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ABSTRACT  

Former offenders face social stigma that creates significant barriers to successful 

community reentry by reducing opportunities for personal success and relationship 

building within the community. The present study examines the effect of 

autobiographical redemption narratives on attitudes toward former offenders. 

Narrative Selection:  Autobiographical narratives were collected from 15 former 

offenders and coded for redemption.  Four narratives high in redemption, along with non-

redemptive control narratives were administered in a pilot study.  The narrative that 

created the largest between group difference (Redemption vs. No Redemption) was 

selected for the main study. Main Study: In an undergraduate sample (N = 102) 

participants were presented with either the redemptive narrative or non-redemptive 

narrative and behavioral and affective responses to the narrative were 

measured.  Personality traits of social dominance orientation (SDO), Openness, and 

implicit theory of personality (ITP; incremental vs. entity) were also measured. In light of 

extant research on responses to redemptive narratives (e.g., Baddeley et al., 2008; Rotella 

et al., 2015; Thorne & McLean, 2003), it was hypothesized that participants in the 

Redemption condition would have more positive perceptions of the former offender 

narrator that participants in the No-Redemption condition.  It was also hypothesized that 

the assessed personality characteristics would moderate the effect of narrative condition 

on these perceptions.  Results partially supported these hypotheses.  The redemption 

narrative resulted in less fear/discomfort, and ITP moderated this effect. There was a 

significant interaction between Openness and narrative condition on 
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sympathy/compassion, but narrative condition moderated the effects of Openness on 

sympathy/compassion, such that the redemption narrative dampened the effects of 

Openness. Implications of these findings are discussed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this program of research is to understand the social function that 

redemptive autobiographical narratives may serve for former offenders.  Specifically, I 

build on existing research on the benefits of redemption narratives for reentering former 

offenders, as well as research on the effects of sharing personal narratives in social 

interaction to examine the extent to which redemptive content in autobiographical 

narratives of former offenders affects how they are perceived.  Additionally, I examine 

the effects of specific individual differences as moderators of people’s sensitivity to the 

redemptive content.  

Autobiographical narratives are defined as stories that individuals tell about 

themselves and their lives. These narratives make up an integral part of an individual’s 

personality (McAdams, 1998; 1995; McAdams & McLean, 2013).  Redemptive content 

refers to the presence of affective sequences in these narratives where there is a 

movement from a notably negative to a positive state (McAdams, 1999; 2013).  The 

positive states or events may either be caused by the negative or they may simply 

chronologically follow the negative in the narrative account (McAdams, 1999, 2013).  In 

narratives high in redemptive content, the positive state is in some way attributed to the 

occurrence of the negative state (McAdams, 1999). 

There are at least two reasons why it is important to investigate the effect of 

redemption narratives on perceptions of former offenders.  For one, research in 

criminology has shown that effective community reentry by former offenders is 

dependent upon opportunities for the former offender to experience success and 
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relationships within mainstream society (Maruna, 1997, 2001).  The social stigma 

experienced by reentering former offenders manifests significant barriers to such 

opportunities, so it is important to understand how these individuals are perceived by 

community members.  Second, there is a gap in current research between the study of 

beneficial effects of redemption narratives for former offenders and findings suggesting 

that individuals respond favorably to redemption narratives (e.g., Baddeley & Singer, 

2008; Thorne & McLean, 2003).  This gap represents an opportunity to examine the 

interpersonal nature of the beneficial effects of redemption narratives for former 

offenders. 

It is also important to consider the effect of specific personality characteristics in 

those responding to the narratives, as they reflect individual differences in how people 

use contextual information such as redemptive content presented in the 

narratives.  Understanding the moderating effects of such personality traits can provide 

valuable insight beyond how people respond to the redemption narratives of former 

offenders, and focus instead on the question of who uses the redemptive content to inform 

their perceptions. 

Stigmatization of Former Offenders and the Benefits of Redemption Narratives 

Understanding how factors such as redemption narratives affect the manner in 

which former offenders are perceived by community members is important because 

social stigma experienced by reentering former offenders manifests significant barriers to 

success and relationship in the community such as employment and social acceptance, 

opportunities which Maruna (2001) argued are crucial to successful reentry.  In this 
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section, I describe the social challenges faced by reentering former offenders and how 

redemptive autobiographical narratives in the face of such challenges are associated with 

positive outcomes. 

Social Stigma and Barriers to Reentry 

In the United States, roughly 2 million individuals are incarcerated, and with 698 

prisoners for every 100,000 adult citizens, the country boasts the second highest prison 

population rate in the world (Walmsley, 2016). On average, 600,000 of these prisoners 

are released each year, and are faced with the prospect of reintegrating into a society that 

perceives them as a risk to the community, labeling them as life-long “criminals” and 

“thieves” (Fox, 2012; James, 2015).  As a result, former offenders are often segregated 

from the very communities into which they are attempting reentry (Fox, 2012; Maruna, 

2009; Schnittker, 2014).  

Barriers to successful community reentry faced by former offenders, such as 

challenges obtaining employment, housing, and establishing relationships, are 

accompanied and exacerbated by negative social attitudes toward former offenders 

(Rade, Desmarais, & Mitchell, 2016).  These negative attitudes including feelings of fear, 

a lack of felt sympathy and compassion, a desire to be socially distant from the former 

offender, and beliefs that the former offender is likely to recidivate lead to differential 

treatment in society for former offenders (Rade et al., 2016)   

Community members tend to be fearful of and tend to not feel compassionately 

toward reentering former offenders.  Comartin, Kernsmith and Kernsmith (2009) 

investigated attitudes toward sex offenders by examining individuals’ tendency to 
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endorse severe sanctions.  They found that individuals tended to report feelings of fear 

towards sex offenders and that these feelings positively correlated with endorsement of 

more severe criminal sanctions.  These findings correspond to findings from Boothby and 

Overduin (2007), who examined attitudes of undergraduate students toward the 

compassionate release of terminally ill offenders.  The undergraduate students in the 

study expressed negative attitudes toward former offenders overall, as well as toward 

compassionate release of terminally ill former offenders.  Feelings of fear and the related 

resistance to bestow compassion may be related to community members’ tendency to 

believe that former offenders present a large risk to the community, perceiving them as 

being as highly likely to recidivate (Fox, 2012).   

These negative attitudes toward offenders negatively impact reentering former 

offenders’ opportunities for personal success and relationship building in the community 

into which they are attempting to reintegrate, such as finding employment (Cerda, 

Stenstrom, Curtis, 2015), housing (Clark, 2007), and overall acceptance (Rade et al., 

2016).  A crucial component of successful reentry includes desistance, the long-term 

abstinence from criminal activity (McNeil, Farrall, Lightowler, & Maruna, 2012), which 

is facilitated by opportunities in mainstream society for the former offender to fulfill 

important needs for personal agency (such as employment) and relationship building 

(such as meaningful friendships) within the community (Maruna, 2001).  The negative 

attitudes associated with social stigma toward former offenders reduce such 

opportunities, creating significant barriers to desistance and successful community 

reentry. 
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Benefits of Redemptive Narratives for Former Offenders 

Qualitative research examining autobiographical narratives of reentering former 

offenders suggests that redemptive content expressed in these narratives is helpful in 

managing this stigma and is related to positive outcomes such as lower rates of 

recidivism (commission of criminal acts that result in re-arrest) and higher rates of 

desistance (Bachman, Kerrison, Paternoster, O’Connell, Smith, 2016; Hlavka, Wheelock, 

& Jones, 2015; Maruna, 1999; 2000).   For the broader category of individuals who have 

transgressed in some way (though not necessarily in a way that would be considered 

“criminal” or that resulted in incarceration), redemptive narratives have also been 

associated with higher levels of wellbeing (Mansfield, McLean, & Lilgendahl, 

2010).  These associations speak to a protective function that redemption narratives may 

serve for former offenders in the face of social stigma by these individuals to establish 

and maintain a non-criminal personal and public identity. 

Narrative identity.  People construct a story of their lives as a way of 

understanding themselves and others, and to understand themselves in the presence of 

others (Bruner, 1990; McAdams, 1988; McAdams & McLean, 2013). McAdams’ (1988) 

life story model of identity details the process by which individuals generate stories about 

their lives and use these stories to develop a sense of personal identity.  According to this 

model, people construct their identities as stories that include settings, scenes, characters, 

plots, and themes (McAdams, 2001).  This story takes shape as the individual strives to 

make sense of life events.  The individual develops this narrative identity through this 

process of sense-making. 
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McAdams (1995) conceptualized narrative identity as one aspect of a three-level 

structure of personality, in which Level 1 consists of dispositional traits, such as the Big 

Five traits of Openness, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, and 

Neuroticism (Costa & McCrae, 2008) and Level 2 represents characteristic adaptations, 

which include a person’s goals, beliefs and concerns.  Narrative identity completes the 

personality structure, representing the extent to which all of these aspects of the self can 

be expressed in the form of a coherent narrative. 

Redemption narratives.  For desisting former offenders, narrative identity often 

takes the form of a redemptive life narrative called a “reform narrative” (Maruna, 1997, 

2001). The fundamental characteristic of a redemption narrative is the movement from 

notably negative states or events to notably positive ones.  The positive states or events 

may either be caused by the negative or they may chronologically follow the negative in 

the narrative account (McAdams, 1999, 2013). This differs from merely talking about 

one’s life in a purely positive way (e.g., Pennebaker, Mayne, & Francis, 1997), as a 

redemption narrative requires some acknowledgement an initial negative experience 

before a subsequent positive experience.  These narratives are associated with numerous 

positive psychological outcomes in narrators, such as higher self-esteem, greater life 

satisfaction, and lower depression in general (McAdams et al., 2001), greater 

psychological well-being following a terrorist attack (Adler & Poulin, 2009), and a 

greater likelihood of maintaining sobriety for recovering alcoholics (Dunlop & Tracy, 

2013). 
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The “Reform” narrative.   Former offenders reintegrating into society following 

release from prison represent a unique population for examining redemption narratives, 

as these individuals had sustained the negative experience of incarceration, face a 

challenging period of adjustment, and must create a narrative identity that reconciles their 

criminal past with their new “reformed” identity. According to Maruna (2001), the 

process of successful community reentry and desistance from criminal activity is 

facilitated by the former offender’s construction of this redemptive life narrative.  Based 

on a close reading of writings from desisting former offenders, as well as numerous 

interviews with former offenders, Maruna (1997, 2001) described this redemptive way in 

which those who desist tended to narrate their lives. 

The reform narrative begins with the perception of a good self who is 

“contaminated” in some way by negative life circumstances.  The protagonist is 

motivated to seek out success and close relationships (agency and communion) and meets 

those needs within a criminal subculture, imagining the self as a “heroic vigilante” (p. 

76).  Next, the protagonist reaches a low point and experiences an impulse to turn things 

around.  This impulse to turn things around may or may not be carried out.  If it is not 

carried out, the protagonist will return to criminal life and experience subsequent low 

points that also may or may not result in action on the impulse for redemption.  When the 

protagonist perceives opportunity to fulfill needs for personal success and relationship 

building within mainstream society, then that impulse is transformed into fully realized 

redemption or reform.   The protagonist is likely to desist from criminal behavior and 

becomes dedicated to doing productive work that benefits others.  Maruna (2001) has 
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argued that by construing the life story as a moral tale, the former offender may be 

engaging in an important process for stimulating and sustaining behavioral reform.    

Positive function of redemption narratives.  Extant research has also underlined 

the importance of this relationship between the redemptive self-narrative and positive 

outcomes for reentering former offenders.  In an interview study of female offenders, 

Stone (2016) examined the role that redemption narratives play in reducing the 

experienced stigma of those convicted of criminal offenses for substance use.  This study 

suggested that when offenders constructed redemptive narrative identities, they were 

better able to resist integrating the stigmatizing narratives perpetuated upon them by 

society.  Similarly, Maruna, Wilson, and Curran (2006) analyzed 75 redemptive life story 

interviews from prisoners who converted to Christianity, and found that stories of 

conversion from “sinner” to “believer” in these narratives function as a strategy for 

shame management and coping by creating a new social identity and providing the 

prisoner with the language and framework of forgiveness. The individual accounts 

examined in each of these studies point to social benefits of redemption narratives for 

former offenders, specifically as a means of coping with shame and social stigma.   

In the case of social transgressions (that are not necessarily criminal), redemption 

narratives are also associated with benefits for transgressors.  Transgressions, which are 

defined as events in which the individual acts in violation of a moral code, underscore the 

idea of a “bad self” who is capable of behaving immorally (Mansfield, McLean, & 

Lilgendahl, 2010, p. 251).  Mansfield et al. (2010) found that greater resolution in 

narratives about a personal transgression was associated with higher well-being in 
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narrators and speculated that this may be because narrators were able to release the 

transgressive act and thus the “bad self” as the defining aspect of their personal 

identity.  Mansfield, Pasupathi, and McLean (2015) found that when individuals wrote 

about a personal transgression in a redemptive way, this was associated with increases in 

self-compassion over time.  The researchers argued that the redemptive sequences in the 

narratives may reflect an overall tendency to situate transgressive actions within a story 

of positive change, which ultimately makes the initial transgression less 

threatening.  They went on to note that “speculatively, talking about a transgression in a 

positive, growth-promoting way may elicit supportive feedback from listeners” (p. 80).   

Examining the social function of redemption narratives.  Mansfield et al.’s 

(2015) assertion that the redemptive narrative might serve a positive social function in 

addition to a positive psychological one underlines the question at the heart of the present 

research:  Is it the case that former offenders who talk about their lives in a redemptive 

way are received more positively by others? 

