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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

THE ROLE OF FAMILY CRIMINALITY IN SENTENCING RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Ajima Olaghere, Master of Arts 
 
George Mason University, 2009 
 
Thesis Director: Dr. Catherine Gallagher 
 
 
 

Past studies have indicated having a father arrested was a significant predictor of 

higher delinquency rates for both males and females. Other studies focusing on the 

concentration of crime within families have drawn similar results, highlighting fathers 

coming into contact with the criminal justice system is a significant predictor of future 

criminality. Still, few studies focus on the collateral impact of mass incarceration upon 

children as an issue of process and decision making. Furthermore, the nature of this issue, 

whether bias-oriented or the result of impractical policies, has yet to be explored. The 

current study focuses on the pre-sentencing investigation component of the criminal 

justice system, namely, the influence of probation officer recommendations for 

sanctioning. For the purposes of this study “children of incarcerated parents” is a 

misnomer and should be understand as children of incarcerated parents regardless of 

stipulated age in the offense scenarios. Moreover, this following study is concerned with 

whether family criminality influences the sentencing recommendations among juvenile 



 

and adult probation officers nationwide. This is a perception based study which examines 

the professional opinions of probation officers about the importance of family criminality 

in formulating sentencing recommendations. The findings extends and affirms the 

findings of Rodriguez, Smith, & Zatz (2009) revealing a consistent trend of black male 

defendants being more likely to receive more months recommended for sentencing 

recommendations for incarceration. Findings also indicate history of family criminality 

has a significant impact on sentencing recommendations for incarceration. Implications 

of the research findings and what these findings mean in relation to the process of 

probation officer decision making is discussed.  
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction 

 

“An estimated 809, 800 prisoners of the 1, 518, 535 held in the nation’s prisons at 

midyear 2007 were parents of minor children, or children under the age of 18 (Glaze & 

Maruschak, 2008, p. 1). Few studies focus on the collateral impact of mass incarceration 

upon children as an issue of process and decision making. Furthermore, the nature of this 

issue, whether bias-oriented or the result of impractical policies, has yet to be explored. 

From an impractical policy perspective, “There is now a growing awareness that parents 

who go to prison do not suffer the consequences alone; the children of incarcerated 

parents… are more likely to drop out of school, engage in delinquency, and subsequently 

be incarcerated themselves”(The Sentencing Project, 2009, p. 1). This is an eloquent 

indication that children of incarceration are apt to make counterproductive choices and 

follow in the path of their incarcerated parent(s) more so than their peers. Yet, how does 

parental incarceration facilitate this trajectory? In other words, “…there has been no 

research that clearly delineates or describes the process by which imprisonment of a 

parent might be translated into criminal offending by the child as a minor or adult 

(Johnston, 2006, p. 707). One obvious process is the criminal justice system which 

includes components responsible for pushing people from one decision point to the next.  

Some components of the criminal justice process include “police-suspect encounters and 
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arrest procedures, charge considerations, plea-negotiation, legal representation, bail 

arrangements, and pre-sentencing investigation” (Hagan, 1974, p. 379).  

The current study focuses on the pre-sentencing investigation component of the 

criminal justice system, namely, the influence of probation officer recommendations for 

sanctioning. “The probation officer is more involved in the sentencing process and has 

more detailed knowledge of the offender than any other social control agent” (Walsh, 

1985, p. 290). While the discussion earlier mentioned children of incarcerated parents, for 

the purposes of this study “children of incarcerated parents” is a misnomer and should be 

understood as children of incarcerated parents regardless of age indicated the offense 

scenarios in the surveys. Moreover, this study is concerned with whether family 

criminality influences the sentencing recommendations among juvenile and adult 

probation officers nationwide. This is a perception based study which examines the 

professional opinions of probation officers about the importance of family criminality in 

formulating sentencing recommendations. The following sections of this study shall 

cover a review of the research done in this area thus far, followed by a description of the 

data collection and methodology, results of the data analysis, ending with a conclusion 

and discussion of the implications of the current research. 

 

 

  

 
 

 



3 
 

 

 

CHAPTER 2: Literature Review & Theory 

 

Scope of probation officer duties 
 

Probation officers are crucial assets to the criminal justice process and except for 

the incarceration phase, serve as stewards throughout the process. According to the 

Federal Judiciary, probation officers are charged with two purposes: investigation and 

supervision (U.S. Courts, 2009, para. 1). Among other investigative research, the 

probation officers gathers information about the offender and the offense by conducting 

interviews and reviewing documents to provide insight into the offender’s background. 

Once information has been gathered and verified, probation officers then produce reports 

that “contain information about the offense, the offender, the impact of the offense on the 

victim, and sentencing options…The report's primary purpose is to provide information 

that enables the court to impose a fair sentence that satisfies the punishment, deterrence, 

and corrective goals of sentencing. The officer considers applicable statutes and the 

federal sentencing guidelines, applies them to the facts of the case, and comes up with a 

recommended sentence and a justification for it” (U.S. Courts, 2009, para. 6).  

Probation officer sentencing recommendations, legal/extralegal factors, and juvenile 

justice 

The bulk of empirical studies examining factors that influence probation officer 

sentencing recommendations remain limited, usually only focusing on juvenile offenders 
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and juvenile probation officers, and assessing the role of legal and extralegal factors such 

as gender, race, and offender attitude to name a few. For example, Cohn (1963) examined 

the influence of extralegal variables in probation officer sentencing recommendations for 

juveniles, concentrating on broad background information presented to probation 

officers. For Cohn’s study, 175 presentencing investigation reports were examined, 

ultimately suggesting, “seriousness of the delinquent act had only secondary significance 

to the probation officer in making his recommendation; of primary significance were the 

child’s personality, his family background, and his general social adjustment”(p. 273). 

Similarly, Gross (1967) sought to determine probation officers’ perceived importance of 

various sections of presentencing reports in developing sentencing recommendations for 

juvenile offenders. Probation officers were asked to rank which portions of the reports 

courts would consider most important. The study involved 70 Minnesota probation 

officers in charge of processing juvenile cases, responding to mail questionnaires (85.3% 

response rate). Probation officers ranked as important a juvenile’s attitude toward the 

offense, family circumstances, and prior delinquent behavior.  

Along the same lines, Cohen and Kluegel (1979) examined the use of social 

characteristics and legal factors in decision making about juvenile detention decisions 

prior to adjudication. The authors concluded having a prior record significantly increased 

the chances of being detained; other determinants of juvenile detainment or release 

included: current activity or idleness, prior records, and philosophy of juvenile justice 

espoused by court. Another perception-based study by Anderson and Spanier (1979) 

looked at the influence of probation officer perceptions of self and work upon opinions 
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about delinquency and decisions about juveniles. The authors hypothesized that (1) 

higher levels of training would correlate with a reduced likelihood of labeling juvenile 

characteristics delinquent. And (2) probation officers charged with dispensing treatment 

and service will be less likely to label juvenile acts as delinquent than probation officers 

with legal responsibilities to uphold. Overall, both hypotheses were affirmed and the 

authors suggested that revelation of youth characteristics depends on the probation 

officer.  

