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SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS AND THE SENTENCING OF
THE TRADITIONAL OFFENDER

STEWART J. D'ALESSK) and LisA STOLZENBERG

Florida State University
School of Criminology and Criminal Justice
Tallahassee, Florida 32306

ABSTRACT

Conflict theory postulates that lower-class criminal defendants receive the most severe legal sanc-
tions. The empirical literature testing the validiry of this proposition, however, is equivocal. This study
examined the sentencing of property, violent, and moral order offenders in a southeastern state with
legally mandated sentencing guidelines. It was hypothesized that the severity of imposed legal sanction
would depend on the interplay between an offender’s socioeconomic status and offense type. Results
from four different regression models indicate some support for this hypothesis. A significant inverse
relationship was observed between sociceconomic status and length of sentence for manslaughter and
the possession of narcotics. Findings also show that extralegal factors played a greater role in the
sentencing of violent and moral order offenders while prior criminal record was more salient in the
sanctioning of property offenders. Further offense-specific analyses are needed to shed light on the
relationship between socioeconomic status and criminal sentencing.

INTRODUCTION

Scholars customarily have analyzed the
functioning of the criminal justice system with
a contlict paradigm that identifies “power™ as
the principal determinant in explaining sen-
tencing disparities (Hills, 1971; Krisberg,
1975). Adherents of this paradigm generally
take a static view of the scnlencing process,
cmphasizing the unwavering impact of socio-
economic status (SES) on sentencing deci-
sions (Chambliss and Seidman, 1971). More
recent theorizing has questioned this static
conception of SES by directing attention not
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only to the interplay of SES and sentencing
but also to the contextual factors that might
mitigate this relationship (Benson and Walker,
1988). Wheeler, Weisburd, and Bode (1982)
and Hagan and Parker (1985), for example,
have argued that political scandals play a piv-
otal role in the sentencing decision. Others
have pointed to the moral crusade against drugs
as a salient contextual consideration (Peter-
son and Hagan, 1984).

The study reported here extended previous
research on SES and sentencing in three im-
portant ways. First, it reduced the influence
of random sentencing variation by examining



62 STEWART J. D'ALESSIO and LISA STOLZENBERG

sentencing practices in a state with legaily
mandated sentencing guidelines. Tradition-
ally, judges have been atforded a substantial
amount of discretionary latitude when deter-
mining severity of sanction. Consequently, a
judge’s sentencing decision may differ sub-
stantially from that of his or her peers even
for identical cases (Kapardis and Farrington,
[981). Examination of sentencing decisions
in a state with determinale sentencing re-
duces the influence of random variation and
enables better modelling of the sentencing
decision. Second, this study examined indi-
vidual offense categories, a strategy that fur-
nishes a more comprehensive picture of what
factors are relevant in the sentencing of a par-
ticular offense. For example, factors thatl in-
fluence sentencing decisions for burglary may
not be the same as thosce that predict sentence
severity for rape. Third, the study explored
scveral different regression specifications for
each offense category, enabling a more ac-
curate assessment of those factors that were
consistently importanlt in determining sen-
tence severity.

PRIOR RESEARCH

The relationship belween socioeconomic
status and sentencing has becn a topic of long-
standing interest to social scientists. In their
seminal work, Chambliss and Seidman (1971)
demonstrated how the criminal justice system
operates in the interests of existing power
groups by affording upper-class criminal de-
fendants the opportunity to circumvent the
imposition of scvere sanctions. Their prop-
osition that “the most severe sanctions will
be imposed on persons in the lowest social
class™ (1971:475) has undergone extensive
empirical testing in recent ycars. While some
studies have found a strong inverse relation-
ship between a defendant’s socioeconomic
status and sanctions, others have not.

To show the breadth of the disparate find-
ings, a comprehensive on-line search was un-
dertaken of four abstracting indexes covering
material published from January 1975 to De-
cember 1990 to identify those sentencing

studies that specifically addressed the SES-
sanction issue (see Table [). These indexes
included: Socislogical Abstracts, The Crim-
inal Justice Peviodical index, U.S. Political
Science Documents, and The National Crim-
inal Justice Reference Service. Citations from
the articles finally selected for inclusion in
Table | were used to identify any other SES-
sanction articles that might have been in-
dexed elsewhere.

