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Investigating the Effect of  Locus of  Control, 
Sex and Age on Perceptions of  Petty Crime

The present research investigated locus of  control, sex and age to identify which 
influenced crime perceptions and to what extent. A 2 (internal versus external 
locus of  control) × 2 (male versus female) × 3 (young, middle and older adult) 
between groups’ design was used. Sixty participants completed Rotter’s (1966) 
Locus of  Control Questionnaire and a perceptions of  crime questionnaire. 
A 3×2×2 MANOVA was conducted. Only one main effect of  sex was present, 
with males reporting themselves to be less likely to report suspicious behaviour 
than females. No other main effects were present across the remaining eight crime 
perception questions. Only one significant interaction existed, which suggested 
that older males and younger females were in favour of  increased punishment for 
petty crimes. When investigating petty crime perceptions, locus of  control is a less 
important consideration than sex and age differences.
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	 Locus of  control has been identified as an important influence 
on perceptions of  crime and related punitive decision making (e.g., 
Murray, Thomson, Cooke, & Charles, 2011; Murray, Charles, 
Cooke, & Thomson, 2014; Quinsey & Cyr, 1986). Locus of  
control (Rotter, 1996) is a psychological construct often attributed 
to an aspect of  a person’s personality, which relates to the person’s 
beliefs about how much control they have over their lives and the 
things that happen to them (Goddard, 2012). In this theory, people 
can have an internal locus of  control (where they believe that 
things which happen are within their power to affect and change) 
or an external locus of  control (where things that happen are due 
to something outwith their direct control).
	 Much previous research in the area of  locus of  control and 
crime perceptions has not focused on locus of  control as a single 
construct, but instead investigated it as an element of  attribution 
(i.e., the way in which people allocate blame or a ‘cause’ to a 
behaviour, often categorised as either being caused by a factor 
within a person’s control or outwith their control; Heider, 1958). 
Indeed, within Murray et al.’s (2011, 2014) and Quinsey and Cyr’s 
(1986) findings of  the four factors contributing to an individual’s 
overall attribution of  crime causality, locus of  control elicited the 
greatest levels of  differences, with criminals who were judged to 
have an internal locus of  control (i.e., their behaviours were within 
their own control) being judged more harshly than those who had 
an external locus of  control (i.e., their behaviours were outwith 
their control). In this regard, it may be considered that a more 
focused investigation of  locus of  control’s role in determining 
crime causality and perceptions is warranted. The present research 
therefore primarily aimed to investigate whether an individual’s 
perception of  crime was influenced by their personal locus of  
control.
	 Perceptions of  crime can be multifaceted, incorporating fear of  
crime victimisation, perception of  police visibility, neighbourhood 
characteristics, and the real or perceived incidence of  crime in 
one’s close vicinity (Mraovic, Butorac, Lobnikar, & Zibek, 2018). 
Mraovic et al. (2018) highlight that people perceive disorder 
and incivility as an indication of  risk of  crime, and that these 
indications do not necessarily relate directly to the actual crime 
rates in an area or risk of  being a victim of  crime. Perception 
of  crime is therefore not a person’s assessment of  the actual risk 
based on statistical fact, but is a sense of  how safe they feel in their 
area based on more social cues, regardless of  whether the actual 
risk associated with these is real or imagined (i.e., perceived).
	 Perceptions of  crime and safety remains a core area of  concern 
for the majority of  the public, but these perceptions are often 
unaligned with the actual crime statistics present in an individual’s 
local area. For instance, using Scotland as an example (due to the 
availability of  comprehensive and linked crime data sets), between 
2008 and 2009, crime was one of  the most frequently cited social 
issues, with 94% of  16,003 adults in Scotland identifying this as a 
problem (Scottish Government, 2009); and follow on surveys have 
identified that this level of  interest and concern has remained 