Meanwhile, Reese, Curtis, & Whitworth (1988) and Bridges and Steen (1998) 

examined disparities (dispositional and racial, respectively) in conjunction with the role 

of probation officers in recommending dispositions for juveniles. For example, Reese, 

Curtis, & Whitworth (1988) focused on social and organizational influences upon 

probation officers and characteristics of juvenile probation officers that may affect 

dispositions for juvenile delinquents. For the juvenile probation department studied, 

“discretionary, if not disparate” sanctioning was present with age, experience levels or 

probation officers, and level their within organization having direct effects. As for 

Bridges and Steen (1998), these authors examine the link between perceptions of juvenile 

offenders and subsequent classifications, paying particular attention to the race of 

juvenile offenders. Analysis of probation officer narratives revealed probation officers 

referred to negative personality traits for black youths and negative environmental 

conditions for white youth for youth delinquency—differential attributions based on race 

(pp. 563-564).  
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Rounding out the literature focusing on juveniles and probation officer 

recommendations, Murrie, Cornell, & McCoy (2005) and Vidal and Skeem (2007) focus 

on psychopathy as an influential agent in probation officer sentencing recommendations. 

For example, Murrie, Cornell, & McCoy (2005) investigate the potential influence 

labeling a juvenile as psychopathic may have upon on juvenile probation officer’s 

sentencing recommendation. The study involved the comparison of diagnostic labels 

(psychopathy, conduct disorder, no diagnosis) to diagnostic criteria (antisocial behavior, 

psychopathic personality traits) used in formulating sentencing recommendations. 

Overall, diagnostic criteria of antisocial behavior had a more appreciable effect than 

psychopathic personality traits. Furthermore, diagnostic labels had very little effect and 

there were no appreciable differences between the two types of diagnostic labels used in 

the study. Relatedly, Vidal and Skeem (2007) examine the influence of psychopathic 

features, child abuse, and ethnicity upon probation officer expectancies, sentencing 

recommendations, and approach in supervision of juvenile offenders. The authors found 

officer expectancies, sentencing recommendations, and supervision approaches were 

significantly influenced by abuse history and psychopathy, but not ethnicity or any 

interactions among the independent variables. 

Probation officer sentencing recommendations, legal and extralegal attributes, and the 

role of gender 

The second category of literature that falls within this bulk of empirical studies 

relates to the role of legal and extra attributes and the role of gender in sentencing 

recommendations. For the former, Hagan (1974) reviewed studies about extra-legal 



7 
 

attributes and criminal sentencing citing that while differential sentencing does occur, 

there is very little evidence of knowledge of offender extra-legal characteristics being a 

strong predictor of judicial dispositions. Similarly, Leiber, Reitzel, & Mack (under 

review) examine whether probation officer sentencing recommendations mesh with 

judicially imposed sentences and whether these recommendations and ensuing sentences 

interact with race. The authors find that race is not significantly associated with probation 

officer recommendations, but with judicial sentencing. For Frazier, Bock, & Henretta 

(1983) and Sagatun (1989) gender bias was of central concern in their studies.  Both 

studies examined the relationship between gender and sentencing severity and the part 

played by probation officers in presentencing reports in accounting for sentences along 

gender lines. For example, Frazier, Bock, & Henretta (1983) found that presentencing 

reports account for a gender differential: being female reduced the likelihood of receiving 

a recommendation for incarceration, which followed through on the end of final court 

rulings. However, the gender effect was diminished once controls for other socio-

demographic and legal variables were introduced. In turn, Sagatun’s (1989) findings 

implicated that more than half of the probation officers involved in the study, indicated 

gender to explain male and female juvenile delinquency, while a little over two-fifths 

indicated they would give the same explanation to juvenile delinquency for both males 

and females.  

Probation officers and the decision making process 

Other the other hand, other studies apply a broader examination of probation 

officers and their decision making process.  Carter (1967), Walsh (1985), and Bunzel 
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(1995) use an exploratory approach in investigating the utility and content of 

presentencing reports and the role probation officers play in its creation. These studies 

suggest, the significance of presenting reports varies and probation officers develop their 

own style of decision making and once a decision is made, are unlikely to change those 

decisions. Moreover, legal variables are the most important consideration for probation 

officers and judges; probation officers also playing an important role in the determination 

of sentencing outcomes with 65% of the variance in sentencing severity being attributable 

to probation officer recommendations (Walsh, 1985). And philosophically, Bunzel (1995) 

argues probation officers and the sentencing guidelines they are charged to interpret and 

implement present a conflicting dynamic. The probation officer’s role is historically 

rooted in a rehabilitative/social work-oriented framework, which is antithetical to the 

determinate/non-individualized philosophy of the sentencing guidelines. 

Probation officer sentencing recommendations and use of schematas, and typologies 

Another area of research literature explores probation officer use of schematas 

and typologies of offenders in the development of sentencing recommendations. Lurigio 

& Carroll (1985) conducted three studies to investigate differences between expert and 

novice probation officers to show the impact of schemata on expert judgments. They 

found uses of schemata varies with (1) experience, (2) cases formed by probation officers 

were more consistent with schemata compared to cases completed by clerical staff, and 

(3) probation officers consider more variables than clerical stuff. Moreover, Drass and 

Spencer (1987) aimed to identify typologies used by probation officers in presentencing 

reports and “embedded in these official records” (1987, p. 278). The authors found 
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employment status, current offense, and positive attitude toward future behavior was 

associated with decreased report of risk of failure. Overall, the findings suggested 

probation officers in this study relied on both legalistic and social control/casework 

and/or counseling perspectives in their work.  Likewise, a study by Mordecai (1988) 

suggested probation officers are less likely to recommend probation for offenders with 

personal problems in the interest of public safety. Mordecai concluded there is a need for 

more comprehensive examinations of principles which guide the recommendations 

probation officers make.  Lastly, Flory, May, Minor, & Wood (2006) compared 

perceptions of probation officers and offenders regarding alternative sanctions to avoid 

serving one year of imprisonment. These authors found probation officers were twice as 

likely as offenders to support an offender serving regular probation than serving one year 

of imprisonment.  

Family Criminality 

This final category of studies is most relevant to the current study which 

investigates the influence of family criminality in facilitating intergenerational 

criminality. However, as will be discussed, no studies to date with the exception of one, 

have examined the role of family criminality in influencing probation officer sentencing 

recommendations. Robins, West, & Herjanic (1975) argue there is “Systematic evidence 

for the similarity of parents’ and children’s deviance dates at least from work in the 

1920s,” by Sir Cyril Burt in 1925 (p. 125). Yet some studies are outdated and others use 

family criminality among other variables as the unit of analysis and not probation 

officers. For example, Robins, West, & Herjanic (1975) focused on the transmission of 
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criminality and found that having a father arrested was a significant predictor of higher 

delinquency rates for both males and females. Furthermore, several studies by David 

Farrington and one by Rowe & Farrington (1997) made issue about the concentration 

crime within families, also highlighting fathers coming into contact with the criminal 

justice system being a significant predictor. These studies, spanning from 1975 through 

2001, indicate concentrated family criminality is not randomly distributed, but “certain 

families have much more than their fair share of convicted persons” and the odds of 

having a criminal record increases for young men with fathers who have criminal records 

(Farrington, Gundry, & D. J. West, 1975, p. 181).  

