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Abstract 

Previous research has found that reading fictional stories can increase empathy in individuals 

who read it (Bal & Vetkamp, 2013; Dodell-Feder & Tamir, 2018; Kaufman & Libby, 2012; 

Stansfield & Bune, 2014). One important factor that contributes to fiction’s potential empathy-

teaching effect is the concept of transportation; transportation is the reader’s ability to 

“transport” themselves into the story, particularly in the shoes of the protagonist, to better 

understand how they themselves would react in the character’s situations (Bal & Vetkamp, 

2012). The current study analyzed the effect transportation into a story in which the protagonist 

engaged in a criminal act (e.g., substance abuse and theft) could have on the reader. Participants 

were asked to read two texts each; one arranged as a report and the second being a story of either 

the protagonist’s engagement in substance abuse or theft. One group received a report-styled text 

regarding the protagonist’s engagement in either substance abuse or theft and one story-styled 

text of the protagonist’s engagement in the offense not represented in the first text. Participants’ 

empathy was measured with eight Likert-scale questions. Participants were predicted to show 

more empathy for the characters portrayed in the emotional texts than the non-emotional texts, 

regardless of the crime committed, due to the increased transportation that should occur with the 

emotional text.   
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Process Analysis Statement 

 When thinking about what kind of research I wanted to complete, the only thing that I 

knew was that I wanted to combine my interests of psychology and criminal justice. I was 

inspired by a paper I had done in a previous course in which I wrote about empathy development 

programs for juveniles that utilized reading. I wanted to expand on this concept, but from the 

other perspective; could empathy towards offenders be higher when reading stories compared to 

reports. The research completed through my project could be expanded upon and contribute to 

great criminal justice reform and less stigmatization of inmates and/or those who have been 

previously convicted of a crime. I was driven by this idea of potentially contributing something 

of value to the efforts of making reentry for former inmates easier. 

 Throughout the completion of this project, I had many moments where I became very 

frustrated and overwhelmed because I greatly underestimated the hard work that had to be put 

into completing research, especially when people were involved. One of the first things I had to 

do was complete research on the topics of empathy, moral/character education programs, and 

reading. This step definitely took the longest amount of time and was the step in which some of 

my frustrations really got to me, but I did not give up thanks to my advisor, Dr. Kristin Ritchey. 

After this, I had to get Institutional Review Board approval to complete my research, which is 

something I have never done before, and although it was a tedious process, it was necessary to 

complete my research since my study involved participants. Next was completing the method 

and results sections of my thesis. Since I do not believe there has been any previous research 

done on empathy towards offenders, I created the texts and survey I used from scratch to analyze 

the specific variables I wanted to focus on. Implementing the survey and texts was much easier 

than I expected; it was the first time I had used Qualtrics. Lastly, besides the discussion section, 

was the results section of my thesis. Doing the analyses I needed was difficult, only because I 
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have not had much previous experience using SPSS, and I am terrible at math, but my advisor 

greatly assisted me in figuring it out.  

 Throughout the completion of this project, I have learned a lot. I was able to complete 

research on a topic that I am very passionate about and hope contributes to some further research 

down the road. I ran into many difficulties during this process, but my advisor greatly assisted 

me and encouraged me to continue, and I am very glad I was able to complete my project and 

present something that I am proud of. I am hoping that individuals who read this thesis learn 

something of value and possibly become inspired to further this area of research in attempts to 

help reduce stigmatization towards offenders. 
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Between a Rock and a Hard Place: How Transportation into Stories Representing 

Protagonist’s Criminal Behavior Effects Reader’s Empathy 

Research has shown that offenders can utilize fiction novels to learn morals and empathy, 

which in turn can help them build their character and lower their risk for recidivating (Corno & 

Anderman, 2015; Seroczynski, et al., 2015; Strelkova, 2020). Could the opposite also be true: 

could empathy towards those who commit crimes be increased through reading stories? The 

current study’s hypothesis was that empathy towards offenders could be increased by reading 

stories that allow the reader to “transport” themselves into the offender’s shoes. The potential 

implications of this study included less stigmatization and stereotyping towards offenders which 

in turn could result in positive changes within the corrections system including, but not limited 

to, more access to diversion programs, more funding towards rehabilitative programs, and better 

living conditions within correctional facilities. 

