
*Correspondence to Author: 
Raqota Berger
Center for Criminal and Psychologi-
cal Studies, Los Angeles, California
 

How to cite this article:
Raqota Berger. Expressed Be-
liefs Concerning the Demographic 
Characteristics of Various Types of 
Criminal Offenders. International 
Journal of Social Research, 2020; 
4:38.

eSciPub LLC, Houston, TX USA.
Website: https://escipub.com/

Raqota Berger, IJSR, 2020; 4:38

 
International Journal of Social Research

(ISSN:2576-5531)

Research Article IJSR (2020)  4:38

Expressed Beliefs Concerning the Demographic Characteristics of 
Various Types of Criminal Offenders

People often think of certain demographic characteristics when 
they are asked about particular kinds of criminal offenders and 
behaviors.  Having set beliefs and attitudes about particular 
kinds of social groups often comes with negative labeling, ste-
reotyping, and unfavorable treatment.  This study examined 
what came into the minds of 573 people when they were asked 
about specific kinds of criminal groups or offenders.  The find-
ings from this study confirmed that there are clear patterns in 
the ways that people tend to think when they are asked about 
the demographics of criminal offenders.  Research participants 
from all demographic backgrounds generally displayed com-
mon thoughts and beliefs about which types of people fall into 
specific offending categories, such as serial killers being White, 
gang members being Hispanic, prison inmates being Black, drug 
addicts being White, and outlaw bikers being White.  Across all 
categories it was found that most people think of males when it 
comes to criminal offending.  Other clear patterns revealed in-
cluded thoughts about offenders typically being young and from 
the lower class; although there were some deviations from this 
for certain types of offenders and groups (e.g., outlaw bikers).  
The findings from this study should be useful across a number 
of fields such as psychology, criminology, sociology, social work, 
and corrections.          
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law bikers, prison inmates, stereotypes, beliefs, demographics      
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Exordium on the Subject 

We live in culture where people are told that they 

should not stereotype others and that they 

should not place others into certain labeled 

categories.  Even though this appears to be a 

widely conditioned matter, the reality is that 

people do place others into categories and they 

do stereotype – whether they are explicitly aware 

of it or not.  Research psychologists and 

sociologists have been studying this fact for 

many years and the evidence is quite clear that 

people do tend to have deeply embedded beliefs 

and attitudes about certain kinds of groups.  This 

seems to be particularly true when it comes to 

criminal offenders and which types of people or 

groups are the most likely to commit certain 

types of crimes. Culturally shared stereotypes 

about criminals have been widely studied and 

the findings are routinely consistent that people, 

whether they admit it or not, do tend to hold 

certain attitudes and beliefs about criminal 

offenders (Dotsch, Wigboldus, & Knippenberg, 

2011; Maclin & Herrera, 2006; Rade, 

Desmarais, & Mitchell, 2016).   

This study has set out to look further into this 

topic and to get a better sense of what people 

think about, or what comes to mind, when they 

are asked about certain kinds of criminal 

behaviors and offenses.  Research on similar 

topics has consistently found that people from all 

backgrounds tend to have relatively fixed beliefs 

about what kinds of people are the most likely to 

be involve in certain kinds of criminal offending.  

This widely holds for people from all racial and 

ethnic backgrounds, age cohorts, social classes, 

and professions (Fox & Lane, 2010; Funk & 

Todorov, 2013; Miethe, Venger, & Lieberman, 

2019).  Attitudes and beliefs about criminal 

offending types are largely shaped through 

learning and conditioning, the immediate social 

environment, the media, and personal 

experiences (Mancini, Mears, Stewart, Beaver, 

& Pickett, 2015; Markowitz, 2011; Walsh, 2005).  

Proximity, social contact, perceived 

associations, and perception are all central to 

understanding how and why people hold the 

beliefs and attitudes that they do about certain 

kinds of crimes and criminal offenders (Funk & 

Todorov, 2013; Mears & Stewart, 2010).  It is the 

purpose of this presentation to bring forth both 

perspicacious understanding and practical 

findings for those working across various 

professions, including psychology, psychiatry, 

criminal justice, criminology, sociology, and 

education.  The study will also be of use and 

value to anyone seeking further knowledge and 

insight into people’s beliefs, attitudes, and 

perceptions about criminal behavior and certain 

types of criminal offenders (e.g., serial killers, 

gang members, outlaw bikers). 

Grounding in the Pertinent Literature 

People tend to hold certain beliefs about 

criminals and criminal behaviors.  There are 

widely held cultural stereotypes concerning the 

demographics and traits of particular types of 

offenders (Cote-Lussier, 2016; Welch, 2007).  

Cote-Lussier (2016) found that people often hold 

firm beliefs about the social class, age, status, 

and characteristics of criminals.  It was 

demonstrated through structural equation 

modeling that there was a clear association 

between structural determinants (e.g., race), 

emotional behavioral responses, and criminal 

stereotyping toward out-group members.  Maclin 

and Herrera (2006) looked at how people tend to 

think about criminals and members from out-

groups.  In their research they studied the mental 

representations that people tend to hold about 

what types of people commit certain crimes.  

Their findings showed that there are global 

concepts that surround perceptions of criminals 

and predetermined labels.  For example, in their 

study with 175 undergraduate students at the 

University of Texas it was found that when asked 

to write down the first 10 things that came to 

mind when they thought of criminals, 60% 

thought of males. In regard to race, 40% thought 

of Blacks, 30% thought of Hispanics, 20% 

thoughts of Whites, and 10% thought of Asians.  

