their psychological development.

The influencing factors of morality and any delinquency-reducing ef-
fect of moral identity should apply equally to different groups of individu-
als. Males and females should differ on this score just as little as natives
and foreigners or highly educated and poorly educated individuals. Espe-
cially in respect of gender, a range of studies show significant differences
of degree, with girls seen as having higher morality (especially in teenage
years), committing fewer violent acts and less frequently becoming vic-
tims of violence (see Doering 2013, 2013a; Baier 2011). Experience of vi-
olence, however, should be equally as bad for the moral development of
girls as for that of boys.
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Based on the theoretical assumptions and empirical findings presented
so far, a number of hypotheses can be formulated for the analyses that fol-
low:

• Hypothesis 1: Victims of violence demonstrate lower morality than
non-victims.

• Hypothesis 1a: Experience of serious violence significantly reduces
morality in comparison to experience of mild violence.

• Hypothesis 1b: Boys and girls do not differ in respect of the stated rela-
tionships.

• Hypothesis 2: Adolescents with high morality commit fewer acts of vi-
olence than those with lower morality.

• Hypothesis 2a: Morality mediates the relationship between victimisa-
tion and violent delinquency.

Methodology

Sample

To test the hypotheses, a school survey of ninth graders was conducted in
May and June 2010 in the district of Emsland (cf. Doering/Baier 2011).
Emsland is located in the northern German State of Lower Saxony, and
displays a number of interesting characteristics: It is a largely rural area,
where unemployment and receipt of welfare benefit is significantly lower
than in other parts of the country or the region. Almost three-quarters of
adolescents belong to the Catholic Church, while the national average is
less than half. The number of adolescents who have experienced parental
separation is also lower than in other regions. The conditions for growing
up in this district are thus seen as more intact than in other parts of Ger-
many.

A representative, standardised, administered school survey was con-
ducted, using a written questionnaire which was given out to the various
classes during lessons. 4,014 pupils were taught in 177 ninth grade classes
in Emsland during school year 2009/2010. The aim was to involve all
classes and all pupils in the survey. After some schools refused to take part
as well as pupils and/or their parents, and due to absences on account of
illness and for other reasons, a total of 2,891 pupils in 145 classes were
finally surveyed. This represented a response rate of 72.0 percent. The
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non-responses mostly involved pupils at lower-level type schools rather
than those at mid-level and higher schools (Doering/Baier 2011, p. 58).

The pupils had an average age of 15.18 years. A little more than half of
those surveyed were girls (51.3 percent). The vast majority were of Ger-
man descent (84.2 percent); 16.8 percent had immigrant backgrounds,
mostly from countries in the former Soviet Union. The share of immi-
grants in the ninth grade for the whole of Germany is 27.4 percent, serving
to underline the particular social structure of the survey region. Pupils
with immigrant backgrounds were defined as those who do not posses
German citizenship or were not born in Germany or for whom one of
these criteria applies to at least one biological parent.

Measurement instruments

Three concepts are specified in the hypotheses: Victimisation, morality
and violent delinquency. These were operationalised as follows:

Victimisation: Two different forms of victimisation were surveyed. Re-
spondents were first asked about experience of parental violence in child-
hood and then about other violent victimisation experience which could be
categorised as criminal offences. This dual instrument had several advan-
tages: On the one hand, early experience was compared with later experi-
ence. On the other, experience of events in a very specific context, the
family, are placed in contrast with those largely expected in public
spaces.1 With regard to parental violence, respondents were asked about
their experience of six different types of parental behaviour. Pupils were
asked to state whether, before they were twelve years old, their parents
had shown behaviour towards them such a clip round the ear, rough han-
dling/shoving, throwing an object at them, striking with an object, punch-
ing/kicking, or beating. The survey used the Strauß (1979) conflict-tactic
scale. While the violent behaviour of the father and the mother were docu-
mented separately, the presentation in the following does not differentiate