Still, not only is this criminality concentrated, but it is also transferred to 

succeeding generations. In this same series of family criminality studies, an examination 

of what family conditions facilitate criminal behaviors which then translate into criminal 

convictions and criminal behavior follows. Specifically, Rowe and Farrington found 

parental convictions, family size, amount of supervision, child rearing, income, and 

socio-economic status as predictors of child criminality. And even while controlling for 

the influence of other family members, arrested fathers remained the strongest predictor 

of young male delinquency (Farrington, Barnes, & Lambert, 1996; Farrington, Gundry, & 

D. J. West, 1975; Farrington, Jollifee, Loeber, Stouthamer-Loeber, & Kalb, 2001; Rowe 

& Farrington, 1997). On the contrary, Phillips, Erkanli, Keeler, Costello, & Angold 

(2006) point out parent criminal justice involvement mediates the effect of parent risks on 

children’s exposure to family risks. In other words, parent criminal justice involvement is 

conceptually different from parent risk factors such as substance abuse and mental health 
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problems. Criminal justice involvement means a parent coming into contact with the 

criminal justice system, but may not necessarily have any risk factors such as substance 

abuse or mental health issues. The authors found children of parents involved in the 

criminal justice system were significantly more likely to experience family instability and 

economic deprivation independent of parent risks and these children do comprise an “at 

risk” population.  

Yet, what Farrington et al., Phillips et al., and other scholars have ignored and 

what Johnston (2006) calls for future research to do is to understand how family 

criminality becomes concentrated and transferred, essentially questioning the process 

involved. Johnston (2006) argues studies she reviewed did not describe a process for the 

transmission of criminality. She also points out parental incarceration is not a 

distinguishing characteristic of children and has little or no direct influence on child 

outcomes. Given prior research, this is a thought provoking statement and one worthy of 

further exploration. Johnston’s point about more research investigating the process of 

transmission of family criminality brings us to the only article to date that comes close to 

filling this research gap.  Rodriguez, Smith, & Zatz (2009) examine how family 

situational factors and parental incarceration influence juvenile court official decisions. 

The authors found that having an incarcerated father was a significant predictor of being 

sentenced to detention. Rodriguez, Smith, & Zatz also “found that race matters, and in 

particular, black youth were more likely than white youth to be removed from the home” 

(2009, p. 198). In a hope to add to the findings of the Rodriguez, Smith, & Katz study, 
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the current study focuses on the influence of family criminality on probation officer 

sentencing recommendations, for both juvenile and adult populations. 

Theory 

Attribution theory attempts to explain how people come to subjectively 

understand their social environment and make causal interpretations or in other words, 

explain causes of behavior in the context of social milieu (Crittenden, 1983). Attribution 

theory is also concerned with “private typings,” which are designated typologies only 

known to the observer of someone else’s behavior. Furthermore, Psychologist Bernard 

Weiner has added to attribution theory, proposing three causal models: (1) whether the 

cause of the event is attributable internally or (2) to the actor or externally to an 

environment; and (3) whether the cause of an event is attributable to intentionality. 

Attributing behavior to internal causes may include “mental illness, drunkenness, drug 

addiction, laziness, greed, youth, or a decision to commit the crime.” Furthermore, 

attributing behavior to external would include influences outside of the offender such as 

“the offender’s parents, the victim, the economy, the breakdown of society, and the 

offender’s associates.” Lastly, the “decision to seek money or being coerced by other 

people to participate in a crime” is an example of attributing behavior to intention 

(Carroll, 1978, p. 381).  Attribution theory is adapted to the context of this study, 

attempting to explain how probation officer perceptions and subsequent ascription of 

criminal behavior may fall along the lines of external attributions such as the case of 

family criminality.  
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CHAPTER 3: Data & Methods 

DATA 

Study population 

This study required original data collection and was subject to approval from the 

Human Subjects Review Board (HSRB), which granted final approval for the 

commission of this study on July 6, 2009. The population of study interest was restricted 

to currently employed probation officers that work with juvenile and adult populations. 

Probation officer opinions were assessed about role of legal and extra legal factors in pre-

sentencing report sentencing recommendations. With the cooperation of the American 

Probation and Parole Association (APPA), juvenile and adult probation officers at the 

local, tribal, state, and federal level across the nation were solicited through the APPA 

membership listserv to participate in the study. Participation in the study was voluntary 

and was open to approximately 5,830 members on the APPA e-mail membership list. The 

final collected sample of participants included (N=470). However, one case was excluded 

from analysis due to response set, yielding a final sample size of (N=469). 

Data Collection 

An original survey was used to probe the professional opinions and any 

underlying bias of probation officers. An online survey resource, SurveyMonkey, was 

used to upload and host the original survey, in effect creating a web survey for the study. 

Participant responses were also collected through SurveyMonkey. Data was collected 
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from September 23, 2009 through October 25, 2009. Upon the completion of the data 

collection, the data was exported using a traditional statistical program—STATA.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

The research design was framed as an experimental research design using a 

double blind randomly controlled 2 x 2 factorial design (see figure 3.1) holding gender 

and age constant.  In other words, four surveys were created, two with the “treatment” 

variable or “incarcerated father serving 5 years,” while two surveys served as controls, 

without the variables of interest—“incarcerated father serving 5 years.” The rationale for 

creating four surveys instead of one is determined by the use of factorial design. Factorial 

design includes various factors of interest and a number of levels within those factors. 

For this study, a 2 x 2 factorial design was used; meaning the quantity of numbers 

indicates the number of factors, in this case, two factors. The number of values indicates 

the associated number of levels for each factor or two levels for each of the two factors 

mentioned above. By multiplying the quantity of numbers by the quantity of values (2 x 

2), we achieve a product of four, which indicates the number of treatment groups in this 

particular design. To further clarify, the treatment groups are operationalized as the four 

surveys described above. Furthermore, the surveys were randomly distributed to the 

APPA membership list, the members not knowing which type of survey she/he would be 

receiving and completing. Moreover, the double blind aspect of this research design 
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indicates the researchers did not have any knowledge about which type of survey went to 

each member of the APPA membership list.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Variables 

For this study, two factors were used: (1) family criminality and (2) race. In 

general, family criminality is defined as any family member that has contact with the 

criminal justice system within a single family. Family criminality alludes to the 

concentration of criminal behavior and/or history of official sanctioning present in a 

family (Farrington, Gundry, & West, 1975). However, for this study family criminality 

was limited to two possibilities: either a father incarcerated for five years or no history of 

family criminality. The second variable, race, was also limited to two categories, White 

and Black. These variables are attached to scenarios within the survey and functioned as 

descriptors for the offenders mentioned in the scenarios. Gender was held constant (all 

males) as was age. Age of offenders within the scenario was determined by the type of 

Figure 3.1 
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probation officer. Specifically, if a probation officer self-identified as a juvenile or adult 

probation officer, the age of the offender in the scenario would either be 16 for juvenile 

probation officers or 28 for adult probation officers. The ages 16 and 28 were reasoned as 

suitable ages to associate with each scenario. The ages were not chosen randomly, but 

were chosen as representative of the largest subset of ages most likely to be formally 

detained as reflected in the most recent data from OJJDP and BJS. The dependent 

variable was the sentencing recommendation probation officers chose for offenders in 

each scenario. The possible sentencing recommendations probation officers could choose 

from included commitment (federal, state, local), probation, house arrest, or other. 