An overview of the 38 sentencing sludics
reveals considerable variation in their basic
characteristics and findings. The first column
in Table 1 hists the author(s) of each study
and the date of publication. An asterisk by
the name of the author(s) indicates that the
study found a significant inverse relationship
between SES and severity of sanction. Col-
umn 2 denolcs the obscrvation periods, while
column 3 lists the location of each study.
Column 4 shows both the unit of analysis and
the sample size used in each study. Control
variables are listed in column 5. However,
lack of spuce necessitated a partial listing of
control variables for same studies. Column 6
and column 7 show the prior record variables
and the SES measures, respectively. The most
frequently employed prior record measure was
prior convictions, while an offender’s occu-
pation was the most commonly used measure
of SES. The dependent variables utilized in
previous rescarch are depicted in column §.
Several of the sentencing studies used either
sentence length or a severity-of-disposition
scale as their dependem variable. The re-
maining studies explored judicial decisions
about whether (0 incarcerale an offender,
sentence an offender to death, or carry out
the death penalty against defendants aiready
sentenced to die. The last two columns list
the offense categories analyzed and the sta-
tistical methods employed.

Thirty-nine percent of (he studics included
in Table | reported a strong inverse relation-
ship between an offender’s socioeconomic
status and severity of sanction. Judson et al.
(1969), for example, compared differences in
the rates at which blue-collar and white-col-
lar offenders were sentenced to death for first-
degree murder. They found that blue-collar
defendants received the death penalty in 42
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percent of the cases, in contrast to a S-per-
cent rate for white-collar offenders. Simi-
larly, Bedau (1964; 1965) found that occu-
pational status was related strongly to whether
an offcnder was cxecuted. A study by Farrell
(1971) showed SES discrimination in the
sentencing of homosexual sex offenders. Far-
rell’s findings were supported by the research
of Croyle (1983). In an analysis of 587 drug
and sex offenders, Croyle found a significant
negative association between SES and sever-
ity of sentencing disposition. This pattern was
maintained even when controls for age, race,
and oftense severity were introduced into the
analysis.

Miethe and Moore (1985} assessed the im-
pact of a new Minnesota determinate sen-
tencing law on reducing sentencing dispari-
ties. They noted a significant inverse
relationship bctween cmployment status and
severity of sanction for the preguideline pe-
riod. After the implementation of sentencing
guidelines, however, that discrimination was
no longer evident. Sentencing disparities re-
lated to socioeconomic ditferences also have
been reported for juvenile offenders (Scar-
pitti and Stephenson, 1971; Thomberry, 1973;
Thomas and Cage, 1977; Carter and Clel-
land, 1979) and federal offenders (Nagel and
Hagan, 1982; Hagan and Palloni, 1986)."

Although these studics reported a strong
inverse relationship between SES and sen-
tence severity, agreement on the saliency of
SES in sentencing is far from unanimous.
Studies by Burke and Turk (1975), Hagan
(1975a; 1975b), and Unnever (1982) found
no evidence of SES diserimination in sen-
tencing. Other more recent studies by Holmes,
Daudistel, and Farrell (1987), Mycrs (1987),
and Benson and Walker (1988) also have cast
doubt on the validity of the Chambliss and
Seidman conflict proposition. The inconclu-
stveness of the empirical literature, coupled
with their own nonsupportive {findings,
prompted Chiricos and Waldo (1975) to con-
clude that the Chambliss-Seidman conflict
proposition “will have to be abandoned, or at
least modified” (1975:768).

Although the results of the sentencing
studies listed in Table 1 are inconclusive re-
garding the validity of the Chambliss-Seid-
man proposition, this article argues that these

disparatc findings can be explained to a large
degree by the mcthodological weaknesses of
previous research (Hagan, 1974, Hagan and
Bumiller, 1983; Kliepper, Nagin, and Tier-
ney, 1983). Specifically, previous research
on SES and sentencing has been limited in
three respects. The first shortcoming relates
to the operational definition of SES used in
prior rescarch. As Tittle and Meier (1990)
noted, socioeconomic status has scveral
interpretations. The orthodox Marxist posi-
tion conceives of a capitalist society as po-
larized into two distinct groups: capitalists,
who own the means of production and pur-
chasc labor, and workers, who do not own
the means of production and consequently are
forced to sell their labor for wages. Many
studies that have examined the relationship
between SES and sentencing have relied on
such a two-class model of society (Carter and
Clelland, 1979; Hagan and Palloni, 1986).
Howcver, several scholars have maintained
that such a simplistic conception of society
does not reflect present-day class divisions
accurately (Klockars, [980; Walsh, 1985).
As Walsh aptly argued:

The lumping together of all individuals who
occupy underprivileged social positions (with
respect to their relationships to the means of
praduction) into a homegeneous “lower-class”™
against which the “elite” and their agents of
control are said to discriminate may be a se-
rious misinterpretation of American class
perceptions. (1985:63-64)

Studies that conceptualize SES in categor-
ical terms also are faced with the subjective
decision of where to divide the social classes.
The separation point is especially salient be-
causc the relationship between SES and other
variables depends largely on where the di-
vision is made (Tecvan, 1985). Morcover,
valuable information is lost when a variable
is dichotomized (Cohen, 1983). Although re-
scarchers do not appear to be overly con-
cerned about the use of dichotomous or aother
categorical measures of SES, it scems ab-
vious that consistent results are unlikely when
such measures are employed.

Realizing the difficuliies associated with
categorical measures, many scholars have
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opted for more graduated measures of SES,
such as occupation (Wheeler et al., 1982;
Weishurd, Waring, and Wheeler, 1990). Al-
though they are an improvement over cate-
gorical measures, single-dimension continu-
ous measures lack the necessary precision (o
represent an individual’s status accurately in
a pluralistic society. Consequently, this study
used an eclectic continuous measure of SES
based on the offender’s income, education,
and occupation (Chiricos and Waldo, 1975).
Another explanation for the inconsistent
findings reported in the literature involves in-
adequate control for sample selection bias.
The criminal justice system is often likened
to a leaky sieve because at cach stage of the
judicial process a decision is made whether
to continue prosecution of a case. It is quite
possible that offenders whose cases are dis-
missed carly in the judicial process are sys-
tematically different from those offenders who
reach the final sentencing stage. Generaliza-
tions based on offenders sentenced to prison
are problematic because the exclusion of ob-
servalions may bias parametcr cstimates
(Heckman, 1979; Berk, 1983). Because sev-
eral prior studies failed to include a correc-
tion for sample selection bias (Nagel and Ha-
gan, 1982; Miethe and Moore, 1985; Walsh,
1985), there is a strong possibility that sam-
pling bias may have adulterated their results.
A third explanation for the incongruous
findings reported in the literature concems the
geoeral failure of previous research to dis-
aggregate by offense type. Combining dif-
ferent offense types in a singlc analysis iy
pervasive in the literature (Lotz and Hewitt,
1977; Wheeler et al., 1982; Weisburd et al.,
1990), but some maintain that such a practice
masks sentencing differences within specific
offense categories (McCarthy and Lindquist,
1985). As Chiricos and Waldo argucd:

. when the crime is most serious and the
threat to established interests most clear, there
may be less margin for tolerance and sanc-
tions may be relatively consistently ap-
plied—for all status groups. However, when
the offense poses less of a generic threat, the
sanclion imposed may be more responsive to
the symbolic threat generated by the defen-
dant—thereby allowing for greater variance
in sentencing by SES. (1975:768)

Although Chiricos and Waldo did not
specify exactly what crimes pose the most se-
rious threat to established interests, many
Marxist scholars maintain that property of-
fenses pose the most immmediate danger to the
state since the ownership of property is a reg-
uisite of capitatism. Jacobs (1978}, for cx-
ample, has maintained that property ol-
fenscs, especially in contexts in  which
economic inequality is pronounced, pose a
more serious threat to monied interests than
violent offenses. Consequently, he has ar-
gucd that property offenders will be sanc-
tioned more severely than violent offenders.
In a similar vein, Carter and Clelland (1979)
contended that violations of moral order (mala
prohibita) crimes pose a less endemic threat
to established interests than do property of-
fenses. Carter and Clelland explicated the
Marxist position as follows:

Yet, as we do, one could well infer from a
Marxian perspective that juveniles who com-
mit acts against property will be treated alike
regardless of class position because acts against
property must be uniformiy suppressed in a
capitalist society since the sinc gua non of
capitalism is the privale ownership of prop-
crty. (1979:100)

Because crimics may diftfer in the degree of
danger they pose to the cstablished social or-
der, there is rcason to suspect that the sal-
iency of an offender’s SES on sentencing dis-
positions may vary within nonproperty offense
categories. Recent research has suggested that
this might be the case. For example, Farrell
and Swigert (1986) reported evidence of dif-
fercntial treatment in the sentencing of vio-
Ient effenders, while others have noted SES
discrimination in the seniencing of DWI of-
fenders (Nienstedt, Zalz, and Epperlein,
1988), drug offenders (Rhodes, 1991), and
juvenile status offenders (Carter and Clel-
land, 1979). If crimes differ in the degree ol
danger they posc to the established social or-
der, then the failure ol many previous studies
to disaggregate by offense lype may have
suppressed the impact of SES on sentencing
decisions.