Pelfrey, Keener, and Perkins (2018) found 

similar findings in their work on campus crime 

alerts and how they serve to negatively shape 
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perceptions and stereotypes about gender, race, 

and criminal tendencies. 

In their research on perceptions of criminal 

defendants, Crawley, Ramos, and Leyva (2017) 

conducted factor analytic techniques to show 

how extralegal factors often influence perceived 

guilt of defendants.  They found that people are 

more likely to think that males are guilty, that 

those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds 

are more likely to be guilty, and that Black 

defendants are more likely to be perceived as 

being guilty than those from other races.  They 

also found that old defendants were viewed as 

less guilty and culpable than young defendants.  

Through meta-analytic and moderation 

techniques, Rade, Desmarais and Mitchell 

(2016) found that people often hold negative 

attitude and beliefs about offenders that have 

mental illnesses.  They also found that people 

generally prefer to socially distance themselves 

from offenders and will reject, discriminate, and 

stigmatize them in various ways.  Other 

researchers have also found that public 

perceptions of the dangerousness of those with 

mental illnesses, that are homeless, or those 

that come from lower social classes (poor), often 

results in them being stigmatized.  This is often 

associated with mass media representations 

and in the ways that certain stories and crimes 

are covered (Markowitz, 2011; Mears, & 

Stewart, 2010; Walsh, 2005). 

Cultural and criminal stereotypes concerning 

criminality have also been studied in the 

courtroom.  Funk and Todorov (2013) conducted 

a between-subjects design whereby they 

investigated the perception of association and 

character attributes of defendants.  Their results 

showed significant effect sizes whereby people 

tend to make automatic character inferences 

and judgments about the guilt and 

trustworthiness of defendants based solely on 

their appearances.  Various research findings 

have showed that people do tend to make 

negative associations and to support cultural 

stereotypes based on extralegal factors (e.g., 

social class, tattoos, race, gender) and that this 

does have an impact on how people are viewed 

and treated by others (Funk & Todorov, 2013; 

Rade, Desmarais, & Mitchell, 2016).  One way 

to reduce these negative ways of thinking about 

those from out-groups is to increase one’s 

contact and positive relations with those 

members.  It has been demonstrated across 

numerous studies that interpersonal contact and 

positive associations can significantly reduce 

perceptions about crime and offending, negative 

stereotyping, and stigmatization toward others 

(Mancini, Mears, Stewart, Beaver, & Pickett, 

2015; Mears & Stewart, 2010; Rade, Desmarais, 

& Mitchell, 2016).  These studies have 

demonstrated that prosocial intergroup contact 

(e.g., contact hypothesis) can help to reduce 

negative social stereotypes and harmful media 

portrayals that so often serve to stigmatize 

certain social groups regarding the propensity to 

engage in criminal behaviors. 

According to Bolger and Bolger (2019) there are 

complex dynamics of emotional and cognitive 

dimensions that are at play when people express 

fears of crime and the possibility of being 

victimized.  For example, the vulnerability model 

states that people that are physically weaker 

tend to be more concerned about being 

victimized (e.g., women more than men).  

Researchers have found that age, gender, race, 

social disorder, and education all play a role in 

the interpretation of being victimized and 

criminal offending (Bolger & Bolger, 2019; 

Dotsch, Wigboldus, & Knippenberg, 2011).  The 

media play a major role in shaping these 

perceptions and influencing public attitudes 

concerning heuristics and thinking about crime 

and victimization (Miethe, Venger, & Lieberman, 

2019; Walsh, 2005).  Fox and Lane (2010) 

demonstrated this in their research with 30 

prosecutors in the state of Florida whereby they 

collected information concerning their beliefs 

and attitudes about criminal defendants.  In this 

exploratory study, they found that most 

prosecutors hold certain beliefs about the most 

common types of criminal defendants (e.g., 

being from lower social classes/poor, being 
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Black or Hispanic, being young/juveniles, and 

being male).  When testing the availability 

heuristic, the researchers found that most 

prosecutors thought of Bloods, Crips, Gangster 

Disciples, or Latin Kings when asked about 

criminals and criminal groups.  The research 

showed that even highly trained and skilled 

prosecutors often still hold certain beliefs and 

have certain perceptions that support cultural 

stereotypes and negative ways of thinking about 

certain demographics and groups (Fox & Lane, 

2010). 

Public perceptions and attitudes about gang 

members was also studied in the work put 

together by Pyrooz and Sweeten (2015) where 

they used data collected by the National 

Longitudinal Survey of Youth (N = 7,335).  This 

nationally representative sample under the 

auspices of the Bureau of Labor Statistics 

revealed that gang members across the nation 

are disproportionately male, Black, Hispanic, 

poor, and from single-parent homes.  The data 

also showed that most join gangs between the 

ages of 12 to 15, that 40% are juveniles, and that 

around 70% are males.  The research also 

revealed that many gang members across the 

nation are White and are from nonpoor 

backgrounds.  Some of this data contradicts 

findings from other studies concerning the 

demographics and characteristics of gang 

members.  As an example, Fox and Lane (2010) 

found in their research looking at data from the 

National Youth Gang Center that approximately 

90% of all gang members are male and that 

around 85% of the nation’s gang members are 

either Black or Hispanic.   