Although the survey allowed for probation officers to self-identify their jurisdiction 

within federal, state, local, or tribal parameters, an option for tribal commitment was 

excluded because of its similarity to what local commitment implicates. 

Hypothesis 

Black male offenders of incarcerated fathers are more likely to receive 

recommendations for incarceration. 

Development of Survey Instrument 

The final survey emerged from a total of 11 survey drafts. The first few of these 

survey drafts were reviewed by three probation officers, one federal adult probation 

officer and two state probation officers, one adult, the other juvenile.  These probation 

officers provided useful feedback about the legitimacy of the created scenarios and 

answer choices for sentencing recommendations. The survey included sections about 

demographic information regarding the probation officer, probation officers opinions 
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about considering legal and extra-legal factors, and the scenarios along with the scenario-

based questions. Within the survey are six scenarios with different fact patterns, each 

accompanied by offense charge information and additional information for probation 

officers to consider which included legal and extra-legal information (see appendix for 

sample surveys). The additional information section following each scenario is where the 

variable of interest—family criminality (Father5years or NoFam) was listed for the 

treatment surveys, but unlisted in the control surveys. However, the other condition 

variable, race, was listed in the scenario text itself.  For example, scenarios within two 

surveys, one treatment, the other control, only identified offenders as White. The 

remaining two treatment and control surveys only identified offenders as Black.  

The next section describes how the two condition variables (NoFam and 

Father5yrs) were randomly assigned to each scenario. However, before proceeding, it 

should be noted the wording mistake in scenario question (#24 in the survey) before 

question #25. The wording indicates the respondent should treat the defendant as an adult 

(28 years old) if the respondent is an adult probation officer. However, under the 

additional information section, there is language that reads the defendant is “currently a 

sophomore in H.S.” Another wording mistake switched the gender of the defendant from 

male to female when describing the additional information relevant to the offender. For 

example, instead of reading, “Currently lives at home with his mother…” and the text 

read, “Currently lives at home with her mother…” Despite these mistakes, their impact 

on the results should be negligible.  
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Random assignment of condition variables 

Using excel, the two family conditions of interest were listed and coded in a 

column: No Fam (no family history of incarceration), and Father5yrs (father serving a 5 

year prison sentence). Next the scenarios were identified and labeled in sequential order 

from 1 through 6 in order of their appearance in the survey. Using the excel function 

RANDBETWEEN, numbers ranging from 1 through 12 were assigned to each family 

condition code. The same procedure was used to assign numbers to each scenario, but the 

number range used was 1-6, which corresponds with the number of scenarios. New 

numbers were regenerated using the F9 key until each scenario number appeared once 

and was recorded until the last scenario number could be put in without using F9. Thus, 

instead of randomly assigning the family condition variables vertically against the 

scenarios list from 1 through 6, the scenario codes (1, 2, 3, etc.) were also randomized so 

that assignment of family conditions variables to the various scenarios may start with 

scenario 5 or 3 instead of sequentially 1 through 6. The logic behind this methodology is 

to double code as well as randomly pair the randomly assigned numbers for the family 

conditions to the randomly assigned numbers for each scenario (see appendix for more 

details about this randomization process).. 

Distribution of Survey Instrument 

The APPA membership listserv includes 6,085 e-mails, with approximately 5,830 

of those as active.  With the help of a contact within the APPA administration, the contact 

was directed, via e-mail, to randomly break up the membership list into four quarters and 

send an e-mail to the membership list explaining the study, the optional choice to 
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complete the survey, and how confidentiality would be maintained, while stressing that 

the personal identity of respondents would remain unknown to the researcher (see 

appendix for sample letter used to solicit participants). Also, the link to one of the four 

surveys was pasted at the bottom of each letter to one quarter of the list. This process was 

repeated until the remaining quarters were sent a link to one of the four surveys. The 

distribution of the surveys was random and there was no insignia on the surveys to 

distinguish between the "control" and "treatment" surveys. The APPA contact aided in 

this research endeavor by randomizing the list of membership contacts as follows:  

A list of current APPA members was downloaded from the Association's database 

into Excel. A total of 6085 emails were on this list, which included some 

duplicates. Another column was added to the worksheet with =RAND() added to 

each cell resulting in random numbers assigned to each record. The data was then 

sorted by the column containing the random numbers. The records were then 

divided into quarters and each section was loaded into GroupMail Pro, a software 

program that allows the sending of mass emails. APPA was provided with four 

separate email messages. One was assigned to each of the groups and sent out in 

separate batches from GroupMail Pro. 

Group one contained 1366 emails 

Group two contained 1493 emails 

Group three contained 1486 emails 

Group four contained 1485 emails 
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The difference in the total emails downloaded (6085) and those sent the messages 

(5830) reflect duplicate records or incorrectly formatted email addresses.  

 

The surveys were labeled A through D in order to randomly assign each survey to 

each quarter of the APPA membership listserv. For example, using a quarter and with 

help from fellow graduate students, we flipped a quarter to determine which quarters of 

the APPA membership list would receive which survey—A, B, C, and D. The first 

quarter flip concentrated on the first half of the membership list. Surveys C and D were 

assigned to the first and second quarters of the membership list, respectively. The 

remaining surveys, A and B were assigned to the third and fourth quarters of the 

membership list, respectively. Once the assignment was complete, the APPA contact was 

sent an e-mail with four letters with links attached to send to each quarter of the 

membership list.  Each attachment was labeled, “E-mail to APPA members (send to 1st 

quarter of list),” “E-mail to APPA members (send to 2nd quarter of list),” and so forth.  

The live surveys were sent out the afternoon of Wednesday, September 23, 2009. 

However, a couple of initial mishaps required that the survey be modified and the 

collected responses/completed surveys (130) be deleted from the SurveyMonkey record. 

The survey modifications involved a cosmetic change dealing with spacing and 

placement of information in the scenarios, which gave the appearance of bias toward 

juvenile offenders and probation officers. Another modification involved a “forced 

ranking” issue for question #16. The presetting on SurveyMonkey only allowed for one 

response per column, instead for multiple responses per column. Finally, choices for 
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“level of commitment” were modified to reflect choices for local, state, and federal 

commitment. Our APPA contact received much feedback which prompted having the 

survey changed before the study proceeding any longer. Our APPA contact also erred on 

the side of caution and did not send out the last remaining e-mail until further notice and 

communication from the researcher. After the modifications were complete, an update 

was sent to the APPA contact, indicating the survey was ready again for completion. The 

associated mishaps with the original surveys served as a de facto vetting process, 

unplanned, but welcomed nonetheless. Subsequent to the changes, survey access was 

extended by a day and ended on October 25, 2009, instead of October 24, 2009 as 

originally planned.  

