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background
This paper presents an attempt to determine the predictors 
of criminal thinking styles of minors, based on the theory 
of Glenn Walters. The construct which is the subject of this 
study, that is, criminal thinking, is treated as a factor that 
initiates and supports anti-social behaviour. It manifests 
itself in eight thinking styles (patterns): mollification, cut-
off, entitlement, sentimentality, power orientation, cogni-
tive indolence, discontinuity, and superoptimism.

participants and procedure
The study involved 114 people: 65 boys and 49 girls. The 
research group consisted of minors – boys and girls who 
were referred, by order of the court, to Diagnostic and 
Consultation Family Centres to receive a  psychological 
opinion, the purpose of which was to determine the degree 
of demoralisation of the minor. The study was also attend-
ed by the guardians of minors. A  criterion for including 
a minor in this study was committing an offence.

results
For each criminal thinking style, a  forward stepwise re-
gression analysis was conducted. Variables describing mi-

nors and mothers were included in the regression model. 
The aim of this approach is to identify the configuration of 
predictors of criminal thinking styles. In each of the mod-
els the coefficient of determination, R2, and β coefficients 
were calculated.

conclusions
The predictors of criminal thinking styles identified by 
the regression analysis show the complexity and hetero-
geneity of factors contributing to the emergence of these 
cognitive distortions. Predictors include both properties 
conditioning the psychosocial functioning of mothers and 
factors determining the personality of a minor (sense of 
control, low empathy, low self-esteem). There is a notice-
able influence of factors attributable to the mothers – vari-
ables derived from the environment (demanding, rejecting, 
inconsistent attitude).
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BACKGROUND

The precursors of research in cognitive schemas, 
which determine criminal behaviour, were Yochelson 
and Samenow (1976, 1977). They identified 52 errors 
of thinking, which they believed would characterise 
thinking of the criminal personality. According to 
their assumptions, the sources of delinquency should 
be seen in the way of thinking of an individual and 
the method of decision-making. Another researcher 
of patterns of thought is G. D. Walters, who, in his 
monograph titled The Criminal Lifestyle. Patterns of 
Serious Criminal Conduct (1990) concerning the crim-
inal lifestyle, presented the thesis of the criminal 
thinking style. The author assumes that criminal 
behaviour is determined by three groups of factors: 
external (environmental) conditions, decision-mak-
ing processes and a criminal mindset. The belief that 
criminal thinking is crucial to the criminal behaviour 
is confirmed by the results of numerous meta-anal-
yses. Of the six variables undergoing the analyses 
by Gendreau (1992, as in: Walters, 2006a), antiso-
cial attitudes emerged as the strongest predictor of 
criminal behaviour of adults. This variable dominat-
ed over temperamental, personality, and family fac-
tors. Similar results were obtained in studies based 
on a meta-analysis of the main predictors of juvenile 
delinquency and adults’ recidivism. The results of the 
above-mentioned meta-analyses indicated that crim-
inal thinking is an important area of research in the 
judicial and penitentiary psychology.

In line with the assumptions of Walters (1989, 
1990, 2002, 2006a, 2006b, 2006c), the criminal think-
ing style is a  predictor of the criminal behaviour, 
and the offence is a moderator of criminal thinking. 
It justifies and rationalises the behaviour, and fulfils 
defensive functions in relation to the “self”. A crimi-
nal thinking style is defined as a “content, matter of 
thought and a process leading to the initiation and 
maintenance of behaviour characterised by the ha-
bitual violation of the law” (Walters, 2006a, 2006b). 
By defining this construct, the author draws atten-
tion to two aspects. Firstly, it defines the content of 
thought (thinking), that is to say the specific matter 
of thought. The second aspect emphasises the proces-
sual dimension of thinking that leads to the initiation 
and ongoing maintenance of behaviour characterised 
by habitual violation of the law.

The concept of criminal thinking styles by Wal-
ters is based on three theories: the differential asso-
ciation theory of E. H. Sutherland, the neutralization 
theory of G. M. Sykes and D. Matza, and the concept 
of criminal personality of Yochelson and Samenow. 
The author of the differential association theo-
ry – Sutherland – stated that criminal behaviour is 
a  learned behaviour, through contact with people 
already involved in crime. He also highlighted the 
learned nature of offence techniques, themes sup-

porting crime: rationalisation and attitudes (Suther-
land & Cressey, 1978, as in: Walters 1990, 2006a, 
2006b). This theory assumes that the passive image 
of a  reactive or passive man, who does not choose 
a specific behaviour, following, e.g., his own needs, 
will be “pushed” towards criminal behaviour by el-
ements of anti-law culture prevailing in it (cf. Bła-
chut, Gaberle, & Krajewski, 2006; Siemaszko, 1993). 
Another model shaping the concept of Walters is 
the neutralisation theory, which was proposed 
by Sykes and Matza. It is based also on the mecha-
nism of learning criminal behaviour. The authors of 
the theory assume that the vast majority of people 
violating the law see themselves as conventional in-
dividuals, rather than as anti-social people. Another 
assumption is that people apply arguments to justify 
and rationalise criminal behaviour. They believe that 
the youth committing crimes internalizes, by the pro-
cess of socialisation, the correct system of values and 
norms, but finds ways to justify the failure to follow 
this system. To explain this process, Sykes and Matza 
proposed five techniques of neutralisation: denial of 
responsibility – “it was an accident”, denial of harm – 
“no one was hurt”, denial of the victim – “the victim 
asked for it”, condemning the damned – “the public is 
the real culprit”, and appealing to higher authorities 
– “I couldn’t disappoint my buddy” (Walters, 2006a). 
The theory of Sykes and Matza is a presentation of 
a  psychosocial process that facilitates the commis-
sion of a  crime. The third precursor of the concept 
of criminal thinking style of Walters is the criminal 
personality theory of S. Yochelson and S. Samenow 
(1976). The authors came to a conclusion similar to 
the theory of moral development and personality 
disorders. Nevertheless, their point of view of caus-
es of criminal behaviour is based on the idea of free 
(own) will of an individual. The criminal behaviour 
is the result of a decision of an individual (Holman 
& Quinn, 1992). Yochelson and Samenow identified 
52 thinking errors, which they believe characterise 
criminal personality’s thinking.

