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Abstract

The complex link between cognitive distortions (CDs) and criminal behavior is explored in this systematic literature
review, with particular attention paid to typologies, contributions to criminal behavior, and correlations with different
forms of crime. The review includes 25 studies that met rigorous inclusion criteria and were sourced from Scopus, Web
of Science (WoS), ScienceDirect, PubMed, and PubMed Central (PMC). The selected research, which was published
between 2019 and 2024, focuses on the link between CD and criminal conduct. This review reveals the relationship
between CDs and criminal activity, emphasizing how these distortions have significant consequences on the actions
of offenders. The findings suggest that CDs not only induce unlawful conduct but also have distinct impacts on vari-
ous kinds of offenses. This review emphasizes the importance of understanding CDs in criminal conduct, providing
insights into prevention strategies, rehabilitation programs, and therapy interventions. It offers an extensive over-
view of the significant role that CDs play in influencing criminal behavior at a time when efficient crime prevention
and rehabilitation programs are essential. Through illuminating the complex relationships between CDs and criminal
conduct, this research provides useful information for mental health practitioners and rehabilitation facilities. Beyond
the realm of academia, the implications enable the creation of focused therapies that target certain CDs common

to individuals convicted of crimes. Ultimately, this synthesis of research findings is a valuable resource for informing
evidence-based methods to reduce recidivism and improve societal well-being.
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Background

Complex cognitive processes, including patterns of cog-
nitive distortion (CD), have a considerable impact on
criminal conduct and influence people’s engagement in
illegal actions. The level of criminal activity is concern-
ing, especially when it comes to common offenses like
violence and theft because of their high frequency and
detrimental effects on both individuals and communi-
ties [1]. Violent crimes, which are offenses involving the
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use or threat of physical force against another person,
frequently cause physical harm and long-term trauma
for victims, whereas theft compromises people’s sense of
security and trust in society, resulting in broader social
and economic consequences. As such, criminal activity,
which includes a broad range of behaviors from steal-
ing to violent crimes, is still a problem in society today
[2]. The previous two to three decades have seen a broad
decline or stabilization in crime rates worldwide, espe-
cially in North America and Europe, although crime rates
in Africa have been steadily increasing [1]. As geographi-
cal variations in crime trends may represent disparities
in social, economic, and cultural pressures that might
impact the formation and prevalence of CDs among
offenders, this divergence is significant when examin-
ing the function of CDs in criminal conduct. Numerous
intricate aspects, such as psychological characteristics,
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environmental impacts, and socioeconomic circum-
stances, influence criminal conduct [3, 4]. Although
well-established motivators like peer pressure, poverty,
and drug misuse are important influences on criminal
behavior, CD can have a substantial impact. Many crimi-
nal activities are motivated by CD, a term that refers to
behaviors based on irrational thought patterns and illogi-
cal beliefs that may have a major impact on an individu-
al’s decision-making processes and behavioral responses.
It refers to systemic flaws or biases in an individual’s
thought processes that result in distorted views of reality
and illogical ideas [5]. These distortions, which include
but are not limited to beliefs that downplay or excuse
one’s acts, attributing hostile intent to others, and rigid
thought patterns that impede problem-solving abilities,
are frequently linked to criminal activity. An individual’s
decision-making processes, perceptions of social norms,
and ultimately their inclination to make choices in ways
that are contrary to moral and legal standards are all
influenced by distorted thought patterns. This stark real-
ity emphasizes how important it is to identify the funda-
mental causes of criminal behavior in order to develop
intervention, preventative, and rehabilitation plans.
Since these cognitive biases frequently serve to legitimize
repeated criminal behavior, addressing them is essential
to decreasing crime. Interventions such as cognitive-
behavioral therapy (CBT) can target the core causes of
criminal decision-making by addressing the cognitive
biases that allow people to justify or rationalize their dis-
ruptive actions.

Researchers are closely examining the ways in which
specific CDs can influence and be a factor in criminal
behavior. This has become a significant focus in academic
studies aiming to understand and minimize criminal
activities [6]. These distortions have a significant impact
on an individual’s perceptions and interactions with the
outside world, potentially leading them to engage in
fraudulent behavior [7]. The importance of this impact is
further demonstrated by real-life incidents. For instance,
people convicted of fraud frequently justify their actions
by thinking they are entitled to the resources they steal,
minimizing the harm done to others (mollification).
Similarly, violent offenders may justify their actions by
thinking they were disrespected or provoked (power ori-
entation). These examples show how CDs influence crim-
inal behavior [8-10]. The form and presentation of these
distortions varied between types of crimes, reflecting the
distinctive causes and views that underpin each offense.

Several systematic reviews have looked at different ele-
ments of CDs in criminal behavior. Steel et al. [11], for
instance, primarily focused on CDs in offenders who
interact with child sexual exploitation material (CSEM).
Their analysis revealed a considerable gap in the area,
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underlining the inadequacies of current instruments
developed to measure CDs in CSEM offenders, which are
frequently adapted from tools used for contact offenders.
Although it emphasizes the necessity of CSEM-specific
tools, it falls short in addressing the wider range of CDs
across many criminal behavior categories, which is the
main objective of this study.

In a similar vein, Mohammad Rahim et al. [12] inves-
tigated the role of CDs, aggressive behavior, self-control,
and personality traits in criminal conduct. Although the
research was effective in connecting these psychologi-
cal features to criminal behavior, it is more extensive in
scope than the current review due to its emphasis on per-
sonality qualities and a lack of self-control.

Blake and Gannon [13] investigated CDs, notably
among sex offenders, and developed a model that linked
CDs to empathy impairments and social perception
problems. Their study, however, mostly focused on model
construction rather than offering in-depth insights into
certain types or typologies of CDs, even if it helped to
clarify how implicit theories underlie offense-supportive
beliefs. Although their model primarily utilized second-
ary data analysis, recent studies have focused on direct
encounters with offenders, including cross-sectional
studies and qualitative interviews to capture their CDs
[14-17]. This method allows for a more sophisticated
understanding of the cognitive processes that under-
lie criminal conduct by enhancing data authenticity and
offering a more detailed, first-hand account of offenders’
life experiences and self-perceptions.

Although these older studies offer insightful informa-
tion, they either concentrate on assessment consistency
or cover a wider variety of psychological qualities than
CDs. In contrast, the current review provides a more
current and targeted synthesis of the literature by giv-
ing priority to new empirical evidence and concentrat-
ing explicitly on CDs in a broader spectrum of criminal
activities. By examining studies that have been published
in the previous six years, this review ensures that our
conclusions reflect the most recent empirical results
in the area, which makes it an essential addition to the
body of current research. This review builds on previous
research to provide a more sophisticated understand-
ing of how CDs interact with broader psychological and
social processes to shape criminal conduct.

Integrating fundamental research that has impacted
our knowledge of these phenomena is very beneficial to
the study of CDs in criminal behavior. The categorization
and identification of different kinds of distortions, which
are essential to comprehend how people misread social
cues and defend abnormal conduct, were discussed in
Aaron Beck’s research on CDs. Beck [18] as well as Free-
man and Oster [19] developed a paradigm of CDs that
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includes overgeneralization, catastrophizing, and person-
alizing. This approach has been useful in examining the
ways in which these distortions impact criminal minds.
Similarly, Sykes and Matza’s [20] research on neutraliza-
tion tactics, which entail explaining and justifying illegal
conduct, gives important insights into how people cope
with guilt and rationalize their behavior. This concept is
furthered by Bandura’s [21] theory of moral disengage-
ment, which explains how people disengage from moral
self-sanctions to conduct destructive behaviors. These
ideas are essential to comprehending the processes by
which CDs influence criminal conduct in its entirety.