Empathy 

Definition & Types of Empathy 

 Fictional stories have been utilized to teach individuals, particularly young children, 

morals and prosocial physical and cognitive behaviors (Corno & Anderman, 2015; Serocynzki et 

al., 2015). This concept can be seen among fables typically passed down from generation to 

generation; some examples of such stories would be The Shepherd Boy and the Wolf (a.k.a. The 

Boy Who Cried Wolf) and The Tortoise and the Hare by Aesop. These stories have been used to 

teach specific lessons and praise characteristics; The Shepherd Boy and the Wolf is notorious for 

encouraging youth to learn the value of honesty, and The Tortoise and the Hare teaches that 

“slow and steady wins the race,” so patience is a vital component to “winning” in life (A List of 

Fables). 
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In addition to positively reinforcing certain prosocial characteristics and behaviors, 

readers can also sympathize to some extent with the protagonists in the stories and possibly even 

empathize or feel the emotions that the protagonist may have felt second-hand. While sympathy 

is an individual’s cognitive ability to acknowledge that someone is struggling in some way and 

providing emotional support, empathy is something much more. There is no single definition of 

empathy, but most researchers agree that it is the ability to relate to and understand the emotions 

another individual feels (Bal & Veltkamp, 2013; Riess, 2017; Strelkova, 2020). This goes 

beyond sympathy because empathy means that the empathetic individual understands the 

situation and feelings that the other person may be experiencing ether because they have been 

through a similar situation before, or because they are able to put themselves into the shoes of the 

other person.  

There are several types and subcategories of empathy, but the main ones discussed in the 

current study are affective, cognitive, trait, and state. As Stansfield and Bune (2014) explain, 

affective empathy encompasses an individual’s capability of feeling another person’s emotions, 

and cognitive empathy is the capability of putting oneself into another’s shoes and understanding 

their perspective. While affective and cognitive empathy are variations of the experience of 

feeling empathy, particularly experiencing it from different perspectives, trait and state empathy 

are more focused on the potential cause of the resulting empathy. In simpler terms, trait empathy 

can be described as being a persons’ baseline of empathy that remains relatively constant 

throughout time and different situations, while state empathy is more variable. State empathy is a 

person’s empathy level that differs from instant to instant and is normally something that is seen 

in response to more specific, emotionally-charging situations. Witnessing a car accident or a 

natural disaster destroy someone else’s belongings, seeing someone cry, or listening to a friend 
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explain why their day has been so difficult (e.g., a family member passed away or they lost their 

job) are all situations in which an individual’s state empathy can be affected. 

It is important to keep in mind that empathy is an aspect of what is considered “moral 

character,” and while a lot of research focuses on the concept of empathy specifically, there is 

much more that focuses on the broader subject of moral character in general. The definition of 

moral character that Corno and Anderman (2015) cite in their book, the Handbook of 

Educational Psychology, is: 

the capacity to think about right and wrong, experience moral emotions (guilt, empathy, 

compassion), engage in moral behaviors (sharing, donating to charity, telling the truth), 

believe in moral goods, demonstrate an enduring tendency to act with honesty, altruism, 

responsibility, and other characteristics that support moral functioning. (Berkowitz, 2002, 

p. 48)  

Other researchers have claimed that moral character is something that is unique to the 

human experience because of what is considered the warmth dimension. Some of the 

characteristics that would be included in this are sincerity, sociability, warmth, and friendliness. 

(Goodwin et al., 2014). This goes to show that empathy is a part of a much larger system that is 

not so simple to break down. It is something that is typically present along with other prosocial 

or moral feelings and actions as mentioned above. Although empathy is normally presented 

along with these other characteristics, is has still been researchable on an individual basis, even 

including some of the bases of where empathy comes from and how it is developed throughout 

life. There is research that supports that empathy is both “hardwired” into the human experience 

and able to be learned and further developed overtime (Dodell-Feder & Tamir, 2018; Riess, 

2017).  
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Neurological  

On a neurological level, mirror neurons contribute to the experience of empathy. The 

areas of the brain that consist of mirror neurons include the inferior parietal lobe, the ventral 

premotor cortex, and the posterior section of the inferior frontal gyrus (Rizzolatti & Craighero, 

2005). According to Zilles (2004) the inferior frontal gyrus in general, also known as Broca’s 

region, is responsible for auditory processing, speech, and facial control in order to facilitate 

speaking. The inferior parietal lobe aids in problem-solving and language processing, and lastly, 

the ventral premotor cortex is responsible for processing visual and somatosensory information. 

Previous research using monkeys as subjects have found that when the monkeys were given a 

discrimination task to discern between two different vibrational frequencies, other monkeys 

learned from their decisions and were able to encode the information they perceived into their 

working memory for their own future problem-solving needs (Bzdok, 2016; Pardo-Vazquez et 

al., 2011).  

How exactly do these mirror neurons relate to empathy and how do they work? 