In light of these considerations, the present
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study examined the impact of SES on sen-
tencing outcomes for 12 specific offensc cat-
egories in the state of Florida.* Controls were
included for prior record, gender, age, race,
and county urbanization. Further, a two-stage
estimation procedure was used to correct par-
tially for selection bias. It was hypothesized
that extralegal factors play a greater role in
the sentencing of nonproperty crimes,

DATA

The sample consisted of 2,760 offenders
sclected randomly from the admissions pop-
ulation of all adjudicated offenders commit-
ted to the custody of the Florida Department
of Corrections during fliscal year 1985. The
twelve offense calcgories examined were
grouped info property, violent, and moral or-
der offenscs. Property crimes included bur-
glary, forgery, fraud, larceny, unarmed rob-
bery. and dealing in stolen property. Violent
offenses were aggravated assault, aggravated
battery, manslaughter, and sexual battery,
while moral order crimes were represented
by posscssion of narcotics and sexual of-
fenses. However, before the analysis is de-
scribed, a brief overview of Florida’s deter-
minate sentencing system is warranted since
all offenders in the study were sentenced un-
der legally mandated sentencing guidelines.

Sentencing Guidelines

During the late 1960s and early 1970s,
Americans began to question the criminal
justice system’s ability to rehabilitate incar-
cerated offenders. Some studies found that,
in general, rehabilitation programs had min-
imal effects on reducing recidivism (Martin-
son, 1974; Lipton. Martinson, and Wilks,
1975). In concert with reports asserting the
failure of rehabhilitation, Frankel (1972) dem-
onstrated that indeterminate sentcncing sys-
tems were inconsistent in the imposition of
punitive sanctions. Further, repressive state
control was highly probable within such sen-
tencing systems {American Friends Service
Committee, 1971). Becausc the benefits of
rehabilitation secmed to be scldom realized

and the potential for abuse was substantial,
many people called for a return to the clas-
sical ar “just deserts” position on punish-
ment. This viewpoint was expounded in sev-
eral works that caught the public’s attention,
and it led to increased political pressure to
initiate reform (Rawls, 1971; Morris, 974,
von Hirsch, 1976).

Scntencing reform eventually was mani-
fested in the establishment of determinate
sentencing systems throughout the United
States. In Florida, for example. sentencing
guidelines were implemented on | October
1983 in an effort to “eliminate unwarranted
variation in the sentencing process by reduc-
ing the subjectivity in interpreting specific
offense-related and offender-related criteria
and in defining their relative importance in
the sentencing decision” (Florida Sentencing
Guidelines Commission, 1983:4). In addi-
tion to mitigating random varlation in sen-
tencing decisions, Florida’s guidelines at-
tempt to eradicate systcmatic variation related
to race, gender, and social class. These
guidelines provide judges with a sentencing
range based on the severity of the conviction
offense. the length and nature of the oftend-
cr’s criminal history, the degrec of injury
sustained by the victim, and the offender’s
legal status at the time the offense was com-
mitted. Deviations from the guidelines are
permitted only for aggravating or mitigating
circumstances, which must be described in
wriling by the sentencing judge. Legally
mandated guidelines are considered more cf-
fective than voluntary approaches in achiev-
ing judicial compliance (Tonry, 1987).

Variables

An offender’s prior criminal record was
measured through five variables: number of
prior misdemeanor probation sentences,
number of prior felony probation sentences,
number of prior felony sentences less than one
year, number of prior felony sentences one
year and over, and number of prior prison
commitments. Because preliminary analysis
revealed excessive multicollinearity among
these variables, factor analysis was uscd to
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Figure L. Significant regression coefficients (36 equations, P < .05).

amalgamate them into a criminal history in-
dex (PRIORS).” Previous research has shown
that composite measures of prior record have
a stronger impact on incarceration than sin-
gle-dimension indicators such as prior ar-
rests, prior convictions, or prior incarcera-
tions (Nelson, 1989).