relatively constant (Scottish Government, 2011). Despite this 
clear interest and concern relating to crime, there is an evident 
discordance between the overall rates of  crime with Scotland 
and people’s perceived rates of  crime in local residential areas: 
adults are almost twice as likely to believe that crime as a whole 
is much worse in other areas than it is in their own area (Scottish 
Government, 2011).
	 Duffy, Wake, Burrows, and Bremner (2008) suggest that in 
Britain, the general public view crime and violence as a greater 
problem than do those in other European countries and within the 
USA, yet, in reality, crime rates dropped within the UK between 
1997 and 2008 by 32%. Despite the reduction in crime rates, only 
one in five people were willing to trust that the rate of  crime had 
fallen and that more police were ‘on the beat’ than previously 
(Duffy et al., 2008). These skewed perceptions of  crime could 
potentially impact upon people’s satisfaction with current policing 
practices and the criminal justice system in general. In order to 
address this skewed perception of  crime, it is therefore necessary 
to empirically identify the factors which may contribute towards 
it. On a societal level there is a plethora of  papers investigating 
macro-influential factors, such as the mass media’s influence on 
public perceptions of  crime (e.g., Hough & Roberts, 2004; Mesko, 
Cockcroft, Crawford, & Lemaitre, 2009; Yar, 2012). The current 
paper will therefore not re-iterate the work that is already existent 
in the literature on this topic. Instead, the current research aims 
to identify the impact of  potentially contributory psychological 
factors on people’s perceptions of  crime; primarily locus of  
control.
	 Locus of  control was proposed by Rotter (1966) as a theory 
to measure the beliefs of  an individual which are supposedly 
learned (Hultsch & Plemons, 1979). Locus of  control refers to an 
individual’s belief  or perception about the level of  control that 
they have over events that take place within their life, and this 
is generally divided into internal and external locus of  control. 
An internally locused person would typically be thought to take 
responsibility for their actions and the challenges that they must 
face (Heider, 1958), whereas an externally locused individual 
would be more likely to believe that their life is controlled by 
external factors that they cannot take command of  (Heider, 1958). 
Within external locus of  control, an individual is apt to believe 
that events and rewards that occur are due to ‘fate’ (Specht, Egloff, 
& Schmukle, 2011), while those with an internal locus of  control 
would view these as controllable and due to previous actions or 
efforts on the part of  the individual.
	 Rotter’s (1966) theory of  locus of  control may be useful in 
furthering our understandings in individual’s perceptions of  
crime, as past theory has demonstrated that harsher judgements 
and punitive sentences are allocated to those who are perceived to 
be in control of  their own actions (Murray et al., 2011; Murray 
et al., 2014; Quinsey & Cyr, 1986). These attributions about 
another person’s perceived locus of  control are therefore of  
clear importance in the context of  crime perceptions. However, 
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to further understand the underlying determinants behind these 
past findings, we must begin to investigate the issue of  locus of  
control at a more individual level, by investigating the impact 
of  an individual’s own locus of  control on their perceptions of  
crime – thus looking more specifically at the individual but also 
broadening the issue to the more societal issue of  crime perceptions 
(as opposed to perceptions of  specific crimes or offenders).
	 While the current study’s primary focus is on locus of  control, a 
number of  other variables must also be considered. Both age and 
sex have been found to play important roles in both perceptions 
of  crime (Scottish Government, 2009; 2011) and locus of  control 
(Twenge, Zhang, & Im, 2004). In relation to locus of  control, 
Twenge et al. (2004) suggested that as individuals progress 
through life, they perceive that they have greater control over their 
surroundings and outcomes. This would suggest that internal locus 
of  control is correlated with age and that it is therefore not fixed 
throughout the lifespan, with Hovenkamp-Hermelink, Jeronimus, 
Spinhoven, Penninx, Schoevers, and Riese (2019) finding that as 
people age they develop a greater internal locus of  control, while 
Gatz and Karel (1993) found that this increase in internal locus 
occurred until middle age, and then decreased into old age.
	 In relation to crime perceptions, females and elderly adults 
reported themselves to be at a higher risk of  victimisation 
than males and other age groups, respectively (Jackson, 2009; 
Lindesay, 1996; McKee & Milner, 2000; Scottish Government, 
2009; Wilcox, Land, & Hunt, 2003). Jackson (2009) discussed 
the psychological underpinnings behind these perceptions, and 
found that women felt less able to defend themselves physically, 
had lower perceived self-efficacy and higher perceived negative 
impact relating to being a victim of  crime, and they viewed their 
likelihood of  being victimised as higher for both themselves and 
for their social group. Contrary to these perceptions, females 
and elderly adults are statistically at less than the average risk of  
becoming victims of  crime (Scottish Government, 2011). The 
current research therefore aims, in part, to investigate the role of  
age and sex in relation to locus of  control on people’s perceptions 
of  crime, to establish which of  these three factors, if  any, best 
predict perception of  crime, and whether there are any age or sex 
differences.
	 These findings are important not only in furthering our 
understandings in the area of  locus of  control, but also at an 
individual and societal level. For instance, where individuals 
perceived that they were at greater risk of  victimisation, they 
attempted to decrease the level of  their socialisation and public 
activity to avoid placing themselves in a position where they could 
be victimised by crime (McKee & Milner, 2000). Thus, having a 
skewed perception of  crime can have damaging consequences 
both socially and personally.
	 The present research therefore aimed to investigate whether 
perceptions of  crime would differ across sex, age, and people’s 
locus of  control (internal versus external). The current study 
focused on perceptions of  ‘petty crimes’: a punishable act which 
results in nothing more than a fine or suspended sentence due to 
the widespread nature of  the offences (Boutellier, 2002). This was 
to allow a broad focus on more general crime perceptions that are 
less likely to be impacted by emotions and vengeance perceptions 

