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Abstract: 

Introduction: Mental disorder is a general term used for describing a wide range of psychiatric disorders 

which compromise a person’s ability for thinking, feeling and functioning properly in society. Mental 

disorder is a behavioral or psychological syndrome or pattern that appears in an individual and can bring 

hardship and disability with it, and he/she is usually reviewed as bizarre or annoying by other people. These 

disorders can manifest themselves as extreme rage, resentment, fear and confusion. Some mental disorders 

can easily affect professional and social life of the patient and leave him/her incapacitated. There is a 

relationship between mental disorders and emotions; emotions play a major role in the emergence of 

dysfunctional behaviors or mental disorders. Emotional dysregulation can threaten mental and 

psychological health of a person. The aim of the present study is assessing the relationship between mental 

disorders, emotional intelligence and criminal thinking (A case study of prisoners incarcerated in Yazd 

province). 

 

Methods: This is a correlational research. Statistical population was the whole prisoners incarcerated in 

Yazd province in 2019. Sample size was 147 prisoners whom were chosen via stratified-random sampling 

method. For research tools we used questionnaires presented in the following texts: Wong and Law 

emotional intelligence scale, symptom checklist (SCL-25) and Knight et al. an assessment for criminal 

thinking were uses. Statistical analysis was carried out using SPSS ver. 22 and Smart PLS. Pearson 

correlation coefficient, regression and path analysis tests were performed. 

 

Findings: A negative correlation was found between emotional intelligence and mental disorders. A 

positive correlation was calculated between mental disorders and criminal thinking, and finally a negative 

correlation was found between emotional intelligence and criminal thinking. Emotional thinking was found 

to be an important mediator variable between mental disorders and criminal thinking. 

 

Conclusion: Based on the results, it is concluded that mental disorders and criminal thinking have influence 

on criminal behaviors of perpetrators. This result indicates that while studying the etiology of criminality, 

judicial authorities and law enforcement should consider cognitive impairments and problematic thinking 

styles as important factors. 
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Introduction: 

Mental disorder is a behavioral or 

psychological syndrome or pattern that 

appears in an individual and manifests itself 

with discomfort (a painful symptom), 

disability (in one or more important 

functional aspects) and elevates the risk of 

death or loss of freedom. 
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Crime is a complicated social phenomenon 

which is reviewed differently in various 

social environments. The definition of crime 

and criminal behavior depends on the judicial 

laws and social norms of every society. 

Although in general every act or failure to act 

that is punishable by law is defined as crime 

(1), but studying crime just from judicial 

point of view is insufficient. Instead, most 

criminologists, psychiatrists and 

psychologist agree that crime can be studied 

from four different aspects namely 

biological, psychological, social and judicial 

(2). 

According to Bandura mediational processes 

are determinant factors of human behaviors. 

Internalized standards, perceived self-

adequacy and moral beliefs are important 

factors in behavioral self-regulation. The fact 

that we are able to imagine ourselves in every 

possible emotional state can further prove the 

huge effects mediational processes have on 

humans. We can feel rage, nausea, calmness 

and sexual arousal just by thinking about 

different things; therefore, according to 

Bandura behaviors can be highly controlled 

by imaginations. Since the behavior is at least 

partly determined by mediational processes, 

failure of these processes to properly reflect 

reality, can lead to demonstration of 

maladjusted behaviors (3). Studying the 

relationship between criminal thinking and 

criminal behavior is not a novel idea. Sykes 

and Matza (1958), defined misdemeanor 

based on five neutralization concepts: denial 

of responsibility, denial of injury, denial of 

the victim and appeal to higher loyalties. It is 

presumed that criminal thinking manifests 

itself as specific thinking styles that lead 

criminals to display antisocial behaviors. In 

fact the concept of “criminal personality” 

focuses on a range of behaviors such as 

justifications and rationalizations; regardless 

of how variable these behaviors may be or 

whether they are observed in criminals or not 

(37). In order to define criminal behavior and 

criminality, several models have been 

proposed namely the social development 

model (5) and complementarity (6). 

