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Objective: The study assesses the extent to which responses to different judgment tasks align consistently
to reveal underlying rank orderings of violent acts by their level of severity. Method: There were 4
studies (total N = 540, adult sample). Participants were presented with a variety of tasks: ranking task:
report your ranking of violent acts from least to most violent; trade-off task: report how many of less
violent acts is equivalent to 1 more violent act?; compensation task: report the financial compensation
needed that would exactly compensate you for being a victim of a violent act. For these tasks they were
required to consider 3 violent acts (Study 1), and 8 violent acts (Studies 2, 3, and 4). Results: The
similarity in the rank ordering of violent acts by severity in each study was relatively high in each study
(77-92%). In Study 4 the average compensation (USD) request was for a spit ($8,929), slap ($9,876),
kick ($10,499), punch ($10,354), head-butt ($19,636), threaten with a knife ($11,631), choke ($118,119),
and stab ($125,596). A meta-analysis conducted across studies (2—4) also revealed that there was general
agreement in the way in which violent acts were ordered by severity (p < .0005); from least to most
severe: spit, slap, kick, punch, head-butt, threaten with a knife, choke, and stab. Conclusion: People
generally agree on their ranking of violent acts according to their severity, and from this it is possible to
develop ranking systems that are sensitive to people’s judgments of the level of violence of various acts.
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In order to convincingly or plausibly say that the overall level of
violence in a population has deceased, or increased, a measure of
total violence needs to do the following: it should differentiate
violent acts (e.g., assault, rape, homicide) according to their levels
of violence and this requires a ranking of acts according to their
levels of severity. In other words, not all violent acts are equally
violent, so when the total number of violent acts are aggregated so
that rates of violence can be tracked from one time period to
another, the aggregation needs to take into account the differences
in the severity of the acts. Currently, many measures of violence
do not adopt a measurement system like the one outlined here, and
the consequence of this is that distortions arise in the aggregation
of violent acts (i.e., aggregation problem; we consider this in more
detail in the General Discussion section). The aim of this study is
to examine whether indeed it is psychologically plausible for
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people to rank violent acts according to their severity that suggests
internal consistency in their judgments and decisions. What we
mean by internal consistency here is that judgments regarding the
severity of violent acts are complementary across a range of
different measurement tools that probe for severity of violent acts
in different ways (e.g., rank ordering of violent acts, trade-offs,
monetary compensation requests). Such evidence would provide
important insights for any measurement tool that aims to accu-
rately capture an aggregate rate of violence.

To date, there are over 77,140 published social science research
articles on Web of Science (from 1950-2016) on the subject of
violence. Limiting attention to work published only in the past
year, rates of violence have been studied for, among others, dif-
ferent ages (Fry et al., 2016), educational levels (Sherr et al.,
2016), genders (Elmquist et al., 2016), controlled substances
(Stappenbeck, Gulati, & Fromme, 2016), psychiatric disorders
(Gray & Snowden, 2016), problem gamblers (Dowling et al.,
2016), cultures (Sabina, Cuevas, & Cotignola-Pickens, 2016), gun
control laws (Prinsloo, Matzopoulos, Laubscher, Myers, & Brad-
shaw, 2016), work settings (Vladutiu, Casteel, Nocera, Harrison,
& Peek-Asa, 2016), and immigration (Bui & Farrington, 2016).
This work is not only necessary for understanding what leads to
violent behavior, but also for establishing policies that aim to
prevent and reduce violence. However, these studies acknowledge
that there is no consistent definition of violence, and no agreed set
of tools for quantifying violence. As we have argued, this has a
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bearing on the plausibility of claims regarding overall increases or
decreases in rates of violence. If some acts are deemed as violent
(e.g., the threat of violence) along with more commonly judged
acts (e.g., punching) then aggregating records of violent acts in a
given population can lead to higher rates of violence being re-
ported, as compared with other studies (e.g., Walsh et al., 2002).
Therefore one important practical starting point is to develop an
agreed way to measuring violent acts.

Some of the issues raised here are put sharply into focus in a
review of measurement tools that are implemented in order to
quantify levels of violence: in this case, in the mental health
domain. Harris, Oakley, and Picchioni (2013) comprehensively
evaluate nine tools, of which four do not distinguishing levels of
severity of violent acts. The remaining five tools distinguished acts
of violence and aggression according to levels of severity: Modi-
fied Overt Aggression Scale (MOAS; Kay, Wolkenfeld, & Murrill,
1988), MacArthur Community Violence Instrument (MCVI;
Steadman et al., 1998), Liverpool Violence Assessment (Nathan et
al., 2003), Quantification of Violence Scale (Tyrer et al., 2007),
and the Attempted and Actual Assault Scale (Bowers et al., 2007).
Harris et al.”s (2013) comments are worrying, given the popularity
of these tools. The general conclusions are that the severity of
violent acts in many of the tools is not validated, and the reliability
of the assumed levels of violence is not sufficiently high enough
across studies; moreover, these issues were raised by the authors of
the tools themselves. Harris et al. (2013) conclude that the quan-
tification of violence is still a key research challenge, and more
work is needed to improve the sensitivity of the tools and the
methodologies used to assess those tools. In addition, if the tools
that researchers and clinicians use to quantify violence and aggres-
sion fail to adequately establish levels of severity, then this, in turn,
is likely to impact the empirical studies that use them.

Motivation Behind the Present Studies

In the present set of four studies we consider the very basic issue
of whether, in fact, people have reliable intuitive conceptions of
how to rank violent acts according to their severity. In the main we
are concerned with the severity of violence of the acts themselves
(e.g., a punch) without specific reference to the consequences of
the acts. If, in fact, people show that their judgments of severity on
a variety of measurement tools are similar, as well as intraconsis-
tency across samples irrespective of age, gender, and culture, then
this would provide compelling evidence that could help pave the
way for further empirical assessment of scales that are used to
quantify violence that use rank orderings, and from which weight-
ings can be developed so that aggregation of reports of violence
are more plausible/convincing.

Thus, the aim of the four studies in this paper is to examine the
extent to which judgments are similar regarding the ordering of
violent acts according to levels of severity in a range of participant
populations, and across three types of tasks: ranking task, trade-off
task, and compensation task. The ranking task provided a direct
assessment of the ordering of violent acts according to levels of
severity, and the other two were indirect measures of the rank
ordering of violent acts. The first is the trade-off task in which
people are required to trade-off one violent act against another
(e.g., indicate how many slaps would need to be performed to be
equivalent to 1 punch). In the other participants indicated the

financial compensation they would expect to receive after experi-
encing a violent act. This is commonly referred to as willingness-
to-pay measures, which have been used in previous studies for the
same purposes as ours (Bishop & Murphy, 2011). Trade-off type
tasks are also used to assess the relative severity of violent acts in
which one violent act is judged against another violent act (Conrad
et al., 2010; Hudson & Mclntosh, 1981; Peek-Asa, Garcia, McAr-
thur, & Castro, 2002; Suglia et al., 2008). In addition, for Studies
2—-4, we had the opportunity to examine the judgments and deci-
sions from different samples, predominately United Kingdom,
Bosnian, and Austrian, providing us with the possibility of inves-
tigating the extent to which judgments regarding the severity of
violent acts were consistent across nationalities. Comparisons of
this type have been employed to examine the extent to which
different nationalities share similar patterns of judgments regard-
ing the severity of violent acts. For instance, Peek-Asa et al. (2002)
reported that their United States and Mexican samples showed
significant overlap in the rank ordering of violent acts. By exten-
sion, we aim to explore similarity in judgments in different na-
tionalities for different measurements of severity of violent acts
(trade-off, compensation), in addition to a ranking task.