than more ‘serious’ crimes, such as murder or assault (Murray, 
Thomson, Cooke & Charles, 2013). The hypotheses were as 
follows: 
	 (1) Younger people’s perceptions of  crime will be more 
externally locused than older people’s perceptions of  crime. 
	 (2) Females will have more negative perceptions of  crime than 
males.
	 (3) Individuals with an external locus of  control score (externally 
locused) will have a more negative perception of  crime than those 
with an internal locus of  control.

Method

Participants

	 Recruitment relied on non-probability sampling techniques: 
opportunity sampling and snowballing techniques were used to 
recruit participants in Edinburgh, Scotland. The study consisted 
of  an equal number of  males and females (30 males, 30 females). 
The age range was 18–78yrs (M = 41.6; SD = 16.5). Participant 
ages were categorised into three age groups: younger (18–30yrs, 
M = 23.0, SD = 3.3; females M = 21.8, males M = 24.1); middle 
(31–50yrs, M = 41.7, SD = 6.4; females M = 42.7, males M = 40.6); 
and older (51+yrs, M = 60.1, SD = 8.0; females M = 60.7, males 
M = 59.4). Participant age groups were distributed equally across 
sex groups.
	
Material

	 Participants received a standardised ‘pack’ of  materials which 
contained an information sheet about the study and procedure, 
a consent form, a copy of  Rotter’s (1966) Locus of  Control 
Questionnaire, a ten-item Perceptions of  Crime questionnaire and 
a demographics questionnaire. The demographics questionnaire 
asked participants for their age and sex. Participants also received 
a standardised debriefing form upon completion of  the study.
	 The Locus of  Control Questionnaire (Rotter, 1966) consists 
of  29 forced response questions: 23 determine locus of  control 
and six are ‘filler questions’ which ask about beliefs of  the world. 
This is a standardised and widely used measure of  locus of  control 
(Beretvas, Suizzo, Durham, & Yarnell, 2008). Of  120 studies 
with 94 samples using this questionnaire, a meta-analysis by Ng, 
Sorensen, and Eby (2006) demonstrated an average reliability of  
α = 0.7. In the current research reliability for the Locus of  Control 
Questionnaire was found to be α = 0.68. The questionnaire’s 
construct validity is related to predicted differences in behaviour 
involving attempts to control their situation, motivation to achieve, 
and resistance to suggestion (Wang & Lv, 2017).
	 This questionnaire is most commonly used in its original 
format with two-option responses to each question, but it has also 
been adapted and used with a Likert-scale response option (e.g., 
Collins, 1974). To be comparable to the majority of  published 
research using the questionnaire, the current study chose to use 
the original two-option scoring. A high score indicates that an 
individual has an external locus of  control; a low score indicates 
an internal locus of  control. The highest possible score is 23 and 
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the lowest is 0. In order to determine a ‘cut-off’, applied a median 
split (median = 10): those who scored ten or more were considered 
to have an external locus of  control (N = 23) and those who scored 
less than ten were considered to have an internal locus of  control 
(N = 37).
	 The Perceptions of  Crime Questionnaire contained ten items 
that were scored on a 7-point Likert-scale (ranging from 1-strongly 
disagree to 7-strongly agree). The questions used were adapted 
from the Ministry of  Justice in New Zealand’s (2005) Burglary 
Survey Questionnaire, and focused on ‘petty crime.’ At the top 
of  the questionnaire the following operational definition of  petty 
crime was given:

