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Summary of proposed study - indicate the topic, hypotheses (if appropriate) and brief details of your methodology (continue on separate sheet if necessary):

Topic - Criminal psychology
Proposed Title – An exploratory study of the effects of mitigating factors and empathy on criminal sentencing decisions: Do jurors offer more lenient sentences if empathy is felt towards the defendent? 
Aim of your study

The purpose of this study is to examine whether empathy and mitigating factors in fictitious murder cases, can have an effect on potential sentencing decisions. Literature from Wevodau et al (2014), indicated that mitigating factors, for example victim impact statements, can increase empathy levels among jurors, which then decrease the perception of blame placed on defendants. Moreover, this can subsequently increase the probability of a reduced sentence for the defendant. Wevodau et al’s study comprised of 402 jury panel members and explored the relationship between victim impact statements and their ability to convey feelings of empathy on the jurors, thus reducing stringency of punishment. However, the results of this study indicated no significant effect of victim impact statements on sentencing decisions.

A further study conducted by Sjöberg (2015) explored the strengths of external forces and induced empathy on sentencing decisions on 291 participants. Results of the study found that there was a significant negative correlation between overall empathy levels and stringency of punishment.
This present study utilises the Simulation Theory of Empathy, developed by Gordon, Heal and Goldman in the 1980’s and Heider’s attribution theory in order to comprehend why empathy towards a defendants mitigating factors could influence sentencing decisions.
This study can aim to understand whether mitigating factors and empathy can cause biased decision making among jurors, thus influencing sentencing decision making. This present study can add to existing empirical literature within the criminal psychology field, where potential jurors maybe questioned on their empathy levels, prior to the case to explore the probability of empathy bias.
The basic prediction of this study is that participants given vignettes of murder cases, where mitigating factors are present, will decided on reduced sentences, compared to vignettes that contain no mitigating factors. The second prediction is that there will be a correlation between high empathy scores and low sentencing scores.
Methodology
Design -  a related multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) will be completed to compare the scores of the two dependent variables, sentence length and empathy score and whether they are affected by the presence of a mitigating factor. A second correlation test will be conducted to examine whether a correlation exists between a high empathy score and a low sentencing decision score.
Participants -  200 participants, over the age of 18, thus giving the potential to be jurors will be sought via opportunity sampling via a social media platform. The participants will received no reward for their participation and will not be aware of the measurement tools of the study. No names will be attached to questionnaires to ensure the anonymity and confidentiality of the participants. Participants will be all given the opportunity to withdraw from the study at any point, detailed in the debrief form.
Materials     -  an online tool (Google forms) will be used to create a questionnaire, in which to be distributed online, via a social media platform. Ethical consideration will be sought from the university, prior to the collection of any data. A consent form and debrief form will be available for the participant to complete via the survey. Data will be analysed through SPSS, on the participants personal laptop.
Procedure    - Six vignettes will be created by the researcher, discussing three separate fictitious murder cases; three will contain mitigating factors, for example, diminished intellectual capacity and three will not contain any mitigating factors (see appendix B). Participants will read the vignettes then will be asked to complete a sliding scale, indicating the number of years each defendant should receive for their crime; 0 – 50 years. A mean score will be taken for each vignette. This will be followed by a 10 question Likert scale response, derived from Salavoy and Mayer’s Empathy Quotient scale.  Example statements will include – ‘ I would never break the law, no matter how minor’, ‘I tend to have strong opinions about morality’. Some statements will be omitted due to their irrelevance to the study, for example ‘I prefer animals to people’. Scores are derived from Likert scale response, 1 being strongly agree, 4 being strongly disagree, leaving no room for a neutral response. Statements with a negative connotation will be reversed scored to show a higher score for empathy. The scale has a Cronbach’s alpha of .65. Total score available will be 40, with a score about 20 indicating higher levels of empathy (see appendix A).
Results/Analysis
The study will yield quantitative results derived from a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) to compare the means of the two dependant variables – empathy score and sentence decision score in relation to the independent variable – mitigating factors. Furthermore, a Pearson correlation will be conducted to explore the strength of the relationship between the two dependant variables.
Appendix (not part of the 1000 words)
1. Place any questionnaires/materials in an appendix 

2. Ethics: Any issues identified here, and how you will address them: In relation to the BPS guidelines – address all issues not just informed consent.
Submission dates
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Final draft date: 22.07.19
These dates are not subject to compensatory measures. These dates stand for all level five students. 
Appendices

Appendix A – Empathy Quotient Scale (Revised)

Empathy Quotient Scale (Revised)

1. I would never break the law, no matter how minor

2. I tend to have very strong opinions about morality

3. I find it easy to put myself in someone else’s shoes

4. I am good at predicting how someone else will feel

5. Seeing people cry doesn’t really upset me

6. I am able to make decisions without being influenced by people’s feelings

7. Before making a decision, I always weigh up the pros and cons

8. I can usually appreciate the other person’s viewpoint, even if I don’t agree with it

9. I get upset if I see someone suffering on the news

10. I don’t like to take risks
Appendix B -  Vignettes
Vignette 1 -  Sarah is a 25-year-old nurse, employed at a prestigious English hospital. Two years into her placement at the hospital, three patients died suspiciously, under her care. Subsequent to an internal investigation, criminal charges of murder were filed against Sarah. During police interviews, Sarah freely admitted her culpability of  the murders. Subsequent post-mortem results indicated death by asphyxiation in all three patients. Sarah now stands trial for the murder of the three patients.