According to Alford (2016) and Reiss (2017), mirror neurons allow individuals to mentally 

“experience” and understand another person’s situation through observation. In other words, 

mirror neurons fire both when someone completes an action (e.g. petting a dog) and when 

watching someone else completing the same action (e.g. watching someone else pet a dog). In 

addition to this, studies have shown that mirror neurons are activated when seeing certain facial 

expressions. This is especially the case when seeing facial expressions resulting from 

experiencing pain; when an individual can see the expression of pain on another’s face; the 

observer’s neurons fire as if the pain was inflicted upon them as well, just not to the same extent 

(Pitts-Taylor, 2013). 
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Taught/Learned Empathy  

Although there is an innate neurological basis for empathy as noted above, it is also 

something that can be learned and further developed with our experiences, and this is evident 

among all ages. Originally, it was believed that children below the age of seven were incapable 

of understanding situations from another individual’s perspective; this belief was perpetuated by 

Piaget and Inhelder (1965) in their “Three Mountains Experiment.” This finding was eventually 

debunked by further research. Aslan and Koksal Akyol (2020) reported that interventions with 

the intention of increasing empathy in young children were found to be effective in expanding 

the participant’s abilities in perspective-taking. Among college-aged individuals (and older) a 

variety of teaching techniques ranging from participating in service-learning projects to having 

engaging conversations from multiple perspectives can be utilized to reinforce a person’s 

empathy (Cuzzo et al., 2017). Although there are many different ways in which empathy can be 

taught and learned, one specific method that has previously been found to be effective in learning 

empathy, and that the current study utilizes, is engaging in a process referred to as 

“transportation.” 

Transportation 

 According to Bal and Veltkamp (2013), transportation is the phenomenon that occurs 

when a reader puts themselves in the shoes of the story’s protagonist. This can also be referred to 

as experience-taking which is what the process is referred to as by researchers such as Kaufman 

and Libby (2012). These researchers have found evidence supporting the idea that individuals 

who read fiction can become more empathetic as a result due to the emotional stimulation that 

the reader experiences. Beyond this, fiction allows the reader to put themselves in the place of 

the protagonist who may be going through situations that the reader would otherwise never go 
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through in real life; the individual reading can therefore experience social simulations from 

another perspective (Bal & Veltkamp, 2013; Kaufman & Libby, 2012).  

 There are many factors involved in a story’s propensity for potentially generating 

empathy from readers. Fiction stories are better at creating empathetic responses than nonfiction 

stories; studies have found that readers are more comfortable being empathetic towards 

characters who aren’t real and that exposure to nonfiction stories is often negatively correlated 

with trait empathy, likely because it is easier to mentally fill the role of a fictional character (Bal 

& Veltkamp, 2013; Stansfield & Bune, 2014). Other characteristics of a story that increase the 

likelihood of the reader developing empathy from it include if the story is capable of making the 

reader “forget” their self-identity and take on the protagonist’s identity, if the protagonist is a 

member of the reader’s “in-group,” and if the perspective the story is written from. For example, 

first person narration is more positively correlated with transportation and with evoking the 

feeling of being close to the protagonist, but depending on the characteristics of the narrator, the 

reader may perceive them to be either very authentic and genuine, or unreliable and 

untrustworthy if the character has more negative attributes. On the other hand, while third person 

narration has been found to have a weaker positive correlation with transportation, it has a higher 

positive correlation with trustworthiness of the protagonist. 

In the current study, third person narration was utilized in order to prevent the readers 

from feeling as though the protagonist was attempting to be deceptive (Van Lissa et al., 2016). 

Fictional stories have also been found to be more effective in evoking empathy from readers if 

the text is realistic enough to allow the reader to immerse themself in the situation and process 

how they would respond (Bal & Velktkamp, 2013). In general, narratives seem to lead to 

transportation more than factual or expository pieces of literature. Trait empathy was positively 



9 
 

correlated with higher levels of previous exposure to fictional literature, while previous exposure 

to nonfiction was related with lower levels of trait empathy. This can possibly be related to the 

“Russian doll” model of empathy that is believed to be the concept that increasing age is 

positively correlated with higher levels of empathy; more exposure to life experiences and 

literature can help develop individuals to place themselves in the shoes of another (Stansfield & 

Bune, 2014; Van Lissa et al., 2016). 

Interventions to Alter Perpetrators Empathy Towards Others 

 While the current study posed the question of whether it is possible to change citizens’ 

levels of empathy towards perpetrators through reading fiction, previous research has supported 

that reading fictional narratives can help build character, morals, and empathy in criminal 

offenders. Reading for Life, a program that is based in Indiana and implemented as a diversion 

typically for first-time, juvenile offenders, encourages the participants to engage with and learn 

from the protagonists from pieces of fictional literature. This program, along with those that are 

similar, have the purpose of building moral-character as a general topic, but empathy is an 

important piece to the puzzle (Brown, Corrigan, & Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2012). 