The selection of the violent acts included in the four studies was
drawn from items that feature in several assessments of violence in
mental health communities (e.g., MOAS; Kay et al., 1988; MCVI;
Steadman et al., 1998), against women (e.g., Severity of Violence
Against Women Scale [SVAWS]; Marshall, 1992), against fami-
lies (Conflict Tactic Scale [CTS]; Straus, 1979), and in violent
offenders (e.g., Violence Risk Appraisal Guide [VRAG]; Harris,
Rice, & Quinsey, 1993). The reason for selecting the eight main
violent acts that featured in Studies 2—4 was that while some
assessments differentiate between the slap, kick, and punch, some
do not, and they classify them into one broad category. However,
in many cases violent acts such as choke and threaten with a knife
are treated as separate items in many assessments. In addition,
items referring to physical assaults often include stabbing and
using blunt objects to create injury in a single category (as an
exception, see Peek-Asa et al., 2002). Also, of the various assess-
ment tools that exist, violent acts such as spitting are not often
included, and so are not assessed directly alongside other acts of
varying severity. Given that many assessment tools do not distin-
guish many of the aforementioned violent acts individually on an
item-level basis, we included the following eight violent acts that
commonly appear in assessment tools: spit, slap, kick, punch,
threaten with a knife, head-butt, choke, and stab. In addition, we
derive our predictions regarding the positioning of the 8 violent
acts used in our investigations from the aforementioned assess-
ment tools, and several key studies examining the severity of
violent acts (Goodman et al., 1999; Hudson & Mclntosh, 1981;
Krahé & Busching, 2015; Peek-Asa et al., 2002).

Research Purposes and Hypotheses

The overall research purpose is to assess the extent to which lay
people’s responses to different judgment tasks align to reveal
reliable underlying rank orderings of violent acts by their level of
severity.

Hypothesis 1: Based on previous work, the rank ordering of
violent acts from low to high severity follow the order: spit,
slap, kick, punch, threaten with a knife, head-butt, choke, stab.
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Hypothesis 2: Trade-offs made between different violent acts
will correspond with the same order of severity of violent acts
as revealed in the explicit rank-ordering tasks on the same
violent acts.

Hypothesis 3: The compensation amounts requested for expe-
riencing the different violent acts will correspond with the
same order of severity of violent acts as revealed in the
explicit rank-ordering tasks on the same violent acts.

Pilot Study 1a

The purpose of Pilot Study la was to explore the general
possibility that two different judgment measures of violent acts
(ranking task, trade-off task) could be used to assess the rank
ordering of three violent acts in order of severity. The hypothesis
tested in Pilot Study 1a was: if people have a stable representation
of the severity of three violent acts, then an indirect assessment of
their rank ordering of three violent acts involving a trading off
between (assumed) lower level violent acts against the highest
level violent act will be similar to an explicit ranking task of the
three violent acts.

Pilot Study la recruited participants via a circular e-mail to a
participant panel at Queen Mary University of London, N = 66 (55
women, 10 men), with a mean age of M = 21.56 years (SD =
7.52), ranging from 18—67 years. All participants were a mixture
of undergraduate and postgraduate students attending Queen Mary
University of London. There was no financial compensation for
taking part.

Pilot Study la was presented as an online study using the
platform Qualtrics. There were a total of five questions presented

to participants. They involved two demographic details (age, gen-
der), and a question regarding whether they had previously been a
victim of crime in which responses were provided in a yes/no
format. All participants were then presented with the ranking task,
and then the trade-off task. For the ranking task participants were
given a list of three violent acts (punched in the face, verbally
assaulted, stabbed in the back), and were asked to indicate by
allocating a number (1-3) to each of the violent acts (they could
only allocate one number to each until all were used up); where 1
indicated the highest level of violence, 2 indicated moderate level
of violence, and 3 indicated the lowest level of violence. After this
they were then presented with the trade-off task in which they were
told “please indicate in the box below how many Punch(s) in the
face would someone have to receive to be equivalent to 1 stab in
the back?” This was followed by, “please indicate in the box below
how many verbal assault(s) would someone have to receive to be
equivalent to 1 stab in the back?” The following alphas were
reported as acceptable for scale reliability of responses to the
trade-off task (o = .89), and for ordinal responses to the ranking
task (a = .85).

The ranks for the three violent acts for each study were entered
into a Kendall’s coefficient of concordance (W) analysis, the mean
rank scores for the three studies are presented in Figure 1. Study la
revealed a concordance of W = 317, (Spearman’s p = .302, weak
correlation), and a rejection of the null that there is no agreement
X>(2) = 41.84, p < .001. The ordering of the violent acts from
least to most severe were: punched in the face, verbally assaulted,
and stabbed in the back (see Figure 1).

Both Krustall-Wallis H and Jonckheere-Terpstra tests were used
to examine gender differences in the ranks, and for Study la,
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Figure 1. The mean rank scores (SE *1) for each of the three different violent acts presented in Studies 1la,
1b, and 1c. The rank positions were as follows: the lower the value the more severe the act. The bars also indicate
the level of severity of the violent acts based on shading, from least severe (light gray) to most severe (very dark

gray).
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whether or not past experiences of being a victim of crime, but
there was no significant difference in ranks by gender or past
experience of crime. A Shapiro-Wilk test of normality revealed
that for each trade-off that was given (Trade-off 1: punch against
stab in the back, Trade-off 2: verbal assault against stab in the
back) the values participants reported for each trade-off signifi-
cantly deviated from normality. Log transformations reduced the
deviation from normality but the responses still deviated signifi-
cantly from normal. Analyses conducted before and after transfor-
mation revealed no differences in the pattern of results; the results
are reported for the log transformed data. Mauchley’s test indi-
cated that for each study the assumption of sphericity had been
violated, p = .0001, therefore Greenhouse-Geisser corrected tests
are reported. A repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA)
with age and gender as covariates revealed that there were differ-
ences in the trade-off scores between Trade-off 1 and Trade-off 2,
F(1, 57) = 1247, p = .001, n} = .18. Age and gender did not
significantly impact the pattern of trade-offs. Looking at the mean
logs, people needed to experience fewer verbal assaults (M = .95,
SD = .71) than punches in the face (M = 1.42, SD = 1.60), when
traded off against one stab. Thus, the trade-off task indirectly
revealed the following orderings: punched in the face, verbally
assaulted, and stabbed in the back.

The findings from Pilot Study la suggest that the most
common ordering of the violent acts from least to most severe
for both the direct rank ordering task and the indirect trade-off
task was the same: punched in the face, verbally assaulted, and
stabbed in the back. Age and gender did not significantly
impact responses to the ranking and trade-off tasks.

Pilot Study 1b

The purpose of Pilot Study 1b was to establish the reliability of
the findings reported in Pilot Study la, and therefore it served as
a replication. Three minor changes were made. The response
format regarding the questions probing whether participants had
been victims of crime were changed from yes/no to a scale re-
sponse to enable a more nuanced response to the question. One of
the violent acts was changed in order to avoid potential ambigui-
ties, so “stabbed in the back™ was replaced with “stabbed in the
side of the body.” Also, two additional questions were included
that focused on the validity of asking people to perform ranking
tasks on violent acts.