12.2.2

1 Analyses show that only 12.7 percent of criminal violent victimisation occurs at
home or with relatives; it occurs significantly more frequently in school/on the way
to school, in the disco/youth centre, at bus stops/on public transport, on the sports
field, etc. – meaning in places that can be described as ‘public spaces’ (Doering and
Baier 2001, p. 64 f). This also means that an overlap exists, albeit a small one, be-
tween the victimisation variables.
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between violence exercised by the father and that exercised by the mother.
Instead, the maximum value is used; this means that if a pupil experienced
only paternal violence and was not exposed to violence from the mother,
the answer for the father is taken into account. The frequency of each vio-
lent act was to be rated on a scale of ‘1 = never’ to ‘6 = several times a
week’. The first three types of behaviour were described as ‘mild vio-
lence’, the last three as ‘severe violence’. Initially, a new maximum score
was calculated for each of these two forms of violence. If a respondent
had, for example, received a clip round the ear from the father and/or the
mother, but had not been roughly handled/shoved, the answer regarding
the clip around the ear determines the score on the index ‘mild violence’.
A delineation was only made in the end between pupils who had experi-
enced violence and those who had not, because high frequencies of
parental violence only featured on rare occasions. Finally, both types of vi-
olence were combined to form three groups of pupils: Those with no expe-
rience of violence, those who had at most experienced mild violence, and
those who had (also) experienced severe violence.

Criminal acts of violent victimisation were surveyed by asking respon-
dents about their experience of four offences: Assault (“someone deliber-
ately hit you so hard that they injured you” – for example, a bleeding
wound or a black eye), aggravated assault (“you were deliberately injured
with a weapon or an object or several people deliberately hit you so hard
that you were injured”), robbery (“someone used violence in snatching
something from you or threatened you with violence while taking some-
thing from you, such as your bag or money”) and extortion (“someone
tried to make you give them money or things (say a jacket or a watch) and
threatened you with violence if you refused to give them what they want-
ed”). The aim was to document the lifetime prevalence, with the adoles-
cents only given the choice of ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer. Given the description
of the offences and the frequency distribution2, a differentiation was made
between mild and serious offences (assault versus aggravated assault, rob-
bery, and extortion), resulting in a three-part variable: Adolescents who
have never experienced criminal violent victimisation, adolescents who

2 Assault were experienced by 20.4 percent of adolescents; the other offences by 5.0
percent at most.
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have at most experienced mild violence, and adolescents who have (also)
experienced serious victimisation.3

Morality: In accordance with the cited definition of morality, it is nec-
essary to delineate between the cognitive, emotional and motivational
components. Three different measurement instruments are used. The cog-
nitive component is measured via the centrality of moral traits. To mea-
sure moral centrality, the ‘good-self assessment scale’ (Arnold 1993, Bar-
riga et al. 2001, Harter/Monsour 1992, Nunner-Winkler et al. 2006, Pratt
et al. 1999, Pratt et al. 2003) was used in a shortened and adapted version.
Pupils were asked to rate on a scale of ‘1 = not important at all’ to ‘4 =
extremely important’ the importance they place on possessing four moral
traits (fairness, honesty, willingness to help others, consideration of oth-
ers) and four personal traits (popularity, sense of humour, athleticism, in-
telligence). Table 12.1 shows factor loadings and item item-total correla-
tion for the items in question. The ‘sense of humour’ item shows a low
factor loading and item Item-total correlation and is thus excluded from
the analyses. The remaining items can be combined into two scales due to
the good scale reliability. The correlation between the two scales is ‑.01
(not significant). The deciding factor is that in the analyses, it is not the
scale values that are considered but the difference between the moral and
personal traits. This is necessary, because the moral traits prove popular
across the board and thus the difference between them and the personal
traits is the deciding factor. A positive difference indicates a higher level
of importance is placed on moral compared with personal traits. A nega-
tive difference points, by way of contrast, to personal traits being seen as
more important. The average of the difference variable ‘centrality of moral
traits’ is 0.84 (standard deviation: 0.77); overall, 12.5 percent of respon-
dents achieved a negative difference rating, while 83.5 percent achieved a
positive difference rating (at 4.0 percent, the difference in zero).

The emotional components of morality were identified via empathy us-
ing a reduced, four-item instrument based on Stadler et al. (2004; see Ta-
ble 12.2). Respondents were asked to rate their answers on a scale from ‘1
= does not apply’ to ‘4 = fully applies’. The mean values thus show that
most pupils are empathetic. The scale can be considered reliable. The
overall mean is 2.96 (standard deviation: 0.63).