  Other researchers’ findings support that reading fictional narratives can teach offenders 

empathy even when they are older. Martinez, Stuewig, and Tangney (2014) conducted a study in 

which they found a positive correlation between perspective-taking, empathy, and reduced future 

engagement in criminal acts. In addition, research has supported that while violent offenders 

often have a lower baseline of empathy and recognition of emotions, empathy-focused treatment 

can improve these attributes. The participants involved seemed to struggle the most in 

deciphering the emotion of disgust from that of anger, sadness, and even fear; they also were 

found to have a difficult time engaging in perspective-taking, which is a major proponent and 



10 
 

potential cause of empathy towards others. The empathy-focused treatment that some of the 

participants engaged in consisted of various activities that involved moral discussion and practice 

with taking on another’s perspective in various situations; it was found that emotional 

recognition and perspective-taking were improved. Although it is unclear whether this study 

specifically used fictional literature in this treatment, fictional narratives can be utilized to teach 

both concepts (Seidel et al., 2013). Empathy was also taught in a correctional setting in Scotland; 

a poet by the name of Valerie Gillies would read her original poems based on her travels and 

exposure to struggling individuals. After reading these poems, the participants were encouraged 

to reflect on the text and meditate. The article contained first-person accounts of a few of the 

student’s responses to the program and many concluded that they felt they were more 

understanding of other people’s experiences and emotions afterwards (Strang, 2015). These 

findings all support the idea that reading fiction can increase empathy and understanding in 

offenders, but what are some of the benefits of being more empathetic, whether it be towards the 

average citizen or towards the offenders? 

Benefits of Empathy 

Rumble, Van Lange, and Parks (2010) found that being more empathetic is related to 

better situational awareness and understanding, which allows for individuals to cooperate more 

effectively with others without miscommunications getting in the way. This study also supported 

the finding that individuals who are more empathetic are more likely to have altruistic 

characteristics such as generosity. Individuals who are more empathetic are also found to accept 

fewer stereotypes about others and often be less discriminatory towards others who are not a part 

of their in-group (Christofi & Michael-Grigoriou, 2017). Having empathy can also save lives. In 

light of the COVID-19 pandemic, researchers have found that individuals are more inclined to 
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wear masks and engage in social distancing when they feel empathetic towards others who are 

vulnerable. Emotionally-charged information generated more empathy and compliance with 

CDC recommendations than matter-of-fact information regarding the virus and certain 

population’s vulnerabilities (Pfattheicher et al., 2020). Beyond the benefits that being empathetic 

can have for oneself, being empathetic towards others can create a more accepting community, 

especially for prisoners or for individuals who commit a criminal offense of some kind.  

Some studies have been conducted to investigate whether or not empathy can be 

increased towards those who have committed a crime, for example, engagement in drug abuse. 

One study had participants experience a virtual reality situation from the perspective of a man 

named Mark, who became addicted to cocaine; the goal was to combat the fundamental 

attribution error, which is a phenomenon that occurs when individuals don’t take into account 

situational factors that affect another person’s behavior and thus only attribute their behavior to 

their personality. The results of this study found that participants held more positive and 

accepting attitudes towards those who struggle with drug use, as well as had increased levels of 

empathy as a result of “transporting” into their situation (Christofi, Michael-Grigoriou, & 

Kyrlisias, 2020). This same idea can be applied to certain situations of theft; fundamental 

attribution error may cause an individual to see someone who has committed a crime as a bad 

person, but in reality they may just be someone who is struggling and was desperate for 

assistance.  

The criminological concept of General Strain Theory may also further show the other 

perspective of the fundamental attribution error and explain what contributes to an individual’s 

decision to turn to a criminal act. General Strain Theory explains that strain, including 1.) 

blockages from achieving goals, 2.) losing positive stimuli, and 3.) gaining negative stimuli, can 
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affect someone so much that the likelihood of them committing a crime is increased. This is 

because after an individual experiences so much strain, they may become angry or fed up with 

their situation and “retaliate” or cope in unhealthy ways, such as turning to drugs or engaging in 

some sort of other offense (Agnew, 2012).  

Currently there is a lot of stigma surrounding those who are incarcerated or who have 

committed some form of criminal or deviant act. This stigma makes it much harder for these 

individuals to reenter their communities and turn over a new leaf in their lives. This is because 

those with a criminal record have a more challenging time finding housing, especially in 

situations of renting because landlords tend to find those with a record less competent, 

potentially leading to missed payments (Berry & Wiener, 2020). These individuals also face 

discrimination when applying for jobs (Apel & Ramakers, 2018) and for higher education 

because financial aid and university applications often require disclosure of criminal records 

(Evans, Szkola, & St. John, 2019). This raises the question of whether having more empathy 

towards those who have committed crimes, such as drug abuse and theft, would lead to more 

understanding of situational factors, and in turn, reduce the stigma that these people face? 