Extralegal factors such as age (AGE), gen-
der (GENDER), race (RACE), and county
urbanization (URBAN) also were included in
the analysis. These factors have been shown
to be important in determining severity of
sanction (Myers and Talarico, 1987). An of-
fender’s gender was coded as 0 = fcmale and
1 = male, while his or her race was defined
as 0 = white and 1 = Black. Due to data
limitations, Hispanic offenders were included

in the white race category. To measure the
urban/rural character of an offender’s sen-
tencing county, all 67 Florida counties were
ranked individually in terms of population
density, total population employed in non-
agricuitural labor, and total dollar value of all
sales conducted within the county (Chiricos
and Waldo, 1975). The iower the average
score of these three rankings, the more ur-
banized the county.

Based on Chiricos and Waldo (1975) and
Benson and Walker (1988), SES was oper-
ationalized as an indicator of relative position
among defendants. An offender’s SES score
represented a simple arithmetic mean of his
or her three standardized scores for income,
education, and occupation (U.S. Bureau of
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the Census, 1963; Nam and Powers, 1968;
1983). Offenders without a score reported for
any one individual component of the SES in-
dex were assigned the average of the remain-
ing components as their SES scores, while
defendants without scores reported on any two
individual components were assigned the score
for the remaining component.

The dependent variable, prison sentence
length, was coded in menths. Life sentences
or prison sentences greater than 600 months
were recoded to 600 months to attenuatc the
skewness of the distribution and to quantity
an individual’s average life span more ac-
curately. The recoding of these sentences to
600 months represents a realistic life sen-
fence without parole since the average age of
an offender in Florida’s prison system is 29
years and the average life expectancy of an
individual in Florida is 74 years (Florida De-
partment of Health and Rehabilitative Ser-
vices, 1985).

ANALYSIS

The impact of an offender’s SES on sen-
tence length was assessed with ordinary least-
squares (OLS) regression. If these regression
coefficients are to be elficient and unbiased
estimates of true population parameters,
however, the problem of sample selection bias
must be addressed. Logit regression was used
to create a hazard rate variable (HAZRATE)
from the entire population of offenders ad-
mitted either to prison or to community su-
pervision during the period under obscrvation
(Kcil and Vito, 1989; Erez and Tontodonato,
1990). This hazard rare variable attenuated
bias by controlling for offenders who re-
ceived a noninstitutional sanction (Heckman.
1979; Berk, 1983). Additionally, the hazard
rate variable acted as a control for offense se-
verity in the absence of a more direct mea-
sure {Myers, 1987). See Model 1 of Table 2.

In addition to the correction for sample se-
lection bias, scveral regression diagnostic
procedures were used to detect skewed dis-
tributions, aberrant observations, and hetero-
skedasticity. The assumption of normally

distributed residuals was assessed by inspect-
ing the histograms for each regression equa-
tion. Because many of the offense categories
had residual distributions that were either
kurtotic or skewed, a natural log of thc de-
pendent variable was taken. See Model 2 of
Table 2. Besides this natural log transfor-
mation, a sensitivity analysis also was con-
ducted for each offense category. All outliers
more than three standard deviations from the
mean were excluded from the analysis. See
Model 3 of Table 2. To discern whether het-
eroskcdasticity was present, a modificd Glej-
ser test was conducted for cach equation
(Goldfeld and Quandt, 1972). The resuits of
this test revealed the presence of heterosked-
asticity in the burglary, fraud, unarmed rob-
bery, and possession of narcotics crime cat-
cgorics, The recommended solution for
heteroskedasticity is a weighted least squares
(WLS) procedure in which the number of
heteroskedastic variables and the pattern of
their residuals are used to create a weight
(Hanushek and Jackson, 1977). The results
of the WLS procedure are presented in Model
4 of Table 2.