Additionally, two essential frameworks provide insights
into the mechanisms behind offense-supportive cog-
nitions in those involved in crime. Szumski et al. [22]
present a multi-mechanism theory, identifying three
important mechanisms that contribute to the devel-
opment of CDs among incarcerated individuals. This
theory emphasizes how CDs can form long before an
offense happens, during the lead-up to or shortly before
an offense, and after the crime as a result of the antag-
onistic context of the individual’s social environment.
Furthermore, Ward and Keenan [23] present a thorough
framework for investigating those who engage in sexual
offenses’ implicit theories about their victims. It explains
how incarcerated individuals create sophisticated men-
tal representations of their victims by integrating beliefs,
desires, and expectations. The framework distinguishes
two types of mental constructs: propositions about vic-
tims” wishes and beliefs about their traits. For example,
those who engage in crime may see victims as untrust-
worthy and sexually promiscuous persons motivated by
a desire to manipulate and attract others. These implicit
theories direct incarcerated individuals’ interpretations
of victims’ acts, allowing them to deduce their men-
tal states and forecast future actions. The framework is
based on the idea that those who engage in crime selec-
tively interpret information that supports their implicit
assumptions while ignoring data that contradicts them.
Together, these frameworks give a thorough explanation
of how CDs and implicit theories enable and perpetuate
criminal conduct, providing vital insights into the mech-
anisms behind offense-supportive cognitions.

As society struggles to address the myriad problems
related to criminal behavior, exploring the subject of
CDs has become essential to research and interven-
tion. By comprehending how these distortions impact
people’s perceptions and decision-making processes,
more efficient methods for deterring crime, interven-
ing, and assisting people in reintegrating into society
may be developed [24]. Acknowledging the prevalence
of CD in criminal behaviors is a crucial first step toward
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establishing options that target the root causes of crimi-
nal behavior and eventually improve society as a whole.

It is essential to investigate the function of CD fur-
ther because of the intricate relationship that exists
between criminal behavior and the mind. Researchers
have explored the ways in which these distortions appear
in various domains of thought, such as misinterpret-
ing social cues and forming skewed impressions of real-
ity [25]. These distortions exert a substantial influence
on a person’s ability to make decisions, contributing to
the complex web of criminal behavior [26, 27]. How-
ever, existing reviews have either focused on particular
offender demographics or were written before discover-
ies about the variety of CDs and their unique connections
to different kinds of criminal activity have been made.
This systematic research review seeks to fill these gaps by
systematically analyzing and classifying various types of
CDs and their relationships to criminal behavior.

The following research questions are the main focus of
this systematic literature review:

1. What are the different types of CDs associated with
criminal behavior?

2. How do CDs contribute to criminal behavior?

3. Are there specific types of CDs more strongly associ-
ated with certain types of crime?

The basis for understanding the intricate connec-
tion between CD and the narrative of criminal action
is presented by these research questions. This study is
structured accordingly in the following sections. The
materials and methods used to address these questions
are described in depth in the following section. Subse-
quently, the results section focuses on trends in biblio-
metric terms such as keywords, theories, and important
factors associated with CD and criminal behavior, utiliz-
ing the identified studies to address the research ques-
tions. The ensuing discussion compares the findings to
those of other pertinent research. Finally, a thorough
discussion is presented following the establishment of
the parameters for further studies, summarizing the key
findings from the systematic literature review on CD and
criminal behavior, as well as the milestones achieved in
relation to the specified objective.

Methods

This review was carried out in compliance with Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analy-
ses (PRISMA) guidelines [28]. A comprehensive overview
of the review protocol is presented in the S1 Appendix.
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Table 1 Inclusion and exclusion criteria
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Criteria Inclusion Exclusion
Type of Study  Studies published between 2019 and 2024 Studies published before 2019
Empirical research articles presenting primary data ~ Non-primary research articles (e.g., reviews, letters to the editor, minutes
of meetings, or informative notes)
Articles written in English Articles not available in English
Studies with full-text availability Studies without full-text access
Population Individuals who have committed crimes Individuals who have not committed crimes or those not involved in criminal
behavior
Outcome Studies that directly address cognitive distortions Studies that do not address cognitive distortions related to criminal behavior

linked to criminal behavior

Eligibility criteria

This systematic literature review utilized rigorous inclu-
sion criteria for the selection of studies to ensure a thor-
ough and comprehensive overview of the relationship
between criminal behavior and cognition. The inclu-
sion criterion was English-language papers published
between 2019 and 2024. A number of important factors
are carefully considered when the time frame is chosen.
Although it is still vital to broaden the scope to include
research conducted before 2019, the majority of the lit-
erature from earlier times focuses on therapeutic impli-
cations rather than explicitly addressing the connection
between CDs and criminal behavior. This thematic dis-
tinction limits the relevance of pre-2019 research to the
review’s chosen subject. Nonetheless, we reviewed rel-
evant papers published prior to 2019, but their focus on
therapy or peripheral subjects did not materially alter
the results of our analysis. Therefore, while acknowledg-
ing the fundamental work that has molded this subject,
this review gives priority to research that directly exam-
ines the association between CDs and criminal conduct,
mainly within the more recent literature. The selec-
tion of studies was based on their predominant empha-
sis on individuals categorized as offenders. The review
focused on empirical research that provided significant
insight into the complicated relationships between cog-
nitive processes and criminal conduct. To comply with
the main focus of the review, the selected research had
to specifically address and expound on the relationship
between criminal behavior and cognition.

In terms of the exclusion criteria, articles published
before 2019 were omitted to maintain the review’s
emphasis on recent and pertinent research. Further-
more, papers written in languages other than English
were excluded to establish a consistent linguistic basis
for the synthesis. The inclusion of solely English-lan-
guage studies helps to standardize the data and reduce
the likelihood of diversity in the interpretation of find-
ings. Accurately translating and interpreting research

from several languages calls for a lot of resources, such
as extra time and access to qualified translators. This is
particularly significant for systematic reviews, as credible
findings depend on consistent data acquisition and pro-
cessing. To further expedite the review process toward
high-quality, gray literature, doctoral theses, systematic
reviews, meta-analyses, book chapters, and conference
materials were eliminated. The selection process was
further refined to include only studies that made a signif-
icant contribution to understanding the intricate connec-
tion between cognitive processes and criminal behavior.
Excluded from consideration were articles that were not
accessible, reports that lacked empirical research meth-
odologies, letters to the editor, minutes of meetings, or
informative notes (Table 1).

Critical appraisal

The included research had different designs, which made
standardizing methodological rigor challenging. We used
Covidence, the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT),
and the Risk of Bias in Systematic Reviews (ROBIS) to
address this. The risk of bias in quantitative studies was
assessed using Covidence and ROBIS, whilst qualitative
and mixed-methods research was assessed using MMAT
in a systematic approach. This set of tools provides an
extensive assessment of bias across various study designs,
improving the review’s transparency and credibility. The
use of these methods enables a more nuanced and rigor-
ous evaluation of the evidence, which contributes to the
review’s overall credibility.