Pilot Study 1b recruited participants via Prolific Academic, an
online crowd-sourcing method. All participants were United King-
dom residents and United Kingdom nationals, and the age restric-
tions were 18-70. N = 141 (62 women, 79 men), with a mean age
of M = 39.94 years (SD = 11.28) ranging from 18—-67 years. The
educational background of the participants ranged from high
school level to postgraduate level. Participants were financially
compensated for their time (70 cents).

Study 1b involved some minor changes to the materials and
procedure used in Pilot Study 1a. Along with their age, gender, and
educational background, participants were required to answer on a
scale from 1 (definitely yes) to 5 (definitely no) regarding having
been a victim of crime. The ranking and trade-off tasks were the
same, but the violent act, stabbed in the back, was changed to
stabbed in the side of the body; the rationale for this was that
stabbed in the back may have been ambiguous and respondents

could have interpreted it as either a treacherous act or a literal act.
In addition, in Study 1b participants were asked two further ques-
tions that probed their view of the validity of the questions with
which they were confronted. They were asked: do you think that in
reality it is possible to rank violent acts in order of their levels of
violence? Do you think that for the purposes of crime statistics
violent acts should be ranked in order of levels of violence?
Answers were given on a scale from 1 (definitely yes) to 5
(definitely not). The following alphas were reported as acceptable
for scale reliability of responses to the trade-off task (a = .71),
validity questions (e = .66), and for ordinal responses to the
ranking task (o = .75).

The ranks for the three violent acts for each study were entered
into a Kendall’s coefficient of concordance (W) analysis; the mean
rank scores for the three studies are presented in Figure 1. Study 1b
revealed a concordance of W = 791, (p = .789, strong correla-
tion), and a rejection of the null that there is no agreement x*(2) =
222.98, p < .000005. The rank ordering of the violent acts from
least to most severe were punched in the face, verbally assaulted,
and stabbed in the side of the body. Both Krustall-Wallis H and
Jonckheere-Terpstra tests failed to reveal gender differences in the
ranks. The same analysis was conducted of trade-off responses
(Trade-off 1: punch against stab in the side, Trade-off 2: verbal
assault against stab in the side) for Pilot Study 1b as used in Pilot
Study 1la. For the trade-off task a repeated measures ANOVA with
age, gender, and educational background were entered as covari-
ates, and revealed that there were differences in the trade-off
scores between Trade-off 1 and Trade-off 2, F(1, 137) = 20.10,
p = .00002, 7 = .12. Age and gender (based on median splits) did
not significantly impact the pattern of trade-offs. Also, educational
background did not significantly predict responses. Looking at the
mean logs, people needed to experience fewer verbal assaults
(M = .83, SD = .46) than punches in the face (M = 1.98, SD =
1.46), when traded off against one stab. Thus, the trade-off task
indirectly revealed the following orderings: punched in the face,
verbally assaulted, and stabbed in the side of the body.

Pilot Study 1b also examined attitudes toward using ranks of
violent acts as a way to assess the order of severity of violent acts.
Participants were asked their views on whether it is, in fact,
possible in reality to rank order violent acts (M = 2.15, SD =
1.02), and whether this type of measurement should be carried out
(M = 2.27, SD = .98); for both tasks the scale ranged from 1
(definitely yes) to 5 (definitely no). In addition, the judgments
regarding attitudes toward using ranks of violent acts in assess-
ment were correlated with the responses to whether participants
had judged themselves to be victims of violent crimes. There was
no evidence of a correlation between the extent to which a partic-
ipant had been a victim of a crime and their attitudes toward using
ranking tasks as methods of assessment of violent acts.

The findings from Pilot Study 1b suggest that the most
common ordering of the violent acts from least to most severe
for both the direct rank-ordering task and the indirect trade-off
task was the same: punched in the face, verbally assaulted, and
stabbed in the side of the body; this also corresponds with the
rank ordering of violent acts reported in Pilot Study la. Con-
sistent with Pilot Study 1la, this study also found that age and
gender as well as educational background did not significant
impact responses in the trade-off and ranking tasks. Finally, the
mean scores for both questions assessing the validity of the
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tasks presented to participants revealed positive attitudes to-
ward using rank-ordering tasks as a method of assessment for
severity of violent acts.

Pilot Study 1c

The purpose of Pilot Study 1c was to further assess the reliabil-
ity of the pattern of consistency in the response to the measures
developed in Pilot Study la and 1b, but in this case extended to
new violent acts. Pilot Study lc was identical to Pilot Study 1b,
with the exception that three new violent acts were presented to
participants, but the actual trade-off and ranking tasks were the
same as the previous two pilot studies. Study 1c was an adapted
version of Study 1b, and was also launched via Prolific Academic.
The same criteria were applied for recruitment of this sample, with
a total of 107 (47 females, 60 men); the mean age was 32.69 years
(8D = 9.75) ranging from 18—-63 years. Participants were finan-
cially compensated for their time (70 cents). With the exception
that the acts of violence for the ranking and trade-off task were
slapped in the face, threatened with a knife, and stabbed in the side
of the body, in all other respects the procedure and materials used
in Pilot Study 1c were identical to Pilot Study 1b. The following
alphas were reported as acceptable for scale reliability of responses
to the trade-off task (a = .98), validity questions (o = .62), and for
ordinal responses to the ranking task (a = .81).

For the ranking task Pilot Study 1c revealed a concordance of
W = .870, (p = .867, strong correlation), and a rejection of the null
hypothesis that there is no agreement x*(2) = 186.23, p <
.000005. The rank ordering of the violent acts from least to most
severe were slapped in the face, threatened with a knife, and
stabbed in the side of the body (see Figure 1). The same analyses
used in Pilot Studies 1a and 1b were used to examine responses to
the trade-off task in Pilot Study 1c (Trade-off 1: slap against stab
in the side, Trade-off 2: threaten with a knife against stab in the
side). For the trade-off task a repeated measures ANOVA with
age, gender, and educational background as covariates revealed
that there were differences in the trade-off scores between Trade-
off 1 and Trade-off 2, F(1, 100) = 3.16, p = .02, n,z, = .01. Age,
gender and educational background did not significantly impact
the pattern of trade-offs. Looking at the mean logs, people needed
to experience fewer threats with a knife (M = 1.89, SD = 4.01)
than slaps in the face (M = 2.39, SD = 5.25), when traded off
against one stab. Thus, the trade-off task indirectly revealed the
following orderings: slapped in the face, threatened with a knife,
and stabbed in the side of the body.

Looking at participants’ responses to their attitudes to using
ranking tasks to assess severity of violent acts, they showed similar
positive attitudes as revealed in Pilot Study 1b. For the first
question they were asked whether it is, in fact, possible in reality
to rank order violent acts (M = 2.34, SD = 1.01), and for the
second they were asked whether this type of measurement should
be carried out (M = 2.37, SD = .88); in which for both tasks the
scale ranged from 1 (definitely yes) to 5 (definitely no).

The findings from Pilot Study 1c suggest that the most common
ordering of the violent acts from least to most severe for both the
direct rank-ordering task and the indirect trade-off task was the
same: slapped in the face, threatened with a knife, and stabbed in
the side of the body. Consistent with Pilot Studies 1a and 1b, there
was no evidence to suggest that age, gender, and educational

background influence responses in the trade-off and ranking tasks.
As with Pilot Study 1b, Pilot Study lc also found that the re-
sponses to the validity questions revealed positive attitudes toward
using rank-ordering tasks as a method of assessment for the
severity of violent acts, and there was no correlation with whether
participants had been victims of a crime. Overall, across all three
pilot studies, the findings support the main purpose of this inves-
tigation, which is to demonstrate that people provide similar pat-
terns of judgments regarding the level of severity of violent acts,
indexed through direct and indirect judgment tools.

