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Social Process Theories

Teenager Genarlow Wilson was an honor student, & gifted athlete, attractive, popular, and cutgeing. He had
@ 3.2 grade point average, he was All Conference in football, he was voted 11th-grade prom prince, and his
senior year was capped off with a distinguished honor: He was elected Douglas County High's first-ever
homecoming king. He was supposed to be a star athlete in college, but instead Wilson was sentenced to

10 years in a Georgia prison. His crime: engaging in consensual sex when he was 17 years old with & girl
two years younger, Wilson was convicted of aggravated child molestation, even though he and the girl were
both minors at the time and the sex was clearly consensual.

Wilson engaged in oral sex with the girl during & wild party involving a bunch of kids, marijuzna, and
alcohol—all captured on videotape. The tapes made it clear that the sex was voluntary and not coerced.
Although the prosecutor favored leniency, Wilson refused to plea bargain because that would mean admitting
he was a sexual predator—a charge he vehemently denied and that no ene, including the prosecutor, believed
was true. Ironically, if the couple had had sexual intercourse, it would have been considered a misdemeanor,
but because oral sex was involved, the crime was considered a felony. An additional irony in the case is that
soon after Wilson was convicted, the public outcry forced Georgia to change the law and make consensual
oral sex a misdemeanor. But the new law does not apply retroactively, and Wilson was sent to prison hoping
for some type of legal reprieve.’ The case sparked a national outery, and on October 26, 2007, the Georgia
State Supreme Court, though not overturning the conviction itself, ruled that Wilson's sentence was cruel and
unusugl (“grossly disproportionate”). The crusade to free Genarlow worked, and he was released after serving
over 2 years of his 10-year prison sentence in the Al Burruss Correctional Traiming Center in Forsyth, Georgia.

Fact or Fiction?

B No matter where kids live, even in a high-poverty area,
having effective parents can reduce the lure of gangs and
street crime.

B Parents today are too lenient. If they toughenad up disci-
pling, they could straighten out rebellious teens.

B High school dropouts are crime-prone troublemakers.

P Disturbed loners become delinguents; popular kids are too
busy te eommit crime.

B Being exposed to criminal parents and parental deviance is
closely linked to crime.

I Criminals have a unique antisocial lifestyle that takes up all
of their ime.

B “Idle hands are the devil's workshop” is merely an old

saying. Kids who work outside the home are the ones most
likely to get into trouble.
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Chapter Objectives
1. Be familiar with the concepts of social process and
) socialization.

2. Be able to discuss the differences among social learning
theory, social control theory, and social reaction (labeling)
theory.

3. Discuss the effect of family relationships an crime.

4. Understand how the educational setting influances crime.

5. Be aware of the link peers and delin

6. Be familiar with the association between beliefs and
criminality.

1. Discuss the main types of social learning theory.

8. Be familiar with the principles of social control theory.

9. Know the basic alements of social reaction {labeling) theory.

10. Link social process theory to crime prevention efforts.
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Genarlow Wilson's case shows how social interactions and processes shape crime and can label some

people as criminals. He did not consider himself a criminal and, even in court, denied his culpability. Here is an

exchange he had with the prosecutor during his trial:

Genarlow: . . . Aggravated child molestation is when like a 60-year—some old man like messing with 10-

year-old girls. I'm 17, the girl was 185, sir. You call that child molestation, two years apart?

Barker: | didn’t write the law.

Genarlow: | didn’t write the law, gither.

Barker: That's what the law states is aggravated child molestation, Mr. Wilson, not me.

Genarlow: Well, sir, | understand you're just doing your job. | don't blame you. . . . But do you think it's fair? . ..

Would you want your son on trial for something like this??

Should Genarlow Wilson ever have been labeled a “sexual predater”? If he had engaged in a different

type of sex act, the case would never heve been made public. The law itself was designed to protect young

girls from being abused by much older men, not by members of their own peer group with whom they were
sociglizing freely. And if the act itself was so bad, why was it legalized a short time later? The bottom line:
If the party had cccurred a few months later, Genarlow Wilsen might have been playing football at Georgia

State University instead of serving time in Geergia State Prison!

Genarlow Wilson was in fact labeled a sexual predater and sent to prison because those in power, who

define the law and control its precess, decided that his behavior constituted a serious crime, a felony. He

was released when those in power decided that he was not really a felon and that the law was not intended

to apply to his behavior.

social process theary

The wiew that criminality is a
function of people’s interactions
with varigus organizations,
institutions, and processas in
society.

social leaming theory

The view that people laarn to be
aggrassive by observing others
acting aggressively to achieva
some goal or being rawarded for
violent acts,

social control theary

The wiew that people commit crima
winan tha forcas binding tham ta
society ara weakened or broken.
social reaction (labeling) theory
The view that people becoma
criminals when they are labalad
as such and accaptthe labal as a
parsonal idantity.