Information sources

A comprehensive and organized search strategy was
developed to meet the predetermined eligibility crite-
ria after determining that Scopus, WoS, ScienceDirect,
PubMed, and PMC were the key sources. Following the
PRISMA statement guidelines, this systematic literature
review gathered data from a variety of sources to dis-
cover relevant findings about the role of CD in criminal
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behavior. These databases were selected due to their
profound bibliometric indicators and broad coverage of
scientific literature. In an effort to incorporate the most
recent studies, searches were carried out until May 2024.

Search strategy

The search technique utilized in this systematic literature
review was a combination of phrases to discover research
about CDs and criminal behavior. The primary search
terms were “cognitive distortion,” “thinking error, and
“thinking bias,” which were merged using the Boolean
operator “OR” to account for terminology variances.
The search was then further refined by pairing these
phrases with terms associated with criminality, such as
“criminal behavior’, “criminal behaviour,” “offender,” and
“delinquency;” all using the Boolean operator “AND? This
method was used across relevant databases to ensure
a thorough retrieval of research on the relationship

between CDs and criminal conduct.

Study selection process

Ensuring the transparency and integrity of the study
selection process, the researchers used Microsoft Excel®
to independently execute the search and exclusion meth-
ods following PRISMA 2020 criteria. This strategy aimed
to reduce informational bias and preserve uniformity in
the way inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied. In
instances where disagreements surfaced, the researchers
had discussions and provided rationales until a consensus
was achieved. The systematic literature review’s research
selection process was made rigorous and transparent by
using this collaborative and iterative method.

Data collection process

To find relevant research, the screening procedure for
data collection started with an assessment of study titles.
The full texts and abstracts were then carefully reviewed
to ensure they met the inclusion criteria. Each study’s
relevant data, including study design, sample size, study
population, measures of CD, types of CD identified, and
main findings, were methodically retrieved. This focused
strategy made sure that all pertinent information, which
is essential to comprehending the role CD plays in crimi-
nal behavior, was thoroughly synthesized. The data
extraction procedure was made more precise and reliable
by the collaborative efforts of three independent review-
ers. Independent data extraction was conducted by each
reviewer from a subset of the included papers. Follow-
ing the first independent extraction step, the reviewers
gathered to compare their extracted data, address any
differences or inconsistencies, and achieve an agreement
on the final data set. The collaborative method fostered
completeness and thoroughness in the data extraction
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process in addition to making it easier to find and address
any inconsistencies.

Effect measure

This systematic literature review highlights CD assess-
ments as primary effect measures to shed light on the
relationship between CD and criminal behavior. The
review concentrates on the wide range of measures used
to evaluate CD, aiming to identify patterns, correlations,
or differences within the extensive body of research.
These CD measures provide rich insights that inform the
synthesis and interpretation of data, leading to a thor-
ough understanding of their impact on criminal behavior.

Methodological design

The PRISMA flowchart (see Fig. 1) illustrates the pre-
cise selection procedure used in this systematic literature
review, following the PRISMA protocol. Of the 1,532
records that were found using different databases, 1,340
were excluded because they were duplicates or ineligi-
ble for reasons unrelated to language. 60 reports were
obtained for comprehensive analysis after 192 records
were deemed eligible for retrieval based on the applica-
tion of a year limit. 25 papers were ultimately included
in the final synthesis after a rigorous screening procedure
to ensure they fulfilled the inclusion criteria. The sys-
tematic literature review’s evidence synthesis was firmly
established by deliberately choosing research that explic-
itly addressed the relationship between CD and criminal
conduct.

An overview of these 25 papers is provided in Table 2,
which includes relevant data such as authors, study
design, sample size, study population, and CD measures.
Furthermore, Table 3 provides an extensive overview of
the insights gathered from the included papers by explor-
ing the particular types of CD found as well as the main
findings of each study.

Results

Description of studies

To offer a thorough overview, we organized the included
studies by publication year, country of origin, type
of offense, and settings. The studies were published
throughout a variety of years, with the greatest number
from 2022 (n=8), followed by 2023 (n=7), and the low-
est number from 2019 (n=3), 2020 (n=1), 2021 (n=5),
and 2024 (n=1). The studies’ geographical scope was
broad, including contributions from a number of nations,
including Malaysia (n=2), Portugal (n=1), and Italy
(n=4). Other nations represented by one or two studies
were the United States, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, India,
Iran, Mexico, Netherlands, Philippines, Poland, Roma-
nia, South Africa, Spain, and Romania. A wide range of
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Fig. 1 PRISMA flowchart

offenses were addressed, including drug-related cases
(n=3), child sexual abuse (#=3), and sexual offenses
(n=7). Most research (n=19) concentrated on prison
environments; fewer studies were carried out at correc-
tional institutions (n=3), penitentiary centers (n=2), and
rehabilitation centers (n=1). The 25 included research
examined a range of CDs, some focusing on more than
one kind of distortion. Seven of the studies reviewed
focused on rationalization, while six investigated blaming
others. Four studies looked into mental filtering, three
at overgeneralization, and two at both all-or-nothing
thinking and control fallacies. Furthermore, two stud-
ies examined labeling, and one each examined jumping
to conclusions and minimization. These results demon-
strate the broad scope of CDs assessed in the included
studies (see Table 3).

Many of the studies in the examined literature concen-
trated on certain types of criminal acts, offering insightful

information about a range of criminal behavior-related
topics. Notably, a substantial number of research inves-
tigated sexual offenses, focusing on various dimensions
such as child sexual abuse, rape, and sexual offenses
against adults. For example, Batto et al. [14] looked into
Portuguese men convicted of child sexual abuse crimes,
while D’Urso et al. [29] and D’Urso et al. [30] looked into
men who commit sex offenses in Italy, including those
against adults and minors. Furthermore, Grady et al. [32]
examined those found guilty of sexual crimes, whereas
Ngubane et al. [15] focused on male rapists who were
imprisoned in South Africa. A number of other research
addressed drug-related offenses. Among them, Haslee
and Salina [34], Jha and Dhillon [16], Umusig et al. [45],
and Rezapour-Mirsaleh et al. [41] delved into instances
involving female prisoners in Malaysia, India, the Philip-
pines, and male prisoners in Iran. Additionally, studies
on violent offenses were conducted by Guerrero-Molina
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et al. [33], Pérez-Ramirez et al. [39], and Siserman et al.
[43]. These studies concentrated on people who had
been convicted of crimes against bodily integrity, man-
aging mental conditions, and gender-based violence,
respectively. The literature also explored other offenses,
such as property offenses, murder, robbery, and stalk-
ing, as reviewed by Demeter and Rusu [31], Civilotti
et al. [17], Mohammad Rahim et al. [36], and Verkade
et al. [47], respectively. Furthermore, research conducted
by Paquette et al. [38], Martinez-Catena and Redondo
[35], Oettingen et al. [37], Petruccelli et al. [40], Saladino
et al. [42], Steel et al. [49], Szumski and Bartoszak [44],
Velasquez et al. [46], and Wuyts et al. [48] offered addi-
tional understanding of a range of criminal behaviors,
such as child sexual exploitation on the internet, inmates
of child sexual abuse material, prior convictions for child
pornography offenses, statutory rape, and more. This
thorough review of the research offers a multidimen-
sional understanding of the CDs present in a range of
criminal behaviors.