FINDINGS

Table 2 rcports the significant unstandar-
dized regression coefficients for the four
regression models. It is clear from this table
that the importance of SES differed across of-
fense categories. Results show a strong neg-
ative relationship between an offender’s SES
and scverity of sanction for manslaughter. This
relationship is statistically significant for two
of the three equations estimated and is con-
sistent with theoretical expectations. Al-
though manslaughter is a legally conferred
label, different motivational factors and con-
textual circumstances differentiate homicides
{Daly and Wilson, 1988). First, manslaugh-
ter tends to be intraracial (Riedel, Zahn, and
Mock, 1985) and intraclass (Zahn and Sagi,
1987; Hewitt, 1988). Second, the victim often
instigates the crime (Wolfgang, 1966). Third,
the offense pervades ali social classes (Wolf-
gang, 1966). For these reasons, one would
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expect more variation by SES in the sentenc-
ing of offenders convicted for manslaughter.

Socioeconomic status also was relevant in
the sentencing of moral order offenders. As
an offender’s SES decreased, sentence length
increased for possession of narcotics. Al-
though this finding is consistent with theo-
retical expectations, one might argue that drug
offenders should be sentenced similarly be-
cause of the instrumental crime associated with
drug usc. However, unlike their wealthy
counterparts, lowcr-class offenders often
support their habits through income-generat-
ing crime (Collins, Hubbard, and Rachal,
1985}). As a result, they are often sanctioned
more severely for their drug use because it is
associated with property crime.

A strong relationship also was noted be-
tween county urbanization and the sentencing
of moral order offenders. Like the research
of Myers and Talarico (1986), this study found
that drug offenders sentenced in rural coun-
ties received stiffer sanctions than those sen-
tenced in more urban settings. In contrast,
sexual offenses, which include crimes such
as incest and sodomy, were treated with
greater leniency in rural counties.

Contrary to cxpectations, there was little
evidence of an SES cffect for aggravated as-
sault, aggravated battery, sexual battery, ar
sexudl offenses. The data indicate, howcever,
that Black offenders sentenced for sexual bat-
tery (forcible rape) received longer prison
terms than white defendants. An offender’s
socioeconomic status also did not impact sen-
tence length for any of the property offenses.
Gender and county urbanization also played
less of a role in the sentencing of property
offenses.

The most apparent difference in the sen-
tencing of violent, moral order, and property
offenders concerned the impact of prior crim-
inal history. Overall, prior criminal history
was significant for more than 85 percent of
the equations calculated for property crimes,
as opposed to 26 percent for violent and moral
order offenses. (See figure 1). This differ-
ence is rather striking and supports the re-
search of Nelson (1989), who found that an
offender’s prior criminal record was more

closely related to incarceration for crimes that
involved the theft of property.

Another finding that warrants attcntion is
the influcnce of an offendcr’s age on sen-
tence length. Older offenders were consis-
tently more likely to receive severe sanctions
for property offenses. This linear relationship
between age and sentence length was due pri-
marily to the fact that age was correlated highly
with prior record. Older offenders werc more
likely to have a serious prior eriminal history.
This strong positive association between age
and prior record, however, was not constant
for all defendants. There were substantial dif-
ferences in the length and nature of criminal
histories, especially among older offenders.
Researchers scrutinizing the age-sanction re-
lationship should be awarc of prior record
differences among older offenders and tailor
their methodologies accordingly.

Table 2 also reports the largest R for each
offense category. All 21 of the regression
equations for property offenses were statis-
tically significant: burglary (R* = .09), for-
gery (R* = .34), frand (R* = .31), larceny
(R2 = .07), unarmed robbery (R* = 24), and
dealing in stolen property (R° = .27). In con-
trast, only 15 of the 19 equations for violent
and moral order offenses were statistically
significant: aggravated assault (R® = .08),
aggravated battery (R? = .06), munslaughtcr
(R2 = .09), sexual battery (R = .20), pos-
session of narcotics (R® = .18), and sexual
offenses (R® = _10). Again, these findings in-
dicate that more variation can be accounted
for in the sentencing of property offenders than
in that of either violent or moral order
defendants.

DISCUSSION

In this analysis we examined sentencing
dispositions for 12 offense categories in the
state of Florida using four different regres-
sion models while controiling for SES, age,
gender, race, county urbanization, and prior
criminal record. The findings support the
proposition that the severity of imposed lcgal
sanction is not predicated solely on legal fac-
tors but instead depends on the interaction
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between offender and offense. The finding
that SES and other extralegal factors played
a greater role in the sentencing of nonprop-
erty offenders is intriguing since many stud-
ies that were conducted in states with deter-

minate sentencing reported little cvidence of

sentencing  discrimination (Knapp, 1982,
Kramer and Lubitz, 1985; Miethe and Moore,
1985; Zatz and Hagan, 1985).* Several pos-
sible answers are suggested for our divergent
findings.