3 A positive relationship exists between experience of parental violence and criminal
violent victimisation (Spearman’s Rho = .27, p < .001).
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Statistics for items measuring centrality of moral traits

 Mean Standard de-
viation Factor 1a Factor

2
Item-total
correlation

Cronbach’s
alpha

Moral
values

Fair 3.51 0.57 .68  .43

.68
Honest 3.72 0.50 .62  .37

Helpful 3.40 0.59 .75  .52

Considerate 3.33 0.61 .79  .55

Personal

Popular 2.52 0.82  .74 .43

.64b
Sense of humour 3.32 0.66  .34 .18

Athletic 2.68 0.94  .77 .48

Intelligent 2.73 0.80  .73 .42

a Factor loading in an explorative factor analysis (principal component analysis) with
varimax rotation (only loadings > .30 are shown)
b reliability without ‘sense of humour’

Statistics for items measuring empathy

Mean Standard
deviation

Item-total
correlation

Cronbach’s
alpha

I bothers me when I see someone being made fun of. 2.82 0.76 .66

.83
I find it very upsetting when I see someone cry. 2.94 0.82 .63

I feel sorry for pupils who are often teased. 3.09 0.78 .71

I often feel for those who are worse off than myself. 2.99 0.75 .61

     
The motivational component of morality is identified using a measure to
analyse ‘moral motivation’. This is based on Nunner-Winkler et al. (2006),
and attempts to illustrate motivation based on ‘hypothetical decisions on
how to act and potential emotions in moral conflicts’ (p. 66). In the use of
moral conflict, unlike in the case of moral dilemma, it is not two moral
values that stand in contradiction to one another, but a moral value and a
personal need. The construction of moral conflict follows three criteria:
Firstly, pupils need to be familiar with the structure of the described situa-
tions, and secondly, they need to be readily able understand the moral di-
mension. Thirdly, it should not be too difficult for them to make immoral
decisions. The following conflict (bike conflict) was presented using the
following wording: “Imagine you offered your bike for sale. You want to
sell it for 400 Euro. A pupil is interested. He bargains with you and you
agree on 320 Euro. Then he says: ‘Sorry, I don’t have the money on me;
I’ll quickly run home to get it. I’ll be back in half an hour.’ You say:

Table 12.1

Table 12.2
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‘Agreed, I’ll wait for you.’ Shortly after he is gone, another customer
shows up who is willing to pay the full price.” The pupils are then asked
to state what they would do in this situation, how they would justify their
actions, how they would feel at the time, and why they would feel that
way. The open answer format was chosen because what are known as
‘production measures’ rather than ‘recognition measures’ can reduce the
degree of socially desired answers (Elm/Weber 1994).

The open answers given by the pupils were coded and evaluated using
an evaluation strategy based on Nunner-Winkler et al. (2006) and Malti
and Buchmann (2010). Because, for the first time, moral conflict was used
not in a verbal interview but in a written questionnaire, a manipulation
check was applied to verify that the pupils had understood the conflict: 2.2
percent of them incorrectly marked the manipulation check and were ex-
cluded from subsequent analyses. The collected data were coded by two
trained students. The coding was done using an inductive categorisation
system. The system and its reliability were tested on 9.5 percent of the
cases prior to application. The interrater reliability (Cohen’s Kappa) was
over .70 for all categories, which is seen as a good consensus (Bortz/
Döring 2005, p. 277). For the ensuing analyses, a global rating was
formed from the decisions, justifications and emotions: On the one hand,
the ‘victimiser’ category, meaning those who sold the bike to the second
customer and felt good or bad in doing so, and who gave pragmatic rea-
sons for the decision; on the other, the ‘moralists’ who sold to the bike to
the first customer, had either positive or negative feelings about it, and
gave moral-based reasons for their decision. Some 47.0 percent of the
pupils belonged to the victimizer group, and 53.0 percent to the moralists.
In contrast to the measurement instruments presented thus far, the number
of missing values is very high (21.7 percent of all respondents). This can
be explained by the open answer format (with a higher number of uncod-
able entries) and the use of the manipulation check.

The three components of morality are not mutually exclusive, while the
correlations only lie in the middle range, thus confirming that different di-
mensions of morality are represented. The correlations (Pearson’s r) are .
29 (p <.001) between moral centrality and empathy, .20 (p <.001) between
moral centrality and moral motivation and .18 (p <.001) between empathy
and moral motivation.