Some criminologists focus their atention on the sodal processes and interactions that
oecur in all segments of society. They believe that, rather than strictly being a product
of their environment and their place in the social structure, most people are shaped
by their interactions with social insttutions such as schools and with social groups.
such as family, peers, and neighbors. As we develop and are socialized over the life
course, our relationships can be either positive and supportive, or dysfunctional and
destructive. If the latter is the norm, then conventional suceess may be impossible [or
that individual 1o achieve. Criminal solutions may become the only feasible alterna-
tive. This view of crime is relerred o as social process theory.

The social process approach has several independent branches. These are described
briefly below and discussed in detail later in this chapter.

® Social learning theory suggests that people learn the techniques and attitudes
of crime [rom dose relationships with criminal peers: Crime is a learned behavior.

P Social control theory maintains that everyone has the potential wo become a
criminal, but most people are controlled by their bonds to sodety. Crime occurs
when the forces that bind people w society are weakened or broken.

® Social reaction (labeling) theory holds that people become criminals when
significant members of sociery label them as such and they accept those labels as a
personal identity.

Ta put it another way, social learmning theories assume that people are born good
and learn to be bad: sodal control theory assumes that people are born bad and must
be controlled in order o be good; and sodal reaction theory assumes that whether
good or bad, people are shaped, direcied, and influenced by the evaluations of others.

Despite their apparent differences, social process theories share one basic concept:
All peaple, regardless of their race, class, or gender, have the potental to become

Part2 Theories of Crime Causation
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delinquents or criminals. Although members of the lower
socioeconomic class bear the added burdens of poverty,
racism, poor schools, and disrupted family lives, these
social forces can be counteracted by positive peer rela-
tions, a supportive family, and educational sueccess. And
conversely, even the most affluent members of society
may turn 1o antisecial behavior if their lile experiences
are damaging andfor destructive.

Institutions of Socialization
Sacial process theorists have long studied the critical ele-
ments of socialization o determine how they contribute
10 a burgeoning criminal career. Their view relies on the
fact that interaction with key sodal institutions helps con-
trol human behavior. Prominent among these elements are
the individual’s family, peer group, school, and church.

FAMILY RELATIONS

Family relationships are considered a major determinant
of behavior.” [n fact, parenting factors, such as the abil-
ity to communicate and 1o provide proper discipline, may
play a critcal role in determining whether peaple mis-
behave as children and even later as adults. The [amily—
crime relationship is significant across racial, ethnic, and
gender lines, and this is one of the most replicated [ind-
ings in the criminological literature *

Parents who are supportive and who eflectively con-
trol their children in a noncoercive way are more likely
1o raise children who refrain [rom delinquency; this
phenomenon is referred 1o as parental efficacy.’ De-
linquency is reduced when parents provide the type of
structure that integrates children into families, while giv-
ing them the ability 1o assert their individuality and regu-
late their own behavior.® Kids who report having troubled
home lives also exhibit lower levels of sell-esteem and
are more prone o antisocial behaviors.”

In contrast, children who have warm and affectionate
ties 1o their parents report greater levels of seli-esteem
beginning in adolescence and extending into their adult-
hood; high seli-esteem is inversely related to criminal
behavior.® As importam as it is, parental elficacy is some-
times compromised by family disruption and separation.
Divorce forces many kids to live in single-parent house-
holds that are more likely to sulfer economic and other so-
dal problems that are less likely to plague intact families.”

Figure 7.1 illustrates the percentage of children living in single-parent households

by state.

The concept of family functioning and crime and the [actors that disturb this imerac-
tion are discussed in the accompanying Current [ssues in Crime leature on page 171.
Other family factors that have predictive value include the following:

In July 2008, Nebraska adopted & “safe haven” law that
allowed parents of children ages 18 and under to abandon
them with impunity at local hespitals. The law was changed
in Nevember 2008, allowing only infants up to 30 days old to
be abandoned. Before the law was amended, 36 children
were dropped off in Nebraska hospitals over a feur-month
period, and none was an infant. Here, the mother of an
1B-year-old daughter looks at & photograph in her daughter’s
room in Lincoln, Nebraska. She was one of the 36 parents
who |eft children at a hospital, she acted in the hope that her
dawghter could get help. Would a safe haven law such as
Mebraska's help or hinder the socialization process?

socialization

Procass of human development
and enculturatian. Sacizlization is
influenced by key socil processes

and institutions.
» Marital distress and conilict are significantly related o harsh and hostile negative parental efficacy
parenting styles. Adolescents who live in this type of environment develop poor The ability of pararts to ba suppartive
emotional well-being, externalizing problems, and antisocial behavior.™ aftheir children and effectivaly
» Adolescents who do not receive alfection Irom their parents during childhood are cortral them in Aoncaercve ways.
more likely 1o use illicit drugs and to be more aggressive as they mature,’’!
Chapter 7 Social Process Theeries 169
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Figure 7.1 Children Living in Single-Parent Households by State

.