	 “A petty crime ‘is a type of  crime which is not considered 
serious when compared with some other crimes’ (Cambridge Online, 
2013) – these crimes result in nothing more than a fine or suspended 
sentence due to the widespread nature of  the offences.”

	 The items were posited as statements to which participants 
rated their level of  agreement or disagreement with using the 
aforementioned scale. These were as follows: (1) I understand 
what is meant by a petty crime; (2) I believe that petty crime is not 
a problem within today’s society; (3) I believe it is the responsibility 
of  the Police to control crime rates; (4) If  I saw somebody acting 
suspiciously around somebody else’s property I would report it 
to the Police; (5) There is nothing I can do to stop myself  being 
a victim of  crime; (6) Crime rates are higher now that in the 
past decade; (7) I worry about my friends being victims of  petty 
crime; (8) Petty crimes should result in a bigger punishment; (9) 
Keeping belongings safe and staying aware will prevent me from 
becoming a victim of  petty theft; (10) People who report petty 
crime are wasting Police time.1 Question 1 was used to check 
that participants understood the topic under investigation. Only 
one participant indicated that this was not understood, and ‘petty 
crime’ was further defined to aid their understanding prior to 
continuing with the questionnaire.

Design

	 The study was questionnaire based, using a 2 (internal vs 
external locus of  control) x 2 (male vs female) x 3 (age group: 

  1 Prior to the main analysis, Exploratory Factor Analysis using 
Principle Components Analysis and varimax rotation was carried out 
on the nine target items of  the questionnaire (Q.2–10) to identify any 
underlying factors within the questionnaire. Two models were tested 
to identify whether suitable factors could be extracted. In the first, the 
Keiser stopping criterion (Eigenvalues set to >1) was used to identify the 
number of  factors to extract. This model yielded four potential factors, 
which was not suitable as each factor contained less than three items.  
The second imposed a constrained model seeking to extract three factors 
(which would potentially allow for three items per factor). As before, less 
than three items aligned per factor and as such the factors were deemed 
unsuitable. Reliability using Cronbach’s alpha was also very poor, further 
indicating that the factors identified were not suitable for analysis. The 
individual items were therefore analysed as separate dependent variables 
rather than being grouped into sub-scales.

18–30yrs, 30–50yrs, 50–80yrs) between groups' design. The 
dependent variables were participants’ crime perceptions, 
measured using questions 2–10 from the ten-item Perceptions 
of  Crime questionnaire. Each item was treated as a separate 
dependent variable as described in the materials section. To test 
Hypotheses 1 and 2, searching for between groups’ differences, 
a 2x3x3 MONOVA was carried out. Post-hoc power analysis 
for the MANOVA used in the analyses (using G*Power 3; Faul, 
Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007) measuring for the medium 
observed effect size (f2(V)=0.250, following Cohen’s conventions), 
with alpha set at 0.05 (following the norm) indicated 1 − β to be 
0.913. The analysis was therefore adequately powered. To test 
hypotheses 2 and 3, multiple regressions were carried out for each 
of  the nine DVs using the three IVs as predictor variables. Power 
analysis measuring for large effect size (0.35 following Cohen’s 
convention), with alpha set to 0.05, with a sample of  54 indicated 
1 − β to be 0.95. The study received ethical approvals prior to 
commencing from the School’s Research Integrity Committee.
	