Although redemptive narratives have been associated with a number of positive 

outcomes for offenders and social transgressors, little research has examined the extent to 

which such positive outcomes result from the social function these redemption narratives 

serve, particularly regarding their ability to elicit different types of responses from the 

narrative recipients.  Mansfield et al. (2010) argued that when a person has been arrested 

for a crime, such redemptive narratives may be especially important to the person’s well-

being because the person is managing a public transgression. Indeed, a former offender is 

challenged both with creating a reformed personal identity that makes sense of the 
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criminal past and with demonstrating (or signaling) that reformed identity to the 

community (Bushway & Apel, 2012; Maruna, 2012; Uggen, Manza, & Behrens, 2011).  

This speaks to a particular challenge of reentry: Communities tend to be risk-

centric, deeply fearing that former offenders are not reformed and are likely to return to 

criminal behavior at any moment (Fox, 2012).  This places former offenders are under a 

great deal of pressure to demonstrate their state of desistance to the community.  A 

relatively recent revelation in criminology theory is the idea of “desistance signaling,” 

which Bushway and Apel (2012) described as a process by which reentering former 

offenders “identify themselves credibly” as having desisted from criminal activity (p. 30).  

For former offenders, narrating their life events in a redemptive way may 

demonstrate a change in personality and a reduced threat of criminal behavior, which 

could change the way they are viewed socially.  As Maruna (2012) described, “The 

prisoners whom I have met and worked with over the years… are very interested in the 

idea of redeeming themselves (i.e., signaling their desistance)” (p. 76).  In fact, according 

to Maruna’s research on reform narratives, desisting former offenders construct an 

identity around narratives of redemption (Maruna, 1997, 2001).  It may be that 

community members utilize redemption sequences in the autobiographical narratives of 

former offenders as signals of the former offender’s state of desistance, and use these to 

determining how they respond to the former offender. More favorable responses from 

community members would facilitate reentry for former offenders.  It is important, 

therefore, to examine how people react to the redemptive narratives of former offenders 
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by investigating and applying current research on how people respond to narratives in 

social interaction. 

Research on Sharing and Responding to Redemption Narratives 

Current research on the effects of sharing personal narratives in social interaction 

provides a foundation for examining the social function redemptive narratives serve for 

former offenders interacting with community members.  In this section, I describe extant 

research examining the process of sharing and responding to narratives, as well as 

research on how people respond to redemptive narratives specifically.  I discuss these 

studies as a theoretical bridge between the positive psychological function of redemption 

narratives and their potential positive social function. 

Models of Narrative Sharing 

The process of developing a narrative identity does not occur within a vacuum of 

the self.  Instead, this process occurs through conversation and interaction with others 

(McAdams, 2013).  McLean and Syed (2015) proposed a model for examining how the 

social sharing of narratives informs the narrative identity of the narrator.   This model 

highlights the interaction between self and society that occurs in the development of 

narrative identity, noting that audiences play an important role in how identity is 

formed.  Indeed, studies have demonstrated that, through interaction with a listener, the 

narrator adapts the stated narrative, further learning about, clarifying, and defining the 

self (McLean & Pasupathi, 2011; Thorne, 2000; Thorne & McLean, 2003).  This line of 

research underlines the importance of further investigation into narrative sharing and 
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listener response, as the quality of a narrator’s interaction with a listener affects the 

formation of the narrator’s identity. 

Alea and Bluck (2003) examined the process of narrative sharing in detail, 

identifying key processes and constructs at work in the social interaction that may 

influence the manner in which a narrative is shared and received.  Among the constructs 

they highlight are the content of the narrative and the personality characteristics of the 

narrative recipient.  According to Alea and Bluck, shared autobiographical narratives 

differ in their levels of detail and emotional intensity, and the response of the recipient 

may be more or less supportive depending on differences in these levels.  

Habermas and Diel (2010) found supporting evidence for this in a study of the 

emotional impact of narratives about loss.  Their results indicated that the severity of the 

event described in an autobiographical loss narrative influenced the quantity of emotional 

response from narrative recipients.  Additionally, for narratives low in emotional 

intensity, recipients reported higher levels of anger and negative evaluations toward the 

narrator, citing the narrator’s lack of emotional involvement. 

Personality characteristics of the recipient.  Beyond the narrative’s affective 

sequence, a recipient’s response to a narrative also depends upon that recipient’s 

dispositional tendencies (Habermas & Diel, 2010).  Because their model is meant to 

examine why and how certain memories get told, rather than precisely what the recipient 

response will be, Alea and Bluck (2003) conceptualize recipient characteristics as 

functions of the recipient’s relationship to the narrator. Logically, however, recipient 

characteristics also entail personality characteristics of the recipient.  
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Although little research to date looks directly at how recipient personality 

characteristics affect responses to autobiographical narratives, there is evidence to 

suggest that personality characteristics play a role in how people receive and respond to 

narratives in general.  For instance, traits such as need for cognition and need for affect 

tend to mediate the effect of narratives in changing people’s attitudes (Appel & Richter, 

2010; Thompson & Haddock, 2012). 

This model from Alea and Bluck (2003) is an important theoretical link between 

the study of narrative sharing and understanding the social function of redemption 

narratives for former offenders, because it points to an effect of narrative content and also 

an effect of recipient personality characteristics.  It provides the theoretical scaffolding 

for examining the effect of redemptive content on listener response, as well as the effects 

of listener traits.  In the following section, I will review three studies that examined 

listener response to redemptive narratives, one of which also examined the effects of 

personality traits in the listener. 

Responding to Redemption Narratives 

 A growing area of research has examined responses to redemption narratives and, 

in some cases, the manner in which these responses are affected by personality traits of 

the narrative recipient. 

Redemptive content.   Thorne and McLean (2003) found that, in the narration of 

traumatic events, those disclosures containing certain thematic sequences tended to elicit 

more favorable responses from audiences.  Specifically, narratives in which the traumatic 

event led to the narrator’s expression of power or bravery, or, alternatively, to the 
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narrator’s greater concern for others were generally more well-received by listeners than 

“vulnerable” narratives in which the traumatic event led to fear or sadness.  Thorne and 

McLean speculated that this may result from a lack of a specific social script for 

responding to disclosures of vulnerability, making it difficult for listeners to engage with 

vulnerable narrators.   

Related findings from Baddeley and Singer (2008) demonstrated that 

bereavement narratives in which the affective sequence moved from negative to positive 

(i.e., exhibited the theme of redemption) elicited greater ease of social interaction, with 

recipients reporting feeling less awkward and like they had a better social rapport with 

the narrator.  Interestingly, although narratives in which the affective sequence moved 

from positive to negative elicited more social awkwardness, they elicited more 

compassion from recipients.  One possible explanation is that narratives lacking in 

redemptive content may be successful in alerting listeners to the severity of the narrator’s 

plight, therefore eliciting a compassionate response.  However, listeners may be at a loss 

for how to socially respond to such narratives because they feel less comfortable with the 

narrator, leading to higher levels of social awkwardness.  These findings are consistent 

with Thorne and McLean’s (2003) findings regarding vulnerable narratives.   

The effects of redemptive narratives on the responses of narrative recipients have 

also been examined within the context of social transgression.  Rotella, Richeson, and 

McAdams (2015) looked at the extent to which transgressors’ redemption narratives were 

associated with increases in victims’ willingness to reconcile with, forgive, and trust the 

transgressors.  The study focused on large-scale transgressions that were committed by a 
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group many years ago, rather than more intimate interpersonal transgressions committed 

recently.  The transgression in this case was a series of crimes committed against 

American prisoners of war by the Japanese during World War II.  The victims were not 

direct victims of the transgression, but American undergraduate students (i.e., they could 

be considered members of an in-group that was at one time victimized by the perpetrating 

group).  

Participants were assigned to one of three conditions (control, sense-making, or 

redemption) were presented with a passage describing the historical victimization of their 

in-group.  For those in the control condition, the narrative expressed regret for past 

wrongdoing.  In the sense-making condition, the narrative expressed regret and also made 

sense of what had occurred by citing precipitating factors.  In the redemption narrative 

condition, the narrative expressed regret and positive changes in the perpetrator group, 

such as Japan becoming a world leader in opposing inhumane treatment of POWs. After 

participants read their assigned narrative, they responded to a questionnaire that assessed 

their willingness to reconcile with, forgive, and trust the perpetrator group.  

Findings suggested that victims who read redemption narratives were more 

willing to reconcile with the perpetrator group than were those who read the other 

narratives.  Redemption narratives, however, did not increase victims’ willingness to 

forgive or trust the perpetrator group. Rotella et al. speculated that the failure of 

redemption narratives to increase forgiveness or trust responses may be the result of 

using narratives of a historical transgression.  Japan is currently a U.S. ally, so current 

trust may have already been quite high.  Also, those considered victims in the study may 
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have been too far removed from the initial victimization of the POWs and therefore may 

not have felt the necessity or authority to forgive on behalf of past victims.  Despite 

mixed results, this study from Rotella et al. provides a precedent for looking at how 

narrative recipients respond to redemption narratives from individuals who are known to 

be transgressors.  

Listener traits.  Of these three studies, only Baddeley’s and Singer’s (2008) 

study of responses to bereavement narratives also analyzed the effects of the personality 

characteristics of the narrative recipient on the response to the narrative.  The researchers 

examined how participants’ levels on the three Big 5 personality traits of Agreeableness, 

Extraversion, and Neuroticism affected their responses to bereavement 

narratives.  Though there was no strong evidence of a relationship between Neuroticism 

and response, Extraversion predicted feelings of sympathetic concern toward the narrator 

and Agreeableness predicted recipient perceptions of the narrator as being 

optimistic.  The researchers describe this as a “modest” indication that Extraverted and 

Agreeable listeners are more receptive to bereaved narrators than people low on these 

traits.  The study did not investigate any effect these personality traits may have had in 

interaction with the content of the narrative, so the study offered no evidence that 

particularly Extraverted or Agreeable listeners were distinguishing between the 

redemptive and non-redemptive narrative any differently than people low in those traits.   

Together, the findings from these three studies indicate that redemptive narratives 

tend to elicit favorable responses from those receiving the narratives, including less social 

awkwardness and better social rapport with a grieving narrator, and more willingness to 
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reconcile with a transgressive narrator.  In the present research, I build on these findings 

by examining this effect of redemptive content in the narratives of former offenders in 

concert with the effects of listener characteristics. This work hopefully offers insight into 

the differential effects of redemption narratives on listener response at varying levels of 

listener traits.    

Personality and Narrative Responding 

Alea and Bluck (2003) point to listener characteristics as a key influence on 

response to the narrative.  It is important to examine the effect of listener personality 

characteristics, as they reflect individual differences in how people use contextual 

information, such as the redemptive content presented in the narratives.  Understanding 

their moderating effects can provide valuable insight into who uses redemptive content in 

the narratives of former offenders to inform their perceptions of former offender 

narrators. 

In addition to Alea and Bluck’s (2003) model for narrative sharing, the person 

perception framework is useful for understanding the effects of personality traits on 

responses to former offenders’ redemption narratives and on attitudes toward former 

offenders more broadly.  Specifically, the traits illuminate biases that individuals rely on 

in order to cope with the complexity of social information processing involved in 

responding to former offenders (Bierhoff, 2012).  

This framework illuminates the process of narrative sharing by emphasizing how 

traits in the listener bias the extent to which listeners utilize the content presented in the 

narrative when responding to the narrator.  With this in mind, this study examines the 
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extent to which personality traits in listeners moderate the effects of redemptive content 

in the narratives of former offenders.  I focus specifically on the traits of Openness, 

Social Dominance Orientation (SDO), and implicit theory of personality (ITP) given their 

association with attitudes toward former offenders and social transgressors, as will be 

discussed below. 

Openness, SDO, and ITP and Attitudes toward Former Offenders 

For reentering former offenders, personality characteristics in community 

members affect individual attitudes toward former offenders, which may either positively 

or negatively impact former offenders’ opportunities for successful community 

reentry.  In this section, I examine the effects of Openness, SDO, and ITP on attitudes 

toward former offenders. 

Openness.  The Big 5 trait of Openness to Experience entails characteristics such 

as cognitive flexibility, curiosity, and unconventional views and is associated with liberal 

values (McCrae, 1987).  Olver and Barlow (2010) found that, in an undergraduate 

sample, higher levels of Openness predicted stronger rehabilitative (as opposed to 

punitive) attitudes toward former offenders.  These less punitive attitudes may result from 

the relationship between high levels of Openness and a reduced tendency to stigmatize 

others  (McCrae, Costa, Martin, Oryol, Senin, & O’Cleirigh, 2007).  People high in 

Openness may also take into account contextual information about former offenders and 

using it to adjust initial negative perceptions of the former offender (Perry & Sibley, 

2013) 
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Social Dominance Orientation (SDO).  Unlike Openness, high levels of SDO 

are associated with support for harsh criminal sanctions (Sidanius, Mitchell, Haley, & 

Navarette, 2006).  SDO reflects individual differences in attitudes regarding group-based 

discrimination, such as endorsing anti-egalitarianism and group hierarchy within social 

systems (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999).  Therefore, these more punitive attitudes toward 

offenders may in part be motivated by desire to maintain a social hierarchy in which they 

believe offenders should be afforded low status (Sidanius et al., 2006).  It is possible that 

this is because individuals high in SDO believe these offenders to be inherently 

dangerous and immoral (Bobbio, Canova, & Manganelli, 2010), because such individuals 

tend to eschew contextual, causal information, and favor dispositional explanations for a 

target’s deviant behavior (Bobbio et al., 2010). 