Study 2a

The purpose of Study 2 was to provide a more focused exam-
ination of a more difficult version of the ranking task presented in
the pilot studies. In order to fully focus participants’ attention,
participants were asked to simply rank order eight violent acts
according to their level of severity. The eight violent acts were
used in order to investigate support for H,.

Method

Participants. Study 2a comprised N = 35 (19 women, 16
men). Participants were multinational (U.K. = 15, Spanish = 4,
German = 5, U.S.. = 6, Chinese = 2, Australian = 2, Dutch = 1)
that volunteered to complete an online study presented on Qual-
trics. The samples were recruited opportunistically via a circular
e-mail distributed to various London judgment and decision-
making university forums. The sample had a mean age of M =
27.28 years (SD = 6.08), ranging from 19-44 years. All partici-
pants were educated at graduate level or above, and were either in
higher education in the United Kingdom or were seeking to con-
tinue in higher education in the United Kingdom. The samples
were all proficient at English. Participants did not receive financial
compensation for taking part.

Materials. Participants were presented with the questions on-
line via the online platform Qualtrics. Participants were given three
questions in total. They were asked to type their age in a text box,
and provide details of their gender (male, female, rather not say),
and to provide their responses regarding the eight violent acts by
ranking them. This question appeared on a separate screen to the
demographic questions. Participants were presented with a list of
eight violent acts (choke, head-butt, kick, punch, slap, spit, stab,
threaten with a knife) in random order on a small screen. Re-
sponses were provided by moving the items from the list into a
separate box on screen, in which they could order the items by
dragging and dropping them into the appropriate slot from least
violent at the top, to most violent at the bottom of the list. The
alpha for ordinal responses to the ranking task was acceptable at
the level of (a = .71).

Procedure. Once participants had read the instructions and
consented to take part, they were then shown the first screen in
which they entered in their basic details and, once completed, they
went on to complete the ranking task. Once this was complete, a
final screen provided them with details about the basic rationale
behind the study.
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Results and Discussion

Using Kendall’s coefficient of concordance (W) the ranks of all
35 participants were entered into the analysis, which revealed a
concordance of W = .493, (p = .478, moderate correlation), and a
rejection of the null hypothesis that there is no agreement x*(7) =
120.81, p = .0005. (Table 1). Both Krustall-Wallis H and
Jonckheere-Terpstra tests failed to reveal the influence of gender
differences in responses to the ranking task. The rank ordering of
the violent acts from least to most severe based on Kendall’s
coefficient was: spit, slap, kick, punch, threaten with a knife,
head-butt, choke, and stab. This supports H,.

Study 2b

The purpose of Study 2b was to explore the extent to which the
rank ordering of the different violent acts would be influenced by
the sample, and to provide further support for H,. The sample used
in Study 2a was a multinational group residing in the United
Kingdom, therefore making it difficult to directly explore the
possibility that different nationalities would rank order the eight
violent acts differently. Therefore in Study 2b nationality was
manipulated. Half the sample was United Kingdom nationals, and
the remaining half were Bosnian nationals.

Method

Participants. The sample comprised N = 65 in total, n = 30
were United Kingdom-born participants (12 females, 18 male) and
n = 35 were Bosnian-born participants (22 females, 17 male).
They volunteered to complete an online study presented on Qual-
trics. The United Kingdom sample had a mean age of 37.23 years
(SD = 10.9) ranging from 18-68 year, and the Bosnian sample
had a mean age of 33.62 years (SD = 9.11) ranging from 23—65.
They were recruited via a circular e-mail distributed to participant
panels at Queen Mary University of London, and through online
university social forums (e.g., Facebook) in Bosnia. Participants
did not receive financial compensation for taking part

Table 1

Materials. The materials were identical to that of Study 2a,
except that the materials were translated into Bosnian and re-
sponses were recorded in Bosnian, but then translated back into
English for analysis. The alpha for ordinal responses to the ranking
task was acceptable at the level of (a0 = .85).

Procedure. The procedure was identical to that used in
study 2a.

Results and Discussion

Using Kendall’s coefficient of concordance (W), the analysis
revealed that, overall, combined across U.K. and Bosnian sam-
ples for the ranks of all 65 participants, there was a concordance
of W = .589, (p = .582, strong correlation), and a rejection of
the null that there is no agreement x? (7) = 268.12, p = .0003
(see Table 1). Both Krustall-Wallis (KW) H and Jonckheere-
Terpstra (J-T) tests revealed that there were differences in the
ranks based on gender (J-T = 2.06, p = .039, KW = 4.26,p =
.039). In particular, women ranked spitting higher than men. In
addition, we found that there were differences in the ranking of
items by sample. For the items, spit (J-T = 3.09, p = .002,
KW = 9.58, p = .002), slap (J-T = 2.96, p = .003, KW = 8.79,
p = .003), and punch (J-T = 12.46, p = .0004, KW = 12.46,
p = .0004), the United Kingdom sample gave lower mean ranks
than the Bosnian sample, but for kick (J-T = —2.99, p = .003,
KW = 8.98, p = .003), the United Kingdom sample gave a
higher mean rank than the Bosnian sample. For the United
Kingdom sample the rank ordering of the violent acts from least
to most severe based on Kendall’s coefficient was: spit, slap,
kick, punch, head-butt, threaten with a knife, choke, and stab.
For the Bosnian sample the rank ordering of the violent acts
from least to most severe based on Kendall’s coefficient was:
spit, slap, kick, punch, threaten with a knife, head-butt, choke,
and stab. The findings from Study 2b suggest that nationality
does seem to lead to minor differences in the rank ordering of
violent acts. Nevertheless, the ordering of the eight violent acts

Mean (and SD) Rank Orderings of the Eight Violent Acts by Study (Study 2a, 2b, Study 3, Study 4), and by Sample (Austrian,

Bosnian, Multinational, UK)

Study Spit Slap Kick Punch Threaten with a knife Head-butt Choke Stab
Study 2a 2.06 2.66 3.46 4.43 4.97 5.26 5.80 7.29
Multinational (1.81) (1.49) (1.84) (1.42) (1.32) (1.96) (1.64) (1.73)
Study 2b 1.40 1.87 4.00 4.07 5.73 4.67 6.60 7.67
UK (.83) (.64) (.65) (1.28) (1.16) (1.76) (1.30) (.61
Study 2b 2.31 2.80 3.11 4.94 4.74 5.06 5.74 7.20
Bosnian (1.80) (1.51) (1.94) (139 (1.74) (2.00) (1.70) (1.71)
Study 3 1.00 1.65 3.97 3.37 5.03 4.23 5.29 6.95
UK (1.06) (1.43) (1.48) (1.18) (1.82) (1.44) (.94)
Study 3 1.00 2.39 2.50 391 4.31 5.02 5.46 6.67
Austrian (1.55) (1.55) (1.30) (1.39) (1.26) (1.03) (.72)
Study 4 1.73 2.09 3.43 3.53 5.49 5.04 6.60 7.86
UK (.80) (1.00) (.89) (1.33) (1.18) (1.07) (1.10) (.39
Study 4 1.91 2.59 3.98 3.94 4.61 4.44 7.02 7.30
Bosnian (1.52) (1.31) (1.27) (1.31) (1.60) (1.68) (1.05) (77)
Mean rank 1.68 2.34 3.47 4.04 4.98 4.84 6.05 7.27

position overall (1.34) (1.34) (1.55) (1.48) (1.44) (1.70) (1.47) (1.19)

Note. Means indicated by bold type; SD indicated by lightface type.
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from both samples was generally consistent with the ordering,
as predicted in H,.