Procedure

	 Participants received a participant information sheet, a 
consent form, the Locus of  Control questionnaire, the Perceptions 
to Crime questionnaire to complete in a ‘pack’. Participants 
were given the choice of  completing the questionnaire in their 
own time or in while the researcher was present; whichever they 
preferred. Prior to participation, participants were briefed on 
the broad purpose of  the study and were given the opportunity 
to ask questions throughout. They were then given time to 
complete the questionnaires at their own pace. After completing 
the questionnaires, each participant was provided with a debrief  
sheet which contained further information regarding the study, 
including the purpose of  the study and contact details of  the 
researcher.

Results

	 As there were no underlying factors within the Perceptions 
of  Crime Questionnaire, the responses to each of  the individual 
questions (Q2–10) were treated as separate dependant variables. 
A 2x2x3 between groups’ MANOVA was therefore carried out 
with the IVs sex (male vs female), locus of  control (internal vs 
external) and age (younger, middle, older aged) in order to reduce 
the risk of  Type 1 errors and to take into account any potential 
intercorrelations amongst the DVs. Each of  the nine items within 
the Perceptions of  Crime Questionnaire were treated as separate 
DVs. No significant multivariate effects were found for age group, 
sex or locus of  control. The interaction between sex and age group 
was significant (Wilks’ λ = 0.483, F(18, 80) = 1.948, p = 0.023); 
none of  the remaining interactions were significant.
	 Following on from the significant interaction between age and 
sex, 2x2x3 between group’s univariate ANOVAs for each of  the 
nine dependant variables (see Table 1) were carried out, with the IVs 
as before. A significant main effect of  sex was present for Question 
4 (if  I saw somebody acting suspiciously around somebody else’s 
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property I would report it to the Police; 
F(1, 48) = 5.74, p = 0.021, ηp

2=0.11). Males 
(M = 5.73; SD = 1.59) were significantly less 
likely to report suspicious actors to the police 
than females (M = 6.17; SD = 1.8). No other 
main effects were present.
	 A significant interaction between age 
and sex was found for only Question 8 (petty 
crimes should result in a bigger punishment; 
F(2, 48) = 3.56, p = 0.036, ηp

2 =  0.11). This 
interaction is illustrated in Figure 1. As 
shown, both the middle (M = 5.10; SD = 1.73) 
and older (M = 5.80; SD = 0.79) aged males 
scored this question significantly higher than 
females of  equivalent age (M = 4.00, SD = 
2.06; M = 4.40, SD = 1.71, respectively), 
indicating that middle and older age males 
believe that petty crimes ought to result in 
greater punishment more-so than females of  
equivalent age. Conversely, younger females 
(M = 4.90; SD = 1.79) scored higher than 
younger males (M = 3.80; SD = 1.03) on 
this question. This finding indicates that 
there are differing viewpoints in relation to 
punitive outcomes for petty crimes across 
sex when age is taken into consideration. No 
other interactions were present.
	 Multiple regressions for each of  
the nine crime perception questions were 
carried out with the predictors: sex (male, 
female), age (as a continuous measure) and 
locus of  control (as a continuous score). The 
findings are presented in Table 2. Responses 
to Questions 4, 8, 9, and 10 were the only 

Figure 1.  Mean scores for Question 8 (petty crimes 
should result in a bigger punishment) across sex and 
age.

Table 1
Descriptive data for locus of  control scores for each question across sex and age groups.  
Questions 5- have been reverse coded to allow them to be read in the same direction as the other items: for all 
items, a higher score indicates higher agreement with the question. 
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Question Age Sex Mean SD N 

M 2.5 1.2 10 
Young 

F 2.2 0.9 10 

M 3.0 1.4 10 
Middle 

F 1.6 0.8 10 

M 1.9 0.6 10 

2. I believe that petty crime is not a problem within today’s society 

Old 
F 2.0 1.4 10 

M 5.1 1.2 10 
Young 

F 5.0 1.9 10 

M 5.4 1.1 10 
Middle 

F 5.2 1.2 10 

M 5.6 1.1 10 

3. I believe it is the responsibility of the Police to control crime rates 

Old 
F 4.4 1.8 10 

M 5.2 1.6 10 
Young 

F 5.9 1.1 10 

M 5.7 1.4 10 
Middle 

F 6.7 0.7 10 

M 5.2 1.8 10 

4. If I saw somebody acting suspiciously around somebody else’s property I 

would report it to the Police 

Old 
F 5.9 1.5 10 

M 5.5 1.0 10 
Young 

F 5.3 1.8 10 

M 4.5 2.0 10 
Middle 

F 4.9 1.3 10 

M 5.7 0.8 10 

5. There is nothing I can do to stop myself being a victim of crime [reverse 

coded] 