Cognitive distortion is a shared quality 

among all criminals (7, 8). People who have 

a tendency toward criminal behaviors suffer 

from cognitive distortion and this quality 

paves the way of criminality and facilitates 

the displaying of criminal behaviors (9, 7). 

Nowadays, this is believed that emotions are 

the driving force behind antisocial behaviors 

and improper emotional processing threatens 

the mental and psychological health of an 

individual (10). Emotional intelligence is 

composed of a series of linked cognitive and 

emotional abilities which help an individual 

to gain awareness of his/her emotions that 

control his/her behaviors (11), with balancing 

his/her emotions and thoughts, an individual 

can make sensible and responsible decisions 

(12). In fact emotional intelligence is a 

multifactorial ability consisted of a set of 

social abilities and expertise which affect an 

individual’s ability for recognition, 

comprehension and management of 

emotions, solving problem and adaptability 

and effectively enables an individual to adapt 

to needs, pressures and challenges of life 

(13). From the texts, it can be inferred that the 

successful adaptation to environment highly 

depends on harmony among various 

components of emotional intelligence. 

Gaining the ability to adapt to stressful 

incidents, setting proper goals for the future 
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and coping with chronic anxieties, all highly 

depend on level of emotional intelligence of 

an individual (14). Tett and Fox (2006) also 

concluded that emotional intelligence has a 

significant negative correlation with 

misdemeanor, stress and depression in high 

school pupils (15). 

Mental disorder is a syndrome which is 

characterized by significant cognition, 

emotions or behaviors disorders. Dysfunction 

of psychological, biological or 

developmental processes, constitute the 

foundation of mental disorders. Deviation 

from social norms is the general criterion for 

diagnosis of mental disorders. Each mental 

disorder has its own signs and symptoms, and 

they are divided into 17 classes and 375 of 

them are named (16). Studies have shown 

that mental disorders especially personality 

disorders have higher prevalence among 

criminals (17). Some studies performed on 

prisoners incarcerated in Iran, indicated that 

about 87% of prisoners are suspected of 

suffering from some kind of mental disorders 

(18). Today more than 220000 individuals 

are incarcerated throughout the country and 

this number is three times more than total 

standard capacity of prisons (19). Mental 

disorders and inadequate social conditions 

constitute the root of criminality and no 

single theory can explain various criminal 

behaviors (20). Experts believe most crimes 

are deeply rooted inside the personality of an 

individual. They back up the idea that 

criminals are patients who are in need of 

treatments (21). Therefore, assessing mental 

health of prisoners and providing mental 

healthcare services for these at risk group is a 

concern of mental health scholars around the 

world. Studying the issues of criminals and 

prisoners, especially their mental disorders 

still remains one of the most controversial 

subjects. Data of epidemiological studies 

(distribution of mental disorders, quality of 

available mental healthcare services and 

diagnosis of mental disorders) enable 

responsible authorities to provide mental 

healthcare services in accordance with 

requirements of each region. Although the 

results of these kinds of studies can be 

beneficial in many cases, but extension of 

research findings should be done with extra 

care because cultural, economic and social 

backgrounds can vary to a great extent (22). 

With performing psychological researches 

and studying driving forces of crime and the 

effects of mental disorders, emotional 

intelligence and criminal thinking styles on 

criminally, not only preventing the growth of 

criminality but also finding proper methods 

for rehabilitating and correcting prisoners 

becomes possible. The present study was 

performed in order to investigate the 

relationship between mental disorders, 

emotional intelligence and criminal thinking 

among prisoners incarcerated in Yazd 

province, Iran during 2019.  

Research hypotheses 

✓  Hypothesis 1: There is a 

significant positive correlation 

between mental disorders and 

emotional intelligence. 

✓  Hypothesis 2: There is a 

significant positive correlation 

between mental disorders and 

criminal thinking. 