The criminal thinking styles by Walters determine 
one’s perceptions of himself or herself, the environ-
ment and social relationships with the environment. 
Thinking patterns classified by him are, for an indi-
vidual, a justification and promotion of personal ir-
responsibility, indulging, intrusion and breaking so-
cial rules (cf. Walters, 1989, 1995a, 1995b, 1996, 1998, 
2006a, 2006b, 2006c, 2007). The criminal thinking 
styles indicate a distortion (and are a manifestation 
of) human cognitive functioning in terms of an un-
derdevelopment of cognitive structures. These distor-
tions relate to: 1) rigidity constituting the inability to 
reorganise the cognitive structure in terms of new 
information, 2) rigidity constituting a  lack of open-
ness to the flow of information – a cognitive schema-
tism in the detection and evaluation process, 3) a low 
degree of complexity, or 4) poor information con-
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tent, 5) dysfunction of hierarchical level under the 
influence of emotional arousal, poor prioritisation of 
cognitive structures in terms of logic and function-
ality, 6) a narrow range of cognitive representation 
of the environment and a low degree of structuring, 
7) volatility of the cognitive representation of one’s 
“self” and the outside world, 8) lack of creating rel-
evant information processing and action mobilising 
strategies (cf. Jakubik, 1997; Obuchowski, 1970; Sta-
nik, 1980). Glenn Walters (2006b) distinguished the 
following cognitive distortions, which characterise 
people undertaking criminal activities: 1) mollifica-
tion – justification of one’s own responsibility, in-
volving the attempts to transfer the blame for actions 
to a variety of external sources (e.g., difficult child-
hood, bad origin, poverty); 2) cut-off – isolation from 
responsibility, distancing oneself from the threat of 
pain, which can result in a  punishment for the of-
fence; 3) entitlement – the idea of being a  unique 
person, having a right to ownership and use of the 
pleasure in life; 4) power orientation – orientation 
to one’s own power; associated with a  tendency to 
control the environment of the individual; 5) senti-
mentality – emotional infantilism; it is to create the 
appearance of innocence and integrity of the individ-
ual. It is also expressed in attempts to present oneself 
in the most positive light; 6) superoptimism – an in-
adequate assessment of one’s own abilities, overcon-
fidence, overestimation of one’s abilities; 7) cognitive 
indolence – passivity, cognitive helplessness; 8) dis-
continuity – a tendency to breach obligations, tasks. 
For the purposes of this article it has been assumed 
that the criminal thinking style – manifesting itself 
in eight cognitive patterns and reflecting the course 
and essence of the thought process of people carry-
ing out crimes – was formed due to the conditions 
inherent to the physical, social and psychological 
area of an individual. This integration and interac-
tive research perspective focuses on the interactions 
and interrelationships of an individual with the ex-
ternal and internal environment. The process of cre-
ating a  cognitive representation of reality, encoded 
in cognitive templates and scripts, occurs in a period 
of socialisation of an individual. The most expansive 
moment of the formation of these templates is within 
the period of childhood and adolescence. The child in 
this period is the most focused on guardians and, ac-
cording to his or her development, on other members 
of society, for example peers. Evolution of cognitive 
structures is done in many ways, inter alia: through 
intergenerational transmission, biological properties 
(temperament, nervous system, etc.), psychological 
properties, by imitating the behaviour of a parent and 
through operant and classical conditioning (Hues-
mann, 2005). Analysis of the literature of risk factors 
of problem behaviour of children and young people 
(including criminal behaviour) facilitated the author 
to select variables that would be used to specify the 

criminal thinking risk factors model. There were se-
lected those variables that had already adopted the 
research status of risk factors for the occurrence of 
abnormal behaviour.

Given the underlying objective of this article – 
specifying predictors of criminal thinking styles of 
minors – there should be determined all the compo-
nents participating in the creation and shaping of the 
cognitive system of an individual – and consequently 
of the criminal thinking styles. A few studies indicate 
that there are factors that increase the risk of acti-
vation of a particular way of thinking, permanently 
linked to psychosocial functioning of their parents, 
their parental attitudes, value system, and risk fac-
tors associated with personality traits of juveniles: 
self-esteem, sense of control, empathy (McClun  
& Merrell, 1998; Maruna & Mann, 2006; Vermeiren, 
Bogaerts, Ruchkin, Deboutte, & Schwab-Stone, 2004).