When looking at who gets  placed  into  which 

categories and why, Dotsch, Wigboldus, and 

Knippenberg (2011) found that people often tend 

to automatically categorize others due to 

evaluative fit, negative encounters with 

members of stigmatized groups, and implicit 

prejudice.  Category allocation is heavily 

dependent upon relevant valence, culturally 

shared stereotypes, and the match between the 

expected characteristics of group members.  

This normative fit has been found to be a major 

cause of certain social biases and the social 

categorization of stigmatized groups.  Proper 

examples of this could be attached to those that 

ride motorcycles.  Motorcycle riders are often 

associated with crime and criminal groups.  This 

is a cultural stereotype that can often stigmatize 

those that look a certain way and have certain 

behavioral preferences.  Klement (2016) found 

in his work that many do tend to perceive bikers 

as being involved in criminal behaviors or 

belonging to criminal groups.  Through 

difference-in-difference regression it was shown 

that those that are involved in outlaw motorcycle 

groups are quite different than those that ride 

motorcycles but are not involved in outlaw 

motorcycle groups (e.g., Bandidos, Hell’s 

Angels).  Analysis conducted through both the 

selection and facilitation hypotheses found that 

many members of outlaw biker clubs have 

relatively low levels of self-control, have a 

propensity to criminal offending, and strongly 

reinforce the traditional masculine identity 

associated with being a man (e.g., violence, 

strength, heterosexuality).  The average age 

when joining an outlaw biker gang was found to 

be around 30 years of age (Klement, 2016).  

Other common stereotypes about crime and 

criminal offenders revolve around serial 

murderers.  Most people tend to think that serial 

murderers are only White males.  This false 

perception can be attributed largely to media 

depictions and lopsided coverage when it comes 

to crime and media depictions (Pelfrey, Keener, 

& Perkins, 2018; Walsh, 2005).  The  reality is  

that not all serial killers 

are males.  In her work looking at female serial 

killers, Ramsland (2007) showed how women 

can be just as power hungry, manipulative, and 

sexually-driven as male serial killers.  She 

provided examples of healthcare workers (e.g., 

nurses and nurse’s aides) that committed many 

acts of murder to satisfy their own need for 

power, abnormal lust, and paraphilia-based 

arousal (e.g., Catherine Wood, Waltraud 

Wagner, and Gwendolyn Graham).  In regard to 



Raqota Berger, IJSR, 2020; 4:38 

Https://escipub.com/international-journal-of-social-research/         5

serial killers only being White, Walsh (2005) 

addressed this in his work looking at Black male 

serial killers in the United States.  Although the 

majority of serial killers across the nation have 

been White males, 22% of all serial murderers 

have been Black males.  This is out of proportion 

with their representation in the general 

population by a factor of around 2.  That is, 

around 90 out of the estimated 413 serial killers 

across the nation (from 1945 to 2004) were 

Black males.  It was suggested that this false 

perception is largely due to the lack of media 

coverage, whereby the media gatekeepers are 

fearful of covering Black serial killers for fear of 

being labeled as racist.  With this being the case, 

the media are much more likely to spend far 

more time covering White serial killers (Walsh, 

2005). 

The evidence produced by many different 

studies and investigations clearly show that 

there are deeply embedded cultural stereotypes 

and beliefs when it come to criminal behavior 

and which types of people are the most likely to 

offend.  Perceptions of criminality and the 

propensity to offend are rooted deeply in history, 

the legal system, culture, and media depictions 

(Bolger & Bolger, 2019; Maclin & Herrera, 2006; 

Rade, Desmarais, & Mitchell, 2016).  Negative 

attitudes and beliefs do have real effects and 

implications on the lives, behaviors, and 

treatment of those that are being stigmatized 

(Crawley, Ramos, & Leyva, 2017; Mancini et al., 

2015; Miethe, Venger, & Lieberman, 2019).  

Although there are some general patterns that 

can be seen across certain criminal  groups and  

behaviors  (e.g., males in outlaw biker groups, 

juveniles in street gangs, male serial killers), 

there are always exceptions and the vast 

majority of members from all social demographic 

groups (e.g., ethnic, racial, gender) are not 

involved in any type of harmful or deadly criminal 

activities.  It is important for each individual to 

understand how stereotypes, perceptions, 

attitudes, and beliefs shape the ways that people 

think about and treat those from certain social 

groups. 

Procedure and Design  

Data Collection 

Data for this research investigation were 

collected by way of a quantitative survey 

instrument.  The survey contained items that 

collected information ranging from discrete (e.g., 

nominal) through the continuous levels (e.g., 

interval).  The instrument took less than 5 

minutes to fill out and there was no 

compensation given for participating in the 

study.  Research respondents were informed 

about the purpose and nature of the study prior 

to filling out the surveys.  No deception was used 

in this study regarding the topic or the purpose 

of the research.  To be eligible to participate in 

the study the respondents needed to be at least 

18 years of age.  No minors were included in the 

study.  Consent to be in the study was given by 

the participant’s informed willingness to fill out 

the survey.  Data for the study were collected in 

a nonprobabilistic manner primarily from 

residents in Southern California.  The bulk of the 

surveys were filled out in-person across 

numerous locations (e.g., businesses, shopping 

malls, college campuses, homes, etc.).  A 

smaller percentage of surveys were complete 

online and through telephone interviews.   