✓  Hypothesis 3: There is a 

significant positive correlation 

between emotional intelligence and 

criminal thinking. 
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Methods: 

Based on the condition and the subject of the 

study, survey research was performed. This is 

an applied research seeking to solve 

problems. Since data were gathered from 

questionnaires filled by prisoners of Yazd 

province prisons, the research method is 

descriptive and correlational. In addition, 

quantitative data were also gathered. To this 

end, standard questionnaires about evaluating 

mental disorders, emotional intelligence and 

criminal thinking were also distributed 

among prisoners of Yazd prisons. Statistical 

community of this study consisted of 147 

prisoners of Yazd prisons who at least had 

high school diplomas and were incarcerated 

during 2019 for theft, murder, crimes against 

public decency and morality, addiction to 

drugs and indebtedness. After proper 

warrants were obtained from prison 

headquarter, this study was carried out during 

three months in 2019 in Yazd prisons. In 

order to perform Stratified-random sampling, 

prisoners were divided into five groups 

according to their crimes: financial crimes, 

theft, drug addiction and possession of drugs, 

murder and accessory to murder and crimes 

against public decency and morality. 

Afterwards some members of each group 

were randomly chosen. During the course of 

this study the following questionnaires were 

distributed among these participants. 

Wong and Law Emotional Intelligence 

Scale questionnaire (2002): 

Wong and Law emotional intelligence scale 

questionnaire (2002) was used for assessing 

emotional intelligence. Responses were 

measured with a 5-point Likert-type scale  

This questionnaire contains 16 questions, and 

responses are designated (1) strongly 

disagree; (2) disagree; (3) neither agree nor 

disagree; (4) agree; and (5) strongly agree 

according. This questionnaire is divided into 

four subscales of the self-emotion appraisal 

(four items), the others’ emotion appraisal 

(four items), regulation of emotion (four 

items) and the use of motion (four items). 

Wong and law (2002) reported the 

questionnaire reliability for the self-emotion 

appraisal, the others’ emotion appraisal, 

regulation of emotion and the use of motion 

to be 0.60, 0.84, 0.78 and 0.72 respectively. 

Cronbach's alpha test was performed in the 

present study and the reliability of this 

questionnaire was found to be 0.82, 0.90, 

0.90 and 0.80 for the self-emotion appraisal, 

the others’ emotion appraisal, regulation of 

emotion and the use of motion respectively.  

Psychological Symptoms Checklist (SCL-

25) questionnaire: 

This scale is a shortened version of symptom 

checklist-90-R (SCL-90-R) and is used for 

mental health assessment. This scale was 

prepared and evaluated by Najarian, and 

Davoodi (2001) (23) and includes 25 

questions belonging to the following 9 

subscales: somatization (six items), 

obsessive-compulsive (three items), 

interpersonal sensitivity (three items), 

depression (two items), anxiety (three items), 

phobic (three items), paranoid thinking (one 

item), psychoticism (three items) and 

additional items (one item). Responses were 

measured with a 5-point scale of discomfort 

(from none to extremely).  

An Assessment for Criminal Thinking 

(knight et al. 2006) questionnaire:   
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In a joint research with federal bureau of 

prisons, Knight et al. (2006), of Texas 

Christian University prepared this scale for 

assessing criminal thinking. This 

questionnaire contains 37 items and 

calculates six aspects of cognitive 

impairments, antisocial beliefs and attitudes 

(8, 4) which are connected to criminal 

behaviors. These six scales are: entitlement (a 

sense of ownership and privilege and 

misidentifying desire as need), justification 

(minimizing the seriousness of antisocial acts 

and justifying actions based on external 

circumstances), personal irresponsibility 

(unwillingness to accept responsibility and 

casting blame on others), power orientation 

(outward display of aggression in an attempt 

to control external environment and 

situations), cold heartedness (lack of 

emotional involvement with others) and 

criminal rationalization (negative attitude 

toward law and authority figures). Responses 

were measured with a 5-point Likert-type 

scale (from strongly agree to strongly 

disagree). Questions 1, 7, 13, 18, 19 and 28 

were reverse scored. Reliability of the 

questionnaire was reported by knight et al. 