The development of thinking styles is influenced 
by many different factors, but I  will focus on the 
theoretical assumptions and research of Glenn Wal-
ters and his colleagues (Walters, 1990, 2002, 2006c). 
Hence, the thesis is restricted to the analysis of po-
tential influences of the parental environment as the 
closest circle of impact and distinguished personality 
variables of an individual. On the basis of literature 
data concerning the genesis of the formation of the 
human cognitive system, it is believed that the en-
vironment plays an important role in this process. 
Within the family functioning, there were taken into 
account a wide variety of traits, but most of all: an-
ti-social behaviour of members of the family, values, 
parental attitudes and emotional and behavioural 
manifestations (e.g., negligence, strict discipline), as 
well as difficult situations such as divorce and ab-
sence of one or two parents (Appleyard, Egeland, 
van Dulmen, & Sroufe, 2005; Capaldi, Pears, Kerr,  
& Owen, 2003; Gorman-Smith & Tolan, 1998). For ex-
ample, McCord (1980, as in: Gorman-Smith & Tolan, 
1998) noted a relationship between parental conflicts 
and aggressiveness of the parents, and the emergence 
of criminal behaviour of a violent nature. The second 
request of the researcher concerned the relationship 
between lack of maternal care in the context of her 
emotional unavailability and committing crimes of 
seizure of property. These relationships were evalu-
ated in longitudinal and transverse research. Loeber 
and Stouthamer-Loeber (1986; as in: Gorman-Smith 
& Tolan, 1998) performed a meta-analysis of empir-
ical data from the longitudinal research devoted to 
the links between family factors and the criminal 
behaviour. They identified four heuristic categories 
of problems implying the emergence and mainte-
nance of juvenile criminal behaviour. These include: 
1) negligence – understood in the category of lack 
of commitment, attention for the child, as well as 
weak supervision from the parents; 2) conflict – be-
tween parents and child, and having the form of re-
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jection of the child by the parent or parents, lack of 
support and poor emotional relationship; 3) deviant 
behaviour, attitudes and values; and 4) difficult situ-
ations (e.g. distortions). Another factor contributing 
to the emergence of juvenile criminal behaviour is 
the system of attitudes and values of parents and 
their deviant behaviour. The most negative impact 
on the psychosocial development of an individual is 
caused by an abnormal emotional relationship be-
tween the parent and child, seen in parental attitudes 
(Borecka-Biernat, 2005). The asocial and antisocial 
behaviour of a  child is treated as a consequence of 
negative parental attitudes, which take the form of 
excessive emotional detachment, lack of tolerance, 
and indifference to the child, severe punishment, ex-
cessive requirements or an excessive protective atti-
tude (Barber, Olsen, & Shagel, 1994; Borecka-Biernat, 
2005). In the context of these conditions, there occurs 
intergenerational transmission of antisocial patterns 
through learning or acquiring the characteristics of 
their parents’ belief system (Gorman-Smith, Tolan, 
Loeber, & Henry, 1998; Farrington, 1994; Farrington, 
Coid, & Murray, 2009). This category of problems is 
a typical antecedent for a group of “chronic juvenile” 
offenders (serious chronic offenders).

In this article, I evaluate the relationship between 
criminal thinking styles and selected personali-
ty traits of minors and psychosocial functioning of 
mothers of minors. The results will indicate which of 
the variables (and in what percentage) are predictors 
of activation of a criminal thinking style.

PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE

PARTICIPANTS

The research involved a  group of 1) underage girls 
and boys who were, under the decision of the Fami-
ly Court, directed for a psycho-pedagogical test to the 
Family Diagnostic and Consultation Centre (Rodzin-
ny Ośrodek Diagnostyczno-Konsultacyjny – RODK), 
and 2) guardians of minors, directed to the RODK for 
a psycho-pedagogical test. The group of minors con-
sisted of 114 people, including 49 girls and 65 boys. 
A surprising phenomenon was that in 114 cases the 
only guardian who attended the study was the mother.

The age range of the minors varied from 12 to  
17 years. The average age of the juvenile boys was 
M = 14.87, while for the girls it was M = 15.35. 
The dominant criminal acts in the group of girls is 
theft (38.77%), strike or violation of bodily integrity 
(24.49%), use of violence against a person or an un-
lawful threat to compel another person to a particular 
activity (24.45%), participation in a  fight or battery 
(28.57%), and robbery (24.49%). The boys frequently 
commit crimes such as robbery (72.31%), theft (58.46%) 
and participation in violence and battery (49.23%).

PROCEDURE

The research group consisted of minors – boys and 
girls, as well as their guardians, who were referred, 
by order of the Court, to a Diagnostic and Consulta-
tion Family Centre (RODK) to receive a psycholog-
ical opinion, whose purpose was to determine the 
degree of demoralisation of the minor and determine 
a parental care measure. The ongoing case against the 
minor was a criminal case. A criterion for including 
a minor in this study was committing an offence. In 
accordance with the Act on Juvenile Justice, during 
the psycho-pedagogical test in an RODK, the minor 
is under the care of a parent or legal guardian. The 
places of research were Diagnostic and Consultation 
Family Centres.

Through an analysis of court records, according 
to strictly defined criteria, I  was able to obtain in-
formation covering the general characteristics of se-
lected people, the demographics of minors and their 
guardians, data on the type and number of criminal 
offences, the school situation of juveniles, adjudicat-
ed parental care and correctional means, as well as 
information about their environment of origin. Then, 
juveniles and guardians were interviewed, each sep-
arately, which complemented the data obtained from 
the court records. The next step was to conduct psy-
chological tests with prepared measuring tools on 
a group of minors and their guardians. The test pool 
for the minor included: the Thinking Styles Inventory 
(Inwentarz Stylów Myślenia – PICTS) in Polish, the 
Tennessee Self Concept Scale by Fitts, the Emotion-
al Reactivity Index by Davis, and the Questionnaire 
for the Sense of Control Research (Kwestionariusz  
do Badania Poczucia Kontroli) by Krasowicz and 
Kurzyp-Wojnarska. The mothers filled in the follow-
ing tools: PICTS, the Parental Attitude Scale by Plopa, 
and the Value Survey by Rokeach. The subjects were 
informed about how to complete these tools and the 
anonymity of research. Each person could withdraw 
from participation in the research. The total time to 
complete the test by the minors was approx. 1 hour, 
while for mothers it was approx. 35-40 minutes. The 
resulting material was checked for completeness of 
fulfilment. As a result, 3 sets were rejected. The last 
step of the research organisation was a  statistical 
analysis.