Study 3

The purpose of Study 3 was to extend the work in Study 2, but
instead of an explicit ranking task, participants were required to
perform a simple trade-off task using the same eight violent acts
used in Study 2. As a result Study 3 examines H,. A simple
manipulation was introduced which involved presenting the vio-
lent acts in such a way that participants were required to perform
trade-offs. That is, they were asked to estimate the number of acts
required to make a slap equivalent to the other seven violent acts;
that is, “how many slaps would be required in order to be equiv-
alent to (X)?”, where X may take the values: 1 spit, 1 kick, 1
punch, 1 head-butt, 1 threat with a knife, 1 choke, 1 stab.

Method

Participants. Study 3 comprised a total of N = 58 partici-
pants, of which n = 31 participants were United Kingdom nation-
als residing in the United Kingdom (13 women, 18 men), and n =
27 Austrians residing in Austria (19 women, 18 men). They
volunteered to take part in the online task presented via Qualtrics.
The United Kingdom sample had a mean age of 31.71 years (SD =
9.04) with a range from 20—-61 years. The Austrian sample had a
mean age of 34.26 years (SD = 12.90) with a range from 21-67
years. The United Kingdom sample was recruited via a circular
e-mail distributed to participant panels at Queen Mary University
of London. The Austrian sample was also recruited via email
through Facebook. No participant received financial compensation
for taking part.

Materials. Participants were presented with the questions on-
line via the online platform Qualtrics. Participants were given three
questions in total. They were asked to type their age in a text box,

provide details of their gender (male, female, rather not say), and
to provide their responses regarding the seven trade-offs they were
required to perform. For the trade-off task, just as those presented
in the pilot study, participants were asked to estimate the number
of acts required to make a slap equivalent to the other seven violent
acts; that is, “how many slaps would be required in order to be
equivalent to (X)?”, where X is 1 spit, 1 kick, 1 punch, 1 head-butt,
1 threat with a knife, 1 choke, or 1 stab. They were required to give
a response for each trade-off, with the lowest value being 1.
Participants had to perform seven trade-offs in which the violent
acts that were compared against all other violent acts were slap
(i.e., slap (?) = 1 spit; slap (?) = 1 kick; slap (?) = 1 punch; slap
(7 = 1 head-butt; slap (?) = 1 threat with a knife; slap (?) = 1
choke; slap (?7) = 1 stab). Each trade-off was performed separately
on screen for each pairing, and the order of presentation was
randomized for each participant. For the Austrian sample the
materials were identical to those presented to the United Kingdom
sample. They were translated into German and responses were
recorded in German, but then back-translated into English in order
to carry out analyses. The alpha reported as acceptable for scale
reliability of responses to the trade-off task was (a = .82).

Procedure. Once participants had read the instructions and
consented to take part, they were then shown the first screen in
which they entered their basic details and, once completed, they
then proceeded to the trade-off task. An example of how to
perform the trade-off task was provided along with an explanation
of how to respond on screen. Once this was completed, a final
screen provided them with details about the basic rationale behind
the study.

Results

The mean scores for the estimated trade-offs are presented in
Figure 2. A Shapiro-Wilk test of normality revealed that for each
violent act the responses significantly deviated from a normal

2501

2,004

Mean Trade-offs

1,009

sample

Slap-Spit Trade-off

Slap-Punch Trade-off

Slap-Kick Trade-off

Slap-Headbutt Trade-off
Slap-Threaten with a knife Trade-off
Slap-Choke Trade-off

Slap-Stab Trade-off

Austrian

Figure 2. The mean (SE *1) trade-off estimates for each of the seven trade-offs presented to participants in
Study 3. Participants were required to trade-off each violent act against a slap. The estimates were based on the
number of slaps that needed to be performed to make them equivalent to each of the seven violent acts (spit,
punch, kick, headbutt, threaten with a knife, choke, stab). Each estimate from each participant was log
tranformed (base 10), and the mean estimates for each trade-off are presented by sample. The darker the bar, the
more severe the act being traded-off the slap. As the bars increase in height, this indicates the increasing number

of slaps traded-off against the violent act.



ed broadly.

%
(5]
@
i)
-
[
«
°
Q
s}
g

is not to be dissen

This article is

8 OSMAN, PUPIC, AND BAIGENT

distribution. Log transformations reduced the deviancy form nor-
mality but the responses still deviated significantly from normal.
Though analyses conducted before and after transformation re-
vealed no differences in the pattern of results, the results are
reported for the log-transformed data. Mauchley’s test indicated
that the assumption of sphericity had been violated, x*(20) =
195.98, p = .0001, therefore Greenhouse-Geisser corrected tests
are reported (€ = .41). An ANOVA with violent acts (7 trade-offs)
as the within-subject variable, and sample (U.K., Austrian) as the
between-subject variable was conducted, in which age and gender
were entered as covariates. There was a main effect of violent acts,
F(2.42, 130.97) = 3.02, p = .004, m> = .07. When compared
against the trade-off slap-spit, all other trade-offs were signifi-
cantly different, suggesting that more slaps were estimated as
needing to be experienced to be equivalent to a single punch, kick,
head-butt, threaten with a knife, choke, or stab. There was a main
effect of sample, suggesting that the magnitude of the trade-offs
conducted by the Austrian sample were overall lower than the
United Kingdom sample, F(1, 54) = 9.38, p = .004, n} = .15.
There was also a Sample X Violent Act interaction, F(2.42,
130.97) = 2.43, p = .03, ), = .04. As shown in Figure 3, looking
closely at the trade-offs that were carried out, the United Kingdom
sample revealed that the increases in magnitude of the trade-offs
were in the following order: the lowest trade-off was slap-spit,
then, in increasing order, slap-punch, slap-kick, slap-threaten with
a knife, slap-head-butt, slap-choke and slap-stab ( > 1, p < .05).
For the Austrian sample, trade-offs performed between slap-spit,
slap-kick were no different, but then the trade-offs increased in
magnitude in the following order: slap-punch, slap-head-butt, slap-
threaten with a knife, slap-choke, and slap-stab (r > 1, p < .05).

The responses to the trade-off task were used to infer the rank
ordering of violent acts from least to most severe. The scoring
simply involved using the trade-offs and ordering them in magni-
tude from least to most, which was taken as an indirect check on

the order of severity of the violent acts obtained directly. With
respect to the two least violent acts, spit and slap, if participants
responded with a score of 1, then spit and slap were scored as joint
Ist in the ranking (as least violent). Thus, for each participant their
trade-offs for the pairs of violent acts were used to rank order the
acts, and the ranks were subjected to the same Kendall’s coeffi-
cient of concordance (W).