Implicit Theory of Personality (ITP).   Individuals’ implicit theories regarding 

the mutability of personality also have implications for their attitudes toward former 

offenders.   Entity theory and incremental theory represent two attributional beliefs that 

individuals have about the nature of personality.  Entity theorists tend to believe that 

personality is fixed and stable across time, and cannot be changed.  On the other hand, 

incremental theorists believe that traits are more dynamic and can vary throughout time 

and across situations (Chiu, Hong, & Dweck, 1997).  These beliefs influence how 

individuals perceive the behavior of others, with entity theorists emphasizing 

dispositional traits of the target and incremental theorists attending more to other factors 

that may influence behavior (Dweck, Chiu, & Hong, 1995).  This holds true for 

perceptions of those who have committed crimes, as individuals who believe that a 
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person’s character is immutable (entity theorists) express more punitive attitudes toward 

criminal offenders than do incremental theorists (Tam, Shu, Ng, & Tong, 2013). 

Personality, Narrative, and Attribution 

Openness, SDO, and ITP are all associated with attitudes toward former 

offenders, but individual differences in these traits are also associated with differential 

tendencies in attending to contextual information.  These tendencies have implications for 

how people respond to redemptive narratives. 

 As noted earlier, narratives are stories that people tell about their lives (McAdams 

& Mclean, 2013).  When people share these narratives in the context of social interaction, 

they are providing contextual information to a listener, which informs the response of the 

listener (Alea & Bluck, 2003).  Returning to the theory of person perception, Trope 

(1986) argued that there are two key steps in the person perception process.  The first is 

identifying what the person is doing, and the second is making an inference about why 

they are doing it.  The second step can be divided into two sub-steps:  First, the perceiver 

makes a dispositional inference about the person.  Then, the perceiver takes into account 

available contextual information in order to adjust that inference (Quattrone, 1982).     

In the interpersonal context of autobiographical narrative sharing, the contextual 

information provided in a narrative could be used by a listener (perceiver) in order to 

adjust initial dispositional attributions made about the narrator.  It follows, then, that 

personality characteristics that influence a listener’s tendency to use contextual 

information for adjusting initial attributions would affect how people respond to the 

presence or absence of certain information in narratives.  Therefore, it makes sense to 



  

21 
 

examine personality traits of Openness, SDO, and ITP for their effect on responses to 

redemption narratives, as these differing levels of these traits are associated with 

differences in tendencies to adjust initial attributions based on contextual information 

such as that provided in a redemption narrative from a former offender (Bobbio et al., 

2010; Dweck et al., 1995; Perry & Sibley, 2013).  Looking at the process of narrative 

responding through the lens of person perception underscores Alea and Bluck’s (2003) 

emphasis on the role of listener characteristics in the interpersonal process of narrative 

sharing.   

The Present Study 

 The present study applies this theoretical model of autobiographical narrative 

sharing in order to examine the positive social function of redemption narratives for 

former offenders.  Though a considerable amount of research points to beneficial effects 

of redemption narratives for former offenders, it remains unclear whether those beneficial 

effects include favorable responses from others when those redemptive narratives are 

shared.  In order to address this gap in the research, I examined the effect of an 

autobiographical redemption narrative on undergraduate students’ attitudes toward a 

former offender narrator.  In addition, I examined the moderating effects of Openness, 

SDO, and ITP.   

Hypotheses 

In light of the prior review, I present the following hypotheses. 

H1.  Given existing research indicating that individuals respond more positively 

to redemptive narratives than non-redemptive narratives (Baddeley et al., 2008; Rotella et 
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al., 2015; Thorne & McLean, 2003), I hypothesize that individuals presented with a 

redemptive autobiographical narrative from a recently-released former will have a more 

positive response to the former offender narrator (characterized by greater compassion, 

less fear, less desired social distance, and greater perceived rehabilitation) than 

individuals presented with the same narrative without redemptive content. 

H2.  Extant research also indicates that personality characteristics in the 

individual affect their responses to offenders (Olver & Barlow, 2010; Sidanius et al., 

2006; Tam, Shu, Ng, & Tong, 2013), their tendency to attend to the contextual 

information provided in narratives (Bobbio et al., 2010; Dweck et al., 1995; Perry & 

Sibley, 2013), and their responses to redemptive narratives (Baddeley et al., 

2008).  Therefore, I hypothesize that personality characteristics will moderate the effects 

of the redemptive narrative on response to the former offender narrator such that: 

 H2a:   People who are higher in Openness will be more sensitive to the presence 

or absence of redemptive content. 

 H2b:  People who are higher in Social Dominance Orientation will be less 

sensitive to the presence or absence of redemptive content. 

 H2c:  People who have a more incremental theory of personality will be more 

sensitive to the presence or absence of redemptive content. 

Phases of the Current Study 

In this section, I briefly outline the steps of the current study, from collecting and 

selecting the redemptive autobiographical narrative to the experimental processes of the 

main study.  An outline of these steps in table form can be seen in Table 1. 
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Table 1 
 
Outline of Study Process 
 
 
Study 
Phase 
 

Step Purpose Procedure/Materials Participants 

 
Narrative 
Selection 
& Pilot 

 
Collection 

 
Obtain 
autobiographical 
narratives from 
reentering 
former 
offenders 

 
Ps attended bi-weekly 
assessments and 
responded to a prompt 
asking them to tell a story 
about an event that 
happened during the 
previous two weeks 
 

 
Community 
sample of 
recently 
released 
former 
offenders 
(N = 15) 

 Coding Ascertain level 
of redemptive 
content in 
narratives 

Two independent raters 
rated 32 narratives for 
redemption using 
McAdams’ (1999) coding 
scheme  
 

 

 Preliminary 
selection 

Choose a set of 
narratives to be 
tested in pilot 
 

Four narratives rated 
highest on redemption 
were selected 
 

 

 Preparation Create a non-
redemptive 
control for each 
narrative 

Redemptive content was 
removed from each 
narrative to create a non-
redemptive control 
narrative 
 

 

 Pilot A) Ensure that 
participants can 
distinguish 
between the 
presence and the 
absence of 
redemptive 
content in the 
narratives 
 

A) Ps were assigned to 
one of two groups:  
Redemption or No 
Redemption and presented 
with 4 redemptive 
narratives. After each 
narrative, Ps answered 
manipulation check 
questions (e.g. “The 
overall feel of this story 

MTurk 
sample 
(N = 54) 
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B) Select one 
narrative for use 
in the main 
study 

moved from negative to 
positive”). 
 
B)  The narrative that 
generated the largest 
between-group difference 
was selected for use in the 
main study 
 

Main 
Study 

Part 1:  
Online 
questionnaire 

Assess 
demographic 
information and 
personality traits 

Ps completed online 
questionnaire including 
demographic items, BFI-2, 
SDO7, and ITP scale. 
 

Student 
sample 
(N = 
102) 

 Part 2a:  In-
lab 
questionnaire 

Administer 
experimental 
manipulation 

Ps were assigned to one of 
two groups:  Redemption 
or No Redemption.  
Redemption group 
presented with redemptive 
narrative, No Redemption 
group presented with non-
redemptive/control 
narrative.  Ps then 
responded to affect items, 
social distance items, and 
perceived rehabilitation 
items. 
 

 

 Part 2b:  In-
lab 
behavioral 
measure 

Collect 
additional 
behavioral index 
of social 
distance 

In another room, Ps were 
told they were going to 
participate in discussion 
with researcher and former 
offender narrator.  Ps set 
up a chair to join the 
discussion and researcher 
measured the distance 
from P’s chair to former 
offender’s chair. 
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Phase I:  Narrative Selection & Pilot 

 Collection.  The redemption narrative presented to participants in the 

experimental portion of the study was selected from a sample of 32 autobiographical 

narratives collected from 15 recently released former offenders.  These participants 

attended bi-weekly assessments during which they composed a short autobiographical 

narrative in response to a prompt asking them to write a story about a recent event in their 

lives. 

 Coding and preliminary selection.  The next step was to assess the level of 

redemptive content in each of the narratives and select 3-4 that were highest in 

redemption.  Two independent raters rated the 32 narratives for redemption using 

McAdams’ (1999) coding scheme, which assesses the level of redemptive content on a 

scale from 0-4.  The four narratives rated highest on redemption were selected for pilot 

testing. 

 Preparation.  In order to create a non-redemptive control narrative for each 

redemption narrative, the redemptive content was removed from each narrative.  This 

process is described in greater detail in the methods section below. 

 Pilot.  The four selected narratives (and their non-redemptive controls) were 

tested in a pilot study to test the manipulation (ensure that participants could distinguish 

between the presence and the absence of the redemptive content) and ultimately select 

one narrative for use in the main study.  Participants were assigned to either the 

Redemption or No Redemption group and presented with 4 narratives.  After each 
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narrative, participants answered manipulation check questions that assessed the level of 

redemptive content participants perceived in the narrative.  The narrative that generated 

the largest between-group difference (Redemption vs. No Redemption) was selected for 

use in the main study.  More details on the pilot process, including demographic statistics 

and results are provided in the methods section of this paper. 

Phase II:  Main Study  

 Part 1:  Online questionnaire.  For the first part of the main study, participants 

completed an online questionnaire that assessed their demographic information as well as 

personality traits.  

 Part 2a:  In-lab questionnaire.  The next part of the main study took place in the 

lab.  The purpose of this step was to administer the experimental manipulation of the 

narratives and collect data on the dependent variables.  Participants were assigned to one 

of two groups (Redemption or No Redemption) and then responded items assessing their 

attitudes toward the former offender narrator. 

 Part 2b:  In-lab behavioral measure.  A behavioral measure of social distance 

was also included in the study.  For this step, participants went to another room where 

they believed they would participate in a discussion with the former offender narrator 

from the story they had just read.   They were asked to set up a chair to join the 

discussion and the researcher measured the distance from the participant’s chair to the 

former offender’s chair. 
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 These procedures are described in the methods below.  However, for the purposes 

of clarity, this section provided a chronological overview of the processes undertaken in 

the current program of research. 
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METHODS 

Participants 

For the present study, 102 undergraduate psychology students were recruited to 

take part in the study in exchange for credit toward a research participation requirement.  

Participants ranged in age from 18 to 22 years (M = 19, SD = .99), and the sample was 

comprised of 63% females and 37% males.  The racial and ethnic makeup of the sample 

was 25% Asian, 5% Black or African American, 4% Hispanic or Latino, 64% White, and 

2% “2 or more races.”  Half of the participants (N = 51) were assigned to the 

“Redemption” condition for the experimental procedure and the remaining 51 

participants were assigned to the “No Redemption” condition.  In this study, informed 

consent was obtained for all participants. 

Materials 

Research materials included the redemptive and non-redemptive autobiographical 

narratives written by a former offender that were presented to participants in the 

Redemption and No Redemption conditions, respectively.  They also included personality 

measures to assess specific personality traits thought to have an effect on attitudes toward 

former offenders, as well as self-report and behavioral measures to assess those attitudes 

toward the former offender narrator. 

Narratives. For the experimental manipulation in this study, participants in the 

“Redemption” condition were presented with a redemptive autobiographical narrative 

written by a former offender.  Participants in the “No Redemption” condition were 

presented with a corresponding non-redemptive narrative.  This section describes the 
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Table 2 

 
Main Study Demographic Information 
 
 
 Variable N Range Mean + SD 
 
 
 Age 102 4 19 + .99 
 
 
 Variable N  Proportion 
 
 
Gender 
 
 Male 38 37% 
 
 Female 64 63% 
 
Race 
 
 Asian 25 25% 
 
 Black/African 5 5% 
 
 American 
 
 Hipanic/Laitno 4 4% 
 
 White 65 64% 
 
 2 or more races 3 2% 
 
 
 
 
process of selecting the narratives presented to participants.  The process involved 

collecting a sample of narratives, coding those narratives for redemption, selecting a 

smaller sample of narratives with the most redemptive content, removing the redemptive 
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content to create corresponding non-redemptive narratives, and finally piloting four sets 

of corresponding narratives (redemptive vs. non-redemptive) in order to select the set for 

which participants made the strongest distinction between redemptive and non-

redemptive.  For a brief outline of this process, see Table 1, “Narrative Selection & 

Pilot.” 

Collection.  For selection of a redemptive and non-redemptive narrative to be 

presented to experimental groups in the study, 32 autobiographical narratives were 

collected from reentering former offenders as a part of a larger longitudinal study on the 

well-being in individuals reentering the community following release from prison 

(Reentry Study).  Participants in this Reentry Study attended biweekly assessments at a 

local Goodwill Industries office, during which they completed an online questionnaire 

including the following prompt, instructing them to tell a story about a recent event in 

their lives: 

Please think about one specific moment from the past week that shows what your 
life is like these days and how things have been since your release from prison.  It 
could be a good one, a bad one, or an especially memorable one.  Then, in a few 
paragraphs, tell us the story of what happened.  When you tell the story, make 
sure to include when and where it happened, who was there (use descriptions 
such as “my spouse,” “my boss,” “my friends,” etc.), and especially what you 
were thinking and feeling.  Also, please tell us why you chose to tell this 
particular story and what it says about your life right now. 
 
Coding and selection.  The 32 collected narratives were coded for redemption 

sequences by two independent raters using coding scheme from McAdams et al. (1997) 

in which narratives are rated for the presence of redemptive content on a scale of 0 to 4.  

Interrater reliability was satisfactory, κ = .75.  Scores were averaged across raters to create 

a single redemption score for each narrative.  Four narratives with the highest redemption 
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scores (ranging from 2 to 2.5) were then selected as possible candidates for narratives to 

be presented to participants in the main experimental study. 