Overview of the Current Study 

There seems to be a need, or at least potential benefits, to increasing empathy for people 

who commit criminal acts (Christofi, Michael-Grigoriou, & Kyrlisias, 2020; Agnew, 2012). One 

proven method of affecting peoples’ empathy is by having them read fictional narratives (Bal & 

Veltkamp, 2013; Stansfield & Bune, 2014; Van Lissa et al., 2016; Kaufman & Libby, 2012). 

Therefore, the current study investigated if people’s empathy for criminals increased after 

reading story-styled texts compared to reading report-styled texts. The current study’s hypothesis 
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was that empathy towards offenders could be increased by reading stories that allowed the reader 

to “transport” themselves into the offender’s shoes. 

Method 

Participants 

 There were 73 volunteers who were at least 18 years of age recruited from Ball State 

University’s campus and social media sites such as Facebook, Instagram, and Reddit. Only 71 

participants in the study were included after excluding those who answered the reading 

comprehension questions incorrectly. The study was also emailed through Ball States’ 

Communication Center. Participants of all demographic characteristics will have equal 

opportunity to participate. Volunteers were not incentivized in any way to participate.  

Materials 

 Four demographic questions were asked of the participants before the study. Four stories 

total depicting the criminal activities of petty theft and drug abuse will be developed. Half of the 

texts were written in a narrative style, telling the story of a perpetrator’s personal situation 

leading up to the offense. The other two texts were written in the style of a report about the 

protagonist and the specifics about the crime. Three multiple choice questions with four answer 

options each were asked after each of the two readings to assess reading comprehension and to 

make sure the participants carefully read the story. Along with these reading comprehension 

questions, eight 5-point Likert scaled questions were asked after each story in order to assess 

their perceptions of how guilty the offender is in each situation, how much empathy the 

participant felt towards the offender, their level of transportation into the texts, and a few general 

reading questions. All of these questions and the texts are available in the appendix.  
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Procedure 

 Participants were asked four demographic questions assessing their age, race, gender, and 

occupation (undergraduate/post graduate student, university-affiliated faculty, or community 

member) (see Appendix A). Participants were randomly assigned to two groups where they were 

asked to read two stories each portraying an individual who engaged in either petty theft or drug 

abuse. Before these readings, participants were advised to read carefully because there were 

three multiple-choice questions asked after each text. Participants were randomly assigned to 

read one version (either story or report format) of each crime text (petty theft and drug use), and 

so read two texts total. Participants were given one story formatted as a report of the protagonist 

engaging in petty theft (see Appendix B) or drug abuse (see Appendix D), and one story of the 

offense not described in the first story (see Appendices C and E). 

After reading each text, participants were asked three multiple-choice reading 

comprehension questions to assure that they carefully read the text (see Appendix F for questions 

and answer choices). These questions were made specifically for the current study. The first 

question asked “What crime was the protagonist guilty of?” The participants had to answer this 

question correctly as well as at least one of the other two questions: “What was the name of the 

protagonist?” or “How many children did the protagonist have?” These questions each had four 

answer choices. If participants answered the first reading assessment question incorrectly, they 

were dropped from the study. Participants were also dropped from the study if they incorrectly 

answered both the second and the third reading assessment questions as well. 

In addition to the reading comprehension questions, participants were asked eight five-

point Likert scaled questions after each story; these questions were also created specifically for 

the current study (see Appendix G). One question assessed the participant’s perspective of how 
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guilty the protagonist was on a scale of 1 (“not guilty at all”) to 5 (“extremely/completely 

guilty”). Participant’s empathy level towards the protagonist was assessed on a scale of 1 (“not 

at all empathetic”) to 5 (“extremely empathetic”). Participants’ perception of how justifiable the 

offense was recorded on a scale of 1 (“not justifiable at all”) to 5 (“completely justifiable”). 

Participant’s transportation was assessed through two different questions; the first asked how 

much they transported into the texts that they had read from 1 (“no transportation at all”) to 5 

(“complete transportation”) and the second asked how much the participant typically transports 

themselves into the texts they read from 1 (“no transportation at all”) to 5 (“complete 

transportation”). These questions were accompanied by a definition for the term 

“transportation” to assure participant’s understanding of the word. The remaining questions were 

asked about reading habits; one asked how often they read for reasons beyond necessity 1 

(“never”) to 5 (“a great deal”), another asked how enjoyable they find reading from 1 (“very 

unenjoyable”) to 5 (“very enjoyable”), and the last question asked if they read more nonfiction 

(1) or nonfiction (5) texts. 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

Participants were mostly women (67.2%); the remaining participants identified as male 