For each participant their trade-off responses were rank ordered,
and the ranks were subjected to a Kendall’s coefficient of concor-
dance (W) test. Separate analyses were conducted on the United
Kingdom and the Austrian sample, given the different exposure in
the main compensation task. For the United Kingdom sample there
was a concordance of W = .74, (p = .75, strong correlation), and
a rejection of the null hypothesis that there is no agreement
X2(7) = 162.00, p = .0001. For the Austrian sample there was a
concordance of W = .78, (p = .80, strong correlation), and a
rejection of the null hypothesis that there is no agreement x*(7) =
147.97, p = .0001. Krustall-Wallis A and Jonckheere-Terpstra
tests were used to examine gender differences; neither test reveal-
ing a significant impact of gender on ranks. For both samples, the
ordering of violent acts based on Kendall’s W, from least to most
severe, as inferred from the compensation requests, differed but
only with regards to two violent acts (see Table 1). For the United
Kingdom sample the ordering of violent acts was as follows: slap,
spit, kick, punch, threaten with a knife, head-butt, choke, and stab,
and for the Austrian sample was: slap, spit, kick, punch, head-butt,
threaten with a knife, choke, and stab. Thus the only difference
between the two samples was the ordering of the acts, head-butt
and threaten with a knife; for all other violent acts the ordering was
the same as the United Kingdom sample.

To explore H,, the rank ordering of the violent acts, as inferred
indirectly from the trade-offs in Study 3, were compared to the
direct rank orderings of the violent acts reported in Study 2b for
each sample. For the United Kingdom sample, Jonckheere-
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Figure 3. The figure presents the mean (SE *1) compensation requests (converted into USD) in Study 4, in
which participants (U.K., Bosnia) were asked to report the amount of compensation they would request upon
experiencing each of the eight violent acts. As the bars become darker, this indicates the violent acts increasing
in severity. As the bars increase in height, this indicates the increasing amount of compensation in USD.
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Terpstra tests revealed that the only differences between Study 3
and Study 2b were based on the violent acts slap (J-T'=4.31,p =
.04) and kick (J-T = 15.20, p = .0003). For the Austrian sample,
the same analysis revealed that the only difference between Study
3 and Study 2b was based on the rank positioning of the violent act
slap (J-T = 5.12, p = .02). With the exception of these differences,
the inferred ordering of the violent acts from the trade-off task
from Study 3 was broadly similar with the directly measured
orderings of the violent acts in Study 2b.

Study 4

The purpose of Study 4 was to use a different judgment task to
indirectly examine the rank ordering of the same eight violent acts
presented in Studies 2a, 2b, and 3. As a result, Study 4 was able to
investigate H,. Participants in this study were simply required to
provide estimates of the financial compensation they would re-
quire to be exactly compensated for being subjected to each of the
eight violent acts. Keeping to the same design as Study 2b and
Study 3, the present study also used two different nationalities
(U.K., Bosnian) for comparison purposes with the other studies
included in this investigation.

Method

Participants. Study 4 comprised a total of N = 68 partici-
pants, of which n = 35 participants were United Kingdom nation-
als residing in the United Kingdom (16 women, 19 men), and n =
33 Bosnian nationals residing in Bosnia or abroad (19 females).
All volunteered to take part in the online task. The United King-
dom sample had a mean age of M = 30.51 years (SD = 9.67) with
arange from 18-51 years. The Bosnian sample had a mean age of
M = 34.61 years (SD = 5.05) with a range from 21-45 years. The
United Kingdom sample was recruited via a circular e-mail dis-
tributed to participant panels at Queen Mary university of London.
The Bosnian sample was also recruited via email through Face-
book. No participant received financial compensation for taking
part.

Materials. Participants were presented with the questions on-
line via the online platform Qualtrics. Participants were given three
questions in total. They were asked to type their age in a text box,
and provide details of their gender (male, female, rather not say),
and to provide their responses regarding compensation required for
experiencing each of the eight violent acts. They were simply told
that for each of the eight violent acts presented to them they would
be required to report the compensation in British pounds (for the
Bosnian sample the same instructions were given, but the amount
of compensation was in Euros) that they would require if they had
experienced the violent act. Each estimate of compensation was
performed separately on screen for each violent act, and the order
of presentation of the violent act was randomized for each partic-
ipant. For the Bosnian sample the materials were identical to those
presented to the United Kingdom sample. They were translated
into Bosnian and responses were recorded in Bosnian, but then
translated back into English for analyses. The alpha reported as
acceptable for scale reliability of responses to the compensation
task was (a = .94).

Procedure. Once participants had read the instructions and
consented to take part, they were then shown the first screen in

which they entered in their basic details and, once completed, they
then proceeded to the compensation task. Once this was com-
pleted, a final screen provided them with details about the basic
rationale behind the study.

Results and Discussion

Both currencies (GPB and Euros) were converted into USD
(conversion was carried out as appropriate at the time of study).
The mean and standard deviation for requested compensation for
each violent act is presented in Figure 3. The scores converted into
USD were then used as a basis to conduct the following analyses.
A Shapiro-Wilk test of normality revealed that for each violent act
the responses significantly deviated from a normal distribution.
Log transformations reduced the deviancy from normality but the
responses still deviated significantly from normal. Though analy-
ses conducted before and after transformation revealed no differ-
ences in the pattern of results, the results are reported for the
log-transformed data. Mauchley’s test indicated that the assump-
tion of sphericity had been violated, X2 (27) = 239.27, p = .0005,
therefore Greenhouse-Geisser corrected tests are reported (¢ =
A44).

A repeated measures ANOV A with age and gender as covariates
show a main effect of violent acts on the amount of compensation
requested. This suggests that people asked for different amounts
depending on the violent act that had been performed, F(3.11,
190.26) = 6.71, p = .0008, m; = .01. All pairwise comparisons
were significantly different with the exception of spit and slap,
1(66) = —.31, p = .75, kick and punch, #(66) = .93, p = .35. There
was a main effect of sample, F(1, 61) = 598, p = .02, n,% = .09,
suggesting that the United Kingdom sample required less compen-
sation overall (M = 3,828.85 USD, SD = 12,445.71 USD) as
compared with the Bosnian sample (M = 76,981.80 USD, SD =
515,465.25 USD). There was also a significant Sample X Violent
Act interaction, F(3.11, 190.26) = 2.75, p = .0009, m; = .04.
Independent sample ¢ tests were conducted, and revealed that for
slap, #(65) = 2.85, p < .01, punch, #(65) = 2.76, p < .01, kick,
1(65) = 3.07, p < .01, and choke, #(65) = 2.65, p < .01, the United
Kingdon sample required less in compensation than the Bosnian
sample. No other analyses or interactions were significant.