The survey was designed to capture important 

information regarding the respondent’s 

demographic information (e.g., gender, age, 

social class, ethnic/racial identity).  Collecting 

this type of information allowed critical analyses  

to  be  made  concerning  any notable  group 

differences, beliefs, and attitudes.  The core 

research items on the questionnaire asked 

about what comes to mind when the 

respondents think about certain kinds of criminal 

offenders (e.g., age, gender, social class, 

race/ethnicity) in relation to certain kinds of 

offending populations (e.g., serial killers, outlaw 

bikers, gang members).  Data on these particular 

items were collected at the nominal level so as 

to make sense of perceived group differences, 

perceptions, and beliefs about certain kinds of 

offending groups.  There were also some scaled 

items on the survey that collected information 
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about thoughts on mentally ill people and 

criminal behavior, as well as whether or not 

criminal behavior is more closely associated with 

sociological factors or biological factors.  These 

items were created as metric scales ranging 

from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree).   

Respondent Information 

The final sample included 573 respondents.  

Females constituted 58.6% of the sample (n = 

336).  Men made up 40.1% of the sample (n = 

230).  Three respondents identified as “Other” 

(0.5%), and four respondents did not answer the 

question concerning gender (0.7%).  The 

majority of the respondents identified as 

Hispanic (n = 360, 62.8%).  In order, the 

remaining groups broke down as White (n = 109, 

19.0%), Asian (n = 40, 7.0%), Black (n = 29, 

5.1%), Multiracial (n = 12, 2.15), Middle Eastern 

(n = 4, 0.7%), and Native American (n = 1, 

0.2%).  Eighteen respondents (3.1%) did not 

answer this particular question.  The data was 

highly skewed toward Hispanics and Whites 

(81.8%). Although these two groups do make up 

the bulk of the general population it would be 

useful to collect more data from the other ethnic 

groups that were identified.  The majority of the 

respondents were between the ages of 18 and 

29 (n = 362, 63.2%).  Those in their 30’s made 

up 16.1% of the sample (n = 92).  In order, the 

remaining age cohorts broke down as those in 

their 40’s (n = 57, 9.9%), 50’s  (n = 37, 6.5%), 

60’s (n = 16, 2.8%), and 70 and older (n = 6, 

1.0%).  Three respondents (0.5%) did not 

answer the question concerning age.  Collecting 

additional information from those over 60 years 

of age would help to balance out the sample and 

provide more useful information about the 

thoughts and beliefs of the gerontology 

population.  As far as social class, the majority 

of respondents identified as being a member of 

the working class (n = 329, 57.4%).  This makes 

analytic sense seeing the bulk of respondents 

were also under 30 years of age.  The remaining 

respondents identified as belonging to the 

middle class (n = 183, 31.9%), lower class (n = 

47, 8.2%), and upper class (n = 12, 2.1%).  Two 

respondents (2.3%) did not answer this 

question.    

Method of Data Analysis 

Multiple statistical analyses were performed on 

the data.  The software program SPSS 24 was 

utilized to make sense of and analyze the 

collected data.  Both descriptive and inferential 

analyses were conducted to help make sense of 

any detected group differences, statistically 

significant findings, and conceptually relevant 

discoveries.  Nominal and ordinal level data 

were coded appropriately for proper statistical 

analysis (e.g., gender, social class).  Continuous 

level data (e.g., scaled items) were placed 

directly into the database for proper analysis.  A 

range of statistical tests were employed to detect 

any notable findings across any of the groups or 

measures (e.g., ANOVA, t-tests). A series of 

crosstabulations and chi-square tests were run 

across the appropriate nominal and ordinal level 

categories.  Symmetric measures were also 

utilized to help detect any meaningful 

associations (e.g., Cramer’s V, Phi).  The 

probability level for all statistical analyses 

performed in the study were set at the standard 

.05 level of significance.  All tests assessing 

potential group differences were two-tailed.  Any 

results that had a higher probability of chance 

than .05 were regarded as statistically 

insignificant and have been scrutinized in a 

subsequently suitable manner.  The data and 

findings presented in the current study are 

adjudged to be both analytically responsible and 

conceptually valid. 

Some surveys had a particular question that was 

not answered (e.g., gender, age).  When this 

was the case, those particular variables or items 

for those respondent’s were removed from the 

subsequent analyses.  All of the surveys 

included in the final analyses were regarded as 

useful and valid (N = 573).  None of the surveys 

included in this report appeared to have been 

filled out in a dishonest or uninterpretable 

manner.  Study participants appeared to have a 

clear understanding of what they were being 

asked about.  If any respondents needed any 
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clarifying information then this was readily 

provided so that they could provide the most 

accurate and valid responses.  The following 

section of this report will provide further 

information on the collected data and will provide 

in-depth findings concerning the respondent’s 

beliefs and perceptions about criminal offenders 

and specific social groups.  The upcoming 

section will also detail any significant results 

detected through the executed statistical 

analyses. 