The papers included (see Table 2) represent a wide
range of study approaches, including quantitative and
qualitative methodologies. CDs were frequently regarded
as dependent variables in quantitative studies, where
researchers evaluated their relationships to a range of
independent factors, including individual traits, crimi-
nal conduct, and environmental stresses. For example,
CDs were the main focus of Guerrero-Molina et al’s
[33] quasi-experiment research, which was descrip-
tive in nature rather than intervention-based and aimed
to determine the types and prevalence of CDs in a par-
ticular criminal community. Similar to this, Rezapour-
Mirsaleh et al’s [41] experimental investigation measured
changes in CDs as the result of interest and used treat-
ment groups focused on criminal thought patterns as the
independent variable. In contrast, CDs were commonly
investigated through in-depth interviews in qualitative
research in order to find trends in the cognitive processes
of offenders. Rich insights into how CDs appear and
influence criminal conduct were offered by these studies.

The included studies’ critical appraisal showed a range
of strengths and weaknesses in different areas. The stud-
ies’ sample sizes ranged widely, spanning from individual
samples to samples of up to 300 people. Larger sample
size studies yielded more reliable and broadly applicable
results, while smaller sample sizes restricted the degree
to which the results could be applied to larger popula-
tions. This variance in sample size underscores the need
for future research to aim for bigger sample numbers to
improve the reliability of results.

CDs were assessed using self-report questionnaires,
structured interviews, and standardized tests. Although
self-report questionnaires were beneficial in collecting
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data swiftly, participants’ subjective reporting raised
the possibility of bias. Structured interviews and stand-
ardized exams provided more thorough and objective
evaluations, although they needed a substantial amount
of time and resources. Given the variety of assessment
tools, future research should look into integrating sev-
eral measures to balance the strengths and weaknesses of
each approach.

The study designs comprised qualitative studies, cross-
sectional, quasi-experiment, and pre-post treatment
design methods. In general, experimental designs yielded
more complete and robust results, facilitating the analysis
of changes over time and the effects of particular treat-
ments. These designs did, however, also have drawbacks,
such as detection bias and performance bias brought on
by the absence of blinding. While cross-sectional studies
were much simpler to conduct, they merely presented a
glimpse in time and offered limited insights into causal
linkages.

The in-depth assessment of CDs and the robust study
designs that offered insightful information on the con-
nection between criminal behavior and CDs were two
common qualities found in the studies. Nevertheless,
a number of weaknesses were also highlighted, includ-
ing the possibility of self-report bias, small sample sizes,
restricted generalizability, and the risks of biases in per-
formance and detection. Some studies, for example, did
not disclose the allocation sequence generating process
clearly, which raised questions about the quality of the
randomization.

The quality of the reviewed studies varied, with many
demonstrating robust methodologies and clear reporting,
while others exhibited certain limitations. For example,
several studies lacked clarity in the allocation sequence
generating mechanism, raising questions about whether
participant selection was appropriately randomized. This
could affect how the studies are interpreted in general.
Furthermore, performance bias may have resulted from
certain studies’ failure to blind participants to the study,
which may have affected their relationships or behaviors.
Assessors’ knowledge of participants’ histories also con-
stituted a risk, since it might lead to detection bias caused
by prior information or expectations. The majority of the
studies in our review received a “low” rating across the
evaluated standards. This score suggests that the studies
typically followed high methodological standards, result-
ing in minimal risks of bias from variables such as alloca-
tion concealment, blinding, and other relevant criteria.

A few studies also noted the issue of selective reporting
bias. It is possible that these studies only included posi-
tive results or conclusions on particular assessments. This
selective reporting may have restricted the findings’ com-
prehensiveness and skewed the overall interpretation.
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These quality assessments underline the importance of
using more strict methodological standards in future
research. Researchers should make sure that participant
selection is random and maintain blinding wherever fea-
sible to reduce detection and performance biases in order
to increase the robustness of subsequent investigations.
To lower the possibility of selective reporting bias, com-
prehensive and open reporting of all measurable out-
comes should be emphasized.

Types of cognitive distortions

All-or-nothing thinking

This distortion is the tendency to see things in black and
white without acknowledging any middle ground [50].
This CD appears to be a key element influencing moral
judgments and acts in criminal circumstances [51]. It
is distinguished by its inclination toward extreme and
dichotomous thought patterns. According to Demeter
and Rusu [31], there is a strong link between the seri-
ousness of the offenses and the frequency of this CD
and antisocial behaviors among those who commit
crimes. Their findings show how all-or-nothing think-
ing becomes more intense as offense severity increases,
providing insight into how people justify their behavior
by using deception for their own benefit. Saladino et al.
[42] provide further insights by highlighting the vulner-
ability that comes with all-or-nothing thinking, especially
for those who struggle with insecure attachment pat-
terns. Their thorough analysis highlights a troubling pat-
tern in which those who are susceptible to this CD have
a higher inclination towards participating in violent and
risky sexual activities, underscoring the complex rela-
tionship between CDs and recidivism. This offers further
evidence of the connection between violent conduct and
all-or-nothing thinking. This synthesis contributes to a
more thorough knowledge of the influence of CDs within
criminal behavior paradigms by clarifying the intricate
relationship between them and unlawful activities.

Overgeneralization

Overgeneralization is a distortion in which individuals
form broad, sweeping judgments based on a single occur-
rence or inadequate evidence [18]. Individuals are misled
into thinking that a single bad event is applicable to every
situation in the future. It usually shows up as the gener-
alization of single incidents to support ongoing criminal
behavior in the minds of offenders. D’Urso et al. [29],
for example, looked at male recidivist sex offenders and
found that they had a propensity to generalize particular
complaints—originating from interpersonal relationships
or social interactions—into a distorted worldview that
justified their continued criminal activity. Many offend-
ers believed that their illegal behavior was a necessary
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reaction to a society that they believed to be inherently
unfair because they regarded an individual’s unpleasant
experiences as representative of a larger, unjust reality.
This overgeneralization gave them a distorted view of
their situation, supporting the assumption that personal
failures or rejections supported their motivation for con-
tinuing to participate in criminal behavior.

Additionally, studies demonstrate how offenders’
perceptions of moral and social limits are distorted by
overgeneralization. For instance, Haslee and Salina [34]
addressed how offenders’ overgeneralization can lead
to skewed perceptions of what society expects of them,
particularly when they generalize isolated unpleasant
experiences into the idea that social norms do not apply
to them. Enabling offenders to defend their acts using
sweeping, faulty interpretations of their surroundings,
can further solidify criminal conduct.

In a more specific study, Guerrero-Molina et al. [33]
looked at how overgeneralization might be used to
explain violent conduct, specifically in intimate partner
violence. In their study, offenders generalized limited
experiences or misperceptions of gender norms into
a larger, distorted belief system that justified violence
against women. Offenders used flawed generalizations to
continue their unlawful behavior by making excessively
general inferences about social signals or encounters.