Given that the experimental design required that participants in the Redemption 

condition be presented with a redemptive narrative and participants in the No 

Redemption condition be presented with a non-redemptive narrative, redemptive content 

was removed from each of the four redemptive narratives to create a corresponding non-

redemptive narrative.  The redemptive content removed was based on McAdams’ (1999) 

coding scheme for redemption in which redemptive content is that which is demonstrably 

positive and follows content that is demonstrably negative.  When removing content, 

other elements of the narrative were left mostly intact, such that the structure of the 

narrative remained coherent and little to no important information besides redemptive 

content itself was removed (e.g., mentions of prison).  All narratives were edited for basic 

grammar and spelling so that the spelling and grammar would be consistent between the 

redemptive and non-redemptive narratives.  For instance, if the spelling in the redemptive 

content was incorrect, participants in the non-redemptive condition would not see this, 

and this would have an effect on their perception.  The four redemptive narratives 

alongside their corresponding non-redemptive narratives can be viewed in Appendix A. 

Pilot and selection.  The next step in selecting the narrative for the main study 

was to pilot the four sets of corresponding redemptive and non-redemptive narratives in 

order to select the set for which participants made the strongest distinction between the 

redemptive and non-redemptive narrative.   
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For this pilot study, 52 participants were recruited through Amazon MTurk to 

participate in a study called “Responding to Autobiographical Narratives.”  They were 

paid two dollars each for completing 15-20 minute survey that collected basic 

demographic information as well as their responses to four autobiographical narratives.  

Demographic information on the sample can be viewed in Table 3.  Participants’ mean 

age was 36 years (SD = 12.4), and the sample was 61% males and 39% females.  The 

racial makeup of the sample was 9% Asian, 4% Black or African American, 9% Hispanic 

or Latino, 72% White, and 6% 2 or more races. 

Half of the participants (n = 26) were assigned to the “Redemption” condition and 

the remaining 26 participants were assigned to the “No Redemption” condition.  

Participants in the Redemption condition were presented with the four redemptive 

narratives and participants in the No Redemption condition were presented with the four 

corresponding non-redemptive narratives.  After each narrative, all participants indicated 

their level of agreement with the following statements “The overall feel of this story 

seems to move from negative to positive,” “The narrator of this story seems to find 

something good or positive in the negative event,” and “The narrator of the story gained 

some personal insight after the negative event.”  These items were derived from 

McAdams’ (1997) coding scheme for redemption sequences in narratives.  Responses to 

the 3 items were summed to create scale scores for each participant for each of the 4 

narratives. 
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Table 3 
 
Pilot Study Demographic Information 
 
 
 Variable N Range Mean + SD 
 
 
 Age 54 50 36 + 12.4 
 
 
 Variable N  Proportion 
 
 
Gender 
 
 Male 33 61% 
 
 Female 21 39% 
 
Race 
 
 Asian 5 9% 
 
 Black/African 2 4% 
 
 Hipanic/Laitno 5 9% 
 
 White 39 72% 
 
 2 or more races 3 6% 
 
 
 
 

To test for significant differences in these responses between conditions 

(Redemption vs. No-redemption), an independent samples t-test for each narrative was 

conducted. The results of the t tests indicated that participants perceived significantly 

more redemptive imagery in the redemptive narratives than in the non-redemptive 

narratives, with all of the tests reaching significance, p < .001.  Narrative 1 (meaning the 
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redemption narrative and its corresponding non-redemptive narrative in which the 

redemptive content had been removed; see Appendix A) produced the largest difference 

between the Redemption and No Redemption conditions, t = 5.76, p < .001, with a 95% 

confidence interval between 3.82 and 7.9. 

Because Narrative 1 produced the largest difference between the Redemption and 

Non-Redemption condition, such that participants perceived significantly more 

redemptive content in the redemptive narrative than in the non-redemptive narrative, 

Narrative 1 was selected for use in the main study.  

Presentation in the study. The narrative selected for use in the main study had a 

redemptive and non-redemptive version (see Narrative 1 in Appendix A).  Participants in 

the main study were randomly assigned to either a Redemption or a No Redemption 

group.  Participants in the Redemption condition were presented with the redemptive 

version and participants in the No Redemption condition were presented with the non-

redemptive version in which the redemptive content had been removed.  The narrative 

was an autobiographical narrative written by a reentering former offender and detailed a 

negative experience in which the narrator was late for work because his ride cancelled on 

him.  In the redemptive version of the narrative, the narrator was ultimately offered 

another ride to work and developed some personal insight from the experience.  In the 

non-redemptive narrative, the positive event and the insight were not present. 

The autobiographical narrative was presented to participants in the following way 

“Below is a story written by Michael, a 30-year-old male who was recently released from 

prison.”  Participants were asked to read the story carefully. 
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Personality measures. 

Openness.  Participants’ levels of trait Openness were assessed using the 

Openness to Experience scale from the newly revised version of the Big Five Inventory 

(BFI-2; Soto & John, 2016; Appendix B).  The measure contains 44 Likert-type items 

measuring Neuroticism, Extraversion, Conscientiousness, Agreeableness, and Openness 

to Experience.  Items describe a particular quality or behavior and participants rate the 

extent to which they agree or disagree that it describes their personality.  For example, an 

item on the Openness scale might ask a participant to rate the extent to which they agree 

or disagree with the statement: “I am someone who is complex, a deep thinker.”  Scale 

scores were calculated for Openness by averaging responses to all items on the Openness 

scale. 

Social Dominance Orientation.  Participants’ social dominance orientation was 

measured using a recent version of the Social Dominance Orientation Scale (SDO7; Ho, 

Sidanius, Kteily, Sheehy-Skeffington, Pratto, Henkel, Foels, & Stewart 2015; Appendix 

C).  Over several studies, the measure has been found to have acceptable reliability with a 

test-retest reliability of .86 and an equivalent forms reliability of .75.  It is a 16-item 

measure in which each item represents an opinion, such as “Some groups of people must 

be kept in their place”.  For each item, participants indicated on a scale from 1 - 7 the 

extent to which they oppose or favor the opinion (1 = strongly oppose, 7 = strongly 

favor).  The total score is the sum of all of the items.  Higher scores indicate higher 

dispositional tendencies toward social dominance.   
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Implicit Theory of Personality.  Participants’ implicit theories of personality (from 

entity to incremental) were assessed using the Implicit Theory of Personality Scale 

(Levy, Stroessner, & Dweck, 1998; Appendix D).  Previous studies have shown that this 

scale is a valid and reliable measure of domain-general lay theories regarding the 

mutability of personality, with a high internal reliability (alphas ranging from .90 to .96) 

and test-retest reliability for a 2-week interval was .82 (Chu, Hong, & Dweck, 1997; 

Dweck, Chiu & Hong, 1995). On a 6-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly 

agree), participants will indicate their agreement with three items indicative of an entity 

theory of personality (e.g.,  “Someone’s personality is a part of them and they can’t 

change very much”), and three items indicative of an incremental theory of personality 

(e.g., “Anybody can change their personality a lot”).  To score the measure, entity items 

are reverse-coded and all items averaged. Higher scores indicate a more incremental 

theory of personality. 

Response to former offender narrators. 

Affective response.  Affective responses of fear/discomfort and 

sympathy/compassion were chosen a priori based on literature describing typical 

emotional reactions to negative event narratives, as well as to former offenders and other 

socially stigmatized groups (Baddeley & Singer, 2008; Comartin, Kernsmith, & 

Kernsmith, 2009; Gibbons, Stephan, Stephenson, & Petty, 1980; O’Beirne, Denney, & 

Gabe, 2004).  These affective descriptions were presented to participants contained in a 

list of other affective descriptions (Appendix E).  Participants indicated the extent to 
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which the description characterized their response to the narrator of the autobiographical 

narrative on a 1-5 scale (1 = very much, to 5 = not at all). 

Perceived rehabilitation.  Three items were drawn from previous studies 

examining attitudes toward former offenders to assess the perceived rehabilitation of the 

narrator (Appendix F; Cerda, Stenstrom, & Curtis, 2015; Dixon, & Mahoney, 2004; Nee 

& Witt, 2013). Participants indicated their level of agreement with the following 

statements: “This person seems to have been rehabilitated,” and “This person has turned 

their life around” on a 1-5 scale (1 = strongly agree, to 5 = strongly disagree).  These 

items were all significantly correlated, r = .57, p < .001.  Reliability for the items was 

calculated using Cronbach’s alpha, α = .73.   Scores on each item were averaged to create 

an overall score for perceived rehabilitation, with higher scores indicating stronger beliefs 

that the former offender narrator had been rehabilitated. 

Desired social distance (self-reported).  Participants’ levels of desired social 

distance were assessed using a Bogardus-type social distance scale (Appendix G).  

Bogardus’ (1933) social distance scale is considered to be a reliable and valid measure of 

interpersonal/intergroup perception, and adaptations of it have been utilized in numerous 

studies (Parillo & Donoghue, 2005).  This study employed a commonly used adaptation 

from Link, Cullen, Frank and Wozniak (1987).  Participants indicated their level of 

comfort with the former offender narrator in 7 scenarios, such as “The narrator renting a 

room in your home or the place where you live” or “Someone in your family marrying 

someone like the narrator,” on a 7-point Likert-type scale.  Item scores were averaged to 
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create a total self-reported social distance score, with higher scores indicating greater 

comfort with the former offender narrator. 

Desired social distance (behavioral).  As an added observed behavioral measure 

of desired social distance (adapted from Geoff, Steele, & Davies, 2008), participants were 

informed that they would be participating in a discussion with the researcher and former 

offender narrator.  Each participant was left in the room individually with two chairs set 

up (one clearly belonging to the researcher and another clearly belonging to the former 

offender narrator).  The participant was instructed to pull up a 3rd chair (the only other 

chair in the room) to join the discussion. The distance (in inches) from the participant’s 

chair to the former offender narrator’s chair was measured.  Because this distance may be 

confounded by a dispositional preference for a certain amount of interpersonal distance, 

the distance between the participant’s and the researcher’s chair was also measured.  To 

create an index of desired social distance, the participant-narrator distance was divided by 

the participant-researcher distance, creating a ratio.  Higher scores indicated greater 

levels of desired social distance. 

Manipulation check.  Three items were included at the end of the questionnaire 

to check the effectiveness of the redemption manipulation (Appendix H).  Participants 

indicated their level of agreement with the following statements “The overall feel of this 

story seems to move from negative to positive,” “The narrator of this story seems to find 

something good or positive in the negative event,” and “The narrator of the story gained 

some personal insight after the negative event.”  These items were derived from 

McAdams’ (1997) coding scheme for redemption sequences in narratives.  All items 
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were significantly correlated (rs > .37, ps < .001) with acceptable reliability (Cronbach’s 

α = .74).  Responses to the 3 items were summed to create a total score for each 

participant.  Higher scores indicated that the participant perceived more redemptive 

content in the narrative. 

Procedures 

The research design was experimental and employed a one-way between-subjects 

design.  The independent variable was narrative affective content (Redemption vs. No 

Redemption) in the autobiographical narrative and the dependent variable was positive 

perception of the former offender narrator, which was conceptualized as a combination of 

high sympathy/compassion, low fear/discomfort, and low desired social distance from the 

narrator, as well as believing that the narrator had been rehabilitated.  Personality 

characteristics of Openness, Social Dominance Orientation, and Implicit Theory of 

Personality were also assessed.  In order to eliminate the confounding effects of 

personality variables likely to have an effect on perceptions of the former offender 

narrator, these personality variables were collected and included as covariates.  These 

personality variables were also collected so that interaction effects between narrative 

content and personality on perceptions of the former offender narrator could be 

examined. 

Participants completed the study in two parts:  The first was an online personality 

questionnaire that was emailed to participants, and the second was an experimental 

procedure that was completed in the lab.  The procedures for both portions will be 

detailed below, but first the following deceptive procedures that were employed in the 
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study will be described:  A program evaluation cover, and a staged group discussion set-

up. 

Deceptive procedures.  This procedure was employed in order to cope with 

response bias due to demand characteristics and social desirability, which can 

compromise the validity of self-report questionnaires, especially ones that focus on 

sensitive topics such as prejudice and discrimination (Arnold & Feldman, 1981). The 

deception in this study aimed to mitigate response bias by masking the hypotheses of this 

experiment, which centered around the sensitive social issue of discriminatory attitudes 

toward former offenders. 

Program evaluation cover.  The study was presented to participants as a program 

evaluation in which students would be asked to share their opinions on a potential 

university program in which students would meet and regularly spend time with recently-

released former offenders. Students were under the impression that they were answering 

questions about themselves and their attitudes as a way for the university to get a clearer 

idea of how students would respond to such a program.  The full description of the 

fictitious program that was presented to students, as well as the questionnaire items 

asking students to evaluate the fictitious program are included in Appendix I.  This 

deceptive measure reduced demand characteristics by diverting the overall focus of study 

questionnaires from the individual's attitudes toward former offenders to the less sensitive 

topic of program evaluation.  

Staged group discussion set-up. Participants were also led to believe that they 

would be participating in a group discussion as a part of the program evaluation.  After 
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coming into the lab and completing a questionnaire (outlined in the procedures below), 

participants were informed that they would be participating in a small group discussion 

involving the researcher and the former offender narrator. The participant was then asked 

to pull up a chair to join the discussion.   The discussion never actually took place and the 

participant never interacted with a former inmate. Instead, the participant's behavior in 

setting up the chairs was the behavior of interest of interest, and the distance the 

participant placed between chairs was used to create an index of behavioral social 

distance.  The researcher’s deception script for this procedure is included in Appendix J. 

Because self-reports of stigmatizing attitudes are especially subject to social 

desirability bias, it is helpful to collect additional indices of these attitudes. It was 

assumed that when the participants learned that the former offender narrator would be 

joining them for the discussion, this would affect the manner in which they situated the 

chairs for that discussion. The distance between these chairs provided an index of 

behavioral social distance. It was necessary to lead the participant to believe that the 

discussion with the former offender narrator would actually happen in order for the 

participant to provide a spontaneous response that was less subject to social desirability 

bias.  