Survey groups 

Probation officers in treatment group 1 (n=116) were randomly given surveys 

with scenarios which only featured black male defendants with no family history of 

incarceration. Probation officers in treatment group 2 (n=111) were randomly given 

surveys with scenarios which only featured white male defendants with no family history 

of incarceration. Probation officers in treatment group 3 (n=179) were randomly given 

surveys with scenarios which only featured white male defendants with a father serving a 

five year prison term. Lastly, probation officers in treatment group 4 (n=63) were 

randomly given surveys with scenarios which only featured black male defendants with a 

father serving a five year prison term. 
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Data  

During the data cleaning process, several missing values were identified, defined, 

and excluded from analysis. Furthermore, one case was deleted because for the case in 

question every possible answer choice for each survey question was selected. Also, some 

responses to the question stems which asked the number of months recommended if 

incarceration was recommended were rounded down. For example, some responses 

included a range such as 12-24 months. In this case, the response was rounded down to 

12 months and coded as 12 months, reflecting the minimum suggested number of 

months. The sentencing categories (Federal commitment, state commitment, etc) were 

collapsed into four sentencing categories: incarceration, community (placement), blended 

(sentence), and missing. While the missing category is not an actual sentence category, it 

was included given the large amount of missing data yielded. Two variables were 

created, “whiteblack” and “incarcerate.” The first variable, whiteblack combined surveys 

2 and 3, which included white male defendants. The latter variable, incarcerate combined 

surveys 3 and 4 to aggregate the scenarios with the family condition variables. The term 

“incarcerate” was used since months recommended for incarceration is the outcome of 

interest. Furthermore, a filter was used to exclude months recommended for community 

placement, blended sentences, and the missing values in order to regress the whiteblack 

and incarcerate variables with months recommended for incarceration only. Last, the 

number of months recommended for each scenario and across all scenarios was averaged.  
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Analysis  

Two-way ANOVA was used to run the statistical analysis to estimate the 

difference between the treatment and control groups, meaning the probation officers who 

completed surveys with the family condition variables and those probation officers who 

completed controlled surveys without the family condition variables. Furthermore, the 

use of ANOVA also allows for examining any main and/or interaction effects between 

the factors used in this study, specifically, race and incarceration. A main effect refers to 

clear and consistent differences between the levels of factors. For example, a main effect 

would indicate differences between “no family history of criminality” and having “a 

father serving a five year sentence” for the factor, “history of family criminality.” This 

difference would be associated with probation officer sentencing recommendations. This 

same logic would apply to the race factor and its two levels—white and black. On the 

other hand, an interaction effect occurs when the differences between two factors depend 

on one other. Stated in another way, the differences in sentencing recommendations that 

occur on one factor, for example family criminality, may be mediated or depend upon 

one of the levels, white or black, of the second factor, race, in this study.  
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CHAPTER 4: Results 

Results 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

Respondents were sorted into four different “Treatment groups” depending on 

which of the four surveys a respondent completed. For example, four surveys were 

Figure 4.1: Distribution of survey respondents divided into four treatment groups 
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randomly distributed among the respondents. And of these four surveys, respondents 

could have completed one of the following: (1) Survey A with a black male defendant 

and no history of family criminality; Survey B with a white male and no family history of 

criminality; Survey C with a white male and a family history of criminality (measured by 

a father serving five years in prison); and Survey D with a black male also with a family 

history of criminality. The conditions, race (black or white) and family criminality (father 

serving five years or not) were also randomly assigned to each survey. The frequency for 

each type of survey completed in shown above in the graph. Furthermore, this graph also 

illustrates whether the four respondent groups are evenly distributed compared to a 

theoretical normal distribution of respondents completing the same surveys.  
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Moreover, Table 1 shows an overwhelming majority of the respondents were 

white, with a slightly higher representation of female probation officers (52%) compared 

than male probation officers (48%). Interestingly, 67% of probation officers who 

completed the survey featuring the white male defendant with a history of family 
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criminality were female. This same survey group also accounts for most of the trend in 

sentencing recommendations for incarceration; which as will be shown later, suggests 

mostly impacts white males and males with a family history of criminality. Similarly, 

57% of male probation officers completed the survey featuring white male defendants 

with no family history of criminality. The defendants featured in this survey group were 

least likely to receive recommendations for incarceration in half of the scenarios. Most 

probation officers in the survey sample were adult probation officers (96%)1 with at least 

six to fifteen years of experience and higher. This suggests more experienced probation 

officers are more likely to be members of the APPA, which is also suggestive of potential 

selection bias. A little more than a 5% of respondents had between thirty-one and thirty-

five years of experience. Very few juvenile probation officers were represented in this 

sample, skewing the responses toward adult probation officers. Subsequently, the 

analysis to follow reflects the professional opinions and any underlying bias of adult 

probation officers. Similarly, few probation officers in the study served as both adult and 

juvenile probation officers (7%). 

Chi-square 

Table 2 details chi-square analyses of the offense scenarios and recommended 

sentencing, surveys 1 through 4 were renamed to reflect the presence or non-presence of 

the history of family criminality condition and the race of the defendant in each survey 

(Table 2). With the exception of the “assault w/rock” offense scenario, none of the chi-

                                                 
1 This percentage includes both adult and juvenile probation officers; however, adult probation officers 
compromise the majority of this figure. 
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squares are significant. However, recommendations for community placement and 

incarceration are equal or 3 recommendations compared to 3 recommendations. 

Recommendations for blended sentencing are negligible because of the lacking 

representation of juvenile probation officers. Furthermore, the sizeable portion of missing 

data detracts from these findings, which should be interpreted with caution as a result. 

The chi-squares also show that white defendants with a history of family criminality are 

least likeliest group to lead, percentage-wise, in recommendations for a particular 

sentence across the scenarios (2 out of 6). On the other hand, black defendants are more 

likely to lead (4 out of 6). This leading trend also only pertains to the history of family 

criminality condition. Within and the scenarios were incarceration was the leading 

sentencing recommendation, black defendants with a history of family criminality were 

more likely to receive recommendations for incarceration (2 out of 3) and white 

defendants (1 out of 3).  On average, the average sentence was incarceration and black 

defendants with a history of family criminality were 2/3 more likely than white 

defendants to receive recommendations for incarceration. Thus far, the chi-squares reveal 

trends consistent with previous studies. The “handgun with injuries” offense scenario 

involved one male meeting with friends to fight another group. The offense conduct 

included four shots fired from a handgun owned by the former group, but with no injuries 

sustained. And it was unclear whether the defendant knew about the weapon before 

meeting with his friends. In terms of sentencing, probation officers were almost two 

times more likely to recommend a community placement sentence than incarceration. 