Jumping to conclusions

This CD entails drawing negative inferences without
adequate evidence, in which individuals susceptible to
this distortion could have suspicious and paranoid views,
which could make them more likely to act defensively or
aggressively, particularly in criminal circumstances [18].
Offenders who are prone to making snap judgments may
quickly view neutral behaviors or interactions as threats,
which can cause them to respond defensively or even
aggressively in circumstances they regard as hostile [17].
Stalkers are particularly prone to this, mistaking neu-
tral or accidental encounters for indications of personal
interest, which encourages repeated contact [17]. Offend-
ers feel justified in their acts because they perceive them
as essential reactions to perceived rejections or provoca-
tions, which is a feedback loop established through this
CD. Furthermore, the mistaken sensation of control or
entitlement that results from these rash judgments could
motivate offenders to intensify their behaviors, believing
their acts have no repercussions and are morally justified
[17]. This CD not only encourages impulsive decision-
making, but it also confines offenders in dangerous
behavior cycles and reinforces it as they attempt to justify
their flawed beliefs.
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Blaming others

This is a CD in which individuals shift responsibility for
their actions onto external factors, justifying their partici-
pation in destructive behaviors [52]. Offenders frequently
utilize this error of thinking to excuse their unlaw-
ful behavior, blaming people or external circumstances
rather than accepting personal responsibility. Research
shows that offenders frequently externalize guilt in
order to justify their behavior. For example, Mohammad
Rahim et al. [36] investigated male murderers in Malay-
sia and discovered that many of them transferred blame
by pointing fingers at other influences—such as friends
or spouses—for choices they made, including hiding the
corpse. Similarly, Demeter and Rusu [31] and Siserman
et al. [43] noted that those convicted of violent crimes
often reframed their behavior as necessary responses to
outside forces, claiming that their acts were a response to
external demands.

Externalizing responsibility takes on a more sophisti-
cated impact for individuals who have committed sexual
offenses. These offenders frequently used perceived social
standards as justifications for their misdeeds, shifting
blame onto larger social narratives surrounding sexuality
[40]. This distortion was further examined by Ngubane
et al. [15], who found cases in which offenders used vic-
tim blaming as an explanation for their actions. Some
participants stated that victims made the first move to
engage in sexual activity, and one participant said he
was innocent since the victim was allegedly not a virgin.
These explanations show how offenders could alleviate
their own guilt and defend destructive behavior by plac-
ing the blame on others.

Furthermore, Szumski and Bartoszak [44] discovered
that people who commit sexual offenses against children
had a higher prevalence of this CD than other criminal
categories and non-offending men, with a positive rela-
tionship between distortion prevalence and recidivism
risk. Offenders frequently exhibit a feeling of nonsexual
entitlement within this framework, thinking they have
the right to participate in actions that are socially or
legally inappropriate. This criminogenic need exacerbates
their propensity to place blame on others. Because of this
distortion of reality, offenders are more prone to justify
fraudulent actions by presenting them as legitimate reac-
tions to imagined entitlements or external provocations.

Labeling

This distortion occurs when individuals describe them-
selves negatively in response to an unpleasant incident
[18]. Making negative labels for oneself or other people
can make one feel worthless and hopeless, which can
make one more likely to commit crimes [39]. Adverse
childhood experiences, including trauma, abuse, or
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neglect, frequently lead to psychopathological traits that
mold a person’s sense of self and encourage CDs like labe-
ling [35]. Labeling allows people to internalize negative
self-perceptions, such as unworthy or inherently devi-
ant, which become ingrained in their mental processes.
With that, offenders may start to see their illegal activ-
ity as a natural manifestation of who they are rather than
a conscious decision, this distorted self-identity serves
to further entrench moral disengagement. Such labeling
intensifies criminal inclinations since offenders use their
self-perception to justify repeated misdeeds, which is
consistent with persistent deviance. Pérez-Ramirez et al.
[39] show a strong correlation between labeling and
mental health symptomatology, implying that those who
experience mania, depression, anxiety, or general psycho-
logical distress may be more prone to internalizing stere-
otypes from society. This internalization contributes to a
complicated web of CDs that influence criminal conduct
by lowering self-esteem and increasing self-stigma [41].
In particular, those who internalize negative labels may
have heightened emotions of alienation and a skewed
sense of self-worth, which can lead to a higher likelihood
of committing crimes as a coping strategy or to validate
unfavorable self-perceptions. All in all, labeling perpetu-
ates damaging preconceptions and creates a vicious cycle
of bad self-perception for both the people who label and
the people who label others.

Control fallacies

This distortion refers to a skewed perception of one’s
ability to alter circumstances in their lives, which causes
people to feel excessively weak or unduly accountable for
occurrences beyond their control [23]. In the context of
criminal activity, this distortion might emerge as offend-
ers see their activities as a necessary method of regain-
ing control, especially when they believe external forces
are conspiring against them [45]. By presenting criminal
activity as a reaction to perceived injustices or unavoid-
able circumstances, this thinking system can minimize
human responsibility and legitimize criminal behavior.
Umusig et al. [45] suggest individuals with control fal-
lacies frequently feel helpless over their surroundings,
believing that their behaviors are affected by forces
beyond their control rather than by autonomous deci-
sions. This view may feed a vicious cycle of maladaptive
ideas that perpetuate a sense of powerlessness; it is espe-
cially prevalent among offenders with a history of sexual
crimes. Offenders with ingrained control fallacies are
more likely to reoffend because their erroneous beliefs
impede proactive coping mechanisms [37]. Further-
more, Umusig et al. [45] argue that cognitive indolence,
which is defined by unexamined beliefs, aversion to self-
reflection, and simplistic thinking, could exacerbate these
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control-based distortions. This way of thinking enables
offenders to avoid more in-depth self-analysis, which
strengthens their distorted feeling of control and justifies
destructive behavior. These characteristics are commonly
displayed by offenders who avoid accountability and
pursue goals inconsistently, which further undermines
attempts at real behavioral change.

Rationalization

This distortion aids people in rationalizing or defend-
ing their actions, ideas, or behaviors in a way that makes
them appear more acceptable and logical [53]. Offenders
with greater levels of rationalization are more likely to
commit serious and ongoing crimes [49]. Martinez-Cat-
ena and Redondo’s [35] study of imprisoned persons con-
victed of child abuse discovered that low levels of CDs
connected to sexual assault did not always reflect seri-
ous moral judgment impairments. Rather, their research
revealed that offenders may have a complex schema of
thought that allows them to justify their behavior while
still being conscious of social norms.

Understanding rationalization is essential because of
its association with recidivism. Rationalization increases
the likelihood of committing future crimes by enabling
offenders to maintain a skewed self-image [54]. The
rationalization associated with criminal activity was iden-
tified by Jha and Dhillon [16] and Verkade et al. [47], who
also discovered a negative correlation between these CDs
and sociomoral reasoning. According to their research,
offenders who exhibit significant rationalization tenden-
cies are less able to effectively appraise how their actions
affect victims and society, which leads to the continuation
of illegal behaviors. In support of this argument, Wuyts
et al. [48] draw attention to the negative effects of ration-
alization and other CDs on criminal behavior patterns.
Their findings indicate that offenders with high levels of
rationalization distortion are more likely to participate in
criminal activity. This supports the notion that CDs can
have a major impact on the beginning and continuance of
criminal activity by showing that rationalization not only
encourages immediate offending behavior but also con-
tributes to the larger trajectory of crime.

Furthermore, Grady et al. [32] investigated the link
between trauma, CDs, and criminal behavior in sexual
offenders, demonstrating how offenders’ views of inti-
macy may be significantly distorted by rationalization,
making detrimental behavior seem permissible. Their
research demonstrated how reasoning may skew ideas
about what constitutes healthy connections and rela-
tionships, which can result in actions that are detrimen-
tal. They discovered that those with a history of trauma
were more likely to reoffend due to their greater levels of
rationalization. According to the study, these offenders
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frequently had skewed perceptions of their behavior,
viewing it as justified by their own arguments, which
masked the truth of their crimes. These individuals typi-
cally reframed their behaviors as legitimate, creating
a cognitive distance that concealed the harm inflicted,
thereby perpetuating the cycle of offending. This link was
further strengthened by Paquette et al. [38], who pointed
out that sexual offenses—especially contact offenses—are
closely linked to beliefs that support criminal activity.
Their results demonstrated the widespread importance
of rationalization in sustaining illegal activity by showing
that offenders typically support ideas that promote rather
than impede their acts.