MEASURES

For the purposes of this research, the following re-
search tools were used:

Structured interview with the minor: includ-
ed demographic data, data on diseases, psychoac-
tive substances, information on socialisation (family 
structure, educational problems, criminality, course 
of education).
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Structured interview with the mother: includ-
ed demographic data of parents, information on dis-
eases, use of psychoactive substances, information 
on the manner of exercising the parental authority.

Psychological Inventory of Criminal Think-
ing Styles by Walters. This tool is used to measure 
eight criminal thinking styles: mollification, cut-off, 
entitlement, power orientation, sentimentality, su-
peroptimism, cognitive indolence, discontinuity. The 
present author undertook the adaptation of the tools. 
The PICTS was subjected to a cultural and semantic 
adaptation, with particular emphasis on phraseology 
aspects. The adaptation included an analysis of the 
theoretical construct, the process of translating and 
checking the accuracy of the translation, as well as 
checking the accuracy and reliability of the final ver-
sion of the test. In this work, an equivalent (univer-
salistic) perspective was adopted. A detailed proce-
dure for the various stages of the test adaptation was 
described in publications of the author (Rode & Rode, 
2011; Rode, 2013).

Tennessee Self Concept Scale by Fitts. This 
method is designed to measure a number of aspects 
of the self-concept (Steuden, 1997). The scale con-
sists of 100 descriptive statements with which the 
subjects present their own image. The end result in 
the scale is the global level of self-esteem (PG). It 
consists of three components: the level reflecting 
a sense of identity (W1), the level of self-acceptance 
(W2), and the level of self-assessment of one’s own 
behaviour (W3).

Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) by Davis. 
This tool determines the level of selected components 
of empathy. It includes four seven-element subscales 
involving separate aspects of empathy. This tool 
consists of: PT scale – perspective-taking – measures 
the tendency to spontaneously adopt a psychologi-
cal point of view of others in everyday life; EC scale 
– empathic concern – assesses the tendency to em-
pathise and feel compassion for people affected by 
failure; PD scale – personal distress – refers to the 
tendency to feel pain and discomfort in response to 
extremely strong suffering of others; SF scale – of 
fantasy – measures the tendency to, using the imagi-
nation, enter fictitious situations (Davis, 1999).

Questionnaire for the Sense of Control Re-
search (Kwestionariusz do Badania Poczucia Kon-
troli – KBPK) by Krasowicz and Kurzyp-Wojnarska. 
It is used to measure the personality variable, called 
a  subjective sense of control over one’s own be-
haviour, described in the social learning theory of 
Rotter (1966, as in: Krasowicz & Kurzyp-Wojnarska, 
1990). The questionnaire consists of 46 questions 
(36 diagnostic and 10 buffer) forming two scales: 
S – of successes (18 questions) and L – of losses 
(18 questions). Using the KBPK it is also possible to 
measure the generalised LOC – without distinction 
in the sense of control in situations of failures and 

successes – which is an algebraic sum of the results 
of both scales (S + L), correlated with each other and 
measuring variations of the same variable (the score 
indicates a generalised trend in attributing responsi-
bility).

Value Scale by Rokeach – developed by Brzo-
zowski (1989, 1996). It is used to analyse the system 
of values. It consists of two scales: the scale of final 
values (individual and social values) and instrumen-
tal values (moral and competence values). The list of 
final and instrumental values consists of 18 values for 
each category of values. Both lists are in alphabeti-
cal order. The reliability of VS is very high; it is 0.98 
(for the final values) and 0.94 (for the instrumental 
values).

Parental Attitude Scale (PAS-M, PAS-O) by Plopa 
(2008). This tool is designed to diagnose educational 
attitudes of parents. It distinguishes 6 types of pa-
rental interactions (attitude of acceptance, rejection, 
autonomy, excessive demanding, inconsistency, and 
excessive protecting). Each scale consists of 10 state-
ments that showed the highest rates of discrimina-
tion power. The reliability of the scales is as follows: 
The attitude of acceptance-rejection: 0.84, attitude of 
autonomy: 0.75, protective attitude: 0.81, demanding 
attitude: 0.88, inconsistent attitude: 0.88. The Parental 
Attitude Scale contains a total of 50 items (10 for each 
attitude). The examined person takes a stance on the 
individual statements by selecting one of the five re-
sponse categories.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

To determine the predictors of risk of criminal think-
ing styles of minors, logistic regression was used. In 
order to reduce the number of variables relevant to 
the dependent variable (the criminal thinking styles), 
the regression analysis was performed by the for-
ward stepwise method. In each of the models the co-
efficient of determination, R2, and β coefficients were 
calculated (Ferguson & Takane, 2003).

MOLLIFICATION

The analysis of regression (Table 1) allowed four pre-
dictors of mollification to be indicated.

They explain 69% of the variance of mollification. 
The value of the coefficient of determination for the 
match of the model ranges from 41% to 69%. The 
results of the research showed that the biggest im-
pact on the appearance of this cognitive distortion 
is brought by the mother adopting a protective atti-
tude (β = 0.43). A very important factor influencing 
the child’s adaptation to the social environment is 
the nature of the relations between the child and his 
or her parents. It can be concluded that mollification 
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thinking is enhanced by over-protective mothers. 
A  permanent cognitive-emotional-behavioural or-
ganisation of the mother based on excessive concen-
tration on the child causes limitation of his or her 
freedom and autonomy. Such an attitude does not 
develop individuality of the child. By this channel, 
the child develops a  sense of irresponsibility and 
failure to respond to the consequences of his or her 
behaviour due to the activity of the mother, showing 
her belief that the child is helpless and defenceless 
(cf. Hart, De Wolf, Wozniak, & Burts, 1992; Hart, Ol-
sen, Robinson, & Mandleco, 1997). A large number of 
enhancements from the parent and highlighting its 
uniqueness in relation to the environment develops 
in an individual a  sense of uniqueness and, conse-
quently, uncriticism. On the other hand, limiting the 
development of a sense of “self” (identity), by empha-
sising the role and position of a perceptor, results in 
a low degree of self-regulation. The consequence of 
the impact of such a parental attitude is the develop-
ment of a sense of depending on the model.