Part one: Targeted online questionnaire.  In the first part of the study, an online 

questionnaire was distributed to participants entitled “Thoughts on A Reintegration 

Program.” Informed consent for the study was obtained from participants at the 

beginning of the questionnaire. Participants were informed that the study aimed to assess 

students’ opinions on a potential program in which students would interact with recently 
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released former offenders and would include answering questions about themselves, their 

interests, and their thoughts on the program, as well as participating in a group discussion 

about the program.  Those who consented completed the questionnaire, which included 

demographic and background items, as well as personality measures including the BFI-2, 

the SDO7, and implicit theories of personality (ITP) scale.  Participants completed this 

online questionnaire between 72 and 24 hours prior to coming into the lab to complete 

the in-lab experimental procedure. 

Part two: In-lab experimental procedure.  Participants were scheduled to come 

into the lab one at a time to complete the second part of the study. Each participant was 

led into a study room to complete another online questionnaire.  Participants were 

instructed to complete the questionnaire in that room, and when they were finished, to 

come to nearby classroom to participate in a discussion where they would have a chance 

to discuss their thoughts on the program with a group of people. 

The first portion of the questionnaire described a program in which students 

interacted with recently released former offenders.  This description was followed by 

items asking participants to evaluate this potential program (see Appendix I).   

Participants were then randomly assigned to one of two groups: Redemption vs. 

No Redemption. Participants were then presented with an autobiographical narrative 

preceded by the instructions: 

This section meant is to give you a clearer idea of the kind of person you might 
interact with in this program.  Below is a story written by Michael, a 30 year-old 
male who was recently released from prison. Please read the story carefully and 
then respond to the questions that follow 
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Participants in the Redemption condition were then presented with the redemptive 

autobiographical narrative. Participants in the No Redemption condition were presented 

with the non-redemptive autobiographical narrative (see Narrative 1 in Appendix A). 

After reading the narrative, participants completed a set of items aimed at assessing their 

attitudes toward the former offender narrator. These items included the affective response 

items, the social distance questionnaire, and the perceived rehabilitation items.  

Participants then completed the manipulation check items. 

When participants completed the questionnaire, they were shown a reminder to 

proceed to the nearby classroom to participate in the group discussion portion of the 

study. In the classroom, participants were greeted by the researcher and told that they 

would engage in a short discussion with the researcher and the former offender, 

“Michael.”  Two chairs were set up in the center of the room, one of which was clearly 

indicated to be the researcher’s.  The other was clearly indicated to belong to the former 

offender narrator.  The participant was then informed that Michael had stepped out, and 

that the researcher would go to retrieve him.  Before leaving, the researcher instructed the 

participant to pull up the other chair (pushed against the back wall of the room) to join 

the discussion.  After relaying this information, the researcher exited the room for two 

minutes.  After two minutes had passed, the researcher returned and informed the 

participant that Michael was not available, and the participant was dismissed.  The 

distances between chairs were then measured (see deception script in Appendix I).   

Participants were debriefed by email after data collection was completed.  The 

debriefing email informed participants of the deceptions and provided participants who 
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may have been interested in working with reentering former offenders with opportunities 

to volunteer within the surrounding community. 
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RESULTS 

Manipulation Check 

In order to ensure that the manipulation of redemption narrative vs. non-

redemptive narrative was successful, an independent samples t-test was conducted, 

examining the effect of narrative condition (Redemption vs. No Redemption) on the 

extent of the participant’s perception of redemptive content in the narrative (manipulation 

check items).  Participants in the Redemption condition should have perceived more 

redemptive content in the narrative than participants in the No Redemption condition.  

Results of the t-test indicated a significant effect of narrative condition on the perception 

of redemptive content, such that participants who received the Redemption narrative did 

perceived more redemptive affective content in the narrative (M = 4.12) than participants 

who received the No Redemption narrative (M = 2.86), t = 9.68, p < .001.  Therefore, the 

manipulation of narrative condition (Redemption vs. No Redemption) was successful. 

H1:  Effect of Narrative Condition on Positive Response  

I hypothesized that there would be a significant difference in the level of positive 

response (characterized by greater compassion, less fear, less desired social distance, and 

greater perceived rehabilitation) to the former offender narrator for individuals presented 

with a redemptive autobiographical narrative than for individuals presented with the same 

narrative without redemptive content, such that individuals in the Redemption condition 

would have a more positive response than individuals in the No Redemption condition. 

A one-way between-subjects MANOVA was planned for assessing the difference 

in positive response to the former offender narrator for individuals in the Redemption vs. 
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No Redemption narrative condition.  I planned to conduct this analysis on five dependent 

variables intended to indicate positive response to the former offender narrator:  

Fear/discomfort, sympathy/compassion, perceived rehabilitation, self-reported social 

distance, and behavioral social distance.  The independent variable was narrative content 

(Redemption vs. No Redemption).    

Demographic analyses.  A correlation analysis of the demographic variables of 

race and gender, the personality variables, and the independent variables revealed no 

significant associations. 

Preliminary analyses.  A correlation analysis was used to assess the relationship 

between the dependent variables, so that their fitness for inclusion in the MANOVA 

could be determined.  These correlations and the descriptive statistics for each of the 

dependent variables can be viewed in Table 4.   

Sympathy/compassion, self-reported social distance, and perceived rehabilitation 

were all significantly correlated with rs > .34, ps <.001.  Fear/discomfort was not 

significantly correlated with any of the other dependent variables.  Although behavioral 

social distance showed a small, significant correlation with self-reported social distance (r 

= .25, p = .02), correlations with the other dependent variables were negligible and did 

not reach significance.  Therefore, fear/discomfort and behavioral social distance were 

excluded from analysis in the MANOVA.  Instead, I examined effects on these dependent 

variables in exploratory analyses described later in this thesis. For the three remaining 

dependent variables, (sympathy/compassion, perceived rehabilitation, and self-reported 



  

 
 

Table 4 

Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations for Dependent Variables and Personality Variables 

 
 Measure N M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

 
Dependent Variables 
 
1. Self rep. social distance 102 3.19 .77 — 
 
2.  Perceived rehabilitation 102 3.65 .65 .52** — 
 
3. Sympathy/compassion 102 4.33 .59 .38** .34** — 
 
4. Fear/discomfort 102 2.96 .89 -0.12 -.03 -.14 — 
 
5. Behavioral social distance*** 88 1.31 .60 -.25* -.05 -.05 .01 — 
 
Personality Variables 
 
6. Openness 102 3.78 .62 .18 .23* .24* -.12 .08 — 
 
7. SDO 102 2.83 1.02 -.08 -.24* -.27** .02 .04 -.50** — 
 
8. ITP**** 102 3.98 1.15 .07 -.01 .11 .20* .08 .14 -.31** — 
 
* Correlation is significant p < .05     ** Correlation is significant p < .01 
*** Distance from former offender chair/distance from researcher chair    **** Higher = more incremental
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social distance), Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant, χ2 = 50.16, p <.001, 

indicating a sufficient correlation between the dependent variables to proceed with the 

multivariate analysis. 

Main analysis.  A Hotelling’s T2  or one-way between-subjects MANOVA was 

employed to assess the difference in positive response to the former offender narrator for 

individuals in the Redemption vs. No Redemption narrative condition.  The three 

dependent variables intended to indicate positive response to the former offender narrator 

were:  Sympathy/compassion, perceived rehabilitation, and self-reported social distance.  

The independent variable was narrative content (Redemption vs. No Redemption).  Using 

Hotelling’s T2 as the criterion, the composite dependent variable was not significantly 

affected by condition, Hotelling’s T2 = .02, F(1,101) = .76, p = .52.  These results 

indicated that there was not a significant effect of presence or absence of redemptive 

content in the narrative on positive response to the former offender narrator.  Because the 

multivariate test did not reach significance, univariate tests were not conducted on each 

dependent measure separately. 

H2:  Moderating Effect of Personality Characteristics 

I also hypothesized that personality characteristics would moderate the effects of 

the redemptive narrative on response to the former offender narrator.  Specifically, higher 

levels of Openness, lower levels of social dominance orientation, and a more incremental 

theory of personality would result in participants having a greater sensitivity to narrative 

type (Redemption vs. No Redemption).  Greater sensitivity would be indicated by an 

interaction between these personality characteristics and narrative type, such that 
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H2a:  For people higher in Openness, there would a greater difference in 

responses to the former offender narrator between the Redemption and No Redemption 

condition. 

H2b:  For people with a more implicit theory of personality, there would be 

greater a difference in responses to the former offender narrator between the Redemption 

and No Redemption condition. 

H2c: Conversely, for people higher in social dominance orientation, there would 

be less difference in response to the former offender narrator between the Redemption 

and No Redemption condition.  

In order to assess the moderating effects of each of the personality characteristics 

on the effect of redemptive content on positive response to the former offender narrator, I 

planned to conduct a one-way MANCOVA for each of the personality variables 

(Openness, social dominance orientation, and implicit theory of personality).  For each 

MANCOVA, the three dependent variables intended to indicate positive response to the 

former offender narrator were:  Sympathy/compassion, perceived rehabilitation, and self-

reported social distance.  The independent variable was narrative content (Redemption 

vs. No Redemption) and one of the personality variables was included as a covariate. 

Preliminary analyses.  Correlations and descriptive statistics for the personality 

variables and the three dependent variables are provided in Table 1.  Only the personality 

characteristics of Openness and social dominance orientation showed any significant 

correlations with the three dependent variables.  Implicit theory of personality did not (rs  

  



  

50 
 

< .11, ps > .05), so I did not conduct MANCOVA to test for a moderating effect of 

implicit theory of personality. 

 H2a: Moderating effect of Openness.  To examine the moderating effect of 

Openness on the relationship between narrative condition and positive response to the 

former offender narrator, the one-way MANCOVA was conducted and the interaction 

between Openness and narrative condition was examined.  Using Hotelling’s T2 as the 

criterion, there was a significant main effect of narrative condition, Hotelling’s T2 = .10, 

F(1, 101) = 3.20, p = .03.  In keeping with the hypothesis, there was a significant 

interaction effect of Openness and narrative condition on the composite dependent 

variable, Hotelling’s T2 = .09, F(1, 101) = 2.90, p = .04. 

 To better understand this interaction effect, univariate analyses were conducted 

for each of the dependent variables, examining the effect of the interaction term 

(Openness x narrative condition) on each dependent variable (sympathy/compassion, 

perceived rehabilitation, and self-reported social distance) separately.  A Bonferonni 

correction was used, adjusting the alpha level to p = .02  in order to avoid Type 1 error 

inflation.   The effects of the interaction on self-reported social distance and perceived 

rehabilitation were not significant, ps > .02.  Only the effect of the interaction on the 

dependent variable of sympathy/compassion was significant, F(1, 99) = 7.09, p = .01. A 

visual plot of the interaction effect can be seen in Figure 1. 

While, in keeping with the hypothesis, Openness does appear to have a 

moderating effect on the relationship between redemptive narrative content and positive 

response to former offender narrator, it was not in the expected manner.  It was expected 
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Figure 1.  Interaction between Openness and narrative condition on sympathy/ 
compassion. 
 
 
 
that Openness would moderate the effect such that higher Openness would result in 

greater differences between the Redemption and No Redemption groups, indicating that 

individuals higher in Openness are more sensitive to the narrative content.  This was, 

however, not the case.  Instead, lower levels of Openness amplified the effect of narrative 

content on felt sympathy and compassion toward the narrator, such that for those low in 

Openness, the redemption narrative led to greater feelings of sympathy and compassion 

than the non-redemptive narrative.  For those high in openness, the non-redemptive 

narrative elicited greater feelings of sympathy and compassion than did the non-

redemptive narrative.  Though the interaction effect on dependent variables of self-

reported social distance and perceived rehabilitation failed to reach significance and 
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should be interpreted with caution, if at all, it is noteworthy that the relationship between 

the redemptive narrative content and Openness appears to operate similarly for these 

other indices of positive response to former offender narrator as well (Figure 2).   

 
 
 

  
Figure 2.  Non-significant interactions between Openness and narrative condition on self-
reported social distance (left) and perceived rehabilitation (right).  Higher scores on 
social distance = greater reported comfort with the former offender narrator. 
 
 
 

H2b: Moderating effect of social dominance orientation.  To examine the 

moderating effect of social dominance orientation on the relationship between narrative 

condition and positive response to the former offender narrator, another one-way 

MANCOVA was conducted and the interaction between social dominance orientation 

and narrative condition was examined.  Using Hotelling’s T2 as the criterion, there was no 

significant main effect of narrative condition, Hotelling’s T2 = .04, F(1, 101) = 1.23, p = 

.302.  There was no significant interaction effect of social dominance orientation and 

narrative condition on the composite dependent variable, Hotelling’s T2 = .06, F(1, 101) 

= 1.99, p = .12.  Therefore, the hypothesis that social dominance orientation moderated 
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the effect of redemptive narrative content on response to former offender narrator could 

not be confirmed. 

Exploratory Analyses:  Fear/Discomfort and Behavioral Social Distance   

The dependent variables of fear/discomfort and behavioral social distance were 

not correlated with the variables included in the composite dependent variable of positive 

response to former offender narrator that was used in the multivariate analyses.  While 

fear/discomfort and behavioral social distance were not included in these analyses, 

additional exploratory analyses were conducted to examine any effects of narrative 

redemptive content and personality characteristics on these attitudes toward the former 

offender narrator.   

In order to ensure that the Type 1 error was not inflated by conducting further 

analyses, I conducted an exploratory factor analysis on the five independent variables 

using a varimax rotation, forcing all factors to be orthogonal.  Because fear/discomfort 

and behavioral social distance were not significantly correlated with the other three 

dependent variables, or with each other, three factors were extracted.  The structure 

coefficients from the varimax rotation are presented in Table 5.   