(2006) to be 0.80, 0.72, 0.75, 0.66, 0.64 and 

0.63 for entitlement, justification, power 

orientation, cold heartedness, criminal 

rationalization, personal irresponsibility 

respectively. 

Findings: 

In order to assess and test the hypotheses, 

descriptive statistics and inferential statistics 

methods were used and Pearson correlation 

coefficient significance test was carried out. 

In order to determine the role of each 

variable, path analysis was used. SPSS ver. 

22 and Smart PLS software were utilized for 

this research. According to results of 

descriptive analysis, 34% of participants 

were female and 66% were male; 8% were 

younger than 25 years old, 85% were 

between 26 and 50 years old and 10% were 

older than 51 years old; 76% had high school 

diplomas and associate degrees,16% had 

bachelor’s degrees and 8% had master’s and 

higher degrees. 52% of participants were 

addicted to drugs and 48% were not addicted 

to drugs. For 38% it was the first detention; 

for 21% it was the second detention; for 16% 

it was the third detention; and for 25% it was 

over the third detention. For 45% it was the 

first conviction; for 22% it was the second 

conviction; for 11% it was the third 

conviction; and for 22% it was over the third 

conviction. 18% had period of imprisonment 

of one year; 27% had period of imprisonment 

of one to three years; and 55% had period of 

imprisonment of more than three years. 10% 

were incarcerated for financial crimes; 22% 

for theft; 58% for drug addiction and 

possession of drug; 7% for murder and 

accessory in murder; and 3% for crimes 

against public decency and morality. Table 1 

displays the correlation coefficient among 

variables. 

As shown in the table 1, the correlation 

coefficient between emotional intelligence 

and mental disorders is -0.649, and the 

significance level (0.003) is below 0.05, 

therefore we conclude that there is a 

significant negative correlation between 

emotional intelligence and mental disorders. 

The correlation coefficient between mental 

disorders and criminal thinking is 0.670 and 

the significance level (0.004) is below 0.05, 

therefore we conclude that there is a 

significant positive correlation between 

mental disorders and criminal thinking. 

Furthermore, the correlation coefficient 

between emotional intelligence and criminal 
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thinking is -0.742 and the significance level 

(0.011) is below 0.05, therefore we conclude 

that there is a significant negative correlation 

between emotional intelligence and criminal 

behaviors. Structural equation modeling 

(SEM) technique in standards coefficients 

estimation mode will be discussed next. 

Table 2 displays the influence coefficients of 

variables. As shown in table 2, influence 

coefficient of mental disorders on emotional 

intelligence is -0.563 and since its p –value 

(0.006) is below 0.05, therefore we conclude 

that mental disorder has a significant 

negative influence on emotional intelligence. 

Influence coefficient of mental disorders on 

criminal thinking is 0.606 and its p-value 

(0.011) is below 0.05, therefore we conclude 

that mental disorders have significant 

positive influence on criminal thinking. 

Influence coefficient of emotional 

intelligence on criminal thinking is -0.739 

and its p-value (0.023) is below 0.05, 

therefore we conclude that emotional 

intelligence has significant negative 

influence on criminal thinking.  

Evaluating hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1: there is a significant positive 

correlation between mental disorders and 

emotional intelligence. 

Statistical hypotheses pertinent to this 

research hypothesis are: 

H0: there is no significant positive 

correlation between mental disorders and 

emotional intelligence.   

H0: β= 0 

H1: there is a significant positive correlation 

between mental disorders and emotional 

intelligence.  

H¬0: β=0 

As table 2 shows the significance level of this 

hypothesis is 0.006 and below 0.05, therefore 

it is concluded that there is a significant 

correlation between mental disorders and 

emotional intelligence. But since the 

influence coefficient is negative (-0.563), 

there is a significant negative correlation 

between mental disorders and emotional 

intelligence. Consequently, the first 

hypothesis is rejected. 

Hypothesis 2: there is a significant positive 

correlation between mental disorders and 

criminal thinking. 