The responses to the compensation task were used to infer the
rank ordering of violent acts from least to most severe. For each
participant their requests for compensation by violent act were
rank ordered, and the ranks were subjected to a Kendall’s coeffi-
cient of concordance (W) test. Separate analyses were conducted
on the United Kingdom and the Bosnian samples, given the dif-
ferences revealed in the main compensation task. For the United
Kingdom sample there was a concordance of W = .814, (p = .81,
strong correlation), and a rejection of the null hypothesis that there
is no agreement x*(7) = 150.56, p = .0001. For the Bosnian
sample there was a concordance of W = .694, (p = .70, strong
correlation), and a rejection of the null hypothesis that there is no
agreement x*(7) = 199.37, p = .0001. For both samples, the
ordering of violent acts based on Kendall’s W, from least to most
severe, as inferred from the compensations, were identical (spit,
slap, kick, punch, threaten with a knife, head-butt, choke, and stab;
see Table 1). In addition, both Krustall-Wallis H and Jonckheere-
Terpstra tests were used to examine gender differences, neither
revealing a significant impact of gender on the ranks.
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To explore H;, the rank orderings of the violent acts, as inferred
indirectly from the compensation task, were compared to the direct
rank orderings of the violent acts reported in Study 2b for each
sample. For the United Kingdom sample, Jonckheere-Terpstra
tests revealed that the only differences between Study 4 and Study
2b were based on the violent acts punch (J-7T = 6.09, p = .01) and
choke (J-T = 3.86, p = .049). For the Bosnian and Austrian
samples, the same analysis revealed that the only difference be-
tween Study 4 and Study 2b was based on the relative ranks of the
acts slap (J-T = 11.35, p = .001), kick (J-T = 6.95, p = .01), and
choke (J-T = 17.40, p = .0001). With the exception of these
differences, the inferred ordering of the violent acts from the
compensation tasks in Study 4 were broadly consistent with the
directly measured orderings of the violent acts in Study 2b.

Meta-analysis of Studies 2, 3 and 4. To further explore the
general purpose of the study, and to investigate H,, the explicit
ranking orderings (Studies 2a and 2b) and inferred rank-ordering
scores from the trade-off task (Study 3), and the compensation task
(Study 4) were analyzed. The mean ranks scores for these studies
are presented in Table 1. The rank scores (N = 211, women = 110,
men 101) were subjected to Kendall’s coefficient of concordance
(W) and revealed a concordance of W = .631, (p = .62, strong
correlation), and a rejection of the null that there is no agreement
X*(7) = 931.42, p = .00005. This suggests that, despite the
differences in the measurement of judgments regarding the eight
violent acts, the rank ordering scores support the general purpose
of the study, which is to show that there is consistency in the way
in which people rank violent acts according to severity. A
Jonckheere-Terpstra test for differences in rank scores between the
different studies (Study 2a, Study 2b U.K., Study 2b Bosnian,
Study 3 U.K., Study 3 Austrian, Study 4 U.K., Study 4 Bosnian)
was examined, and revealed differences in the rank scores for the
following violent acts: punch (J-T' = 20.89, p = .0001), head-butt
(J-T = 9.85, p = .04), and choke (J-T = 50.33, p = .0006). The
overall rank ordering of acts from least to most severe were as
follows: spit, slap, kick, punch, head-butt, threaten with a knife,
choke, and stab, which supports H,. Gender was also examined
separately but was not found to impact significantly the rank
scores of the eight violent acts. While the rank ordering of the eight
violent acts was generally consistent across Studies 2—4, there
were overall differences between the United Kingdom (n = 96)
and Bosnian samples (n = 95). A Jonckheere-Terpstra test of
difference in rank scores between the United Kingdom and Bos-
nian samples revealed differences in the rank scores for the fol-
lowing violent acts: slap (J-T = 10.82, p = .001), punch (J-T =
5.96, p = .01), kick (J-T = 5.14, p = .02) and threaten with a knife
(J-T = 11.63, p = .001). Nevertheless, the differences in these
analyses reflect the difference between the rank-ordering scores
and, based on the Kendall’s coefficient of concordance (W), look-
ing at the actual rank ordering of the eight violent acts for both
samples overall, was generally the same.

General Discussion

The main purpose of the study was met. The general pattern of
findings in Studies 1-4 suggest that when people are required to
provide judgments regarding the severity of violent acts, either
directly or indirectly, the ordering of the acts according to severity
is broadly similar. In addition, Study 1 also revealed that peoples’

attitudes toward assessing the severity of violent acts through rank
ordering tasks is positive, and they were generally in favor of
crime statistics reporting the rank ordering of violent acts accord-
ing to their severity. Both H, and H; were generally supported
based on comparisons between judgment tasks across studies,
suggesting that both the trade-off task and the compensation task
were able to indirectly reveal the general pattern of ordering of
violent acts as in the direct-ranking task used in Study 2.

This investigation showed that generally gender does not influ-
ence judgment behavior, with one exception. In Study 2b, across
both United Kingdom and Bosnian samples, the mean rank posi-
tion for spitting was higher for women compared to men. These
differences were not consistently found in the other studies, and so
this raises the question of how stable these gender differences are.
We speculate though, that one reason why it might be that men
regard the relative severity of spitting lower than women, is that
they may well be exposed (not necessarily directly—i.e., in TV
and films, as well as in sporting contexts) to more examples of
other men spitting on other men, whereas there may well be fewer
examples in which women are seen either spitting on other men or
other women. In fact, this reveals an important issue with regard to
base rate information/level of exposure to particular violent events
(Fazel & Bjgrkly, 2016), and how it can bias judgments about the
same events on different criteria (Kahneman & Tversky, 1973).
This particular issue may also help to explain the minor but
prevailing differences that were identified between the United
Kingdom and Bosnian/Austrian samples in Study 2b, Study 3, and
Study 4, in which the mean relative weighting of the ranking
scores of the violent acts head-butting and threatening with a knife
differed between samples, the magnitude of trade-offs was lower
in the Austrian sample compared to the United Kingdom, and the
magnitude of financial compensation requests in the United King-
dom was lower than the Bosnian sample. While we speculate that
the reason for these minor differences may be the result of base
rate effects, this requires further empirical testing.

As well as finding strong support for the fact that different
judgment tasks revealed similar patterns in the rank ordering of
violent acts, what was also of note was the fact that there was
general support for H,, which predicted, based on previous find-
ings from several studies, the rank orderings of the eight violent
acts presented in Studies 2—4. There were of course minor differ-
ences in the orderings across studies, but in the main the overall
ranks (via direct and indirect measurements) suggested that spit
and/or slap were judged the lowest in severity, then were kick and
punch, followed by head-butt and threaten with a knife, with the
second most severe violent act being choke, and the most severe of
the violent acts being a stab. The order also seemed to track the
degree to which serious injuries would be sustained, with the
exception of being threatened with a knife.

Limitations

There were several limitations in the present investigation which
require further detailed empirical exploration. It is likely that a
bigger sample would enable finer-grained analyses with regard to
potential individual differences, which we did not tend to find in
our studies (e.g., age, gender, educational background). In addi-
tion, the violent acts were described as neutrally as possible in
Studies 2—4, and this reflected the same typical labels used in
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various assessments tools (e.g., CTS, MCVI, MOAS, SVAWS,
VRAG). The assumption made here is that participants focused on
the acts themselves rather than the consequences of the acts when
making their judgments. However, this is an empirical question,
and would require running the same studies again and contrasting
judgments with and without explicit details regarding the conse-
quences of the violent acts. Moreover, it would be important to
assess the extent to which the rank ordering of violent acts is
strongly or weakly affected when details of the consequences, and
details of the perpetrator of the violent acts, are presented. Also, an
important factor that was not assessed was the extent to which the
rank orderings of the violent acts would remain constant, if the
number of violent acts included in the various judgment tasks
increased. A more thorough investigation would include as com-
prehensive a range of violent acts as possible to capture the full
range of violent acts and categories of acts that appear most
commonly in assessment tools. Given these limitations, future
work is required to determine a more exhaustive response to the
main purpose of this investigation, particularly in working toward
developing a weighting as well as a ranking system of violent acts.