As can be seen, the structure coefficients are of reasonable but not notably large 

magnitude.  Nonetheless, the three factors clearly distinguished between the composite 

dependent variable (Factor 1; comprised of self-reported social distance, 

sympathy/compassion, and perceived rehabilitation), behavioral social distance (Factor 

2), and fear/discomfort (Factor 3). Because the three factors were unrelated, 
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fear/discomfort and behavioral social distance could be analyzed separately without 

inflating the Type 1 error rate. 

 
 
Table 5 
 
EFA Structure Coefficients for Dependent Variables 
 
 
  Factor Factor Factor 
 Variable 1 2 3 
 
 
SR Social Distance 0.770 -0.400 -0.180 
 
Perceived Rehabilitation 0.700 -0.010 0.160 
 
Sympathy/Compassion 0.430 -0.040 -0.150 
 
Behavioral Social Distance -0.070 0.510 -0.002 
 
Fear/Discomfort -0.020 0.003 0.320 
 
Note: Extraction Method was Principal Axis Factoring; Rotation Method was Varimax 
with Kaiser Normalization 
 
 
 

Behavioral social distance.  Data on chair placement was successfully obtained 

for only 88 participants because 14 participants moved their chairs as they left the room, 

meaning that the chair distance could not be measured.  Results of an independent 

samples t-test for the remaining 88 participants indicated that participants chose to sit 

significantly further away from the FO (M = 50.50 inches) than from the researcher (M = 

42.35 inches), t(87) = 4.43, p < .001.  Behavioral social distance was measured as the 

distance (in inches) from the participant’s chair to the former offender narrator’s chair 
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over the distance between the participant’s chair and the researcher’s chair (to account for 

confounding dispositional preference for social distance).   Higher scores indicated 

greater levels of desired social distance from the former offender.   

H3:  Effect of narrative condition on behavioral social distance. I hypothesized 

that participants in the No Redemption condition would have much greater behavioral 

social distance from the former offender narrator than participants in the Redemption 

condition.  Results of the independent samples t-test indicated no effect of narrative 

condition on behavioral social distance t(87) = .237, p = .40.  Because there were no 

significant associations between behavioral social distance and any of the personality 

variables, no moderating effects of personality variables were analyzed. 

Fear/discomfort.  

H4: Effect of narrative condition on fear/discomfort.   I hypothesized that 

participants in the Redemption condition would report lower levels of fear/discomfort felt 

toward the former offender narrator than participants in the No Redemption condition.  

Results of an independent samples t-test indicate that participants in the Redemption 

condition did report lower levels of fear/discomfort felt toward the former offender 

narrator (M = 1.62) than did participants in the No Redemption condition (M = 2.32), 

t(101) = -4.29, p <.001.   

H4a:  Moderating effect of implicit theory of personality.  Openness and social 

dominance orientation were not correlated with fear/discomfort, and neither had a 

significant moderating effect on the relationship between narrative condition and 

fear/discomfort, Fopenness(1, 101) = .21, p = .65; FSDO(1, 101) = .30, p = .58.   Implicit 
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theory of personality was the only personality variable significantly correlated with 

fear/discomfort, r = .2, p = .04.  It was hypothesized that more incremental theory of 

personality would result in participants having a greater sensitivity to narrative type 

(Redemption vs. No Redemption).  Greater sensitivity would be indicated by an 

interaction between implicit theory of personality and narrative type, such that for people 

with a more incremental theory of personality, there would be more difference in 

responses to the former offender narrator between the Redemption and No Redemption 

condition than for people with a more entity theory of personality. 

To examine the moderating effect of implicit theory of personality on the 

relationship between narrative condition and positive response to the former offender 

narrator, a one-way ANCOVA was conducted and the interaction between implicit theory 

of personality and narrative condition was examined.  Results indicated a trending 

interaction effect of implicit theory of personality and narrative condition on reported 

fear/discomfort felt toward the former offender narrator, F(1, 101) = 3.69, p = .06.   A 

visual plot of the interaction effect can be seen in Figure 3.  This effect was in keeping 

with the hypothesis that implicit theory of personality would moderate the effect of 

narrative condition on fear/discomfort felt toward the former offender narrator and that a 

more incremental theory of personality would result in greater sensitivity to the presence 

or absence of redemptive content in the narrative. 
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Figure 3.  Interaction effect of implicit theory of personality and narrative condition on 
fear/discomfort 
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DISCUSSION 

The purpose of the current research was to understand the social function of 

redemption narratives for former offenders by examining how these narratives affect 

individual attitudes toward the former offender narrators and how personality 

characteristics moderate those effects.  I hypothesized that the presence of redemptive 

content in the autobiographical narrative of a former offender would result in more 

positive response to the former offender narrator (characterized by low desired social 

distance, low fear and discomfort, high sympathy and compassion, and stronger belief 

that the former offender narrator has been rehabilitated. I also hypothesized that specific 

personality characteristics would moderate the effect of redemptive content on this 

response.   Specifically, higher levels of Openness, lower levels of social dominance 

orientation, and a more incremental theory of personality would result in participants 

having a greater sensitivity to narrative type (Redemption vs. No Redemption). 

Why No Effect of Redemption Narrative on Positive Attitudes? 

The hypothesis that redemptive content in the autobiographical narrative would 

by itself result in a more positive response to the former offender narrator was not 

supported. It should be noted here that the composite dependent variable of “positive 

response” was intended to be comprised of low desired social distance (self-report and 

behavioral), low fear and discomfort, high sympathy and compassion, and belief that the 

former offender narrator had been rehabilitated.  Results of correlation and exploratory 

factor analysis indicated that behavioral social distance and fear/discomfort did not relate 

well with the other dependent variables.  Therefore, positive response to former offender 
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narrators was characterized as low self-reported social distance, high sympathy 

compassion, and a strong belief that the former offender narrator had been rehabilitated. 

It is possible that the effect of redemptive content was not detected because the 

composite dependent variable for “positive response” somewhat muddied the effect of 

the redemption narrative.  Baddeley et al. (2008) found that redemption narratives from 

bereaved individuals resulted in recipients experiencing a greater sense of social rapport 

with the narrator.  However, in the same study, they also found that the non-redemptive 

narrative elicited greater sympathy and compassion toward the narrator than did the 

redemptive narrative.  Therefore, the effect of the redemptive narrative on social distance 

(measured as level of comfort in varying social situations) and its effect on 

sympathy/compassion may have counteracted one another, dampening the overall effect.  

Because the multivariate analysis did not reach significance, the effect of the redemption 

narrative was not examined for each of the individual dependent variables.  Future 

research should examine the effect of redemption narratives on individual indices of 

positive response to former offender narrators. 

Interaction Between Personality Characteristics and Redemption Narrative 

This study also examined the extent to which the personality characteristics of 

Openness, social dominance orientation, and implicit theory of personality moderate the 

effects of redemptive narratives on positive response to former offender 

narrators.  Implicit theory of personality was not associated with any of the positive 

responses examined in the main analyses, but it was associated with feelings of fear and 

discomfort toward the former offender narrator (as will be discussed below).  The study 
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failed to detect a significant interaction between the personality characteristic of social 

dominance orientation and narrative content; that specific hypothesis was not supported.   

There was, however, an interaction between the effect of Openness and the effect 

of redemptive narrative on positive response.  When each of the dependent variables 

(sympathy compassion, self-reported social distance, and perceived rehabilitation) were 

examined separately, it appeared that this overall effect of the interaction was primarily 

driven by the effect on sympathy and compassion felt toward the former offender 

narrator.  While the presence of an interaction did indicate a moderating effect, it was not 

the expected effect (see Figure 1). 

I hypothesized that individuals higher in Openness would be more sensitive to 

narrative type because they would be less likely to remain anchored in any initial 

attributions of the former offender target as threatening.  Contrary to this hypothesis (in 

the case of sympathy and compassion felt toward the former offender narrator) those 

higher in Openness did not appear to be more sensitive to the presence or absence of 

redemptive content.  Instead, the presence of redemptive content in the narrative 

dampened the effects of Openness on sympathy and compassion felt toward the narrator.  

This means that individual differences in levels of Openness affect attitudes toward 

former offender targets primarily in the absence of a redemptive autobiographical 

narrative. 

Extant research has highlighted the effects of individual differences on attitudes 

toward offenders, with individuals low in openness espousing more punitive rather than 

rehabilitative attitudes (Olver et al., 2010).  Openness has also shown negative 
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associations with stigmatizing attitudes (McCrae et al., 2007) and positive associations 

with compassion specifically (Jang, 2012; Kosek, 1995).  The findings in this study 

support this relationship in the absence of a redemptive autobiographical 

narrative.  However, when the redemptive autobiographical narrative is introduced, 

Openness no longer has the same effect.  In the presence of a redemptive 

autobiographical narrative from a former offender, those both low in Openness and high 

in Openness express similar levels of sympathy and compassion toward the former 

offender narrator. 

Recalling Maruna’s (1997, 2000) assertion that successful community reentry for 

former offenders is heavily dependent upon the former offender perceiving opportunities 

for personal success and relationship building within that community, this finding has 

important implications for the reentry process. Compassion has been linked to motivation 

for communion (Barrett-Cheetham, Williams, & Bednall, 2016), indicating that when 

individuals hold compassionate attitudes toward reentering former offenders, this may 

open the door for crucial opportunities for relationship within the community.  That 

redemption narratives appear to enhance such feelings of compassion toward the former 

offender narrator for those low in Openness, placing them on par with those high in 

Openness (who espouse more positive, less stigmatizing attitudes overall) is an indication 

that redemptive autobiographical narratives serve an important social function for former 

offenders in the reentry process by enhancing opportunity for communion. 

The failure to detect the same statistically significant relationship between 

Openness and redemption narratives for social distance and perceived rehabilitation bears 
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interpretation as well.  Though these two interactions failed to reach significance 

(meaning they should be interpreted with great caution, if at all), they did appear to 

follow the same pattern as did the interaction between Openness and redemption 

narrative for sympathy and compassion (see Figure 2).   

This brings to light one possible explanation for why there was an effect on 

sympathy and compassion, but not for perceived rehabilitation or self-reported social 

distance:  Feelings of sympathy and compassion toward the former offender narrator are 

indicative of an affective state, a feeling experienced toward the narrator in the moment 

in response to the narrator’s plight (Goetz, Keltner, & Simon-Thomas, 2010).  On the 

other hand, participants’ desire for social distance from the narrator and their perceptions 

regarding the extent of the narrator’s rehabilitation may have required participants to 

make a more global assessment about the personality qualities of the narrator.  The social 

distance items, for instance, asked participants to rate their level of comfort with different 

hypothetical situations, such as having the narrator as a roommate or a family member by 

marriage (see Appendix G).  In this case, the autobiographical narrative, redemptive or 

non-redemptive, may simply not have provided participants with enough contextual 

information about the narrator in order for participants to utilize the content for making 

the broader attributions about the narrator’s personality that assessing one’s comfort level 

in these situations requires.   

Previous research on the effects of redemption narratives on recipient response 

have also found that effects of the narrative on affective states, such as feelings of 

immediate social rapport (Baddeley et al., 2008; Thorne & McLean, 2003) and 
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willingness to reconcile (Rotella et al., 2015).  However, responses to the narrative that 

require more global assessments about the target, such as the belief that the target had 

changed were not affected by the presence or absence of redemptive content (Rotella et 

al., 2015).  It may be that the presence of redemptive content in a narrative affects a 

recipient’s affective state, but that the recipient does not use this information (gathered 

from a single scenario) to inform broader attitudes toward the target.   

Other qualities of the narrative (beyond the presence or absence of redemptive 

content) may further illuminate this relationship.  In this study, participants were 

presented with a short autobiographical narrative in which the narrator detailed an event 

that occurred in his life over the previous two weeks (for examples, see Appendix A).  

There is some research suggesting that increases in the length and informational content 

of a narrative increase its effect on recipient response (Carpentier, Roskos-Ewoldsen, & 

Roskos-Ewoldsen, 2008).  Had the narrative used in this study been longer and/or 

contained more informational content about the life of the former offender narrator, it is 

possible that its effect on social distance and perceived rehabilitation attitudes would 

have reached significance.  Future research should examine the effects of redemptive 

narratives of varying lengths and informational content.  For example, a narrative in 

which the former offender narrator described his criminal past, prison experience, and 

release in a redemptive way (as opposed to a relatively mundane experience from the 

previous two weeks) may have a stronger effect on social distancing attitudes and beliefs 

about the extent of the former offender’s rehabilitation. 
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Exploratory Findings 

Redemption narrative and behavioral social distance.  The results did not 

support the hypothesis that the presence of redemptive content would result in 

participants placing less physical distance between themselves and the former offender in 

the group discussion set-up.  This is similar to the absence of an effect of redemptive 

content on self-reported social distance.  It is possible that the effect of the narrative was 

not powerful enough to alter participants’ attitudes beyond their initial affective response 

to the former offender narrator, perhaps because the narrative simply did not provide 

enough information about the narrator (Carpentier et al., 2008).  As with the self-report 

measures, future research should examine the effects of redemptive narratives of varying 

lengths and informational content on behavioral social distance. 