Findings of the Research  

When asked if criminal behavior is more 

connected to social factors than to biological 

factors the majority of respondent’s agreed with 

this statement (x̄= 4.72).  Men appeared to agree 

with this statement somewhat more than women 

(x̄ = 4.55, x̄ = 4.09, respectively), but the 

differences were not statistically significant (p = 

.19).  When asked if mentally ill people are more 

likely to commit crimes the participants appeared 

to be somewhat neutral on this (x̄ = 3.42), with a 

slight leaning toward being in agreement. There 

was not a significant difference between the men 

and women concerning their thoughts about 

mental illness being connected to criminal 

behavior (p = .22).  In regard  to  ethnicity,  age,  

and  social class, there were no significant group 

differences detected.  Based on the findings, it 

would appear that the various categories studied 

are in relative agreement about criminal 

behavior and any relation to social versus 

biological factors (x̄ = 4.27), and mental illness 

(x̄ = 3.42).  Generally, it would appear that the 

respondents feel that criminal behavior is more 

connected to social factors than to biological 

factors and that they are more neutral on their 

thoughts about mental illness. 

Criminals    

When participants were asked which gender 

comes to mind when they think of a criminal, the 

vast majority automatically think of men (95.5%).  

The highest percentage in regard to 

ethnicity/race was Black (42.6%), White 

(22.3%), Hispanic (21.1%), and Multiracial 

(12.4%).  A total of 4 respondents thought of 

Asian or Middle Eastern when asked this 

question.  No one thought of Native American.  A 

clear majority of respondents thought of lower 

class when asked about crime and class status 

(71.9%).  Working class was 13.4%, middle 

class was 8.4%, and upper class was 4.5%.  

Seven of the respondents tend to think of 

multiple classes when they think about criminals.  

The average age of a criminal according to the 

participants is 27.36.  The majority of 

participants felt that most criminals are in their 

20’s and early 30’s.  A subsequent chi-square 

analysis revealed significant group differences in 

regard to age of the respondents and their 

thoughts about the ethnicity of criminals, x2(25, 

N = 565) = 63.67, p = .000.  Overall, every age 

cohort was most likely to think of Blacks when 

they think of criminals, but younger respondents 

in their 20’s had a higher leaning toward Whites 

(25.8%) than the rest of the age cohorts; even 

though this age cohort still thought of Black 

males 42.6% of the time when they thought of 

criminals.   

Serial Killers 

When  asked  about  which  gender  comes  to 

mind when they think about serial killers the vast 

majority of respondents thought about men 

(98.4%).  Only 6 respondents thought of women 

and 3 thought about both men and women.  

When asked about which race or ethnicity 

comes to mind the clear majority thought of 

White (88%), followed by Black (4.5%).  In 

regard to social class, the highest response rate 

was connected to middle class (48.9%), followed 

by working class (22%).  The most frequent age 

given for serial killers was 30 (Mo = 123) and the 

average age was 34.22.  A comparison between 

women and men concerning their thoughts 

about the ethnicity of serial killers revealed a 

significant difference, x2(20, N = 567) = 36.73, p 

= .013.  Although both women and men were 

most likely to think about White serial killers, 

women were significantly more likely to think 

about multiple races by a ratio of 5:1.   

An independent samples t-test identified a group 

difference between Hispanic and Asian 
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respondents concerning their thoughts about the 

age of serial killers, t(392) = -3.10, p = .003.  

Asian respondents were more likely to think of 

serial killers in their late 30’s (x̄ = 37.13, SD = 

8.01), whereas Hispanic respondents were more 

likely to think of serial killers around 4 years 

younger (x̄ = 33.47, SD = 7.11).  In regard to the 

age cohort of respondents and their thoughts 

about the average age of serial killers, an 

analysis of variance operation produced multiple 

group differences, F(5, 554) = 2.51, p = .029. 

Group differences were found between those in 

their 20’s and those in their 60’s (HSD = .046), 

those in their 30’s and those in their 60’s (LSD = 

.035), those in their 40’s and those in their 60’s 

(LSD = .005), and those in their 50’s and those 

in their 60’s (LSD = .029).  Respondents in their 

60’s were more likely to think of serial killers in 

their 40’s, whereas respondents from the other 

age cohorts were more likely of think of serial 

killers as being in their 30’s. 

Gang Members  

When asked about what comes to mind when 

they think about gang members the vast majority 

of respondents thought of men (95.3%).  Only 5 

(0.9%) thought of women, and 18 thought of both 

men and women (3.1%).  The majority of 

participants think of Hispanics when they think 

about gang members (n = 373, 65.1%), followed 

by Black (n = 117, 20.4%), and multiple races (n 

= 62, 10.8%).  Only 19 respondents thought of 

any other racial or ethnic group.  The majority of 

the sample thought of the lower class when they 

were asked about gang members (n = 469, 

81.8%), followed by working (n = 74, 12.9%), 

middle (n = 22, 3.8%) and upper (n = 3, 0.5%).  

The perceived average age of gang members 

across the entire sample was 23.27 (SD = 6.02).  

Most of the respondents felt that gang members 

tend to reside between the mid-teens and mid-

twenties.   

An ANOVA test detected a significant difference 

regarding the ethnic identity of respondents and 

their perceptions about the age of gang 

members, F(6, 539) = 3.51, p = .002.  As a 

whole, Black respondents felt that the average 

gang member is around 21.21years of age (SD 

= 4.61), whereas White respondents felt that the 

average age of a gang member is around 25.28 

years of age (SD = 8.20).  Respondents that 

identified as Multiracial felt that the average age 

of a gang member was around 22 (SD = 5.20).  

Chi-square revealed groups differences 

concerning the social class of respondents and 

their views on the class membership of gang 

members, x2(12, N = 568) = 22.36, p = .034.  All 

respondents from the upper class (100%) felt 

that all gang members tend to come from lower 

class backgrounds.  Respondents from working 

class and middle class backgrounds thought of 

gang members as being from the lower class 

around 81% of the time. Lower class 

respondents identified gang members as 

coming from the lower class around 89.4% of the 

time. 