On the other hand, the tendency to generate many 
excuses can arise from a sense of lack of confidence 
in one’s own competence (cf. Midgley, Arunkumar,  
& Urdan, 1996; Aunola, Stattin, & Nurmi, 2000). This 
assumption seems to confirm the role of self-esteem 
in the appearance of mollification. Another predic-
tor is one of the indicators of self-esteem: the social 
“self”, which determines the way in which an indi-
vidual defines the relationship with the social envi-
ronment and the “value of himself or herself as a par-
ticipant in interaction with other people” (Fitts, 1975,  
p. 2). The treatment of self-esteem, and specifically 
the social “self” as a risk factor of mollification, can 
be explained by referring to the affective regulation 
mechanism (cf. Roese & Olson, 2007). Laying the 
blame for one’s own behaviour on others or exter-
nal circumstances is associated with a  tendency to 
see oneself in a better light in comparison with oth-
ers. This allows the individual to maintain a positive 

affect. In an emergency situation, a  negative affect 
appears. The induced emotional state employs strat-
egies which enhance self-esteem in order to regulate 
the affective state to a positive level.

The last predictor of mollification is the sense of 
locus of control. This means that individuals recog-
nise victimological situations as independent from 
their actions and do not take any responsibility for 
them. They explain their criminal behaviour by ex-
ternal circumstances. A  sense of control is deter-
mined by the elements of self-image and elements of 
the image of the world, as well as what the relation-
ships of “self-world” and “world-self” are. Thus, mol-
lification as a cognitive distortion is a specific kind of 
dynamic script describing the interactions between 
people (Baldwin, 1992). This style indicates a trend of 
self-defence of an individual in the form of blaming 
others for their actions in order to defend their own 
“self”. The sense of control as a property of a person-
ality moderates the mode of perception of a  situa-
tion and influences the type of attribution (Dodge, 
1991; Dodge & Tomlin, 1987; Dodge & Somberg  
1987; Dodge & Coie, 1987; Dodge, Price, Bachorow-
ski, & Newman, 1990).

SENTIMENTALITY

The forward stepwise regression analysis allowed, in 
the first step, the number of variables to be reduced to 
one, namely the rejecting parental attitude. The details 
of the regression analysis are presented in Table 2.

Sentimentality is a  way of thinking and, conse-
quently, of action, that provides positive feedback 
about oneself. Behaviour of a person, in particular the 
reasons for his or her action, can be seen as positive, 
but this is only a  cover for the criminal behaviour. 
It pretends innocence and honesty. It is expressed in 
attempts to present oneself in the most positive light 
and to reduce a negative assessment of an offending 

Table 1

Mollification Risk Factors Model

Step Predictor R R2 Adjusted R2 Standardised β p

1 Protective attitude .54 .41 .39 0.43 .004

2 Criminal thinking style – mollification mother .62 .52 .49 0.30 .009

3 Self-esteem – social “self” .68 .55 .51 0.32 .012

4 Global sense of control .77 .70 .56 0.38 .023

Table 2

Sentimentality Risk Factors Model						    

Step Variable R R2 Adjusted R2 Standardised β p

1 Attitude of acceptance .75 .56 .55 0.75 .029
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behaviour of the individual, by emphasising current 
or former good deeds or even weakness.

Considering the model of risk factors of the senti-
mentality style, there is a significant role of only one 
variable, characteristic for mothers of minors, name-
ly the attitude of rejection. This model explains quite 
a significant percentage of sentimentality differenti-
ation – as much as 56%. It can be concluded that the 
development of sentimentality is enhanced by moth-
ers, not providing emotional warmth, avoiding their 
own children, being hostile to them and not showing 
interest in their affairs. Minors develop, as a result, 
cognitive defensive strategies against the “self”.

Minors, experiencing little sensitivity, lack of 
support, being rejected in their childhood, develop 
a cognitive representation of reality in the category 
of soliciting social acceptance, by reference to the 
“higher goals”, simultaneously breaking norms. More 
than 40% of variation in sentimentality is explained 
by other predictors that are not taken into account in 
this research, and that certainly would complete the 
quality of the risk factors model.

CUT-OFF

Cut-off, as a criminal thinking style, is characterised 
by a  tendency to isolate oneself from liability, and 
impulsivity in action. The stepwise regression analy-
sis revealed the existence of two cut-off risk factors. 
The strongest predictor is an attitude of rejection ad-
opted by the mothers. In the next step (Step 2), there 
entered into the equation an independent variable, 
the demanding attitude. The results are shown in Ta-
ble 3. As can be seen, the model explains 38% of the 
variability of the test variable of cut-off (R2 = .39).

The risk of cut-off is greater, the more rejecting 
and challenging is the educational attitude preferred 
by the mothers of minors. The specificity of the par-
ent-child relationship plays an important role in 
shaping the distortion. This means that the applica-
tion of such a strategy is largely the result of envi-
ronmental conditions – in a range of the expression 
of the mother’s attitudes to minors. This shows that 
juveniles who activate cognitive distortion of a cut-
off are being brought up in a  family environment 
characterised by a  negative and hostile attitude of 
a parent to a child, strong control over his behaviour, 
rigor and punitiveness (cf. Borecka-Biernat, 2001). 