Mental filtering

This CD entails dismissing the positive elements of a
situation and concentrating only on its negative aspects
[50]. A distorted view of reality and the reinforcement of
negative thought patterns can result from this selective
attention. According to D’Urso et al. [30], mental filter-
ing plays a crucial role in sexual offenders’ conduct, and
this CD is frequently caused by relational and psycho-
logical immaturity stemming from unpleasant childhood
experiences. The development of healthy cognitive and
social maturity may be impeded by these early negative
experiences, which can lead to a distorted perception of
reality where offenders focus excessively on perceived
rejections, criticisms, and failures [14, 46]. For example,
offenders may focus on times of rejection or prior trau-
mas, using these negative factors to define their self-
worth while ignoring any good input or connections
that may provide a more balanced perspective. Further
investigation, as demonstrated by research [55], dem-
onstrates how the abuse cycle is sustained and how the
shift from victimization to criminal activity is facilitated
by skewed attention towards negativity. This emphasizes
how socially taught habits, CDs, and emotional dynam-
ics interact intricately to generate deviant behaviors. As
a result, this CD makes it more difficult for the offenders
to evaluate social interactions and relationships, which
frequently exacerbates socioemotional deficiencies and
distorted risk perceptions [46]. It can be challenging for
offenders to acquire healthy emotional and social reac-
tions when mental filtering is used to focus only on nega-
tive events. This increases the chance of reoffending by
reinforcing a self-concept that excuses or rationalizes
deviant activities.

Minimization

This CD arises when people minimize the significance
of their acts or the repercussions of their choices [52].
Minimization is a type of defense used by offenders to
mitigate their sense of responsibility or remorse for their
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acts. Steel et al. [49] demonstrate how CDs such as mini-
mization contribute to criminal conduct by cultivating
a mentality that minimizes the consequences of one’s
actions. In this view, minimizing allows offenders to dis-
miss the gravity of their acts, which might support recur-
rent wrongdoing by avoiding critical self-reflection. As
these distortions enable a self-justifying narrative, Steel
et al. [49] further emphasize that those who have persis-
tent CDs, including minimizing, may be more likely to
engage in criminal conduct. This is especially noticeable
when it comes to misbehavior and contact crimes when
the offenders minimize harm in order to reduce inter-
nal conflict and defend their acts. Minimization is espe-
cially common among those convicted of online child
sex exploitation when they minimize the harm caused
by dismissing the significance of the criminal behavior or
explaining it as less harmful.

Discussion

A thorough analysis of the body of research repeatedly
demonstrates an extensive connection between criminal
behavior and CDs. These distortions contribute to crimi-
nal behavior by obscuring reality, impacting decision-
making processes, and impeding proper information
processing about others. This study includes research
from a number of nations, including the United States,
Portugal, Italy, Spain, South Africa, Poland, Malay-
sia, Romania, Canada, India, the Philippines, Mexico,
and Iran. Variations in research design, methodology,
and assessment instruments used to quantify CDs may
explain why CDs are identified and addressed differently
across areas. These discrepancies emphasize the neces-
sity of using standardized approaches to evaluate CDs,
especially when formulating treatments intended to
combat criminal conduct. Additionally, it is essential to
comprehend these distinctions in order to use efficacious
treatment approaches that are generalizable or adaptable
to different contexts, especially in correctional facilities
with diverse groups of people.

Impact of cognitive distortions on criminal behavior

The analysis shows that different CDs each have a dis-
tinct role in the continuation of criminal activity, with
certain distortions affecting the types, frequency, and
even severity of violations. All-or-Nothing Thinking fre-
quently manifests in violent crime instances, as offend-
ers interpret events in absolute, extreme terms and are
trapped in situations they believe to be unchangeable
or unbeatable [31]. This biased viewpoint allows limited
opportunities for compromise or alternate responses,
producing a tunnel vision that leads to fast escalation in
conduct. Such binary thinking is consistent with impul-
sive, reactive decision-making, in which people defend
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drastic measures as the only practical way to deal with
what they perceive to be a dire or dangerous circum-
stance [56]. Existing research supports the relationship
between dichotomous thinking and high-stakes judg-
ments, emphasizing the urgency with which offenders
respond when they see no middle ground [42]. This cog-
nitive rigidity not only encourages violent responses but
also supports the narrative that makes their acts seem
justified, therefore sustaining vicious cycles of serious
criminal activity.

Overgeneralization is a common CD among repeat
offenders, who frequently regard society as universally
hostile and repressive, producing a sense of permanent
estrangement and justifying continuing criminal activity
[33, 34]. Offenders who have such a distorted worldview
are able to rationalize their continued illegal activity by
framing it as a legitimate response to a society that is fun-
damentally unjust. As offenders lose trust in social norms
and boundaries, this distortion frequently leads to moral
disengagement, which is consistent with other research
that linked disillusionment with social standards to recid-
ivism [57]. This review emphasizes how overgeneraliza-
tion not only exacerbates disillusionment but also seems
to desensitize offenders to violence, creating a mentality
that makes repeated transgressions seem acceptable and
weakening their remaining ethical constraints [29].

Jumping to Conclusions is commonly shown as a cog-
nitive shortcut in which offenders hastily assess events
as threatening or validate their illegal behaviors in the
absence of tangible evidence [17]. This distortion is espe-
cially evident in circumstances of impulsive violence
and harassment, as offenders frequently infer hostile
purposes or justification for aggressiveness, resulting in
preemptive and inappropriate acts [17]. This distortion
creates a mental environment where offenders feel justi-
fied in acting on unsubstantiated beliefs, this distortion
frequently leads to unnecessary escalation of conflicts.
These findings are supported by earlier research on
assumption-driven thinking, which shows that making
snap judgments not only makes people more likely to act
aggressively but also feeds a vicious cycle of heightened
mistrust and vigilance [58]. As a result, the distortion
produces a mental environment in which offenders often
anticipate unfavorable or combative results, which makes
them more willing to act on rash and reactive behaviors.

Putting the blame on others exposes a cognitive pro-
pensity to externalize accountability, where offenders fre-
quently use social or interpersonal constraints to defend
their behavior. This misperception is a reflection of a pro-
cess known as neutralization, in which offenders believe
they are passive participants in events that are controlled
by other forces [15]. Our findings imply that this view-
point reinforces criminal activity by sustaining a victim
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narrative, which is consistent with the criminological
idea of diminished personal accountability [59]. By per-
petuating the idea that their activities are motivated by
necessity rather than free will, this distortion enables
offenders to avoid feeling guilty [15, 43].

It is evident that long-term internalized negative iden-
tities lead to a criminal self-concept when offenders with
bad childhood experiences exhibit Labeling and Mental
Filtering [30, 39]. These offenders frequently identify with
negative labels that support self-fulfilling prophesies of
deviance because they have a history of trauma or psy-
chological instability. This CD confirms other research
that a criminal identity is shaped by early trauma [60, 61].
It also emphasizes how these identities persist through-
out an offender’s life, influencing their self-perception.
These distortions have a lasting effect by fostering a nar-
rative that makes offenders believe they are prone to
crime, which reinforces the cycle of criminal activity [41].