(25.4%), non-binary/third gender (3%), or decided not to say (4.5%). Participants were 

predominately white (82.1%). Out of a total of 73 participants, two were dropped out the study 

due to failing the reading comprehension portion of the survey. The mean age of participants was 

34.5 (SD = 17.8). Most participants were community members (53%), followed by 

undergraduate student (36.4%). 
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Analyses 

Texts written in the form of a report did not lead participants to perceive the protagonist 

as more guilty than the story version. According to a 2 (report/story) x 2 (drug/theft) ANOVA, 

there was no significant effect of Text Type on empathy, F (1, 97) = .49, p = .48. Text Type did 

not have a significant effect on guilt (F (1, 97) = 1.68, p = .19) or transportation into the text F 

(1, 97) = .65, p = .42. Text Type did not have a significant effect on how justified participants 

perceived the protagonist’s actions either (F (1, 97) = .32, p = .57).  

A 2 (report/story) x 2 (drug/theft) ANOVA showed crime type had a largely significant 

effect on empathy towards the protagonist, F (1, 97) = 11.2, p = .001. Justification (F (1, 97) = 

4.61, p = .03) and transportation (F (1, 97) = 14.62, p = .000) were also significantly affected by 

Crime Type. Guilt (F (1, 97) = 2.13, p = .15) was not significantly affected by crime type. 

Texts about drug crime were found to be rated higher on guilt compared to those about 

theft. Texts about theft were found to be rated higher for empathy and justification. Table 1 

shows the means and standard deviations of guilt, empathy, justification, and transportation as a 

function of text type and crime type. The hypothesis that more transportation into a text would be 

correlated with higher levels of empathy was supported; there was a significant correlation 

between transportation into the text and empathy for the protagonist, r = .503, p < .000. 

However, text type did not have an influence on empathy or transportation as was expected from 

previous research. 

Follow-up Tests 

When comparing male and female participants, it was found that there was no significant 

difference between male and female ratings of guilt (t(60) = .46, p = .65). There were also no 
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significant differences between male and female empathy responses (t(60) = 1.12, p = .27) and 

justification responses (t(60) = 1.04, p  = .30). 

Discussion 

 Based on the results of the study, crime type made more of a difference on resulting rates 

of empathy, justification, and transportation than text type. Drug related offenders were much 

less likely to receive empathy from respondents than theft offenders. It was found that texts 

written in the format of a report were just as likely to incite feelings of guilt towards the offender 

as texts written in the format of a story. Transportation was found to have a significant 

correlation with empathy levels. This supports the main hypothesis that as transportation 

increased, so would empathy. 

 One of the limitations of this study involve the small sample size; only 71 participants 

were included in the study. Another limitation is potentially the types of texts written. There is a 

lot of stigma towards those who abuse drugs, especially since many people believe that abusing 

drugs is a choice, rather than a disease. This may help to explain the lower ratings of empathy 

and justification in response to the texts involving drug use since many of the participants were 

older community members and substance use disorder is a fairly recent addition to the DSM. 

Text length is another limitation; longer texts may contribute to transportation levels, but also 

result in fewer participants completing the survey due to the longer time and effort required to 

take the survey. 

 As far as I am aware, this is the first study that aims to assess non-offenders’ empathy 

towards offenders, and not the other way around. Future research would be highly beneficial to 

better understand citizens’ perceptions of offenders. Moving forward, educating community 

members about crime, especially those related to addiction, and stigma, may help lead to higher 
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empathy levels towards offenders. Higher empathy levels, in turn, could result in more 

successful rates of offender reentry and lower recidivism rates. In order to find more concrete 

results, future research should potentially focus on different crime types, or maybe have every 

story target the same crime type in different ways. 
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Table 1 

Mean Ratings of Guilt, Empathy, Justification, and Transportation by Story and Crime 

Condition 

 

     Drug     Theft 

    Story   Report   Story  Report 

Guilt    3.68 (1.31) 3.12 (1.21)  3.80 (1.29) 3.72 (1.17) 

Empathy   3.16 (1.25) 3.31 (1.54)  3.96 (1.21) 4.16 (0.85) 

Justification   2.28 (1.06) 2.46 (1.39)  2.88 (1.54) 3.00 (1.29) 

Transportation   2.24 (1.13) 2.92 (1.26)  3.60 (1.04) 3.28 (1.06) 
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Appendix A 

Demographic Questions 

Age 

Are you 18 or older? Yes/No 

What is your age? Open ended question 

Race/Ethnicity 

 What is your race/ethnicity?  

  Black/African American 

  Hispanic/Latino 

  Asian 

  White/Caucasian 

  Other 

  Prefer not to say 

Gender 

 What is your gender? 

  Male 

  Female 

  Non-binary/Third gender 

  Prefer not to say 

Occupation 

 What is your occupation or position? 