Black defendants and White defendants with no history of family criminality were just 
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about equally to receive community sentence recommendations. Yet, Black defendants 

with a history of family criminality were more likely to receive recommendations for 

community placement compared to three other groups. However, White defendants were 

more likely to receive incarceration recommendations compared to Black defendants.  
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In the “gang fight with handgun” offense scenario involved a gang fight at a local 

mall involving a stolen handgun and shots fired, one shot striking a bystander. The 

sentencing recommendations for this offense pattern have a different racial outcome than 

the preceding scenario. White males were less likely to receive incarceration 

recommendations, while Black males were more likely to receive incarceration 

recommendations. Over 52% of the sentencing recommendations for this offense 

scenario leaned toward incarceration. However, black males were slightly more likely to 

receive community placement recommendations compared to White defendants.  

The third scenario, “Assault w/rock” involving two young men involved in a fight 

outside a house party. One young man, claiming self-defense against his opponent 

reportedly armed with a concealed weapon, broke his opponent’s nose with a rock. What 

becomes immediately apparent are White males with a history of family criminality being 

most likely to receive a recommendation for incarceration (41%).  Next, Black males 

with no family history of criminality are the next group to receive incarceration 

recommendations; followed by White males with no family history of criminality and 

then Black males with a family history of criminality. The trend appears more varied 

here; at least once White males with a history of family criminality are isolated. Over a 

third of recommendations were for incarceration and quarter for community placement. 

And for community placement, Black males with a history of family criminality were 

40% more likely to receive recommendations for community placement. These 

relationships are statistically significant as well (p<0.01). But, once the four groups are 
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collapsed into the family criminality conditions, the chi-square loses statistical 

significance. Defendants with histories of family criminality receive more 

recommendations for incarceration and defendants with no history of family criminality 

receive more recommendations for community placement (p=0.12). 

Next, the “500 grams of cocaine” scenario detailed a drug conspiracy offense 

involving an individual receiving a package to deliver without knowing the contents of 

the package contained 500 grams of power cocaine. With this offense, defendants were 

more likely to receive recommendations for community placement (40.9%). Black 

defendants with a history of family criminality received the greatest percentage (50.8%) 

of recommendations for community placement. The percentage of white males suggests 

white males are less likely to receive this recommendation, but are just about even with 

Black defendants in receiving recommendations for incarceration. For recommendations 

for both incarceration and community placement, the percentage of Black males leads 

their white counterparts.  

Using this same scenario chi squares were run to combine responses for blended 

sentence to both responses for incarceration sentence and community confinement, 

respectively. Responses for blended sentences were miniscule, which could potentially 

mask the possibility of finding an expected association between the sentence types and 

the 500 grams of cocaine scenario (Table 3). 
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Despite combining responses for blended sentencing to responses for incarceration and 

community confinement, community confinement remains the leading sentence type 

recommendation for this offense. The same follows for black defendants still being more 

likely to receive community confinement recommendations. Black and white defendants 

also still remain relatively close in relation to receiving recommendations for 

incarceration, one difference being black defendants lead white defendants in the 

aggregation of blended sentences with incarceration sentences. And on the other hand, 

white defendants lead black defendants in the aggregation of blended sentences with 

community confinement sentences. The findings for this scenario is particularly 

interesting since current trends show black defendants are more likely to receive 

recommendations for incarceration with cocaine drug offenses. However, this latter part 

must be understood in the context of the mandatory minimums or other similar 

sentencing policies that probation officers must incorporate into their recommendations. 
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Yet, this departure from current trends and based on professional opinions may speak to a 

disjunction between probation officers as implementers of such policies and the framers 

of such policies. 

The DUI offense scenario described a DUI offense involving a defendant with a 

prior arrest recording for driving with a suspended license and known to drink several 

beers a day. Across both racial groups, defendants were more likely to receive 

recommendations for community placement. In this instance, Black males more so than 

White males were more likely to receive recommendations for community placement and 

less likely for incarceration.  

The last offense scenario involved the defendant embezzling over $50,000 from 

his place of employment. Unlike, the offense scenarios involving drugs or the DUI, Black 

and White defendants were more likely to receive recommendations for incarceration 

compared to recommendations for community placement. However, Black males with a 

history of family criminality were most likely to receive recommendations for 

incarceration two-thirds of the time compared to the other three groups.  Black males 

were also more likely to receive recommendations for community confinement, albeit 

slightly more than White defendants.  
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Table 4 shows surveys that were renamed from “NoFam” and “Father5yrs” to 

“NoFamCrim” or No Family Criminality and “FamCrim” or Family Criminality to reflect 

the family condition found in two of four surveys. The four surveys were collapsed into 

these two categories for chi-square analyses of offense scenarios and recommended 
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sentences based on history of family criminality or no history of family criminality. 

Juxtaposing history of family criminality with no history of family criminality and 

examining its influence on sentencing recommendations shows the same trend noted 

above in regard to leading recommendations. In other words, incarceration and 

community placement are equally likely to be recommended (3 compared to 3). 

Furthermore, the percent difference between the two groups and across scenarios is not 

drastic, especially considering the average sentence category. Incarceration is practically 

equally likely to be recommended for both groups. In the “Handgun” scenario, 

defendants with no history of family criminality were less likely to receive 

recommendations for incarceration than defendants with a history of family criminality. 

Similarly, while recommendations for community confinement were the prevailing 

recommendation, defendants with a history of family criminality were less likely to 

receive this recommendation.  

In the “gang fight with handgun” offense scenario family criminality has the same 

effect as noted above, with those defendants with a history of family criminality being 

more likely to receive recommendations for incarceration and less likely to receive 

recommendations for community confinement. Unlike, the “Handgun” offense scenario, 

incarceration was the leading sentencing recommendation (52.5%).  

The third scenario, “Assault w/rock” lost statistical significance once the four 

groups were collapsed into the family criminality conditions. However, the trend of 

sentencing recommendations still follows the same pattern noted in the previous offense 

scenarios. Defendants with histories of family criminality receive more recommendations 
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for incarceration and defendants with no history of family criminality receive more 

recommendations for community placement (p=0.12). But, unlike the previous offense 

scenarios, the differences between recommendations for incarceration and community 

confinement are not as divergent.  

Next, the “500 grams of cocaine” offense scenario revealed in terms of family 

criminality, both groups are comparable for recommendations for incarceration. But, 

defendants with a history of family criminality (24%) are slightly less likely to receive a 

recommendation for incarceration than defendants without a history of family criminality 

(26.4%). Recommendations for community confinement made up 40.9% of the 

recommendations between defendants with and without a history of family criminality. In 

fact, 42.6% of defendants with a history of family criminality compared to 39.2% of 

defendants without a history of family criminality were more likely to receive sentencing 

recommendations for community confinement. Following the same logic mentioned 

above regarding this scenario, chi squares were run to combine responses for blended 

sentence to both responses for incarceration sentence and community confinement, 

respectively. Responses for blended sentences were miniscule, which could potentially 

mask the possibility of finding an expected association between the sentence types and 

the 500 grams of cocaine scenario (Table 5). With this aggregation scheme, the findings 

remain the same. These findings may indicate that probation officers are sensitive to the 

impact of the “War on Drugs” on black defendants and their families. 
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In DUI offense scenario, recalling that Black males were more likely than White 

males to receive recommendations for community placement and less likely for 

incarceration, the same follows for family criminality. A history of family criminality 

was more likely to garner a recommendation for community placement (48.4%) 

compared to a defendant not having a history of family criminality (47.1). This same 

pattern follows for recommendations for incarceration. Defendants with no history of 

family criminality were more likely to receive a recommendation for incarceration. 