The adoption by mothers of the attitude based on 
a relationship involving dominance of the parent and 
deference of the child develops tendencies to catego-
rise reality according to a  divalent criterion in mi-
nors (cf. Farrington, 1995; Jakubik, 1997). The parent 
accepts and supports the child’s behaviour that is 
consistent with his or her beliefs (cf. Plopa, 2008). He 
or she does not tolerate discrepancies between the re-
sults of the child’s behaviour and their expectations. 
Even the smallest derogations are treated as failing 
to meet obligations, and the parent blames the child. 
He or she does not take into account the reasons 
for these discrepancies. Even the lack or insufficient 
amount of capability of the child is not an excuse. 
These educational conditions result in a  lack of the 
child’s sense of security. Referring to the leading rep-
resentatives of Bowlby’s attachment theory (Bowlby, 
2007), Ainsworth (1979) or Crittenden (2002, 2006), 
the conditions of education are an extremely import-
ant context for the development of a type of attach-
ment; in turn, it determines the direction of stimuli 
(information) perception coming from the outside 
and inside. Raising a child in the described conditions 
develops an orientation towards what is planned. 
The obtained research results indicate that mothers 
who exhibit little sensitivity, do not support their 
children, do not protect against negative experienc-
es and establish high standards, develop in the child 
a sense of uncertainty and the need to achieve his or 
her goals in line with the expectations of the parent. 
In turn, emotional coldness, avoidant and limiting 
contact with the child tendencies, as well as attitudes 
of rejection, trigger defensive reactions of a  lack of 
emotional control (cf. Borecka-Biernat, 2005).

ENTITLEMENT

The forward stepwise regression analysis allowed, in 
the fifth step, to reduce the number of variables rele-
vant to the cognitive distortion of entitlement to five 
variables, namely: self-esteem index – the identity, 
criminal thinking pattern of mothers – entitlement, 
attitude of acceptance-rejection, preferred values of 
the third focus, and the self-esteem diversity index. 
The details of the regression analysis are presented 
in Table 4.

The variables introduced in the fifth step explain 
about 71% of entitlement’s variance. The results of 

Table 3

Cut-Off Risk Factors Model						    

Step Predictor R R2 Adjusted R2 Standardised β p

1 Attitude of rejection .43 .34 .33 0.39 .012

2 Demanding attitude .48 .39 .39 0.33 .010



Predictors of criminal thinking styles

8 current issues in personality psychology

the logistic regression indicate that the strongest 
predictor of entitlement is the attitude of rejection 
(β = –0.57). Equally important is the preferred value 
system of mothers (β = 0.52). Further variables af-
fecting entitlement are the thinking style of mothers 
(entitlement) (β = 0.46) and the identity of minors  
(β = 0.41). The last risk factor in order is an indicator 
of the inconsistency of self-esteem in different areas 
of knowledge about oneself (β = 0.27). Regression 
analysis shows that if mothers of minors, within 
the emotional and behavioural contact, reject their 
charges, there is an increase in the risk of developing 
entitlement mental strategies. In addition, the pref-
erence of values such as happiness, prosperous life 
and social recognition means that thinking and act-
ing of mothers is self-oriented. It is evident that the 
less favourable, less warm, not accepting attitudes 
of mothers to the child increase the risk of devel-
oping the cognitive distortion. The child, partici-
pating in the interaction with the mother, evaluates 
(interprets) the consequences of behaviour resulting 
from this relationship. In such educational circum-
stances, the assessment processes are experienced 
by the child in the category of “painful – unpopular 
– wrong” (cf. Bowlby, 2007). Emotional contact dis-
orders in the family contribute to the experiencing 
of frustration of psychogenic needs by the child (cf. 
Borecka-Biernat, 1992; Barriga, Hawkins, & Came-
lia, 2008; Capaldi, Pears, Patterson, & Owen, 2008; 
Goodman, 2002). Such emotional deficits are fa-
vourable circumstances for the child to feel hostility 
and aggression. If the assessment processes are felt 
strongly, i.e. “the more vividly the consequences of 
a behaviour are experienced as (...) painful, the fast-
er and more durable (...) will be the resulting learn-
ing” (Bowlby, 2007, p. 143).

The results of the regression analysis confirm  
(β = 0.41) that self-esteem is an important factor in 
determining the existence of the entitlement thinking 
style. Gold and Mann (1972, as in: Kubacka-Jasiecka, 
2006, p. 89) propound functioning, in adolescents in-
volved in criminal activities, a  stratified self-esteem 
and the concept of “self”. Using the suggestions of 
Winnicot (1965, as in: Gasiul, 2001, p. 47), implying 
the existence of the “true” and “false” “SELF” due to 
improper family experiences, it can be assumed that 
the style of thinking – entitlement is a consequence 
or symptom of a  large discrepancy between the two 
images. Some instability of the “SELF” concept is the 
result of conditions that shape the concept of “self”. It 
is the result of copied assessments of others. This leads 
to the relative instability of the “self” concept. The im-
age of “self” depends on the perception of the impor-
tance of interpersonal situations and the role of the 
entity in it. This contributes to a constant modification 
and development of the self-image. The mere exis-
tence of different styles of criminal thinking criminal 
of the instability of “self”. The consequence is a lack of 
maturity and identity. The criminal thinking styles are 
to some extent a sign of immaturity of people. These 
characteristics reinforce efforts of “self” to strengthen 
and confirm the self-image in relation to the external 
environment (cf. Kubacka-Jasiecka, 2006).

SUPEROPTIMISM

The risk factors of superoptimism, as another criminal 
thinking style, are three independent variables: an in-
consistent parental attitude, the value system of moth-
ers (focus 1), and a  sense of control in the event of 
failure. The analysis results are shown below (Table 5).