Old 
F 5.3 1.8 10 

M 3.5 0.8 10 
Young 

F 3.9 2.1 10 

M 3.7 2.1 10 
Middle 

F 2.7 0.9 10 

M 4.1 1.1 10 

6. Crime rates are higher now that in the past decade [reverse coded] 

Old 
F 4.2 1.7 10 

M 4.9 2.3 10 
Young 

F 3.7 2.5 10 

M 3.2 1.6 10 
Middle 

F 5.4 1.6 10 

M 4.5 1.4 10 

7. I worry about my friends being victims of petty crime [reverse coded] 

Old 
F 4.1 2.2 10 

M 3.8 1.0 10 
Young 

F 4.9 1.8 10 

M 5.1 1.7 10 
Middle 

F 4.0 2.1 10 

M 5.8 0.8 10 

8. Petty crimes should result in a bigger punishment 

Old 
F 4.4 1.7 10 

M 5.7 1.2 10 
Young 

F 6.0 1.1 10 

M 5.3 1.6 10 
Middle 

F 4.9 2.0 10 

M 5.1 1.0 10 

9. Keeping belongings safe and staying aware will prevent me from 

becoming a victim of petty theft  

Old 
F 4.7 1.6 10 

M 2.5 1.4 10 
Young 

F 1.6 0.7 10 

M 2.4 1.7 10 
Middle 

F 1.5 0.9 10 

M 1.5 0.7 10 

10. People who report petty crime are wasting Police time 

Old 
F 1.6 0.7 10 
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Figure 1 

Mean scores for Question 8 (petty crimes should result in a bigger punishment) across sex and age.
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Table 3  

Descriptive data for locus of control scores across sex and age groups. A higher locus of control score indicates an 

external locus; a lower score indicates an internal locus. 

 

Age Group Sex Mean SD N 

Male 11.60 5.02 10 
Younger 

Female 9.70 3.50 10 

Male 11.10 4.01 10 
Middle 

Female 10.20 3.43 10 

Male 9.10 5.51 10 
Older 

Female 9.70 2.41 10 

 

 
ones significantly predicted by the model applied.
	 For the significant findings, the results are as follows. For 
Question 4 (If  I saw somebody acting suspiciously around 
somebody else’s property I would report it to the Police), the model 
predicted 15% of  the variance, with Sex (B = 0.73, p = 0.04) and 
locus of  control (B = –0.10, p = 0.04) being significant predictors, 
suggesting that males and people with internal locus of  control are 
most likely to agree with this statement. Age was not a significant 
predictor (B < 0.01, p = 0.99).
	 The model also predicted 15% of  the variance for responses 

to Question 8 (Petty crimes should result in a bigger punishment). 
Only locus of  control acted as a significant predictor (B = –0.13, 
p = 0.02), with those internally locused most likely to agree with this 
statement. Age (B = 0.02, p = 0.25) and sex (B = –0.57, p = 0.17) 
were not predictors. Similarly, for Question 10 (People who report 
petty crime are wasting Police time), 44% of  the variance was 
predicted by the model, with only locus of  control (B  = –0.09, 
p = 0.01) being a significant predictor. Internally locused people 
are more likely to consider people reporting petty crimes to the 
police as time wasters. Neither sex (B = –0.50, p = 0.07) nor age 

Table 2
Multiple regression analyses – overall model statistics for each of  the nine questions, with predictor variables: 
sex; age; locus of  control.

Table 3
Descriptive data for locus of  control scores across sex and age groups. A higher locus of  control score indicates 
an external locus; a lower score indicates an internal locus.
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Table 2 

Multiple regression analyses - overall model statistics for each of the nine questions, with predictor variables: 

sex; age; locus of control. 