As for the influence of family criminality in the last offense scenario involving 

embezzlement, defendants with a family history of criminality were more likely to 

receive recommendations for incarceration (49.6%)  and equally likely with defendants 

with no family history of criminality in regard to recommendations for community 

placement (59.1% and 59%, respectively). However, these results from these chi-squares 

are not statistically significant, with the exception of the “Assault with rock” offense 
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scenario. Furthermore, missing data accounts for a sizeable portion of the interpretable 

data. 

 

A(OVA results 

For each offense scenario, sentencing recommendations for incarceration based 

on either a positive or negative presence of the family criminality (father serving 5 years) 

condition variable were analyzed with a 2 x 2 analysis of variance (ANOVA) with 

between subjects (history of family criminality compared to no history of family 

criminality) and within subjects (black males compared to white males).  Furthermore, 

the incarceration variable was aggregated to include surveys 3 and 4, which feature the 

family criminality condition or a father currently serving a five year prison sentence, 

listed under the “other relevant information to consider” section of these surveys. Two 

types of ANOVAs (Table 7 and Table 9) tests whether the average months recommended 

for incarceration noted in Table 6 and in Table 8 are statistically significant and/or 

meaningful. The average months recommended in Table 6 and the corresponding 

ANOVA detailed in Table 7 include outlier cases or months recommended over 60 

months. In contrast, the average months recommended in Table 8 and the corresponding 

ANOVA detailed in Table 9 do not include outlier cases or months recommended over 60 

months were excluded from the analysis.  
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The means in Table 6 indicate which defendants are more likely to receive more months 

sentenced based only on recommendations for incarceration.  White defendants are more 

likely to receive more months recommended for incarceration in four out of six of the 

scenarios. Within this, only one instance of a white defendant without a history of family 

criminality is more likely to receive more months recommended for incarceration. This 

instance is the DUI offense scenario. In the remaining two scenarios, black defendants 

are more likely to receive more months recommended for incarceration—the 500g 

cocaine offense scenario and the Embezzlement scenario.   
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For the first scenario involving a fight with a handgun and no injuries, there was a 

main effect in the direction of white males receiving more recommendations for 

incarceration. The expected effect of black males being more likely to receive 

recommended sentences for incarceration is not supported.  But, the association with race 

is not significant, only the incarcerate variable or history of family criminality (p=0.01). 

The difference in mean months recommended for incarceration in this scenario appears to 

be significant for white males with a history of family criminality.  

 

 

 

 

 

 For the second offense, a gang fight at a mall with one non-fatal injury, again the 

main effect is in the direction of white males receiving with a history of family 

criminality more recommendations for incarceration compared to black males, regardless 
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of history of family criminality. However, these results for both race and incarceration 

are not significant (p=0.29).  Moreover, no interaction effects were observed. Similarly, 

in the scenario involving an assault with a rock, the means indicate a main effect in the 

direction of white males; however, the significance test suggest neither race nor history of 

family criminality are significant factors, but the trend thus far is consistent, meaning 

incarceration is more likely for white defendants with a history of family criminality. No 

interaction between race and incarceration was observed for this offense scenario. 

Conversely, for the offense scenario involving 500 grams of cocaine, black males with a 

history of family criminality are more likely to receive recommendations for 

incarceration than white males (p<.05). The difference in means for white and black 

males implies the history of family criminality listed as an offense characteristic in the 

scenarios, is an influential component in sentencing recommendations. No interaction 

effect was observed for this scenario. This is a departure from the noted trend and is in 

line with research expectations.  

 In the fifth offense scenario involving an offender with a current DUI offense and 

history of multiple DUI charges neither race nor history of family criminality were 

significant. Furthermore, white males without a history of family criminality were most 

likely to receive more recommendations for incarceration. However, white and black men 

do not trail far behind on this trend. This may suggest what past studies have shown, the 

current offense and past criminal history carrying more weight in recommendations for 

incarceration. Or attributing a DUI charge to an addiction disorder or hereditary. While 

not significant, what is interesting to note is that black males with no history of family 
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criminality are least likely to receive a recommendation for incarceration. Additionally, 

no interaction effects between race and incarceration were observed. The last offense 

scenario involving embezzlement also confirmed the influence of history of family 

criminality in sentencing recommendations for incarceration (p< 0.01). This is a second 

scenario where the expected effect emerges. In other words, black males were more 

likely to receive recommendations for incarceration. Race, however, is not significant 

(p=0.69). Similarly, no interaction effect was observed.  

The Anova significance test in Table 7 shows only three of the six offense 

scenarios and the reported average for months recommended are significant: one for 

white defendants (Handgun w/injuries offense scenario) and the other two for black 

defendants (500 grams of cocaine and Embezzlement scenarios). The other noted 

differences are not statistically significant. Nor is there any interaction between race and 

history of family criminality in any of the scenarios. This means that there is only a main 

effect of one variable over the other.  In fact, the significance pertains to only the history 

of family criminality as the main effect for the three aforementioned scenarios as noted 

by the asterisk. Overall, history of family criminality has a significant impact on 

sentencing recommendations for incarceration.  Setting asides, levels of significant, this 

condition affects white males more so than black males within specific offenses.  

These preliminary findings are unexpected and indicate no overall experimental 

effect. However, these findings also include outliers, which may be skewing the data. To 

test this assumption, the second ANOVA test (without outliers) was used to test the  
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validity of the average number of months recommended for defendants excluding months 

recommended over 60 months (without outliers). 
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Once the outliers were excluded from the analyses, the trend shifted in the direction of 

the expected experimental effect; however, the only significant result was the average 

months recommended for the embezzlement scenario. Table 8 shows a consistent trend of 

black males with a history of family criminality receiving more months recommended 

compared to white males. There was no interaction between race and history of family 

criminality within any of the scenarios. Thus, for the embezzlement scenario, history of 

family criminality was the only significant main effect. The few outliers in the average 

months recommended across each scenario made a huge difference in the overall results 

and affirmed the aforementioned assumption of skewing the results presented earlier 

(Table 6 and Table 7). 

Limitations 

 This study’s results are weakened by the magnitude of missing data. Also, the use 

of chi-square significance tests to examine the relationship between sentence type 
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(incarceration, community placement, or blended sentencing) and the various family 

conditions in each survey are not the strongest statistical test. Furthermore, results are 

based on professional opinions and underlying biases and does not account for the local 

legal culture or policies and directives that probation officers may need to consider and 

abide by during the sentence recommendation process. Furthermore, the results are 

heavily biased toward white adult probation officer opinions and severely lack 

representation from juvenile probation officers and probation officers of other races and 

ethnicities. 