A further chi-square test revealed a significant 

group difference between age cohorts and their 

beliefs about what social class gang members 

tend to come from, x2(20, N = 567) = 36.73, p = 

.013.   The vast majority of respondents felt that 

gang members come from the lower class 

(82.2%), but all respondents 70 years of age or 

older (100%) felt that gang members come from 

the lower class.  Respondents in their 40’s had 

the lowest percentage when it came to lower 

class perceptions of gang members (75.4%) and 

the highest percentage when it came to middle 

class perceptions of gang membership (8.8%).  

As a whole, none of the age cohorts identified 

gang members as being associated with the 

upper class.  There were no other notable 

differences across the social class membership 

of respondents and their beliefs about the class 

membership of gang members.  

Drug Addicts  

When asked which gender comes to mind when 

it comes to drug addicts the majority of 

respondents thought about men (n = 326, 

56.9%), followed by women (n = 156, 27.2%), 

and both men and women (n = 88, 15.4%).  The 

bulk of respondents thought about White when 

they were asked about drug addicts (n = 407, 
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71%), followed by Black (n = 69, 12%), multiple 

races (n = 54, 9.4%), and Hispanic (n = 37, 

6.5%).  Only 3 respondents thought about any 

other racial group.  Most of the participants 

thought about the lower class when they were 

asked about drug addicts (55.8%), followed by 

middle class (17.3%), working class (15%), and 

upper class (6.1%).  Twenty-six of the 

participants thought of multiple races when they 

were asked this question (4.5%).  Across the 

entire sample, the average age of a perceived 

drug addict was 27 (SD = 7.19).  Most of the 

respondents tended to think of people in their 

20’s when they thought of a person addicted to 

drugs.   

A chi-square analysis found group differences 

between men and women and their perceptions 

about the gender of drug addicts, x2(4, N = 566)  

= 13.52, p = .009.  Even though both women and 

men were more likely to think of men when they 

were asked about drug addicts, men had a 

significantly higher leaning in this direction 

(61.4% versus 54.3%).  Women were more likely 

to think about both men and women when they 

were asked about drug addicts (18.5% versus 

11.4%).  Women and men in the study thought 

about women at the same rates (27.2%) when 

they were asked about the gender of drug 

addicts.  

Several significant differences were detected 

when it came to the age cohorts of respondents 

and what they thought about the characteristics 

of drug addicts.  A one-way chi-square test 

revealed a significant finding regarding the age 

cohort of respondents and the gender of drug 

addicts, x2(10, N = 567) = 25.53, p = .004.  All of 

the respondents age 70 and older thought of 

men when they were asked about drug addicts.  

Respondents in their 30’s were the most likely to 

think of women.  Respondents in their 50’s also 

significantly deviated from the other age cohorts 

(outside of those 70 and older) in regard to 

thinking primarily of men when they were asked 

about drug addicts (67.6%).  When it came to 

age cohorts and their views on the racial 

backgrounds of drug addicts, there were also 

notable group differences detected, x2(25, N = 

567) = 50.52, p = .002.  Overall, the sample 

thought of White 71.4% of the time when they 

were asked about drug addicts.  In the 20’s age 

cohort, they thought of White 79.2% of the time.  

The 50’s age cohort thought of Hispanic (18.9%) 

and Black (18.9%) at significantly lower rates 

than they thought of White (51.4%).  Only 3 

respondents across the entire sample thought of 

any other racial group when they were asked 

about drug addicts (2 for Asian and 1 for Native 

America).  An additional chi-square test found 

that there was also a difference between age 

cohorts in relation to the class membership of 

drug addicts, x2(20, N = 563) = 38.21, p = .008.  

Out of the total sample 56.3% thought of lower 

class  individuals  when  they  thought  of  drug 

addicts.  Those in their 20’s had the highest 

responses concerning drug addicts being from 

the lower class (61.1%).  Respondents in their 

60’s had the highest perception rates regarding 

middle class drug addicts (37.5%), but they had 

the lowest perception rates concerning drug 

addicts being from the lower class (37.5%).  

Every respondent aged 70 and older thought 

about the lower class when they were asked 

about drug addicts.   

Prison Inmates   

When asked about the gender of prison inmates, 

a substantial majority of respondents thought 

about men (n = 527, 92%).  Twenty-eight of the 

respondents (4.9%) thought about both men and 

women when asked about the gender of prison 

inmates.  Only 14 participants (2.4%) thought 

about women.  When asked about the 

race/ethnicity of prison inmates, the highest 

response rate was connected to Black (n = 253, 

44.2%), followed by Hispanic (n = 149, 26%), 

multiple races (n = 83, 14.5%), and White (n = 

82, 14.3%).  One respondent (0.2%) thought of 

Asian when asked this same question.  The 

majority of respondents thought of the lower 

class when asked about prison inmates (n = 408, 

71.2%), followed by working class (n = 102, 

17.8%), middle class (n = 37, 6.5%), and upper 

class (n = 4, 0.7%).  Eighteen respondents 
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(3.1%) thought about multiple classes when 

asked about the social class background of 

prison inmates. 