Research Implications

The starting point for our study was the aggregation problem,
and the implications it entails with regard to accurately reporting
the rates of violence between populations, and at different times
(Figure 4). This issue, along with a need to develop tools of
assessment that are far more nuanced (Grych & Hamby, 2014;
Harris et al., 2013) was a key motivation in the present study for
examining how lay people judge the severity of different violent
acts. The general appeal for using systems that rank and weight
violent acts in order of severity has been mounting for some time
(Conrad et al., 2010; Goodman et al., 1999; Harris et al., 2013;
Hudson & Mclntosh, 1981; Peek-Asa et al., 2002; Suglia et al.,

A

Levels of Violence Year1 Year2
Spit 40 55
Punch 20 15
Stab 5 2
Aggregated non- 72

weighted sum

2008). In the present study we use a variety of measurement
tools, many of which have been employed by others (e.g.,
Bishop & Murphy, 2011; Conrad et al., 2010; Hudson & Mcln-
tosh, 1981; Peek-Asa et al., 2002, use a trading off task in
which people the judged least violent act against all other listed
violent acts). The advantage of using simple measurement tools
such as ranking, trade-off, and compensation tasks, in which
individual items are judged according to their severity, enables
researchers to establish whether there is convergence in the
rank ordering of violent acts in general. For instance, there were
five violent acts (i.e., slap, kick, punch, choke, threaten with a
knife) included in Peek-Asa et al.’s (2002) study, and in the
present study. The ordering of the violent acts in their study and
the present study were the same, which is encouraging to those
researchers seeking to show that, in principle, lay people judge
violent acts according to their severity in similar ways across
studies, samples, and measurement tools.

Tools of assessment that not only record the acts on a scale of
severity, or weight them according to severity, may seem insensi-
tive to those that have experienced violence. However, when asked
to provide their views on the types of methods used to rank violent
acts, in the present study participants tended to be positively
disposed toward the use of ranking tasks. Recall that in Studies 1b
and lc participants were asked whether it is possible in real world
experiences of violent acts that they can be rank ordered, and
whether ranking tasks ought to be included in methods of assess-
ment. Crucially, the findings suggested that their past experiences
of crime did not influence their views, which were overwhelm-
ingly positive regarding the implementation of ranking systems to
record violent acts. This at least suggests that, in principle, in the
view of lay people, there is merit to a process that assesses violent
acts according to levels of severity through various measurement

tools.

B

Levels of Violence Year1 Year2
Spit = Low 40 55
(violent act *1) (40) (55)
Punch = Medium 20 15
(violent act *5) (100) (75)
Stab = High 5 2

(violent act *10) (50) (20)

Aggregated
weighted sum

Figure 4. Aggregation problem. This figure Illustrates the problem of summing across reports of violent acts
with and without a weighted sum. Imagine that the reports of violent acts below are from a Prison X that tracks
the levels of violence from year to year. (Panel A) The last row presents the total number of violent acts recorded
in Prison X in Year 1 and in Year 2. Without taking into account the different levels of severity of violent acts,
what is clear is that by simply aggregating the number of violent acts in Year 1 (total = 65) and again in Year
2 (total = 72), there is an increase in the total level of violence from Year 1 to Year 2. (Panel B) The last row
presents the total number of violent acts recorded in Prison X for the same years, based on the same records.
However, in this case the violent acts are classified and weighted according to levels of severity (weights are
allocated as follows: low severity 1, medium severity “5, high severity “10). The weighted aggregation now
shows that, when taking severity of different violent acts into account, the total level of violence in Prison X
decreases from Year 1 (total = 190) to Year 2 (total = 150).
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Clinical and Policy Implications

The issues addressed in this paper may be related to the concerns
of the World Health Organization (WHO) and other prominent agen-
cies such as the Centers for Disease Control. The role of such
organizations is to encourage and enable effective violence reduction
measures by other agencies. To this end, in their seminal 2002 report
(e.g., Etienne, Linda, James, Anthony, & Rafael, 2002), WHO offers
a typology of violence (self-directed, interpersonal, and collective)
with further distinctions involving types (physical, sexual, psycholog-
ical, neglect) and modes (with or without a weapon). However, none
of these distinctions are the same as distinctions based purely on the
level of violence. For example, self-directed violence may be nonfatal
self-harming or suicidal; physical or psychological violence admits
many different levels and it is conceivable that a violent act with a
weapon may be less violent than one committed with bare hands. This
is not to say that the WHO rejects the use or relevance of distinguish-
ing acts according to their levels of violence. For example, where
appropriate, they sanction the use of the Conflict Tactic Scales. (e.g.,
Wessels et al., 2013). Moreover, the overall level of violence is a
component of the prominent Global Peace Index (GPI). Different
levels of violence are weighted where the weights are obtained from
expert panels using a version of the Delphi method (Linstone &
Turoft, 2002). This involves an international group of academic and
nonacademic experts in the domain of peace, scoring several indices
of violence according to qualitative and quantitative scales, which are
then normalized (Global Peace Index, 2016). In the present study we
made no assumptions about indexes or their form; unlike the linear
form presumed for the GPI, this requires empirical testing. What we
do show is that by using various quantitative measures the rank
position of violent acts is determined by levels of severity, and this
could form the starting point from which a more accurate weighting
system could be developed.

To further expose the potential implication of our work for policy,
we return to the main issue of general interest, which is accurately
aggregating acts of violence so as to assess the overall level of
violence in a population and whether it has decease, or increased.
Imagine a study had been conducted to examine rates of violence in
two prisons in neighboring states. Suppose that two levels of violent
acts can be distinguished, low (e.g., slap), and high (e.g., stab), and
that in Prison A in one month there are five acts of low violence and
one act of high violence, while in Prison B there is one act of low
violence and three acts of high violence; the comparison may also be
of violence in the same prison in different years rather than of two
prisons in the same year. Which prison was the more violent? Any
plausible answer surely cannot treat all violent acts as though they are
equally violent. An approach which does not differentiate between
different levels of violence can therefore be wildly misleading. For
instance, the United States Department of Justice “violent crime”
metric for the population of the United States 1995-2014, for each
year, sums across data on offenses that include murder, rape (legacy
definition), robbery, and aggravated assault. Any policy intervention
designed to target apparent rising rates of violence is likely to be
problematic if the central concern is: is violence increasing? If the
different violent acts are not systematically distinguished by their
different levels of violence then the question may not be answered
convincingly. Our empirical work shows that by considering violent
acts according their severity at an item level reveals that lay people do
indeed treat violent acts differently according to how they rank them,

perform trade-offs, and the compensation requests they would make.
Work of this kind could go some way to improving the accuracy of
tools of assessment used to determine the overall level of violence in
a population by being sensitive to the relative severity at the item level
(individual violent acts) from which a more meaningful aggregation
of records of violence could be conducted.

Conclusion

The aim of the empirical work in this paper was to show that
across a variety of direct (ranking task) and indirect measures
(trade-off task, compensation task) the findings revealed a general
level of agreement in the rank orderings of violent acts according
to their severity. Overall, there were no effects of gender, and
sample differences that involved comparison between different
samples were minor, suggesting that the samples had more in
common with regard to their judgments on the severity of violent
acts than differences. These findings should be taken as an impor-
tant step toward showing that through a variety of assessments, it
is possible, in principle, to develop tools of assessment regarding
violence that are directly informed by lay people’s rankings of
violent acts, from which a weighting system for those violent acts
could be developed. This, in turn, would go some way to improv-
ing the systematic treatment of violent acts, which, in turn, will
lead to ever more acceptable assessments of rates of violence.
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