This behavioral measure of social distance was unique amongst the other 

measures in that it was not self-report, nor was it a hypothetical situation.  Instead, 

participants were placing distance between themselves and a chair in which they believed 

that the former offender narrator would soon be sitting.  The transition from a 

disembodied autobiographical narrative written by a former offender to an impending 

embodied encounter with that former offender may have been an ineffective method of 

assessing an in-the-moment behavioral response to a former offender narrator.  Had 

participants been presented with the narrative in video form or in person, with the (former 

offender narrator speaking) and within a shorter time of when participants were asked to 

set up their chair, this might have more closely mimicked an actual behavioral interaction 

with the former offender, and the chair placement may have been more indicative of a 
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behavioral social distancing response to the narrator.  Future research on narrative 

responding should include these types of behavioral indices of response, as well as 

narrative stimuli that more closely represent the process of narrative sharing in an 

interpersonal context. 

Effect of redemption narrative on fear/discomfort. The exploratory results on 

fear/discomfort as a response to the former offender narrator supported the hypothesis 

that the redemptive narrative would result in less reported fear/discomfort than the non-

redemptive narrative.  As with the effect of redemption narrative and Openness on 

sympathy and compassion, the effect of redemption narrative on fear and discomfort 

indicates that redemption narratives successfully alter immediate affective states of 

narrative recipients.  This is consistent with extant research (e.g., Baddeley et al., 2008; 

Thorne & McLean, 2003).   

The implications are also similar to those for sympathy and compassion toward 

former offender narrators.  If opportunities for personal success and relationship building 

are crucial to successful community reentry for the former offender (Maruna 1997, 2001), 

then reducing fear and discomfort that community members may feel toward the 

reentering former offender would also be crucial, as community members who are less 

fearful would presumably be more likely to bestow opportunities to the former offender.   

To provide an example, consider employment as a proxy for success.  Researchers 

speak of exaggerated fears held by many employers that former offenders are likely to 

recidivate and, if hired, are likely to in some way harm the place of employment, despite 

the fact that this is rarely the case (Soothill et al., 2013); consequently, employment 
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remains one of the largest barriers to successful reentry (Tarlow, 2012).  If redemptive 

narratives are successful in reducing feelings of fear and discomfort toward former 

offender narrators, it is conceivable that a former offender who speaks redemptively 

about his or her life in the context of a job interview may be viewed, at least initially, less 

fearfully by the potential employer.  A promising avenue for future research would be 

examine the effect of redemptive autobiographical narratives on feelings of fear within 

the context of employment for reentering former offenders. 

Moderating effect of implicit theory of personality.  Exploratory results also 

indicated a trending moderating effect of implicit theory of personality on the relationship 

between redemption narrative and feelings of fear and discomfort toward the former 

offender narrator, such that there was a greater difference in feelings of fear in response 

to the differing narratives for people with a more implicit theory of personality.  This was 

in keeping with the hypothesis that a more incremental theory of personality would result 

in greater sensitivity to the presence or absence of redemptive content in the narrative.   

Though the effect of the interaction was trending (p = .05) and therefore should be 

interpreted with some caution, this result is consistent with existing research on how 

individuals respond to transgression and narrative type on the basis of their implicit 

theories of personality.  Yin, Yu, and Poon (2016) found that, when an organization has 

caused harm, entity theorists were more likely to remain rooted in their negative 

evaluations about the organization, regardless of the type of narrative put forth by that 

organization as a recovery strategy. Incremental theorists, on the other hand, were more 

affected than entity theorists by type of recovery strategy, given that they were more 
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sensitive to dynamic and changing states.  They additionally responded more positively 

to narratives in which the organization assumed responsibility and promised positive 

change and responded more negatively when the organization dismissed or denied the 

transgressive act.  

That similar dynamics would also be at work in response to the narratives of 

former offenders is unsurprising, as implicit theory of personality is inherently concerned 

with beliefs about whether a person can change.  Such beliefs are particularly salient to 

attitudes toward reentering former offenders, as communities tend to view former 

offenders as inherently criminal and a risk to the community as a result (Fox, 2012; 

James, 2015).  The more incremental one’s implicit theory of personality, the 

(presumably) less likely one would be to view a former offender as inherently criminal, 

as incremental theorists are more likely to espouse the belief that people can change 

(Chiu, Hong, & Dweck, 1997). 

The finding that individuals with a more incremental theory of personality are 

more sensitive to redemptive content in the narrative in regards to the level of fear and 

discomfort they experience in response to the former offender narrator has potential 

practical implications for community intervention.  From a desistance signaling 

perspective (e.g., Bushway & Apel, 2012; Maruna, 2012) interventions aimed at moving 

community members’ implicit theory of personality from more a more entity to a more 

incremental theory may benefit former offenders by making community members more 

sensitive to former offenders’ signals of desistance and reduced threat.  One potential 

“downside” of such an approach is that community members with a more incremental 
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theory also perceived the narrator of the non-redemptive narrative as more threatening 

than did entity theorists, which could have negative implications for desisting former 

offenders who simply do not discuss their lives in a redemptive way.  However, the 

positive implication is that community members who are more incremental in their theory 

of personality may be attending to the former offender’s words and actions for evidence 

of threat and desistance, rather than assuming that the former offender is inherently 

criminal. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

At previous points in the discussion, I have alluded to certain limitations of this 

study, such as the strength of the narrative stimulus and the measurement of the 

dependent variables.  In this section, I briefly expand upon those factors. 

As previously mentioned, the strength of the narrative stimulus was one potential 

limitation of this study.  I intentionally employed an autobiographical narrative about an 

event that had happened in the life of the former offender narrator within the past two 

weeks instead of a more dramatic life narrative in which the narrator documented his 

criminal past, prison experience, and release.  This was an effort to create a scenario more 

like one in which a former offender would typically interact with community members on 

a day-to-day basis.  Although a narrative providing more information about the former 

offender’s life story may have elicited a larger effect on listener attitudes, it seemed 

unlikely that former offenders would regularly express their life narrative when 

attempting to form relationships or find jobs within the community.  In light of that 
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assumption, this study focused on the way narrative recipients responded to more subtle 

redemptive cues in the day-to-day narratives of former offenders.   

The fact that this study failed to detect an effect of redemptive narratives in some 

cases on attitudes toward former offender narrators should not be interpreted as an 

indication that redemption narratives in general do not have an effect on attitudes toward 

former offender narrators.  Future research should examine the effect of autobiographical 

life narratives of former offenders, such as Maruna’s (1997, 2001) “reform” narrative, on 

listener response to former offender narrators. 

The results of this study indicated an effect of redemption narrative on affective 

responses such as sympathy/compassion and fear/discomfort toward the former offender 

narrator.  In this study, these affective responses were measured at face value, with 

participants simply indicating the extent to which they felt each emotion, presented as 

single words (e.g., “sympathy” or “fear”) in response to the narrator.  Future studies 

should employ more sophisticated assessments of these emotional states. 

Finally, and most notably, the intent of this study was to understand the social 

function of redemption narratives for former offenders attempting reentry into a 

community, yet the sample for the main study was comprised solely of primarily white, 

undergraduate college students.  Future research should examine the effects of 

redemption narratives on response to former offender narrators in a community sample 

that is more diverse in age and racial/ethnic background, and overall more representative 

of an actual community into which a recently-released former offender would reintegrate.   
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Conclusion 

The purpose of the present research was to better understand the role of 

redemptive autobiographical narratives in impacting the social stigma experienced by 

former offenders by examining the extent to which individual attitudes toward former 

offenders are influenced by the extent to which these former offenders narrate events in 

their lives in a redemptive way.  The findings, though somewhat mixed, did indicate that 

redemptive narratives have an effect on specific attitudes, particularly affective states of 

sympathy and compassion, as well as fear and discomfort. 

Redemption narratives have been associated with positive outcomes in general, as 

well as for social transgressors and former offenders (Bachman et al., 2016; Hlavka et al., 

2015; Maruna, 1997, 2001), and research on narrative responding indicates that 

redemptive narratives tend to elicit more positive responses from recipients (Baddeley et 

al., 2008; Rotella et al., 2015; Thorne & Mclean, 2003).  Drawing on Maruna’s (1997, 

2001) assertion that a former offender’s successful reentry and desistance from crime 

hinge upon perceived opportunities for success and relationship within the community, 

this study takes a step toward better understanding how positive community response to 

redemption narratives may help explain the relationship between redemption narratives 

and positive reentry outcomes for former offenders. 

The findings that redemption narratives dampen the effects of individual 

differences in Openness on feelings of sympathy and compassion toward the former 

offender, as well as reduce feelings of fear and discomfort toward the former offender 

have important practical implications for reentry workers, mental health practitioners, and 
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social service workers who work with reentering former offenders.  These implications 

are, of course, nuanced.  That redemptive narratives may be a useful tool for former 

offenders in increasing feelings of compassion and reducing feelings of fear in 

community members makes a compelling case for urging reentering former offenders to 

talk about their lives in a redemptive way whenever possible.  Although it would be 

unwise to push these individuals to adopt redemption stories prematurely or artificially 

(Baddeley et al., 2008), this potentially powerful social function of redemption narratives 

for former offenders should encourage those working with this population to help 

reentering former offenders to find real hope in their lives.  When this hope is expressed 

as a redemptive outcome in the narratives of former offenders, it may elicit positive 

responses from community members, which may ultimately yield crucial opportunities 

for success and relationship within the community. 
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APPENDIX A 

Redemption and No Redemption Narratives 
 

Narrative #1 
 
Redemption Narrative 
The week started off in a rush.  Monday came so fast I felt I hadn't fully recovered from 
the weekend before it was time to go back to work. The job with the city requires a strict 
level of punctuality that is in no way unwavering.  I have transportation set up to get to 
work every day and for the most part I feel I can rely on them to come thru. Monday 
must've been predestined to be a bad day.  I wake up at my usual 5 am and get into my 
pre-day ritual of grooming and stretching. The phone rings at its usual 5:45am, but 
instead of the usual "I'm on the way," it's, "Man I just got up, I'm sorry,blah blah blah!!" 
That’s not what I needed to hear. Now I'm in a panic, and getting so upset my head 
begins to hurt.  I don't want to be late, I CAN'T be late!  In this panicked state I found 
myself thinking all the worst thoughts my rapidly thinking brain could think.  "OMG I'm 
gonna get fired!, People are gonna think I'm not serious about doing right, I can't trust 
nobody, This is what I get for trusting somebody!" All this wrecking my brain and not 
one time did I stop to think the situation all the way thru.  As I was beginning to slump 
my shoulders in defeat, the boss calls to ask me if I had a ride because he had just 
dropped his son off and was about to pass my house.  I damn near cut a back flip! I 
accepted his offer, he came thru, and I made it to work on time. I told this story to show 
how easy it is to resort back to past pessimistic thinking and how it’s hard to come out 
trusting people, yet I do it anyway.  The trust thing is always an issue cause when you're 
so used to not being trusted, you develop an attitude of indifference that won't allow you 
to fully trust anyone.   
Word Count:  342 
 
NO Redemption Narrative 
The week started off in a rush.  Monday came so fast I felt I hadn't fully recovered from 
the weekend before it was time to go back to work. The job with the city requires a strict 
level of punctuality that is in no way unwavering.  I have transportation set up to get to 
work every day and for the most part I feel I can rely on them to come thru. Monday 
must've been predestined to be a bad day.  I wake up at my usual 5 am and get into my 
pre-day ritual of grooming and stretching. The phone rings at its usual 5:45am, but 
instead of the usual "I'm on the way," it's, "Man I just got up, I'm sorry,blah blah blah!!" 
That’s not what I needed to hear. Now I'm in a panic, and getting so upset my head 
begins to hurt.  I don't want to be late, I CAN'T be late!  In this panicked state I found 
myself thinking all the worst thoughts my rapidly thinking brain could think.  "OMG I'm 
gonna get fired!, People are gonna think I'm not serious about doing right, I can't trust 
nobody, This is what I get for trusting somebody!"  I told this story to show how it’s hard 
to come out trusting people.   
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Narrative #2 
 
 
Redemption Narrative  
I was at the local Walmart store in the checkout line when an older guy came up with a 
small boy sitting in the shopping cart. I was waiting for a price check on some items 
when the old man slapped the face of the little boy. Everyone who saw it got mad real 
quick, I had my back to them so I missed it, but when I looked at the boy’s face I got 
extremely mad. The lady that was behind the old man started talking junk to the old man 
and he just ignored her. Now the checkout lady was shocked and looking at me but with 
me being fresh out and on probation I could not lose my mind. But what made it funny 
was that the old man spoke to me like nothing happened, and then my temperature went 
boom!!!  But, I was still calm as I told him (old man) to "get your shit and get the hell out 
before I lose it.” He then got his stuff and left, but before he left the little boy wanted a 
tube of chapstick and I made the old man buy it for the boy also. The reason I chose this 
story is because #1 it is fresh in my mind and #2 it showed me the level of control I have 
over my temper and how I am able to read the situation and chose the best course of 
action moving forward   
 
NO Redemption Narrative 
I was at the local Walmart store in the checkout line when an older guy came up with a 
small boy sitting in the shopping cart. I was waiting for a price check on some items 
when the old man slapped the face of the little boy. Everyone who saw it got mad real 
quick, I had my back to them so I missed it, but when I looked at the boy’s face I got 
extremely mad. The lady that was behind the old man started talking junk to the old man 
and he just ignored her. Now the checkout lady was shocked and looking at me but with 
me being fresh out and on probation I could not lose my mind. But what made it funny 
was that the old man spoke to me like nothing happened, and then my temperature went 
boom!!!  I told him (old man) to "get your shit and get the hell out before I lose it.” He 
then got his stuff and left. The reason I chose this story is because #1 it is fresh in my 
mind.   