Undergrad student 

  Postgrad student 
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  University Affiliated Faculty 

  Community Member (non-student) 
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Appendix B 

Text in the Format of a Report for Petty Theft 

Walmart 7245 Us 31 S, Store #1459 VICTIM of Theft - Shoplifting   

Reporting Party (RP) Smith called records to report a shoplifting incident. RP stated the offender 

(OF) filled his cart with $154 worth of merchandise, went to self-checkout, scanned all of the 

items, and then left the store without paying.   

Woods, Joseph Mitchell (W M, 29) Arrested on charge of Petit Theft: C (Completed), at 7245 Us 

31 S, Indianapolis, on 04/19/2019.  

   

Inmate Profile:  

Name: Joseph Mitchell Woods  

Age: 29  

Sex: Male  

Race: White  

Number of dependents: 2 (Emily (5 years of age) and Bailey (7 years of age)  

Relationship: Single (recently widowed as of last winter)  

Occupation: Unemployed  

Past Occupation: Construction worker  

Reason for loss of job: Declining work performance and inability to pay attention on site 

Residence: Indianapolis, IN (For past 5 months)  

 No established relationships made in new, Indianapolis community (family, friends, etc.) 

Past Residence: Miami, FL; moved for job opportunity  

Summary of crime completed: 
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Offense: Petit Theft; premeditated  

            Summary of items stolen: Milk, eggs, bread, pasta, fruits, and vegetables (totaling $154) 

 Summary of event: Joseph went through the Walmart self-check while his two daughters 

were at school, scanned all of his items, and left without paying when he believed the self-check 

employee was distracted. A member of the assets protections team noticed the theft, detained 

Joseph, and called the police. Joseph was later arrested. Witnesses report that Joseph was 

trembling while committing the offense. 

Rationale for Offense: Struggling financially for 3 months (Applied for multiple jobs to no avail. 

Tried to earn money by donating plasma and selling baseball card collection) 

 Daughter Bailey (7), fell off her bike and broke her arm; medical bills ensued resulting in 

loss of saved up money 

 No food at home (Fridge was empty) 

 Fear of losing custody of daughters 

 Fear of his daughters going hungry (306 words) 
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Appendix C 

Text in the Format of Story for Petty Theft 

Joseph has been struggling financially since the tragic death of his wife last winter; he was fired 

from his job as a construction worker due to his declining work performance and inability to pay 

attention on site. Joseph, 29, is now a single father to Emily (5) and Bailey (7), and since the 

family had moved away from their loved ones in Miami, Florida to go to Indianapolis, IN for a 

job opportunity, Joseph felt there was no one to turn to for help. After applying for countless 

jobs, donating plasma as often as he could, and selling some of his prized baseball cards he had 

been collecting since he was 4, he was running out of money. Joe was barely scraping by but he 

managed to successfully budget things until Bailey fell off her bike and broke her arm leading to 

unexpected medical expenses. All the money Joe had saved for food was gone, and he was 

terrified that his daughters would be taken from him if something didn’t change fast. His main 

concern was that their fridge was empty. Blinded with fear that his children would starve or he’d 

lose custody, Joe made a plan to go to Walmart while his children were at school. He grabbed 

only the necessities: milk, eggs, pasta, fruits and vegetables. Enough to keep him and his 

daughters going for another couple of weeks until he found a new job. His hands trembled as he 

scanned his items. When done, he glanced around the self-check area and fled when he saw the 

employee was distracted. Joseph shoplifted $154 worth of groceries, but he thought at least his 

children would be able to eat. Joseph was stopped by a member of the store’s asset protections 

team, who then called the cops on him. He was then arrested for his theft. (306 words)  
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Appendix D 

Text in the Format of Report for Drug Abuse 

7245 Us 31 S, Indianapolis, Society VICTIM of Controlled Substance - Possess Heroin  

Reporting Party (RP) Brown called records to report a man seemingly under the influence and 

unconscious in the store’s restroom.   

Hanes, Andrew Christopher (W M, 29) Arrested on charge of Possession of Heroin, at 7245 Us 

31 S, Indianapolis, on 04/19/2019.  

  

Inmate Profile:  

Name: Andrew Christopher Hanes  

Age: 29  

Sex: Male  

Race: White  

Number of dependents: 0  

Relationship: Single (recently divorced; ex-wife: Teresa. “High-school sweethearts.” Wife left 

due to Andrew stealing her pain medication that she used after surgery to remove cancerous 

tumor.)  

Occupation: Unemployed  

Past Occupation: Marines; Injured during deployment in Iraq  

Reason for loss of job: Released on honorable discharge. Injury resulting in leg amputation. 

Prescribed Vicodin for multiple years for treatment of resulting pain. 