Violent delinquency: In contrast to criminal victimisation, respondents
were asked whether they had committed four types of violent acts (assault,
aggravated assault, robbery, and extortion). Rather than lifetime preva-
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lence, the analysis looked at twelve-month prevalence. This shows the
proportion of adolescents who had committed at least one violent act in
the past twelve months. Twelve-month prevalence is used to bring out a
causal structure: Parental violence and victimisation in the form of violent
criminal offences in respondents’ lives to date had largely occurred prior
to the past twelve months. In the case of parental violence, this is ensured
by the wording of the question (‘before you were 12 years old’); with the
other three types of victimisation, it can be assumed because respondents’
average age at first victimisation involving the four offences is 11.3 years,
meaning long before their fifteenth birthday.

Findings

Table 12.3 contains descriptive statistics on the model variables used,
some of which have been mentioned in the preceding section. With the ex-
ception of experience of parental violence, significant gender differences
are evident, making it necessary to take account of the gender variables in
multivariate analyses. Boys have significantly more frequent experience of
violent criminal offences, both as victims and as perpetrators. Girls, by
contrast, show a significantly higher mean for the three dimensions of
morality. Overall, it was found that 40.2 percent of respondents experi-
enced violence during childhood, with one in four experiencing serious vi-
olence. 24.3 percent of respondents reported experience of violent crimi-
nal offences as victims (9.6 percent serious violence). Six percent of the
adolescents surveyed said they had committed a violent offence in the past
twelve months.4

The assumptions in Hypotheses 1, 1a and 1b were tested for the three
components by linear regression. The findings are shown in Table 12.4. To
verify whether experience of serious violence has a greater influence than
that of mild violence, adolescents with experience of mild violence form
the reference group; if Hypothesis 1a holds true, adolescents with no expe-
rience of violence should demonstrate significantly higher morality, while
those with experience of serious violence should show significantly lower
morality. In order to analyse whether the correlations are the same for both

12.3

4 The mean for this variable and for the moral motivation variable can be seen as a
percentage because the two variables are dichotomous and can be treated as inter-
val-scaled variables.
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genders, gender and the interaction variables between gender and experi-
ence of violence are also specified; these should have no significance if
Hypothesis 1b holds true.5

The models show that, when controlled for victimisation experience, fe-
male respondents show significantly higher morality than male respon-
dents, with the strongest effect in relation to empathy. Victimisation expe-
rience, almost across the board, has no influence on respondents’ level of
morality. Experience of criminal victimisation plays no role at all, while
experience of parental violence is at least seen to have a significant link
with moral motivation: Adolescents who were exposed to serious parental
violence display lower levels of moral motivation than those who experi-
ence mild or no parental violence. Of the twelve specified interaction ef-
fects, nine are not significant. The effect for the remaining three signifi-
cant effects is more or less negligible. Because the main effects are not
significant, the interaction effects should not be looked at in any detail.
There is evidence that the influence of the experience of violence on moral
motivation tends to be greater in female respondents than in male respon-
dents.6

5 To avoid multicollinearity when introducing interaction variables, all variables were
mean-centered before being multiplied (cf. Jaccard/Turrisi 2003).

Descriptive statistics of the survey variables by gender

 
N

%/mean (stan-
dard

deviation)

Boys
(%/mean)

Girls
(%/mean)

Cramer’s
V/t-value

Parental violence in
childhood

Never

2836

59.8 58.1 61.3

.034Mild 29.6 31.1 28.2

Serious 10.6 10.8 10.4

Victimisation via violent
criminal offences

Never

2857

75.7 68.3 82.8

.169***Mild 14.7 19.2 10.5

Serious 9.6 12.5 6.8

Moral centrality  2875 0.84 (0.77) 0.63 1.05 -15.278***

Empathy  2870 2.96 (0.63) 2.69 3.22 -24.456***

Moral motivation  2265 1.53 (0.50) 1.44 1.61 -8.004***

Violent delinquency  2791 0.06 (0.24) 0.10 0.03 7.894***

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Table 12.3
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Influencing factors of morality (OLS regressions; coefficient:
Beta)

Model: Moral
centrality

Model:
Empathy

Model: Moral
motivation

Gender: Female (a) .27 *** .42 *** .15 ***

Parental violence: Mild Reference Reference Reference

Parental violence: None (b) .03  -.01  .04  
Parental violence: Serious (c) -.03  .01  -.05 *

Criminal violent victimisation experience: Mild Reference Reference Reference

Criminal violent victimisation experience: Never (d) -.01  .01  .04  
Criminal violent victimisation experience: Serious (e) -.02  .02  .01  
Interaction a * b .01  .05 * .06 *