Statistical hypotheses pertinent to this 

research hypothesis are: 

H0: there is no significant positive 

correlation between mental disorders and 

criminal thinking.  

H_0:β=0 

H1: there is a significant positive correlation 

between mental disorders and criminal 

thinking. 

H_0:β≠0 

As shown is table 1, the significance level of 

this hypothesis is 0.011 and below 0.05, 

therefore, there is a significant correlation 

between mental disorders and criminal 

thinking, but since the influence coefficient is 

positive (0.606) there is a significant positive 

correlation between mental disorders 

criminal thinking. Consequently, the second 

hypothesis is accepted. 

Hypothesis 3: there is a significant positive 

correlation between emotional thinking and 

criminal thinking. 

Statistical hypotheses pertinent to this 

research hypothesis are: 
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H0: there is no significant positive 

correlation between emotional intelligence 

and criminal thinking.   

H0: β= 0 

H1: there is a significant positive correlation 

between emotional intelligence and criminal 

thinking.  

H¬0: β=0 

As table 2 shows, the significance level of 

this hypothesis is 0.023 and below 0.05, 

therefore, it is concluded that there is a 

significant correlation between emotional 

intelligence and criminal thinking. But since 

the influence coefficient is negative (-0.739), 

there is a significant negative correlation 

between mental disorders and emotional 

intelligence. Consequently, the third 

hypothesis is rejected. 

Discussion: 

As it was mentioned in the results, there is 

significant negative correlation between 

mental disorders and emotional intelligence. 

The results showed that there is a significant 

negative correlation between total emotional 

intelligence and its components clarity, mood 

repair and anxiety disorder. This means 

prisoners who had higher anxiety, had lower 

total emotional intelligence, emotional clarity 

and emotional repair. This data aligns with 

theories and researches of Mennin et al. 

(2002. 2004 and 2005) (24, 25, 26), 

Summerfeldt et al. (2010) (27), Turk et al. 

(2004) (28), McLaughlin et al. (2007) (38), 

Sunil and Rooprai (2009) (30), Siu (2009) 

(31),  Femandez-Berrocal et al. (2006) (32) 

and Roemer et al. (2009) (33), who showed 

there is low emotional intelligence and 

emotional dysfunction in anxiety disorder 

patients. 

In general, the data of the present study 

indicated that prisoners who experience more 

anxiety had lower awareness of the nature of 

their emotions and have lower ability to deal 

with the negative emotions they had 

experienced in the past. In other words, these 

people had problems regarding emotional 

intelligence and its components. They suffer 

from emotional maladaptation and their 

emotional intelligence elements were 

damaged. 

As shown in the results, there is a significant 

positive correlation between mental disorders 

and criminal thinking and this result is 

comparable to that of a similar research (34). 

Other similar researches which focused on 

prisoners showed that mental disorders have 

high prevalence among prisoners 

(incarcerated in jails or asylums). Therefore, 

alongside the criminological and sociological 

aspects of the crimes that the convicts 

commit, judicial forces need to consider the 

psychological aspects as well.  Based on the 

result it can be deducted that the only variable 

which has a significant positive correlation 

with criminal thinking is mental disorders; to 

put it another way, variable of mental 

disorders with a significance level lower than 

0.05, act as a powerful internal factor and has 

a direct relationship with criminal thinking. 

A significant negative correlation was 

observed between emotional intelligence and 

criminal thinking, and this result is in 

accordance with previous studies (35). In the 

last decade, in psychology and especially 

criminal psychology, more attention has been 

paid to emotional and sentimental conditions, 
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and the effects of emotions on actions of 

violent criminal and sex offenders are 

continuously being studied. The most 

prominent emotions in violent crimes is rage; 

and this emotion is the driving force behind 

variety of violent crimes such as murder, 

assault, accessory in crime, and physical and 

sexual abuse. The experts believe these 

criminals lack empathy and this defect plays 

the major role in these crimes (36). Other 

studies have shown that there is a contrary 

relationship between emotional intelligence 

and criminal and antisocial behaviors. 