 The measure of family criminality—a father currently serving a five year prison 

term—is a limited measure of both (1) family and (2) criminality. Much like the context 

in which probation must make decisions, the same can be said about how context shapes 

and can define family and most importantly, how it influences and shapes criminality. 

Future studies should develop a more comprehensive measure of family or 

intergenerational criminality much like Farrington et al (1996).  

 On a different note, the sentencing options (commitment—federal, state, local; 

probation, and house arrest) associated with the scenarios are too limited and could not 

capture the diversity and complexity of probation officer decision-making processes. 

Information was truncated and lost through disaggregation and aggregation, reducing 

really specific answers into the elementary categories created, hiding potential variations 

at a lower level of analysis. However, this was unlikely due to small cell counts and the 

magnitude of missing data. To avoid masking such rich context, future studies of this 
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nature should use qualitative methods to achieve a better grasp of a probation officer’s 

decision-making process. 
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CHAPTER 5: Discussion 

 

As street-level bureaucrats charged with a task, which implies use of discretion, 

probation officers make decisions within a context (organizational, socio-political, 

considerations about public safety, etc.) which then may impact their sentencing 

recommendations. For example, probation officers, “may respond to organizational 

constraints relating to efficiency and capacity, according to their training, or to their 

access to more complete information” (Frazier, Bock, and Henretta, 1983, p. 317). While 

this study did not focus on any of the aforementioned elements, this research extends and 

affirms the findings of Rodriguez, Smith, & Zatz (2009), and combined both studies tell a 

story about one process affecting intergenerational incarceration—sentencing. Not only 

sentencing as a phase, but sentencing involving two important actors—probation officers 

and judges. However, at first and with the inclusion of outliers, the current study 

contradicted the findings of Rodriguez, Smith, & Zatz, revealing no consistent race effect 

in terms of black males with a family history of criminality being more likely to receive 

recommendations for incarceration and number of months recommended. Instead, the 

opposite was observed: white males, within four of six offense scenarios, were more 

likely to receive more months recommended for incarceration sentences. However, once 

these outliers were removed, there was a consistent trend of black males receiving more 

months recommended for incarceration. Furthermore, in terms of likelihoods of receiving 
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a recommendation for incarceration or not, the trend between black and white defendants 

was much more varied. However, history of family criminality compared to no history of 

family criminality consistently leaned toward history of family criminality being 

associated more with recommendations for incarceration. Yet, the differences between 

these two groups were not drastic (Table 4). 

While beyond the scope of the data gathered for this study, geographical effects or 

the idea of “troubled families” originating from troublesome neighborhoods may also 

play a relevant role in shaping perceptions about intergenerational incarceration. The idea 

that troubled families can be rooted in specific problematic neighborhoods and/or street 

blocks within these neighborhoods may provide some insight to how criminal justice 

processes typify families and their neighborhoods, and whether this typology is a proxy 

for extra legal factors considered in sentencing recommendations and decisions. On a 

different note, given that this study is mostly a reflection of adult probation officers and 

the adult offenders such probation officers would encounter, the role of family 

criminality may be much more telling among juvenile probations officers. Juvenile 

justice philosophy emphasizes rehabilitating youth and preparing them for the future, a 

decriminalizing, yet disciplinary process, compared to the adult system. Juvenile 

probation officers may have a greater interest in mentally processing family history, 

especially histories of family criminality, in light of youth rehabilitation and shaping 

youth life prospects post juvenile detention. 

Equally important, the presence of a father currently serving five years in prison 

(family criminality) remained a significant factor in one of six scenarios. However, 
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leaving levels of significance aide, history of family criminality was an important trend, 

accounting for more sentencing recommendations for incarceration in five of the six 

surveys or 83% of the time. An emerging collateral consequence of a criminal justice 

system reliant on unbridled mass incarceration has created a social environment where 

the criminal justice system becomes a part of family history. Furthermore, this trend 

reinforces the notion that sentencing practices have consequences that contribute to a 

larger context about the foundation and health of families and whether there is a public 

responsibility to intervene and pursue alternative courses to avoid intergenerational trends 

of incarceration. 
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APPENDIX 
 
Sample of Surveys 

 
Only one of the four surveys, Survey A, is represented here. The 3 remaining surveys 
follow the same format below with the same questions. The one difference being surveys 
A and D includes scenarios featuring black defendants and surveys B and C includes 
scenarios featuring white defendants. 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Methodology: 
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Randomization process for condition variables 

 
Because the randomization function is volatile as well as sensitive to changing upon input 
of other numerical data in the same active spreadsheet or even a different spreadsheet tab, 
an entirely new excel workbook was opened to record the random numbers generated for 
each scenario. The numerical codes for the scenarios were listed in a column and then 
two columns over the RANDBETWEEN function was used again with the specified 
range of 1-12. A randomized number was generated for the cell for the first scenario 
under a column designated for active, randomizing numbers. This means numbers would 
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constantly change as new randomized numbers were created. A fixed, randomized 
number column (FRC) was created to record the appropriate randomly generated number 
next to the scenario code. Under the active, randomizing number column (ARC) the 
RANDOMBETWEEN function was used to generate a random number and F9 was 
pressed until either 10 or 11 appeared. Once one of these numbers appeared, it was 
recorded in the FRC column. The same RANDOMBETWEEN function formula was 
copied and then pasted into the cell below the previously generated random number in the 
ARC and F9 was again pressed until 10 or 11 appeared and was assigned to the adjacent 
FRC column, which corresponds with the scenarios, where the random numbers would 
designate which family condition (now coded 10 or 11) would go with each scenario 
(listed in randomized order from 1 through 6). 
 
E-mail text to APPA members 

 

March 22, 2010 

 

 

Dear APPA member: 

 

Earlier this year we were contacted by researchers from George Mason University’s 

Justice, Law, & Crime Policy program in Fairfax, Virginia, hoping to work with 

APPA and our members in conducting a study about the professional opinion of 

probation officers about pre-sentencing reports and sentencing recommendations. 

 

We have since agreed to allow these researchers to proceed with their study, which 

is an electronic survey hosted by SurveyMonkey, a link to which is attached at the 

bottom of this letter.  

 

Completion of the survey is optional and the researchers have informed us that 

responses to the survey will anonymous and confidential. Furthermore, this survey 

WILL 6OT store your computer IP address. 

 

Finally, upon completion of the study, the researchers have agreed to share the 

results of the study. 

 

The survey will be accessible for (1) month from September 23, 2009 to October 23, 

2009 until 12: 00 AM. 

 

If you have any questions about this study or the survey, please contact one of the 

supervising researchers at (301) 385-3027. You ask to speak with either Ajima 

Olaghere or Dr. Catherine Gallagher. 
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If you would like to contribute to this study, please click on the following link to 

access the survey:  

 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=C3HwBJPW6lb5PAlXhXtz0A_3d_3d 

 

 

APPA Representative 

APPA 

 
 

 

Survey Code Book 

 (next page) 
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