When analyzing the data concerning the ethnic 

backgrounds of the respondents and their 

perceptions about the ethnic backgrounds of 

prison inmates, several notable differences 

between groups were observed, x2(24, N = 550) 

= 44.50, p = .007.  Black respondents were 

significantly more likely to think about Black 

inmates (72.4%) than they were any other group. 

In fact, Black participants only thought about 

White inmates 3.4% of the time.  Asian 

respondents also deviated from other ethnic 

groups in the study in regard to their perceptions 

about ethnicity and prison inmates.   

Asian respondents had the overall highest rates 

of thinking about an outside racial/ethnic group 

other than their own, in which they thought about 

Black 61.5% of the time.  An additional test 

comparing the age cohorts of respondents and 

their thoughts about the social class of prison 

inmates resulted in a significant finding, x2(20, N 

= 566) = 37.16, p = .011.  Out of the total sample, 

71.7% thought about the lower class when 

asked about prison inmates.  Respondents 70 

years of age and older were the most likely to 

think that prison inmates come from the lower 

class (83.3%).  Those in their 20’s also had a 

notably higher rates in regard to inmates coming 

from the lower class (73.8).  Those in their 30’s 

stated lower class 71.7% of the time.  The 

remaining age cohorts were 40’s (64.9%), 50’s 

(63.9%), and 60’s (62.5%).  Only 4 respondents 

across the entire sample stated that prison 

inmates come from the upper class (2 

respondents from the 20’s, 1 from the 50’s, and 

1 from the 60’s).   

Outlaw Bikers  

When asked about the gender of outlaw bikers 

the wide majority of respondents identified men 

(n = 551, 96.2%).  Only 10 identified women 

(1.7%), and 5 respondents (0.9%) thought of 

both men and women.  Most of the respondents 

thought of White (n = 490, 85.5%) when they 

were asked about the racial/ethnic identity of 

outlaw bikers.  Forty-five (7.9%) thought of 

Hispanic, while 20 thought of multiple 

race/ethnicities (3.5%).  Thirteen of the 

respondents (2.3%) thought of Black, while 1 

(0.2%) thought of Asian.  The distribution of 

responses regarding outlaw bikers and social 

class was more spread out than with most of 

categories asked about across this study.  The 

most common response connected to the 

working class (n = 214, 37.3%).  This was 

followed by middle class (n = 209, 36.5%), and 

lower class (n = 115, 20.1%).  Twenty-two study 

participants thought of the upper class (3.8%), 

while seven (1.2%) thought of multiple social 

classes.  When  it  came  to  the perceived 

age of outlaw bikers the sample as a whole had 

an average of 37.77 (SD = 9.22).  No significant 

differences were detected across groups in the 

study as there was a diverse set of responses 

across all categories.  Those from all age 

cohorts, social classes, ethnic backgrounds, and 

genders varied widely in their perception about 

the typical age of outlaw bikers.  The most 

common ages stated by respondents were 40 (n 

= 97, 16.9%), 35 (n = 87, 15.2%), 45 (n = 78, 

13.6%), 30 (n = 67, 11.7%), and 50 (n = 46, 

8.0%).  The range given by study respondents 

regarding their perceptions about the average 

age of outlaw bikers spanned from 16 to 75 

years of age. 

Discussion on the Study    

Even though most people like to say, and 

believe, that they do not stereotype and 

categorize others, it is clear that this is not at all 

the case.  Numerous psychological and 

sociological studies have shown that people do 

widely hold particular kinds of views about 

certain groups and certain kinds of criminal 

offenders (e.g., Funk & Todorov, 2013; Maclin & 

Herrera, 2006; Rade, Desmarais, & Mitchell, 

2016).  This study has brought forth additional 

empirical evidence to shed further light on what 

people tend to think about when they are asked 

about certain kinds of criminal offenders and 

criminal behaviors.  The findings of this study 

generally support what has been found in earlier 
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studies that examined people’s perceptions and 

attitudes about criminal offenders, stereotypes, 

the role of the media, and social categorization 

(e.g., Dotsch, Wigboldus, & Knippenberg, 2011; 

Mancini et al., 2015; Walsh, 2005).  When 

people tend to hold certain negative attitudes 

and beliefs about specific social groups, they 

often treat members of those groups in ways that 

are not particularly positive or prosocial (Cote-

Lussier, 2016; Mears & Stewart, 2010).  There 

are real effects and consequences to cultural 

stereotypes and negative media portrayals that 

can seriously impact the lives and functioning of 

out-group members (Bolger & Bolger, 2019; Fox 

& Lane, 2010).   

This study has brought forth additional evidence 

to highlight what really comes to mind when 

people are asked about criminals and certain 

kinds of criminal offenders.  The study also 

brought forth additional evidence to show that 

people are still not all that comfortable about 

mental illness and whether or not those with 

mental illness are more likely to commit crimes.  

This plays right into what has been studied 

before regarding mental illness, criminal 

behavior, and social stigma (Markowitz, 2011; 

Pelfrey, Keener, & Perkins, 2018; Rade 

Desmarais, & Mitchell, 2016).  The findings of 

this study also bring forth evidence that people 

generally believe that criminal behavior is more 

closely connected to social factors than to 

biological factors (x̄ = 4.27).  This may be taken 

as a good indicator that people are aware of the 

social, cultural, and economic factors that are 

connected to certain kinds of criminal behaviors 

and help to reduce any type of harmful stigma 

that may be associated with certain biological 

traits or physical characteristics.   