One explanation, as discussed previously,

relates to the methodological shortcomings of

previous research. Because they neglected to
use composite measures of SES (Unnever,
1982; Weisburd et al.. 1990), aggregated of-
fense categories (Miethe and Moore, 1985;
Benson and Walker, 1988), and failed to in-
clude a correction for sampling bias (Jacobs
and Fuller, 1986; Holmes ct al., 1987), the
findings af previous sentencing studies are
somewhat suspect. Further, we found that our
results changed when corrections for skewed
distributions, aberrant observations, and het-
eroskedasticity were included in the regres-
sion analysis. When the hazard rate equation
was estimated, for example, SES did not ap-
pear to affect the sentencing of drug of-
fenders. However, estimation of the cor-
rected regression equations revealed a
subhstantial and consistent negative relation-
ship between SES and severity of sanction for
the possession ol narcotics. Correction for
heteroskedasticity also eliminated other puz-
zling findings. Two of the hazard rate equa-
tions for property offenses, for exampie,
showed that age and race were the only sig-
nificant predictors for burglary and unarmed
robbery. Once we corrected for heterosked-
asticity, however, only prior criminal record
achicved statistical significance.
Organizational pressures also may provide
some explanation for our findings (Peterson
and Hagun, 1984). Prison overcrowding,
causcd partially by determinate sentencing,
has become a major concern of the criminal
justice system in Florida. The continually ex-
panding prison population, coupled with an
unwillingness to expend capital on increased
prison construction, creates a quandary for
the criminal justice system (Greenberg and

Humphrics, 1980). We premise that the in-
creased discrimination cbserved in the sen-
tencing of nonproperty offenders may serve
a functional purpose because it contributes to
an overall reduction in prison population
levels. With inmate populations reduced, of-
fenders who severely threaten established in-
terests can continue to be sanctioned scverely
with minimal strain on the functioning of the
criminal justice system. However, while such
a thesis seems plausible, we are unable to as-
sess exactly whether prison overcrowding is
an important contextual consideration be-
causc no overcrowding variable was included
in the analysis.

CONCLUSION

Sentencing research has yet to furnish a clear
understanding of the relationship between SES
and punishment. Some studies have found that
SES hasy little or no impact on sentence se-
verity, while others have reported cvidence
of a strong negative association. Although
conflict theory treats the meaning of SES as
static and unchanging, our results show that
the impact of SES on sentencing dispositions
1s not constant but varies according to crim-
inal offense. We also found little evidence that
sentencing guidelines rcduce disparity, es-
pecially in the sentencing of nonproperty
offenders. Firm conclusions regarding the
exact nature of the relationship between SES
and severity of criminal sanction, however,
must await further offense-specific rescarch.
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NOTES
1. Juvenile and white-collar sentencing studies are

included in Table | to furnish a comprehensive review
of the SES-sanction litcrature.

2. Hopkins {1977} and Reasons (1977) argued that
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only “within-class™ SES distinctions can be made among
offenders sentenced to prison for traditional crimes. Be-
cause of these commentaries, scholarly attention has fo-
cused on the sentencing of white-collar offenders (Ben-
son and Walker, 1988: Weisburd et al., 1990). The
examination of white-collar offenders is considered more
advantageous for understanding the SES-sanction rela-
tionship because of increased SES varlation among sen-
tenced white-collar defendants. However, we question
whether the examination of white-collar defendants pro-
vides an adequate assessment of the relationship he-
tween SES and sentencing since most people do not have
the opportunity to commit these types of crimes. Al is-
sue here is the distinction between censored and trun-
cated samples. As Berk (1983:391) noted:

When the selection process eliminaies
observations solely for the endogenous
variable, one commonly speaks of cen-
soring. When observations arc missing in
the exogenous variables as well, one com-
monly speaks of truncation. When a sam-
ple is truncated, as is the case when white-
collar offenders are analyzed, estimation
procedures, even if they include a control
for censoring, will still yield biased and
inconsistent  estimates  of  structural
parameters.

3. Variable means, standard deviations, correlation ma-
trices, and factor scores for aull offense categories are
available on request from the authors,

4. See Rhodes (1991) for an important exception.
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