Question R R2 Adjusted R2 F df p 

2. I believe that petty crime is not a problem within today’s 

society 
0.29 0.08 0.04 1.71 3, 56 0.18 

3. I believe it is the responsibility of the Police to control crime 

rates 
0.30 0.09 0.04 1.82 3, 56 0.15 

4. If I saw somebody acting suspiciously around somebody 

else’s property I would report it to the Police 
0.39 0.15 0.11 3.32 3, 56 0.03 

5. There is nothing I can do to stop myself being a victim of 

crime [reverse coded] 
0.23 0.05 <0.01 1.03 3, 56 0.39 

6. Crime rates are higher now that in the past decade [reverse 

coded] 
0.14 0.02 -0.03 .039 3, 56 0.76 

7. I worry about my friends being victims of petty crime 

[reverse coded] 
0.07 <0.01 -0.05 0.10 3, 56 0.96 

8. Petty crimes should result in a bigger punishment 0.38 0.15 0.10 3.21 3, 56 0.03 

9. Keeping belongings safe and staying aware will prevent me 

from becoming a victim of petty theft 
0.37 0.13 0.09 2.88 3, 56 0.04 

10. People who report petty crime are wasting Police time 0.44 0.19 0.15 4.36 3, 56 <0.01 
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(B < –0.01, p = 0.40) were significant predictors.
	 For Question 9 (Keeping belongings safe and staying aware 
will prevent me from becoming a victim of  petty theft), 37% of  the 
variance was predicted, with the only significant predictor being 
age (B = –0.03, p = 0.01). As age increases, the belief  in keeping 
belongings safe acting as a protective factor for petty crime 
reduces. Sex (B = –0.21, p = 0.56) and locus of  control (B = –0.07, 
p = 0.12) were not predictors.
	 To determine whether locus of  control differed across sex (male 
vs female) and age (younger, middle, older age), a 2x3 between 
groups’ ANOVA was carried out, with the locus of  control score 
being the dependent variable. Neither age (F(2,54) = 0.62, p = 
0.54, ηp

2 = 0.02) nor sex (F(1, 54) = 0.48, p = 0.49, ηp
2 = 0.01) 

demonstrated significant differences in terms of  locus of  control, 
as indicated in Table 3, nor was there an interaction between age 
and sex (F(2, 54) = 0.47, p = 0.63, ηp

2 = 0.02).

Discussion

	 The current research aimed to explore individual factors which 
may influence a person’s perception of  crime, with the focus being 
on petty crime. Specifically, the current research studied age, sex 
and locus of  control, in line with past findings indicating that 
these may be a contributory factor in a person’s perception of, and 
hence response to, crime (Jackson, 2009; Lindesay, 1996; McKee 
& Milner, 2000; Scottish Government, 2009; Twenge et al., 2004; 
Wilcox et al., 2003). It was hypothesised that: (1) younger people’s 
perceptions of  crime would be more externally locused than older 
people’s perceptions; (2)  female perceptions of  crime would be 
more negative than males’; and (3) those with a high locus of  
control score (externally locused) would have a more negative 
perception of  crime than those who were internally locused.
	 Hypothesis one was not upheld. No significant differences 
existed between locus of  control across the three age categories. 
All three age groups were seen to be largely internally locused. 
Hypothesis two was also rejected. There was only one singular 
sex difference (main effect) found across the nine crime perception 
questions, with male participants being significantly less likely to 
say that they would report suspicious behaviour around someone 
else’s property to the police than females. No other sex differences 
were found for the remaining eight questions. However, an age and 
sex interaction was present for the question ‘petty crimes should 
result in a bigger punishment.’ Middle-aged and older-aged males 
believed that petty crimes should result in greater punishment to 
a greater extent than did females of  the same age groups. Within 
the younger-age group, this pattern was inversed, with females 
indicating more severe punishments for petty crimes than males. 
Thus, when both sex and age are considered, crime perceptions 
are changeable across age and sex, but in different directions. This 
finding may be explained in part by work by McKee and Milner 
(2000), who suggested that older adults have a distorted level of  
crime perception in comparison to younger adults, tending to view 
crime as more prevalent/imminent. However, as no main effect of  
age was present, and through scrutinising the current study’s mean 
scores for each category, it can be seen that older adults did not 