Interaction a * c .03  .03  -.01  
Interaction a * d .01  -.01  -.02  
Interaction a * e -.05 * .00  -.03  
Number of cases 2787  2784  2208  
R² .076  .177  .035  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Because victimisation experience is only marginally linked with the vari-
ous components of morality, there is no need to test Hypothesis 2a. The
findings of the test are nonetheless shown in Table 12.5. Binary logistic
regression analyses were conducted using violent delinquency (in the last
twelve months) as the dependent variable. The first model confirms a sig-
nificant relationship between experience of violent victimisation and vio-
lent delinquency: Adolescents with no experience of parental violence and
no experience of criminal violent victimisation are significantly less likely
to commit violent offences than those with experience of mild violence.
Additionally, at least when it comes to parental violence, there is evidence
that adolescents with experience of serious violence are significantly more

Table 12.4

6 This can be illustrated by the example of moral motivation and parental violence:
The means for boys are 1.45 (no parental violence), 1.45 (mild violence) and 1.39
(serious violence), with the differences not significant (F = 0.723, p > .05). For
girls, by contrast, there are significant differences between the three groups (means:
1.66, 1.56 and 1.47; F = 10.510, p < .001). Post-hoc testing (Scheffé test) shows
that the group with no experience of violence differs significantly from the other
two groups (p < .01).
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likely to commit violent offences than those with experience of mild vio-
lence. Additionally, fewer girls than boys commit violent offences.

The second model takes in the morality variables. Little change is seen
regarding the coefficients of the victimisation variables, meaning that no
mediation occurs. Given that the coefficients hardly change, a mediation
test was not performed. Of the morality variables, empathy and motivation
prove to be significant. Greater empathy and greater moral motivation re-
duce the risk of violent delinquency. Moral centrality has, by way of con-
trast, no influence on violent delinquency. It is interesting that with the in-
clusion of the morality variables, the influence of gender drops signifi-
cantly. That female adolescents commit fewer violent acts than male ado-
lescents is thus partly due to their higher morality.

Influencing factors of violent delinquency (binary logistic re-
gression; coefficient: Exp(B))

Model I Model II
Gender: Female 0.302 *** 0.497 **

Parental violence: Mild Reference Reference
Parental violence: None 0.643 * 0.610 *

Parental violence: None 1.925 ** 1.898 *

Criminal violent victimisation: Mild Reference Reference
Criminal violent victimisation: Never 0.184 *** 0.188 ***

Criminal violent victimisation: Serious 0.884  0.871  
Moral centrality   1.059  
Empathy   0.467 ***

Moral motivation   0.525 **

Number of Cases 2154  2154  
Nagelkerkes R² .203  .249  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Supplementary analysis: Victimisation and other personality traits

The findings presented above were unable to confirm the central hypothe-
ses. In discussing these findings, it is possible to focus either on substan-
tive aspects or on distinguishing features of the specific dataset. As noted
when describing the sample, the area where the survey was conducted of-
fers more intact conditions for growing up compared with the national av-

Table 12.5
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erage. The sample may display too little variance in the experience of vio-
lent victimisation for any stable relationships to be identified – especially
when it comes to serious violence. Before non-confirmation of the hy-
potheses is put down to the sample, however, it would appear useful to see
if other personality factors that attract greater focus in criminological re-
search similarly lack any systematic relationship with victimisation expe-
rience. If not, then the hypotheses should be subjected to substantive dis-
cussion.

Statistics for items measuring risk-seeking and affinity to vio-
lence

Mean Standard
deviation

Item-total
correlation

Cronbach’s
alpha

I like to test my limits by doing something dangerous. 2.19 0.91 .75

.90
I find it exciting sometimes to do things that are potential-
ly dangerous. 2.19 0.95 .79

Excitement and adventure are more important than safety. 2.12 0.88 .75

It’s fun to take risks. 2.34 0.94 .80

Scale “risk-seeking” 2.21 (Boys: 2.44, Girls: 1.99, t = 15.222***)
The man is the head of the family. Women and children
have to do as he says. 1.83 0.85 .36

.74

If a woman betrays her husband, he’s allowed to hit her. 1.12 0.45 .34

A man should be ready and willing to use violence to de-
fend his wife and children. 2.69 1.02 .43

A man who isn’t willing to use violence when someone
insults him is a weakling. 1.56 0.84 .54

The man is the head of the family and is allowed to use
violence when necessary. 1.27 0.61 .41