Vignette 2 - Sarah is a 25-year-old nurse, employed at a prestigious English hospital. Two years into her placement at the hospital, three patients died suspiciously under her care. Subsequent to an internal investigation, criminal charges of murder were filed against Sarah. During police interviews, Sarah freely admitted her culpability to the crime, death by asphyxiation. Sarah relayed to police officers that the patients were in extreme discomfort and pain and had asked for her help to end their lives. Follow up reports indicated that all three patients, did indeed suffer from painful terminal illnesses. Sarah now stands trial for the murder of the three patients.

Vignette 3 – Laura is a 37-year-old stay at home mum to four children, she has been married to Richard, 48, for 17 years. Laura relinquished her studies to train as teacher 12 years ago, to stay at home and raise her children. Richard, a bank manager has received another promotion, which means he will be away from home more often. Their children now have their own social lives and Laura now feels resentful that she has no career prospects. Police are called to Richard and Laura’s home after a neighbour hears a disturbance, the police find Richard in bed, dead, with 16 stab wounds to the chest. Post mortem reveals that Richard was asleep when the assault occurred. Laura now faces a murder trial.

Vignette 4 - Laura is a 37-year-old stay at home mum to four children, she has been married to Richard, 48, for 17 years. Laura relinquished her studies to train as teacher 12 years ago, to stay at home and raise her children. Richard, a bank manager has received another promotion, which means he will be away from home more often. Their children now have their own social lives and Laura now feels resentful that she has no career prospects. Police are called to Richard and Laura’s home after a neighbour hears a disturbance, the police find Richard in bed, dead, with 16 stab wounds to the chest. Post mortem reveals that Richard was asleep when the assault occurred. The witness neighbour revealed that Laura was rarely seen to leave the house and was often seen sporting large facial bruising when visible through the kitchen window. The witness also revealed that Laura had spoken of a long-standing affair between Richard and Laura’s eldest sister. Laura now faces a murder trial.

Vignette 5 – Simon 29, is seen sitting, crying, next to the bloodied body of a female jogger, when the police arrive after a tip off. Simon is the only person at the crime scene and is too shocked to talk to the police officers. The only witness to the incident, the jogger, has passed away. After 18 hours of interrogation, Simon finally admits to hitting the female on the head with a rock after she mocked his appearance after his refusal to move from her path. Simon now faces trial for murder.

Vignette 6 - Simon 29, is seen sitting, crying, next to the bloodied body of a female jogger when the police arrive after a tip off. Simon is the only person at the crime scene and is too shocked to talk to the police officers. The only witness to the incident, the jogger, has passed away. After 18 hours of interrogation, Simon finally admits to hitting the female on the head with a rock after she mocked his appearance after his refusal to move from her path. During interrogation it was determined that Simon had just been served divorce papers by his wife, in turn, losing his marital home and his full-time job working for his soon to be ex-wife’s father. Simon revealed he walking to clear his head. Simon now faces trial for murder.

Appendix C – Ethical considerations

Participants Information

All participants will be over the age of 18, selected through opportunity sampling via a social media platform. All participation will be voluntary, and participants will be free to withdraw at any point. Written, informed consent will be taken prior to the experiment and all participants will be debriefed, subsequent to the experiment. No option will be given to omit any questions and participants will be aware of the nature of the study, but not of the independent variable.

Anticipated Risks
Risks to Participants

Emotional distress. Participants may feel that certain questions may be intrusive or distressing, due to the sensitive nature of the topic and could lead to emotional distress. To help combat this issue all participants will be debriefed after the questionnaire, ensuring them that there will be no transfer of personal data and all their data will remain confidential/anonymous and that they have the right to withdraw at any time. I will follow the BPS code of ethics and advise participants to follow the university’s complaints procedure at https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/academic-office/procedures-for-academic-appeals-complaints-and-other-student-cases/ or to contact the research supervisor Karen Eaton-Thomas.

Risks to Investigator

The risks to the investigator will be minimal as data is collected through surveys, to minimise harm questionnaires will only be distributed among a social media website where potential participants are known to the researcher. To ensure the investigator remain safe the BPS code of ethics will be followed. Should the investigator feel at risk, the research supervisor Karen Eaton-Thomas will be contacted.

Risks to the University
Minimal as I will follow BPS code of ethics to ensure proper procedure. In addition, University guidelines towards ethical research will be followed. All data will be collected and stored in accordance with the current data protection legislation. Participants will be advised to follow the complaints procedure at https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/academic-office/procedures-for-academic-appeals-complaints-and-other-student-cases/  should there be any risks.
Informed consent

Informed consent sought prior to questionnaire. Participants will be asked to sign a hard copy confirming their consent. They will be notified of their right to withdraw from the study at any time. Participants will be aware of the aim of the study prior to collection of data.

Data protection and Storage

Minimal personal data will be included in the questionnaire, including age and gender, however no names will be taken to ensure anonymity and confidentiality. Surveys and raw data will be stored in an encrypted, password protected device for 12 months.