Control fallacies are widespread among offenders
who believe they are powerless against external factors
and justify their unlawful behaviors as necessary meas-
ures toward regaining autonomy [45]. These offenders
frequently believe that external factors—such as social
constraints, financial difficulties, or interpersonal dis-
putes—have determined their situation, which leads them
to defend their crimes as coping or survival strategies.
This is consistent with criminological viewpoints that
see crime as a way for people to express their autonomy
in situations where they feel powerless [62]. Offenders
who view their crimes as reactions to outside influences
create a narrative in which they commit crimes in order
to regain control over their lives, which can lead to a self-
reinforcing cycle of conduct. The control fallacy thereby
maintains a defensive position that rationalizes more ille-
gal activity as essential and unavoidable, increasing the
offender’s sense of justified autonomy [37].

To maintain a good self-image despite engaging in
illegal activity, offenders frequently use rationalization
to alter their moral framework in order to justify their
misconduct. In contrast to minimization, which down-
plays harm, rationalization changes the way offend-
ers think about ethical conduct so that they can regard
some activities as essential or even justified [48, 49]. Our
findings show that rationalization is consistent with the
notion of drift, which postulates that people undergo
moral flexibility by redefining their behavior as accepta-
ble reactions to pressures they perceive [38]. This refram-
ing assists offenders in reconciling ethical dissonance
by aligning activities with a self-created moral code that
supports continuous crime without compromising self-
respect [38]. Offenders frequently describe their acts
as incidental or situationally driven, which is a strategy
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that encourages a skewed self-perception that reduces
remorse and reinforces recurrent offenses [63].

Minimization is a common defensive technique used
by offenders of child abuse and pornography, allowing
them to downplay the gravity and repercussions of their
actions [49]. These individuals skillfully separate them-
selves from the emotional and moral consequences of
their actions by classifying their misdeeds as trivial or
insignificant. In addition to making it easier for them to
carry out their crimes, this CD seriously damages their
feeling of responsibility for the extreme harm inflicted
on victims. By compartmentalizing or downplaying the
effects of their activities on victims, offenders who use
minimization can reconcile destructive behaviors with a
more positive self-image, which is in line with the moral
disengagement theory [64]. This CD poses a considerable
difficulty in rehabilitation settings, where empathy-build-
ing and accountability are included into interventions as
crucial components [65-68]. Offenders use minimiza-
tion to avoid facing the full moral consequences of their
acts, eventually preserving an identity that distances
themselves from the harm they have caused. According
to previous research, this misconception not only hinders
rehabilitation attempts but also supports a mindset that
trivializes future incidents, leading to an ongoing cycle of
crime [69].

Associations of cognitive distortions with specific types

of crime

Each CD had distinct patterns that were specifically
associated with particular crime types, providing more
insight into how skewed thinking shapes offense types.
For instance, those who committed violent or impulsive
crimes were often seen to exhibit all-or-nothing think-
ing, in which they viewed circumstances as extremes and
acted as though there were no other options [42]. In line
with other research that connected dichotomous think-
ing to increased aggressiveness and violent crime, this
rigidity intensified impulsive behaviors [70].

Repeat violent offenders who overgeneralize and per-
ceive authoritative figures and social systems as funda-
mentally hostile are more likely to view bad experiences
as universal truths [33]. This misperception allows
offenders to ethically disconnect from their conduct, con-
sidering violent responses as legitimate defenses against
an adversarial system. Because offenders believe it is jus-
tified to react violently to perceived threats, this mental-
ity not only maintains but intensifies their use of violence
[34]. According to research by Herman and Pogarsky
[71], overgeneralization allows offenders to justify recur-
rent violent acts as normal responses to a hostile envi-
ronment, which reduces moral inhibitions and increases
recidivism. Violence is ingrained in their behavioral
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patterns as a result of this misperception, which views
aggressive action as self-defense or retaliation.

The tendency to jump to conclusions was common
in stalking cases when offenders commonly misunder-
stood encounters or made up stories to defend intrusions
into other people’s lives. These offenders display cogni-
tive rigidity by formulating assumptions without suf-
ficient evidence [17]. This result confirms other studies
that associate assumption-based reasoning with recur-
ring criminal activities, including assault, homicide, and
stalking [72]. Offenders are prompted to defend their
invasions of other people’s lives by this distortion, which
perpetuates a skewed perception of relationships [17].

Blaming others is particularly prevalent in domestic
and drug-related offenses, as offenders pass on blame by
attributing criminal behavior to relationships or environ-
mental factors [36]. This externalization is consistent with
a reduction in personal accountability, which encourages
recurrent criminal activity by enabling offenders to per-
ceive their acts as inevitable reactions to the influence of
others [43]. Conversely, offenders with negative personal
histories were more likely to engage in labeling and men-
tal filtering, especially when committing crimes involving
persistent antisocial behavior. These individuals formed a
criminal self-concept by internalizing bad identities and
focused entirely on negative past events, which reinforces
their belief that criminal activity was inevitable. This is
consistent with research that relates persistently aberrant
conduct to unfavorable self-perceptions [44].

Offenders who commit drug-related and sexual
offenses are more prone to control fallacies, believing
that they are victims of uncontrollable circumstances
and that their acts were caused by unforeseen factors
[45]. The idea that committing crimes is a fundamental
approach to regaining one’s feeling of autonomy is rein-
forced by this CD. This finding is consistent with pre-
vious research that has found a relationship between
emotions of helplessness and crime within criminologi-
cal frameworks [73]. Offenders create a narrative that
defends their actions and feeds the cycle of criminality
by portraying their crimes as reactive responses to situa-
tions outside their control [37]. The connection between
control fallacies and certain forms of criminal activity is
demonstrated by this dynamic, which not only obscures
personal accountability but also solidifies their engage-
ment in criminal activity.

Rationalization is common in crimes such as fraud,
theft, and exploitation, in which offenders develop nar-
ratives around their conduct in line with perceived social
or financial needs. Contrary to merely denying harm,
rationalization allows offenders to justify their actions by
framing them as a way to cope with internal or external
constraints, including a need for money or unjust societal
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circumstances [49]. This type of justification fuels a loop
of crime that feeds self-justification patterns by enabling
people to view illegal activity as a practical, frequently
ethically neutral option [74]. In addition to support-
ing individual transgressions, this cognitive pattern also
spreads to more general, systemic justifications that legit-
imate such crimes in certain groups, thereby solidifying
the offenders’ criminal identities [49].

Minimization was especially prevalent among offend-
ers involved in child exploitation and pornography when
people downplayed the gravity of their crimes or sepa-
rated themselves from the harm that they caused to vic-
tims [49]. These offenders build a psychological distance
from the harm they inflict by viewing their actions as
unimportant or insignificant, limiting emotional guilt.
This way of thinking is in line with the moral disengage-
ment theory, which holds that offenders minimize the
consequences of their acts in order to reduce their sense
of guilt [49, 64]. According to an earlier study, minimi-
zation presents particular challenges in the context of
rehabilitation since it impedes offenders’ ability to be
empathetic and accountable by perpetuating a skewed
view of negative effects peculiar to crimes against vulner-
able people [75].