Men should be allowed to own firearms in order to protect
their families and property. 1.60 0.89 .48

A real man is willing to hit out if someone speaks badly
about his family. 1.63 0.87 .59

A real man is strong and protects his family. 3.01 0.90 .35

Scale “affinity to violence” 1.84 (Boys: 2.00, Girls: 1.68, t = 18.766***)

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Two additional personality factors were investigated in the survey: Risk-
seeking as a dimension of low self-control, and affinity to violence. For
both personality traits, other studies report correlations with experience of
parental violence and violent delinquency (among others Baier at al. 2006,
p. 148 ff and p. 156 ff, Fuchs et al. 2005, p. 145 ff and 314 ff, Wetzels et al.
2001, p. 253 ff). Risk-seeking was documented using four items. These are
shown in Table 12.6 and are based on a proposal by Grasmick et al.

Table 12.6
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(1993). When investigating affinity to violence, an eight-item scale was
used which measures physical violence, to which men are far more prone
(see Enzmann et al. 2004). Both scales show adequate reliability. Male
adolescents achieve significantly higher mean scores on both scales.7

Analyzing victimisation experience as an influencing factor of both per-
sonality traits using OLS regressions produces the findings shown in Table
12.7. For affinity to violence, the coefficients fully match expectations:
Adolescents with no experience of parental violence and/or with no expe-
rience of criminal violent victimisation demonstrate significantly lower
affinity than those with experience of mild violence; school students with
experience of serious violence also tend to have a greater affinity to vio-
lence than those with experience of mild violence. When it comes to risk-
seeking, there is evidence that the dividing line runs between the group
without and the group with experience of violence, meaning that the de-
gree of violence is less relevant. Adolescents with no experience of vio-
lence demonstrate significantly lower risk-seeking than those with experi-
ence of mild or serious violence.

Influencing factors of affinity to violence and risk-seeking
(OLS regressions; coefficient: Beta).

Model: Affinity
to violence

Model: Risk-
seeking

Gender: Female -.31 *** -.25 ***

Parental violence: Mild Reference Reference
Parental violence: None -.10 *** -.06 **

Parental violence: Serious .05 ** .02  
Criminal violent victimisation: Mild Reference Reference
Criminal violent victimisation: Never -.08 ** -.12 ***

Criminal violent victimisation: Serious .04 * .02  
Number of cases 2783  2777  
R² .147  .102  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Table 12.7

7 The correlations between the personality traits and the moral dimension are moder-
ate but all significant (p < .001). The correlation with affinity to violence is -.24 for
moral centrality, -.27 for empathy and -.22 for motivation. The correlations for risk-
seeking are -.22 (centrality), -.21 (empathy) and -.17 (motivation).
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The personality factors are significant influencing variables of violent
delinquency (Table 12.8). Adolescents who accept violence and are prone
to take risks show a significantly higher risk of violent delinquency. To a
certain extent, the personality factors also mediate the influence of victim-
isation experience. This is especially evident for the group of adolescents
with experience of serious parental violence. In Model I, these show a
significantly greater risk of violence than those with experience of mild vi-
olence; in Model II this significant effect disappears. Full mediation of the
influence of violent experience, however, does not occur. Experience of
violence can thus affect a person’s affinity to violence independent of the
associated changes in the personality structures.

Influencing factors of violent delinquency (binary logistic re-
gressions; coefficient: Exp(B))

Model I Model II
Gender: Female 0.295 *** 0.547 **

Parental violence: Mild Reference Reference
Parental violence: None 0.552 ** 0.579 **

Parental violence: Serious 1.645 * 1.408  
Criminal violent victimisation: Mild Reference Reference
Criminal violent victimisation: Never 0.194 *** 0.225 ***

Criminal violent victimisation: Serious 0.639  0.817  
Affinity to violence   2.682 ***

Risk-seeking   1.805 ***

Number of cases 2697  2697  
Nagelkerkes R² .198  .272  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Discussion

Based on the results for affinity to violence and risk-seeking, the findings
relating to morality cannot be ascribed solely to specific characteristics of
the sample. In relation to established concepts in criminological research,
expectations regarding the influence of violent victimisation are con-
firmed. Neither the sample nor the operationalization used in relation to
morality should be criticised because established methods were applied
that demonstrate adequate reliability. The constructs can also be assumed

