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High-rolling Criminals: The Effect of Socioeconomic Status
on Punitive Judgment and its Psychological Mechanism

Seung-Hyuk Choi Taekyun Hur

Korea University

The present study aims to replicate the interaction of just world belief(JWB) and just world hope(JWH), and to
investigate the effect of criminal’s socioeconomic status(SES), type of crime, and the participants’ recognition of
just world on punitive judgment. 322 participants completed the JWB scale (Rubin & Peplau, 1975) and JWH
scale (Choi & Hur, 2011) and made punishment decisions after reading one of the four crime scenarios that
warled in the criminal’'s SES (high or low) and the type of crime (embezzlement or robbery by hostage).
Embezzlement is a crime typical for criminals with high SES and Robbery by hostage is a crime typical for
criminals with low SES. Blameworthiness, attribution, severity of damage, and likelihood of recidivism, which
may explain one’s punitive judgment, were also measured. First, people who believe that the world is just did not
vary on punitive judgment regardless of their just world hope, but among those who do not believe that the
world is just, people holding high (vs. low) just world hope gave harsher punishment. Second, regardless of the
type of crime committed, participant’s just world hope did not affect their punitive decision on criminals with low
SES, but participants holding high (vs. low) hope for a just world imposed more severe punishment to criminals
with high SES. Third, criminals with high SES were thought to be more blameworthy, more attributed by
disposition, and more likely to recommit crime than criminals with low SES, regardless of the type of crime.
These findings may suggest that there may be other psychological mechanisms in addition to the typicality of
crime when determining the punitive judgment for criminals with high SES. The findings are discussed in regard
to perception of socioeconomic status and the function of criminal punishment in Korea.

Keywords: socioeconomic status, crime typicdlity, just world belief, just world hope, punitive judgment
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