The findings from the study did reveal that 

many/most from certain demographics do tend 

to think about certain kinds of others when they 

are asked about specific kinds of offenders. For 

instance, in all cases most of the respondents 

thought about men when they were asked about 

a range of criminal offenders.  Most of the 

respondents also tended to think about those 

from the lower class when they were asked 

about most criminal offenders (e.g., prison 

inmates, gang members).  The majority of 

respondents also showed a pattern of thinking 

about relatively young people when they were 

asked about most criminal offenders (i.e., 

offenders in their 20’s). Although there was 

always a range of responses, these were the 

dominant patterns observed across the data.  

When it came to race/ethnicity there was a 

slightly more diverse range of responses.  When 

it came to asking about criminals in general there 

was a spread of response across Black, White, 

and Hispanic; although the highest response 

rate overall was toward Black.  When it came to 

serial killers it was clear that most tend to think 

about White offenders.  In regard to gang 

members the majority of respondents leaned 

toward Hispanic, followed by Black.  It is 

important to note that the majority of respondent 

identified as Hispanic (62.8%) so this should be 

taken into consideration when making sense of 

the findings.  When looking at the data 

concerning drug addicts it was clear that the 

majority of participants think about White users.  

The highest response rate for prison inmates 

was Black. The highest response rate for outlaw 

bikers was White.  

There were too many potential combinations of 

variables that could have been analyzed to try 

and make better sense of the findings, so the 

analyses were kept to a limit.  For example, it 

would be quite laborious to try and make sense 

of how Asian female respondents in their 60’s, 

that come from the upper class, thought about 

drug addicts compared to all of the other endless 

possible combinations.  With this, the final 

analysis was held to the most cogent and useful 

information.  Table 1 provides summary findings 

to help illuminate the most general and common 

responses.  This table should help to bring forth 

some clear patterns that can be seen playing out 

across the nation and that have been discussed 

earlier in this report.  It could be argued, on its 

face, that some of the generalizations are in line 

with the larger statistics across the nation.  For 
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example, most serial killers are White males, so 

it may make sense heuristically and cognitively 

that this is what comes to people’s minds when 

they are asked about it (Miethe, Venger, & 

Lieberman, 2019; Walsh, 2005).  It is also 

important to keep in mind the specific 

demographic characteristics of the sample as 

this would certainly have an impact on the 

responses provided for each of the prompts. 

 

Table 1.   Most Common Responses on Criminal Offenders and Characteristics 

                                 Gender    %        Race/Ethnicity   %        Age      %         Social Class    % 
 
Criminal                   Male       95.5         Black             42.6       25     17.6         Lower         71.9 
 
Serial Killer             Male        98.1         White             88.0      30     31.5         Middle         48.9 
  
Gang Member         Male       95.3          Hispanic        65.1      20     20.1         Lower          81.8 
  
Drug Addict            Male        56.9          White             71.0      25     16.1         Lower         55.8          
 
Prison Inmate          Male       92.0          Black             44.2      30     16.2         Lower          71.2              
 
Outlaw Biker           Male        96.2          White            85.5       40     16.9        Working       37.3 

Some limitations of the study revolve around the 

demographics of the sample itself. Although the 

sample was relatively large (N = 573), the bulk 

of respondents were under the age of 30 (n = 

362, 63.2%).  The findings could have been 

enhanced through collecting data from more 

individuals 60 years of age and older.  The 

findings would have also been enhanced by 

collecting more data from individuals from the 

upper class.  Having more data collected from 

Native Americans, Middle Eastern, and 

Multiracial respondents would have also helped 

with larger data analyses and when testing for 

group differences.  Some analyses had to be 

discarded due to small sample sizes across 

certain identified groups (e.g., Native American).  

Most of the data was also collected from 

residents living in California.  This state may not 

perfectly represent the other states or regions 

across the nation.  With this, it is important to 

keep in mind that there may be regional 

differences detected by studies that collect data 

from individuals living in in all parts of the nation 

(e.g., Florida, Ohio, Texas).   

Future studies could look further at the criminal 

typologies examined in this report.  This study 

did not present any activating stimuli or explore 

the respondents answers any further than what 

they provided.  Future studies may probe deeper 

into why they felt the ways that they did, and why 

they thought of the certain types of offenders that 

they did.  Doing this could help to get into the 

mindsets and histories of respondents. 

Examining their thoughts and beliefs could also 

help to further explore topics concerning 

cognitive heuristics, stereotyping, group 

categorizing, media bias, and in-group/out-

group perceptions.  Future studies could also 

recruit individuals that have actually been 

victimized by certain types of groups and 

offenders in order to examine how their past 

experiences have shaped their beliefs and 

attitudes.  There are many studies that could be 

put together to further investigate these 

important topics.  

Conclusion 

Although people would like to believe that they 

do not label and categorize others, they do.  

Psychologists and sociologists have long 

studied how and why people think about others 

in the ways that they do.  The beliefs and 

attitudes that people hold about those they 

perceive as belonging to certain social groups 

have real effects on how they regard and treat 

those perceived others.  This study has brought 
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forth valuable empirical data to help shed further 

light on this important cultural and interpersonal 

topic.  Being perceived as a potential criminal 

offender just because one has similar physical 

characteristics or traits as others ‒ others that 

they generally do not even know ‒ can have 

quite significant social, behavioral, and 

interpersonal implications.  This project has set 

out to further explore and analyze these 

important issues and to help better inform the 

broader public. 
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