Therefore, emotional intelligence is a 

suitable predictor for the future criminal 

actions. There is a strong negative 

relationship between criminal thinking and 

emotional intelligence; therefore there is a 

negative relationship between emotional 

intelligence, mental disorders and antisocial 

behaviors. 

We faced some limitation during the course 

of this study. First of all this study was carried 

out in one prison of one city (Yazd), and 

naturally the results do not represent all the 

prisoners of the country. Although the most 

important mental disorders were studied in 

this research, but some disorders such as 

sexual dysfunctions and childhood and 

adolescence mental disorders were not 

included. The other limitation we faced was 

that the responses the prisoners gave to 

questions regarding misuse of drugs and 

related disorders might have been dishonest. 

Based on present data, we would like to offer 

the following suggestion: 

1. In order to provide proper mental and 

medical services for prisoners, a data bank of 

psychological conditions of prisoners 

throughout the country be prepared, so that 

service providing can become purposeful and 

in accordance to prevalent mental disorders. 

2. Considering the high prevalence and 

severity of mental disorders, psychiatric 

consultation and drug therapies become 

available in prisons. 

3. A place be allocated for family 

therapy for prisoners who suffer from mental 

disorders.  

4.  Negotiations with the judicial 

authorities on penalty abatement for 

prisoners who suffer from mental disorders 

be carry out and social worker support 

becomes available for them. 

5. Specific therapy protocols be 

designed for prisoners, so that errors and 

multiplicity be reduced. 

Using self-report for anxiety evaluation was 

another limitations of this study, therefore we 

suggest in future studies in addition to 

questionnaires, clinical interviews be 

performed for this variable. The data 

regarding this disorder cannot be extended to 

clinical population. Therefore, future studies 

can evaluate the relationship between 

emotional intelligence and its components in 

clinical populations who suffer from this 

disorder and have been chosen based on 

clinical interviews. Considering the inability 

of the participants in controlling their 

emotions, teaching emotion control and 

regulation techniques to them can result in 

improvement of their emotional intelligence 

and reduction of crime.  

Another limitation of the present study was 

that most prisoners were unlearned and social 
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workers based in prisons came to their aide. 

Furthermore, cultural, economic and social 

differences and variety of crimes the 

prisoners had committed were not considered 

in this study, therefore generalizing research 

findings to other populations should be 

exercised with caution. Focusing on 

mentioned differences can be a subject for 

future studies. Since unlike cognitive 

intelligence, emotional intelligence can be 

improved and learned, prison employees and 

wardens are advised to make emotional 

intelligence education of prisoners 

(especially emotional management) and 

providing related supportive services a 

priority. Finally, by identifying cognitive 

errors and criminal thinking styles of 

prisoners and applying proper cognitive 

interventions, it is possible to change their 

improper thinking patterns to something 

acceptable for society. 

Conclusion: 

Based on the results, it is concluded that 

mental disorders and criminal thinking have 

influence on criminal behaviors of 

perpetrators. This result indicates that while 

studying the etiology of criminality, judicial 

authorities and law enforcement should 

consider cognitive impairments and 

problematic thinking styles as important 

factors. 
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Tables and Charts: 

Table 1: Correlation coefficient. 

 Emotional 

intelligence 

Mental disorders Criminal thinking 

Emotional 

intelligence 

1 -0.649 

(0.003) 

-0.742 

(0.011) 

Mental disorders -0.649 

(0.003) 

1 0.670 

(0.004) 

Criminal thinking -0.742 

(0.011) 

0.670 

(0.004) 

1 

 

 

Table 2: Testing research hypotheses using structural equation modeling. 

path influence 

coefficient 

T -test p-value Significant 

Correlation 
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Path of mental disorder to 

emotional intelligence 

-0.563 -8.729 0.006 Confirmed 

Path of mental disorders to 

criminal thinking 

0.606 9.657 0.011 Confirmed 

Path of emotional intelligence to 

criminal thinking 

-.0739 -11.170 0.023 confirmed 

 

Figure 1: The structural equation model. 
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