Table 4

Entitlement Risk Factors Model						    

Step R R2 Adjusted R2 Standardised β p

1 Self-esteem: identity .68 .46 .43 0.41 .001

2 Thinking style of mothers: entitlement .76 .57 .54 0.46 .009

3 Attitude of acceptance-rejection .79 .62 .59 –0.57 .012

4 Focus of values 3 .81 .66 .62 0.52 .021

5 Self-esteem: diversity index .84 .71 .67 0.27 .032

Table 5

Superoptimism Risk Factors Model						    

Step Predictor R R2 Adjusted R2 Standardised β p

1 Parental attitude: inconsistent .46 .34 .34 0.39 .009

2 LOC_fail .48 .37 .36 –0.24 .012

3 Value system 1 .49 .40 .38 –0.19 .025
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The best predictor of superoptimism is an inconsis-
tent parental attitude (β = 0.39). At the same time, it 
turned out that this style is negatively correlated with 
a sense of control in the event of failure (β = –0.24), 
and the value system of focus 1 preferred by mothers 
(β = –0.19). The risk factors model reduced to three 
independent variables explains 39% of the variability 
of results in the analysed criminal thinking pattern.

The attitude of inconsistency as the strongest risk 
factor of this style is one of the attitudes undoubtedly 
disrupting the functioning of the family environment 
(cf. Ambert, 1997). Given the specificity of the de-
clared parental attitude of mothers, it can be assumed 
that the child is not able to develop a deep and se-
cure bond with the mother. The calculations indicate 
that in the case of mothers who have volatile feelings 
and behaviour toward the child, the child creates an 
unstable picture of the world. The child is exposed 
to ineffective parenting practices, such as instabili-
ty of discipline and affection, in conditions which, 
to a significant extent, involve the risk of anti-social 
functioning (cf. Patterson, 1992; Loeber & Farrington, 
1998). The regression analysis does not allow one to 
determine how the attitude shapes a specific way of 
psychosocial functioning of the child through which 
the superoptimism is being created. On the other 
hand, it is not possible to indicate to what extent 
learning the maternal behavioural pattern, which 
manifests itself in the attitude of inconsistency, is 
the predictor of superoptimism. When considering 
the impact of the value system of the hedonistic – 
and self-realisation-oriented mothers on the pattern 
of thinking, it can be concluded that the child learns 
rather a pattern of the mother’s behaviour, which is 
then visible in an individual’s content of thinking.

The importance of parental attitudes and value 
system for superoptimism can be explained by refer-
ring to the theory of social information processing 
(cf. Crick & Dodge, 1989, 1994, 1996; Dodge, 2002). 
It highlights the role of the “pre-existing schemata” 
and cognitive activity of parents in defining (con-
ditioning) the quality of the relationship with the 
child. According to the assumptions of the theory, 
the child’s psychosocial functioning is dependent on 
the preferred values and formed beliefs of parents, 
which constitute the content of these schemes. It is 
worth noting that the parental attitude is a result of 
global attitudes towards all children and attitudes de-

pending on the context, that is, attitudes that relate 
to one’s own child. This second type of behaviour 
is moderated by situational factors, such as the be-
haviour of the child or the level of a stressful situa-
tion (Milner, 2003).

The last risk factor of superoptimism is an ex-
ternal sense of control in the event of failure. This 
means that a person, regardless of the perception of 
whether the situation is and exercise or has a pur-
pose, views the situation of failure in terms of a sense 
of being not guilty and blaming external factors.

DISCONTINUITY

The forward stepwise regression analysis allowed, 
in the third step, the number of variables relevant to 
cognitive distortions of the nature of discontinuity 
to be reduced to three variables, namely: the global 
self-esteem, sense of locus of control and inconsis-
tent parental attitude. Table 6 presents the results of 
the regression analysis.

The three-variable regression model explains 
about 59% of the variance in the thinking style – dis-
continuity. The strongest predictor is a sense of con-
trol. It is shown by the standardized beta coefficient  
β = –0.55. In the second place, in terms of the in-
fluence on the formation of the dependent variable, 
there is self-esteem. The value of the standardized 
beta for this variable is β = –0.45. The weakest pre-
dictor of discontinuity of action is the inconsistent 
parental attitude of mothers. The standardized beta 
for this variable is β = 0.29.

The obtained results highlight the role of sense 
of locus of control, in maintaining discontinuity. It 
must therefore be concluded that the analysed way 
of thinking is largely a  result of forming a  specific 
style of attribution, which determines the general-
ized expectations of the causal relationships between 
one’s own behaviour and its consequences.

Referring to the research proposals of Hersch and 
Scheibe (1967), it should be noted that external sense 
of locus of control is largely correlated with overall 
self-esteem, and so the existence of an interdepen-
dent influence of these variables on the formation of 
discontinuity can be assumed. The self-esteem being, 
as well as a sense of control, the domain of the Cog-
nitive Network, determines the perception of self, or 

Table 6 

Discontinuity Risk Factors Model						    

Step Predictor R R2 Adjusted R2 Standardised β p

1 Parental attitude: inconsistent .56 .31 .24 0.29 < .001

2 Sense of control fail .70 .49 .45 –0.55 .012

3 Self-esteem: global .77 .59 .54 –0.45 .042
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self-image. The value of the standardized β of the pre-
dictor is –0.55, which means that the discontinuity of 
action increases with the lowering of self-esteem.

The third predictor of discontinuity of action, at 
the same time having the lowest impact on the de-
pendent variable, is the attitude of inconsistency of 
fathers. As has been mentioned repeatedly, the de-
clared parental attitude plays an extremely important 
role in the psychosocial development of an individual. 
Lack of consistency for a child can result in a lack of 
emotional constancy and a sense of emotional insta-
bility (cf. Urban, 2000; Barber, Olsen, & Shagel, 1994). 
Inconsistency and instability of impacts and the lack 
of involvement of the father in a  child’s life can be 
the foundation for development of low and divergent 
self-esteem and the external sense of locus of control.