Description of event: Vehicle flipped and caught on fire when landmine was struck on its way 

back to base.  
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Residence: Indianapolis, IN (For past 5 months)  

Past Residence: San Diego, CA (for military training) and Iraq (military service) 

Summary of crime completed: 

Offense: Possession of Heroin 

            Summary of event: After first time use of heroin, Andrew didn’t realize how strong the 

effects of heroin would be. He had to run to Walmart to pick up a few items, so he rode the bus, 

but upon arrival to the store felt dizzy and nauseous. Andrew ran into the men’s bathroom where 

he was later found unconscious on the floor. When a witness found him, they told an employee 

who then called police. Police arrested Andrew at the scene. 

 Rationale for offense: Suffering from withdrawals of Vicodin and other painkilling 

medication 

 Pain from previous injuries obtained during military service 

Coping with traumatic events such as losing friends during service, experiencing warfare 

firsthand, being in a car accident, having a leg amputated, being discharged from service, and 

getting divorced (306) 
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Appendix E 

Text in the Format of a Story for Drug Abuse 

Andrew, when realizing he couldn’t afford to go to college, decided to join the Marines after 

marrying his high school sweetheart, Teresa. After training in San Diego, California, he was 

deployed to Iraq where he witnessed the horrors of warfare; not only did the friends he vowed to 

protect perish one-by-one in conflict, but his group’s vehicle struck a landmine when returning to 

base, flipping and setting it ablaze. Andrew awoke in a hospital bed hooked up to an IV, covered 

in bandages, and an amputated leg. He was sent home with an honorable discharge and Vicodin 

to keep his excruciating pain to a tolerable level. As years passed, Andrew’s tolerance for the 

painkillers grew and he needed more to feel any relief. When his prescription ran out, he’d 

rummage through his wife’s medication to find more. How could he steal the medication she 

needed after having surgery to remove a cancerous tumor? Eventually his dependence on the 

pills and him losing his job, became too much for Teresa, and she decided to file for divorce. 

Since Andrew never had any children, he was now completely alone and without an additional 

supply of painkillers. He never thought he’d turn to hard drugs, but he felt he had no other option 

to keep his withdrawals away. He found a dealer and got ahold of heroin. Andrew didn’t expect 

the effects of his first use to be so intense; after using he rode the bus to Walmart to get a few 

items he needed, but after arriving he felt dizzy and nauseous. He ran into the men’s restroom 

where he soon passed out onto the floor. Another man soon found Andrew unconscious on the 

floor, and immediately went to tell an employee who then called the police. When police arrived 

determines he was under the influence of heroin. (306)  
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Appendix F 

Reading Comprehension Questions 

Participants must answer the first question and at least one of the other questions correctly in 

order to be included in the study. 

1.) What crime was the protagonist guilty of? 

a. Speeding 

b. Possession/drug abuse 

c. Assault 

d. Petty theft 

2.) What was the name of the protagonist? 

a. Andrew 

b. Joseph 

c. Nathan 

d. Jack 

3.) How many children did the protagonist have? 

a. 0 

b. 1 

c. 2 

d. 3 
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Appendix G 

Assessment Questions on Scale of 1-5 

1.) How guilty was the protagonist of breaking the law? 

1 = not guilty at all 

2 = somewhat guilty; deserving of no punishment 

3 = neutral 

4 = somewhat guilty; deserving of punishment 

5 = extremely/completely guilty 

2.) How much empathy do you feel for the protagonist? 

1 = not empathetic at all 

2 = slightly empathetic 

3 = neutral 

4 = moderately empathetic 

5 = completely empathetic 

3.) How justified was the protagonist in completing the offense? 

1 = not justifiable at all 

2 = slightly justifiable 

3 = neutral 

4 = moderately justifiable 

5 = completely justifiable 

4.) How much did you transport, or were able to put yourself into the shoes of the main 

character, while reading the story? 

1 = no transportation at all 
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2 = almost no transportation 

3 = occasional transportation 

4 = moderate transportation 

5 = complete transportation  

5.) How often do you feel as though you’re transported into a story? 

1 = no transportation at all 

2 = almost no transportation 

3 = occasional transportation 

4 = moderate transportation 

5 = complete transportation 

6.) How often do you read?  

1 = never 

2 = rarely 

3 = sometimes 

4 = often 

5 = a great deal 

7.) How enjoyable do you find reading? 

1 = very unenjoyable 

2 = mostly unenjoyable 

3 = neutral 

4 = mostly enjoyable 

5 = very enjoyable 

8.) Do you read nonfiction or fiction? 
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1 = only nonfiction 

2 = mostly nonfiction 

3 = equal nonfiction and fiction 

4 = mostly fiction 

5 = only fiction 
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