Limitations

Although this systematic literature review offers insight-
ful information about the relationship between criminal
behavior and CDs, it is nonetheless essential to recognize
the limitations of the discovered findings. After analyzing
the literature on CDs and criminal conduct, it was dis-
covered that a number of the studies that were included
in this analysis had very small sample sizes. While small
sample sizes may influence the reliability and generaliz-
ability of research findings, it is important to note that
attempts were made during the synthesis process to eval-
uate the robustness of the methodology used across these
studies. However, to evaluate and build upon the insights
gained from this analysis, new research attempts with
bigger and more varied participant pools are needed. The
inherent constraints associated with small sample sizes
urge cautious interpretation of the findings.

Findings may unintentionally be limited in their rel-
evance to larger criminal cohorts due to the prepon-
derance of attention on certain criminal categories,
especially those involved in sexual offenses. This calls
into uncertainty the generalizability of findings and
emphasizes how important it is that future studies cover
a wider range of criminal behaviors and criminal profiles.
Researchers can obtain a more thorough grasp of how
CDs appear in many circumstances and impact criminal
behavior by expanding the scope of their investigations.
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One limitation of this review is that it relies on current
CD evaluation techniques as primary effect measures.
While these tools offer insightful information on the con-
nection between CDs and criminal activity, the frame-
works and conceptions developed by the authors of each
instrument are limited. As a result, the scope and validity
of the CD measures that are currently available limit the
conclusions of this review.

Another limitation is that only English-language arti-
cles are included. While this approach helps to decrease
variation in findings by assuring uniformity in the lan-
guage context of the research evaluated, the results may
be limited in their generalizability. By excluding stud-
ies written in languages other than English, significant
research from areas where CDs may present differently
because of cultural, social, or environmental variables
may be missed. Because of this language barrier, the
review might not adequately account for CD differences
that might occur in non-Western or non-English-speak-
ing groups.

Moreover, fundamental constraints persist despite dili-
gent efforts to reduce bias through comprehensive search
strategies. The probable absence of unpublished research
or studies done in languages other than the search scope
potentially introduces bias into the synthesized evidence.
Focusing solely on CDs and their relevance to criminal
conduct may have resulted in the omission of research
that investigates similar concepts or alternative perspec-
tives. Future studies that broaden their inclusion crite-
ria may be able to offer a more thorough and nuanced
understanding of the relationships between CDs and
criminal behavior.

Implications

This study provides significant insights into the precise
CDs that offenders exhibit, as well as practical implica-
tions for intervention. As such, professionals who inter-
act with people who have engaged in criminal behavior
should take note of the insights gained from this research,
especially when it comes to treatment and rehabilita-
tion. Practitioners may mitigate CDs that lead to crimi-
nal conduct more effectively by establishing particular
approaches that address the identified CDs.

The implications of this analysis show that treatments
aimed at CDs in offenders might benefit from more tar-
geted methods that address individual CDs related to dif-
ferent forms of offending. One effective treatment option
that shows promise is CBT, which is well-known for its
ability to reshape dysfunctional thinking processes. Tra-
ditional CBT methods, while beneficial, may require
modifications to target CDs that are more pertinent
among subgroups of offenders, such as those associated
with sexual, violent, or drug offenses. For example, given
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the prevalence of All-or-Nothing Thinking in violent
crimes, therapies have to include techniques that pro-
mote flexibility in decision-making and assist offenders in
identifying other viewpoints and conflict resolution tech-
niques. Similar to this, the correlation between overgen-
eralization and repeat offenders’ recidivism emphasizes
the significance of treatments that contest these perva-
sive negative views of society. Offenders may be better
able to refrain from committing crimes if they reframe
their worldview. The discovery that stalking offenses
include jumping to conclusions highlights the necessity
for CBT procedures to incorporate skills training cen-
tered on evidence-based reasoning and critical thinking,
allowing offenders to more effectively analyze circum-
stances and lessen impulsive reactions. Furthermore,
in order to help offenders accept responsibility for their
conduct and look at the larger societal factors that influ-
ence them, the Blaming Others misconception advocates
for an emphasis on personal accountability in therapy.
Furthermore, recalibrating offenders’ beliefs of control
can be crucial in lowering criminal conduct and promot-
ing rehabilitation, hence it is imperative that therapies
address control fallacies.

Moreover, policymakers can improve the efficacy of
rehabilitation programs by including evidence-based
treatments that directly address these biases in penal reg-
ulations. Moving forward, policymakers must acknowl-
edge the critical role of CDs in criminal conduct and take
appropriate action. Recidivism rates may be dramatically
decreased by implementing therapies guided by the most
recent research results, such as CBT methods intended
to challenge erroneous thought processes. Policymak-
ers and subject matter experts working together is cru-
cial to this effort because it makes it easier to transform
research findings into practical, effective solutions.

Additionally, future CBT approaches should be
improved to include routine evaluations of certain CDs
related to each person’s past. This would ensure that ther-
apy continues to focus on the most significant cognitive
challenges, promoting more tailored rehabilitation and
perhaps lowering the likelihood of reoffending by treat-
ing the distortions that are most likely to drive future
criminal activity.

Future research

Future research should focus on longitudinal studies that
track the evolution of CDs over time and their influence
on criminal conduct. For example, cohort studies that
track people with identifiable CDs from different points
of entry into the criminal justice system might be imple-
mented by researchers. This method will enable a thor-
ough analysis of how CDs change over time and impact
criminal behavior. Such studies should include regular



Syasyila et al. BMIC Psychology (2024) 12:741

assessments and extensive research of how individual
CDs emerge and change, offering vital insights for creat-
ing early interventions that prevent inaccurate cognitive
patterns from escalating into serious criminal acts.

To improve the quality and comparability of study
findings, future studies ought to focus on creating and
standardizing instruments for measuring CDs in crimi-
nal groups. This entails developing a collection of instru-
ments that have been validated and can be consistently
used in various research. Standardized instruments
might be piloted, best practices for their usage could be
established, and research could examine the efficacy of
different evaluation techniques. Consequently, stand-
ardized CD evaluations should be the main emphasis of
future research to ensure consistency and comparability
between studies and, eventually, produce a more thor-
ough knowledge of how CDs influence criminal con-
duct. A greater understanding of the connection between
CDs and criminal conduct and an overall improvement
in the caliber of study in this area may be facilitated by
researchers reaching a consensus on these instruments,
which will result in more dependable and consistent
results.

Building on the constraint of solely English-language
papers, future studies should attempt to include cross-
cultural studies that investigate CDs in a variety of lin-
guistic and cultural contexts. Researchers can investigate
the ways in which cultural, economic, and environmen-
tal factors impact the development of distorted thought
patterns by including non-English studies and perform-
ing comparative analyses across various criminal groups
worldwide. This might result in the creation of culturally
specific treatments, assuring that treatment and preven-
tative plans work for different groups.

Conclusion

To summarise, this systematic literature review pro-
vides an in-depth analysis of the complex link between
CDs and criminal behavior, revealing intricate patterns
that are relevant to criminological discourse. Numerous
typologies of CDs are shown by a detailed review of vari-
ous studies. In keeping with the main objectives of the
investigation, the review reveals the ways in which these
distortions support criminal behavior, shedding light
on the harsh reality of deviance. Moreover, the analysis
raises the possibility of connections between particular
CDs and other types of criminal activity, which calls for
more research to fully understand these intricate rela-
tionships. This synthesis acts as a call to action, inspiring
scholars and practitioners to use cognitive restructur-
ing in transformational interventions as a way ahead is
outlined. This is not merely an academic endeavor; it is
a call to action for society to advance, challenging social
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misconceptions and paving the way for a more equitable
future.
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