COGNITIVE INDOLENCE

Based on the value of the coefficient of determina-
tion, R2, it can be concluded that the variables entered 
in the second step explain about 60% of the variance 
of cognitive indolence. The coefficient of determina-
tion is high, indicating that the abstracted indepen-
dent variables substantially control the variation of 
cognitive indolence. The details of the regression 
analysis are presented in Table 7.

Based on the results of the logistic regression, 
it is noted that the strongest predictor of cognitive 
indolence is an external sense of locus of control  
(β = –0.55). The second risk factor of this cognitive 
distortion is the adopted parental attitude of moth-
ers, namely the protective attitude (β = 0.44).

The results of the regression analysis show the 
importance of the relationship which had developed 
between the mother and child for the emergence of 
cognitive indolence. As indicated by the results of the 
regression analysis, the parental attitude of the moth-
er prevents the development, in the child, of a sense 
of autonomy, decisiveness and awareness of self-effi-
cacy. The mother, seeing her child as a dependent in-
dividual, has a sense of responsibility for him or her, 
and thus does not allow the child to develop a sense 
of responsibility for himself or herself by actively ex-
ploring the environment and formulating a catalogue 
of possible behaviours or coping strategies. The de-
gree of acceptance of the child by the mother is large, 
but the severity of the control over the child is also 
significant. The child, being under the influence of 

such an educational process, learns that it is not nec-
essary to have a sense of responsibility for himself or 
herself. As a result, the child shapes the representa-
tion of reality largely based on the templates provid-
ed by his or her mother (cf. Hoffman, 2000). Based on 
the approach of Hoffman (2000), parents use some 
kind of “inductions” and parental messages through 
which the child shapes the image of the environment. 
The mother, adopting the protective attitude towards 
the child, develops in him or her a lack of initiative 
and a low degree of perseverance and originality in 
solving problems or achieving goals. The child does 
not learn independent gaining of knowledge, prob-
lem solving or meeting his or her own needs. The 
child does not develop the skills of perception of re-
ality from many perspectives, of searching for new 
solutions. The consequence of this relationship is ri-
gidity of thinking and acting.

The result of the regression analysis shows that 
when the juvenile manifests a sense of outer contain-
ment, he or she is also characterized by higher severi-
ty of cognitive indolence in thinking. The tendency to 
cognitive passivity, or a certain automatism and rigid-
ity in thinking and action, is determined by a sense of 
lack of control over the results of the action.

POWER ORIENTATION

The risk factors model for this thinking pattern ex-
plains about 60% of the variance of the cognitive 
distortion. The comparison of standardised values 
shows that the impact of variables included in the 
model is varied. The results of the regression analysis 
are presented in Table 8. 

The results of the statistical calculations show that 
the strongest predictor for power orientation is the 
indicator of empathy – perspective-taking (β = –0.69), 
then the global self-esteem (β = –0.33) and demanding 
parental attitude (β = 0.29). Taking into account the 
direction of the impact of the variable of empathy, it 
can be said that the risk of developing power orien-
tation is greater the lower is the ability of the juve-
nile to spontaneously recognise and understand his 
or her own and others’ emotions. It can be argued 
that deficits in empathising with a psychological po-
sition of a person increase the risk of power-oriented 
thinking. Another risk factor of power orientation is 
self-esteem. The standardized β coefficient suggests 
that the risk of disclosure of power orientation oc-

Table 7

Cognitive Indolence Risk Factors Model						    

Step Predictor R R2 Adjusted R2 Standardised β p

1 LOC: global .66 .54 .53 –0.55 .013

2 Parental attitude: protecting .69 .60 .59 0.44 .025
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curs when the minor has a  low global self-esteem  
(β = –0.33). This means that a person in almost every 
area of activity sees himself or herself in an adverse, 
worse light. The risk is greater when the mother 
places excessive demands on the child; the parent of 
such an educational style looks at the baby through 
the prism of the degree of fulfilled responsibilities or 
acquired success. In this way, the child clarifies his or 
her self-image as a person who, seeking to be accept-
ed, must show his or her effectiveness and strength.

CONCLUSIONS

The factors of criminal thinking styles identified by 
the regression analysis show the complexity and het-
erogeneity of factors contributing to the emergence 
of these cognitive distortions. The predictors include 
both properties conditioning psychosocial function-
ing of mothers and factors determining the person-
ality of the minor. There is a  noticeable advantage 
of factors attributable to the mothers – variables 
derived from the environment. Nevertheless, the re-
sults of these findings may be inaccurate. It should be 
noted that no account was taken of the existence of 
the relationship between independent variables, and 
therefore the importance of the impact of the moth-
ers’ traits on the personality characteristics of minors 
was not analysed. The consequence of this is already 
apparent in the fact that there were fewer personal-
ity variables for cognitive patterns. The indisputable 
conclusion is the role of the social environment in 
the emergence of cognitive distortions. An often ap-
pearing predictor of cognitive distortions is the ad-
opted parental attitude. The obtained research results 
showed only the importance of the attitude as a glob-
al trait. It would be valuable to determine which of 
the components of the attitude implies a  specif-
ic effect – the behaviour (cf. Barber, 1996; Darling  
& Steinberg, 1993; Lewis & Brooks-Gunn, 1981; Mize 
& Pettit, 1997).

Speaking of predictors of criminal thinking styles, 
it can be summarised that the group of risk factors 
consists of different variables of mothers and minors. 
An important conclusion of this research is the fact 
that educational practices contributing to the devel-
opment of behavioural and emotional problems of 
the child are largely the result of experiencing diffi-
cult situations and stress of everyday life. This means 

that the behaviour of a parent is a kind of interme-
diate link between the difficult circumstances of life 
suffered by the parent and problems of the child 
(cf. Magnusom & Waldfogel, 2005; Deater-Deckard  
& Dodge, 1997; Deater-Deckard, 2005).
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