
 

The 44 thieves study 
(Bowlby, 1944) 

Generalisability 
Bowlby’s participants were not a representative group because they 
constituted a small opportunity sample recruited from a single child 
guidance clinic in London. 

The results may not generalise well from the 1930s and 1940s to the 
twenty-first century because criminality, child-rearing and attitudes to 
childhood in general have all changed greatly in the intervening 
decades. 

Reliability and validity of measures 
Bowlby and his team had to assess criminality, 
IQ, early developmental history and psychopathic 
tendencies. However, they only had access to a 
direct measure of criminality. IQ tests lacked 
reliability and validity in the 1940s. Early 
experience had to be assessed by interviews 
with parents, relying on their honesty and the 
accuracy of their recall. Psychopathic tendencies 
were assessed by interview, for which a set of 
standard questions were not established at the 
time. Therefore there were problems with 
reliability and validity of most of the measures 
used in the study. 

Bias 
This is not to suggest that Bowlby deliberately 
biased his results. However, he was aware of 
each child’s developmental history when he 
assessed their psychopathy status, so he may 
have unconsciously interpreted things they 
said in the light of what he wished to find. It is 
now standard procedure to ensure that 
researchers are blind to details like this, which 
might influence their judgement. 

Psychodynamic reductionism 
Bowlby’s central ideas that some types of early experiences of emotional trauma are 
risk factors for later criminality and lack of empathy have some support from modern 
research. However, Bowlby focused exclusively on these psychodynamic factors and 
underplayed other influences on development, for example poverty. Criminality and 
psychopathic behaviour are complex phenomena with many causal factors. 

Replicability 
A gold standard for a good scientific study is that it can 
be replicated, and that independent replications produce 
similar findings. Too much has changed to replicate the 
44 thieves study meaningfully today, but it is worth 
looking at a related study from the same period. Lewis 
(1954) carried out a partial replication of Bowlby’s study 
with a much larger sample and found no relationship 
between early separation and later criminality. 
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