Narrative #3 
 
Redemption Narrative 
My spouse has been indisposed for the last few weeks, and so I have had to step in and 
keep the house in order. Cleaning and yard work is nothing new to me. But now it’s 
preparing meals for her, making certain she takes her medications, getting her to her 
appointments on time, making sure the bills are paid on time.....etc.& so on. So, to be 
responsible to and for another person this soon after being released from prison where 
being responsible was optional, I embrace this opportunity to serve My WIFE!!! For she 
is so very very WORTHY!!!!   
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NO Redemption Narrative 
My spouse has been indisposed for the last few weeks, and so I have had to step in and 
keep the house in order. Cleaning and yard work is nothing new to me. But now it’s 
preparing meals for her, making certain she takes her medications, getting her to her 
appointments on time, making sure the bills are paid on time.....etc.& so on, being 
responsible to and for another person this soon after being released from prison where 
being responsible was optional.   
 

Narrative #4 
Redemption Narrative 
My life has been a rollercoaster lately, but I'm learning to take the ups and downs in 
stride. My aunt that has cancer and refuses to undergo treatments is not eating and her 
health is declining fast. They say it won’t take long for her to pass on. I know it’s bad 
because she usually smokes weed for her pain and she has stopped smoking it altogether. 
I guess morphine is next. On the flip side, I got to spend an entire day with my daughter 
for her birthday. We had a wonderful time together. By far the best day since my release. 
I could let my emotions and frustrations and excitement get the best of me, but 
controlling those is a must. Controlling those is a must at all times. So I have to say that 
it’s been a wild ride but I'm still here. Determined.   
 
NO Redemption Narrative 
My life has been a rollercoaster lately. My aunt that has cancer and refuses to undergo 
treatments is not eating and her health is declining fast. They say it won’t take long for 
her to pass on. I know it’s bad because she usually smokes weed for her pain and she has 
stopped smoking it altogether. I guess morphine is next. Since my release, I could let my 
emotions and frustrations and excitement get the best of me.  I have to say that it’s been a 
wild ride. 
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APPENDIX B 

Big Five Inventory (BFI-2) 
 

Here are a number of characteristics that may or may not apply to you. For example, do 
you agree that you are someone who likes to spend time with others? Please indicate the 
extent to which you agree or disagree with that statement.  
 
1 - Disagree strongly 
2 - Disagree a little  
3 - Neutral; no opinion  
4 - Agree a little  
5 - Agree strongly  
 
I am someone who...  
 
1. Is outgoing, sociable.  
2. Is compassionate, has a soft heart.  
3. Tends to be disorganized.  
4. Is relaxed, handles stress well.  
5. Has few artistic interests.  
6. Has an assertive personality.  
7. Is respectful, treats others with respect.  
8. Tends to be lazy.  
9. Stays optimistic after experiencing a setback.  
10. Is curious about many different things.  
11. Rarely feels excited or eager.  
12. Tends to find fault with others.  
13. Is dependable, steady.  
14. Is moody, has up and down mood swings.  
15. Is inventive, finds clever ways to do things.  
16. Tends to be quiet.  
17. Feels little sympathy for others.  
18. Is systematic, likes to keep things in order.  
19. Can be tense.  
20. Is fascinated by art, music, or literature.  
21. Is dominant, acts as a leader.  
22. Starts arguments with others.  
23. Has difficulty getting started on tasks.  
24. Feels secure, comfortable with self.  
25. Avoids intellectual, philosophical discussions.  
26. Is less active than other people.  
27. Has a forgiving nature.  
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28. Can be somewhat careless.  
29. Is emotionally stable, not easily upset.  
30. Has little creativity.  
31. Is sometimes shy, introverted.  
32. Is helpful and unselfish with others.  
33. Keeps things neat and tidy.  
34. Worries a lot.  
35. Values art and beauty.  
36. Finds it hard to influence people.  
37. Is sometimes rude to others.  
38. Is efficient, gets things done.  
39. Often feels sad.  
40. Is complex, a deep thinker. 
41. Is full of energy.  
42. Is suspicious of others’ intentions.  
43. Is reliable, can always be counted on.  
44. Keeps their emotions under control.  
45. Has difficulty imagining things.  
46. Is talkative.  
47. Can be cold and uncaring.  
48. Leaves a mess, doesn’t clean up.  
49. Rarely feels anxious or afraid.  
50. Thinks poetry and plays are boring.  
51. Prefers to have others take charge.  
52. Is polite, courteous to others.  
53. Is persistent, works until the task is finished.  
54. Tends to feel depressed, blue.  
55. Has little interest in abstract ideas.  
56. Shows a lot of enthusiasm.  
57. Assumes the best about people.  
58. Sometimes behaves irresponsibly.  
59. Is temperamental, gets emotional easily.  
60. Is original, comes up with new ideas. 
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APPENDIX C 

Social Dominance Orientation Scale (SDO7) 
 
Please indicate how much you favor or oppose each idea below by selecting a number 
from 1 to 7 on the scale below. You can work quickly; your first feeling is generally best.  
 
1 - Strongly oppose 
2 - Somewhat oppose 
3 - Slightly oppose 
4 - Neutral 
5 - Slightly favor 
6 - Somewhat favor 
7 - Strongly favor 
 
1. Some groups of people must be kept in their place.  
2. It’s probably a good thing that certain groups are at the top and other groups are at the 
bottom. 3. An ideal society requires some groups to be on top and others to be on the 
bottom.  
4. Some groups of people are simply inferior to other groups.  
5. Groups at the bottom are just as deserving as groups at the top.  
6. No one group should dominate in society.  
7. Groups at the bottom should not have to stay in their place.  
8. Group dominance is a poor principle.  
9. We should not push for group equality.  
10. We shouldn’t try to guarantee that every group has the same quality of life.  
11. It is unjust to try to make groups equal.  
12. Group equality should not be our primary goal.  
13. We should work to give all groups an equal chance to succeed.  
14. We should do what we can to equalize conditions for different groups.  
15. No matter how much effort it takes, we ought to strive to ensure that all groups have 
the same chance in life. 
16. Group equality should be our ideal.  
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APPENDIX D 

Implicit Theory of Personality Scale 
 

Please indicate your level of agreement with the following items: 

1 - Strongly disagree 
2 - Disagree 
3 - Slightly disagree 
4 - Slightly agree 
5 - Agree 
6 - Strongly agree 
 
Entity theory items: 

1. Someone’s personality is a part of them that they can’t change very much 
2. People can’t really change what kind of personality they have. Some people have 

a good personality and some don’t and they can’t change much 
3. A person can do things to get people to like them, but they can’t change their real 

personality 
 
Implicit theory items: 

1. Anybody can change their personality a lot 
2. No matter who somebody is and how they act, they can always change their ways 
3. People can always change their personality 

 
Scoring:  The three incremental items are averaged with the three entity items (reverse-
coded) to create a measure of theories of personality, with higher scores on this measure 
indicating a more incremental theory of personality  
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APPENDIX E 

Affective Response Items 
 

Below are a number of words that describe different feelings and emotions.  Please 
indicate to what extent you feel each emotion in response to Michael, the narrator of the 
story you just read 
 
In response to the story, I feel… 
 

1 - Disagree strongly 
2 - Disagree a little 

3 - Neutral; no opinion 
4 - Agree a little 

5 - Agree strongly 
1. comfortable 
2. trusting 
3. compassionate 
4. interested 
5. fascinated 
6. amused 
7. annoyed 
8. fearful 
9. uncomfortable 
10. disgusted 
11. suspicious 
12. guarded 
13. sympathetic 
14. surprised 
15. Curious 
 

***NOTE – These were randomized for each participant*** 
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APPENDIX F 

Perceived Rehabilitation Items 
 

Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements about the narrator 
of the story you just read:  
 
1 - Strongly disagree 
2 - Disagree 
3 - Slightly disagree 
4 - Slightly agree 
5 - Agree 
6 - Strongly agree 
 

1. Michael seems to have been rehabilitated  
2. Michael is likely to commit another crime 
3. Michael person has turned their life around 
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APPENDIX G 

Social Distance Scale 
 

Citation:  Bogardus (1933); adaptation by Link, Cullen, Frank & Wozniak (1987) 
 
Please indicate your level of comfort with each of the following scenarios regarding the 
narrator of the story you just read: 
 
1 – Very uncomfortable 
2 – Somewhat uncomfortable 
3 – Neither comfortable nor uncomfortable 
4 – Somewhat comfortable 
5 – Very comfortable 
 

1. Michael renting a room in your home or the place where you live 
2. Having Michael as a co-worker at your job (or class-mate in your class) 
3. Having Michael as a neighbor in your neighborhood 
4. Michael taking care of a child you know (such as a family member or a friend’s 

child) for a couple of hours 
5. Someone in your family marrying someone like Michael 
6. Introducing Michael to your friends  
7. Recommending Michael for a job working for a close friend of yours 
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APPENDIX H 
 
 

Manipulation Check Items 
 

Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements:  
 
1 - Strongly disagree 
2 - Disagree 
3 - Slightly disagree 
4 - Slightly agree 
5 - Agree 
6 - Strongly agree 
 

1. The overall feel of this story seems to move from negative to positive. 
2. The narrator of this story seems to find something good or positive in the negative 

event. 
3. The narrator of the story gained some personal insight after the negative event. 
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APPENDIX I 

Program Evaluation Items 
 
Below is a description of the program.  Please read the description and respond as 
honestly as you can to the questions that follow.   
 

Inside Out Former Inmate Exchange Program 
 

The Inside Out Former Inmate Exchange Program is a proposed program in which 
undergraduate students are paired with recently-released former prison inmates who are 
reintegrating into the community.  The purpose is to give students the opportunity to 
interact with people they may not otherwise come into contact with and to aid former 
inmates in the challenging process of reintegration into the community following 
release.  The pairings between students and former inmates are made based on the skills 
and interests of the student and the needs and interests of the former inmate.  For 
instance, many former inmates are in need of help with basic computer skills, such as 
word processing and email communication.  A student participating in this program 
might meet with a former inmate to help them learn these skills.    This program could 
take the form of a regularly meeting group, or individual meetings between students and 
former inmates, or both. 
 
 

1. Have you ever heard of a program like this? (Yes/No) 
2. To what extent do you think students at Wake Forest would find this program 

interesting? (1 – Not interesting at all, 2 – Slightly interesting, 3 – Moderately 
interesting, 4 – Very interesting, 5 – Extremely interesting) 

3. How likely is it that students at Wake Forest would participate in this program? ( 
1- Very  unlikely, 2 – Somewhat unlikely, 3 – Neither likely nor unlikely, 4 – 
Somewhat likely, 5 – Very likely) 

4. To what extent would you personally find this program interesting?  (1 – Not 
interesting at all, 2 – Slightly interesting, 3 – Moderately interesting, 4 – Very 
interesting, 5 – Extremely interesting) 

5. How likely is it that you personally would participate in this program?  ( 1- Very  
unlikely, 2 – Somewhat unlikely, 3 – Neither likely nor unlikely, 4 – Somewhat 
likely, 5 – Very likely) 

6. If you were to participate in this program, how much time would you be willing to 
designate to participation each week? 

7. If you were to participate in this program, to what extent would you be willing to 
interact with former inmates as a part of a group of students and former inmates, 
under the supervision of a WFU instructor?  ( 1- Very  unwilling, 2 – Somewhat 
unwilling, 3 – Neither willing nor unwilling, 4 – Somewhat willing, 5 – Very 
willing) 
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8. If you were to participate in this program, to what extent would you be willing to 
regularly meet one-on-one with a former inmate in the program, outside of the 
group? (Individually, without the direct supervision of a WFU instructor)  ( 1- 
Very  unwilling, 2 – Somewhat unwilling, 3 – Neither willing nor unwilling, 4 – 
Somewhat willing, 5 – Very willing) 

9. What specific skills/interests do you have that you may be able to share with or 
teach to a former inmate enrolled in the program? (Check all that apply) 

a. Basic computer skills (typing, general word processing, internet, email 
etc.) 

b. Smart phone skills (texting, email, apps, etc.) 
c. Basic writing skills 
d. Resume building 
e. Job interviewing 
f. Personal finance management/basic accounting 
g. SAT Tutoring 
h. GED Tutoring 
i. Creative arts (e.g. visual arts, music, drama, etc. please specify) 
j. Other (please specify) 

10. What, if anything, would prevent you from participating in this program? (ex: not 
enough time, seems unsafe, sounds boring etc.) 

11. What, if anything, would motivate you to participate in this program?  (ex: course 
credit, general curiosity, community service hours etc.) 
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APPENDIX J 
 

Deception Script 
 

RESEARCHER:  (casually)  So, this next part is going to be a group 
discussion.  Basically, we want to get a sense of how Wake Forest students would 
interact with former inmates in a group or class as a part of this potential program.  We'll 
go in this other room.  It'll be you and me, and - actually, this is cool Michael, the guy 
from the story you were reading, is here too.  We haven't seen your answers or anything - 
so don't worry about that. 
 
Researcher leads subject into the "discussion" room, where there are 2 chairs set up in 
the middle of the room, as if for a discussion.  On one chair (A) is a coat or jacket.  On 
the other chair (B) is a notebook or folder.  Another chair is pushed against the wall. 
 
RESEARCHER:  Oh, I think Michael stepped out.  Anyway, he was sitting there 
(pointing to chair A) - that's his jacket - and I was in the other chair (pointing to chair 
B).  If you could just grab another chair and set it up so you can join the discussion, I'll 
run get him.  You can go ahead and have a seat.  Thanks! 
 
Researcher exits the room and waits for 2 minutes before coming back. 
 
RESEARCHER:  (still casual, but maybe a little bit flustered) Hey - oh, thanks for 
getting us set up – listen, Michael is held up and we're actually over-scheduled and 
running super behind, so we're going to just skip the discussion.  So you can go now - 
just leave the chairs - we'll use them for the next group. 
 
Researcher gives subject debriefing form and leads subject out of the room, thanking the 
subject, assuring them that they will still get all of their hours even though the study 
ended early, etc. 
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