score significantly lower than the other two age groups – scoring 
lower would signify a negative perception of  crime. Therefore, it 
is not possible to suggest that age alone is a determining factor 
which influences individual’s perceptions. It is therefore important 
for future research to investigate not only age in relation to crime 
perceptions, but also the effect of  sex, as an important associative 
factor.
	 Determining whether individuals with a high external locus 
of  control score would have a lower perception of  crime was the 
third and final research hypothesis. Again, the research findings 
did not produce significant evidence to support this, and the 
hypothesis was rejected. Of  the three items within the regression 
analyses for which locus of  control acted as a predictor, none of  
the items focused on crime as a problem; rather the items focused 
on personal responsibility and on penalty for committing crime. 
The findings also contradict the theory proposed by Twenge et al. 
(2004), which suggested that as individuals progress through life, 
they believe they have more control over what happens in their 
life. The current findings did not find any interactions between 
locus of  control and age, across any of  the questionnaire items. It 
was therefore not possible to suggest participants’ locus of  control 
differed depending on their age or that this had any impact on 
crime perception.
	 The research from this study concluded that neither sex, age, 
nor the locus of  control score determined whether an individual 
believed crime, within society, as a problem. McKee and Milner 
(2000) specified older adults (51+ years) as having a skewed 
perception of  the level of  crime within society; however this does 
not appear to be the case within the current study’s findings. If  
this was apparent, then participants aged between 18 and 50 
would have scored the questions (in particular, question two: I 
believe that petty crime is not a problem within today’s society) 
significantly higher than those aged 51 and over. The conclusions 
derived from this question also relate to the findings of  Wilcox 
et al. (2003) who proposed that women and older adults were 
more inclined to report higher levels of  crime as opposed to other 
members of  society. Wilcox et al. (2003) also proposed that woman 
and older adults were more likely to be more fearful towards 
crime. Following the research conducted by Wilcox et al. (2003), 
Jackson (2009) detailed similar findings: women have a higher 
fear of  crime than males. These finding may suggest that males 
may report lower views on their perceptions of  crime as it is seen 
as more ‘socially acceptable’ for a female to be fearful than it is 
males (Wilcox et al., 2003). The results from the current research 
contradict these findings as the mean scores of  the males did not 
differ remarkably from the female participant scores.
	 It is important to highlight limitations to the study. One 
limitation in this study could be related to external validity and 
the sample sized used. The somewhat small sample size was large 
enough to allow statistical power in the analyses, but still must 
be noted as a potential limitation. In addition, the number of  
Externally locused participants was lower than those considered 
to have an internal locus of  control. This may be accountable due 
to the small sample size, but could also be explainable through 
the locus of  control questionnaire used in the current research 
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itself. Although the questionnaire has been regarded as one of  the 
most popular with regards to personality questionnaires (Beretvas 
et al., 2008), this study found limitations within the structure. 
Participation was hindered due to a number of  individuals 
believing the questionnaire did not provide sufficient answers, as 
they neither agreed nor disagreed with the statements. This may 
also have had an effect on the answers of  the participants who did 
complete the questionnaires as there was no answer ‘in-between’.  
Although there was still a proportionate sample for comparison 
between internal and external locus, a larger sample size in future 
research or the use of  a different locus of  control questionnaire 
may have been useful. However, as the locus of  control refers to 
an individual’s belief  over the control which they exhibit over the 
events taking place within their life (Rotter, 1966), it was a suitable 
theory to use to try to determine whether an individual’s locus of  
control score could have an effect on their perception of  crime.
	 Future research could benefit from taking a different 
perspective on the study of  locus of  control in crime perceptions. 
It may instead be beneficial for future research to consider a more 
applied focus, such as the community in which participants live 
or the individual’s social group. When looking at these more 
applied variables, it may be possible to determine whether young 
people’s perceptions of  crime are more externally ‘locused’ based 
on more sociological and psychosocial factors rather than abstract 
psychological constructs.
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