Table 12.8
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to have adequate validity from their moderate inter-correlation and from
their expected negative correlation with delinquent behaviour. In the fol-
lowing, therefore, the findings will be discussed substantively in relation
to the presented hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1 assumes that victims of violence have lower morality than
non-victims. This is not confirmed in a multidimensional analysis of
morality (cognitive, emotional and motivational). There is only one point
where serious parental violence is shown to have a significant effect on
moral motivation. In contrast, multiple significant correlations are evident
between victimisation and other personality traits. Socialisation conditions
relating to morality differ in some ways to socialisation conditions relating
to other personality traits. Negative experiences foster the development of
negative traits; they do not, however, prevent the development of positive
traits to the same degree. In terms of the social information processing
model (Crick/Dodge 1994), this means that the data base and in particular
adherence to/knowledge of social rules are not influenced by victimisa-
tion. A lack of negative experience is thus not sufficient to foster positive
personality traits. Resilience factors – which the findings on influencing
factors of violent delinquency show to include morality – are not fostered
by the absence of violent experience. The findings thus indicate that in or-
der to explain resilience factors, it is necessary to develop specific models
and to subject them to empirical study; it is not enough to merely investi-
gate the generic risk factors of delinquent behaviour and its predictors. Re-
silience factors are no doubt also to be found in children’s and adoles-
cents’ key socialisation areas of family, school and friends.

Because Hypothesis 1 was refused, Hypotheses 1a and 1b must also go
unconfirmed. The degree of violence experienced adds nothing to the ex-
planation of morality. Of more importance is whether or not an individual
has experienced violence; this also applies in respect of violent delinquen-
cy. Recurrence of violence was not analysed for. This is possibly more im-
portant than the degree of violence experienced. Given the low number of
adolescents with multiple experience of violence, however, such a hypo-
thesis cannot be tested at this point.

As victimisation has no significant influence on morality, there is no
need to investigate its influence by gender. This was still done, however,
although no major differences were found regarding the effect of victimi-
sation. There is, however, evidence of a somewhat stronger effect for girls.
This is also confirmed by the findings of another study on the influence of
parental violence on violent behaviour (Baier 2011). Experience of
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parental violence has a potentially greater impact for girls because girls
are generally more family orientated; they tend to seek more parental
closeness and trust than boys. Experience of violence could thus lead to
greater feelings of hurt, which is compensated by a range of different be-
haviours.

On the subject of gender, one finding was brought out for which no hy-
pothesis was specified. In the sample, as in many other studies, it was con-
firmed that boys demonstrate violent behaviour more frequently than girls.
A range of explanations can be put forward for this purpose (cf. Schei-
thauer 2003). The analyses show that morality is a central explanatory fac-
tor. Female respondents display greater empathy and greater moral moti-
vation, which in turn significantly influences violent behaviour. Against
this backdrop, studies that focus on the influencing factors of morality
must thus attempt to identify factors that significantly differ between boys
and girls.

Given the non-existent relationship between victimisation and morality,
it is not possible to confirm Hypothesis 2a – of morality having a mediat-
ing effect with regard to violent delinquency. Only moral centrality shows
no relationship with violent delinquency in the multivariate model. Moral
cognitions do not, therefore, prevent an individual from engaging in vio-
lence. It is possible that people for whom fairness, helping others and so
on is important, believe the use of violence is still appropriate and legiti-
mate in specific situations. For people with great empathy, this is almost
certainly not an option because the negative feelings experienced by a vic-
tim of violence lie at the centre of decisions to act. The in some respects
differing impacts of the dimensions of morality make it necessary to give
greater consideration to the relationship between cognitive, emotional and
motivational components of morality. Are, for example, the cognitive and
emotional dimensions predictors of the motivational dimension or are all
three dimensions of equal weighting? This question can only be answered
using longitudinal studies.

The findings also highlight a further research question. Up to now, it
has been assumed that one reason why victimisation affects violent delin-
quency is a change in personality. At least for affinity to violence and risk-
seeking, this can be confirmed to a marginal extent. Victims and non-vic-
tims still differ from one another significantly in their risk of violence,
when these factors are taken into account. This might of course be due to
other personality factors not included here in the analysis. It is possible
that the direct relationship can have other causes. More recent studies
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point, for example, to cerebral changes in individuals who have been sub-
jected to violence (cf. Teicher et al. 2012). This suggests a need for re-
search investigating the systematically different mediators for the relation-
ship between victimisation and violent delinquency, and also looking at
potentially recursive relationships.
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