[ 35% - 44% [ 31% - 35% [ 26% - 31% [ 18% - 26%

SOURCE: Annie E Casay Foundation, Kids Count Dzta Cantar, 2008, http:\'datacenterkidscount.org/date/acrossstates/Ma p.aspxTloct=
28ind=106&dtm=4308=13

Fact or Fiction?

Mo matter where kids live, even
in a high-poverty area, having
effective parents can reduce the
lure of gangs and street crime.
Fact. Criminalogists link parental
efficacy and effectiveness to
higher salf-esteem and lower
crime rates.

CONNECTIONS
Chapter 2's analysis of

the relationship between
spcioeconomic class and crime
showed why this relationship is
still a hotly debated topic. Although
serious criminals may be found
disproportionately in lower-class
areas, self-report studies show
that criminality cuts across class
lines. Middle-class use and abuse
of recreational drugs, discussed
in Chapter 13, suggests that

law violators are not necessarily
economically motivated.

170

¥ Children growing up in homes where a parent suffers mental impairment are also
at risk for delinquenecy. '

» Children whose parents abuse drugs are more likely to become persistent sulb-
stance abusers than the children of nonabusers.'*

» Children (both males and females, both black and white) who experience
abuse, neglect, or sexual abuse are believed (o be more crime-prone and to sul-
fer more Irom other sodal problems, such as depression. suicide atempts, and
sell-injurious behaviors.' Mental health and delinquency experts have found that
abused kids experience mental and social problems across their life span, problems
ranging [rom substance abuse 1o damaged personality.'®

# Children who grow up in homes where parents use strict discipline, and where
children lack parental warmth and invalvement in their lives, are prone to antiso-
cial behavior.'® Links have been lound among corporal punishment, delinquency,
anger, spousal abuse, depression, and adult crime."”

The effects of family dysfunction are felt well beyond childhood. Kids whao experi-
ence high levels of lamily conflict grow up o lead stressful adult lives, punciuated by
periods of depression.'® Children whose parents are harsh, angry, and irritable are
likely 1o behave in the same way toward their own children, putting their own ofl-
spring at risk.' Thus, the seeds of adult dysfunction are planted early in childhood.

EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCE

The educational process and adolescent school achievement have been linked to
criminality. Children who do poorly in school, lack educational motivation, and [eel
alienated are the most likely 1o engage in criminal aets.” Children who [ail in school
offend more frequently than those who succeed. These children commit more se-
rious and more violent offenses, and their criminal behavior regularly persists into
adulthood. !

Part2 Theories of Crime Causation

Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning, Ine. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whele or in part.

80983_07_Ch07_p166-195.ndd 170

https://reader.yuzu.com/#/books/1111789886/cfi/189!/4/2@100:0.00

IF22F10 347:27 PM

410



6/6/2016

Criminology: The Core, 4e

PRINTED BY: 213ccc444347b0f@placeholder.18231.edu. Printing is for personal, private use only. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted
without publisher's prior permission. Violators will be prosecuted.

and Conger is one of the nation's leading experts
Rcm family life. For the past two decades he has been

invalved with four major community studies that
have examined the influence of economic stress on families,
children, and adolescents; in sum these studies involve al-
muost 1,500 families and over 4,000 individual family mem-
bers who represent a diverse cross section of sodety. The
extensive information that has been collected on all of these
{amilies over time includes reports by family members, vid-
eotaped discussions in the home, and data from schools and
ather community agendes.

One thing that Conger and his associates have learned is

that in all of these different types of families, economic
stress appears to have a harmful effect on parents and

Current Issues in Crime Family Functioning and Crime 1 l

children. According to his “Family Stress Model” of eoo-
nomic hardship, such factors as low income and income loss
increase parents’ sadness, pessimism about the future, an-
ger, despair, and withdrawal from other family members.
Economic stress has this impact on parents’ social-emotional
functioning through the daily pressures it creates for them,
such as being unable to pay bills or acquire basic necessities
such as adequate food, housing, dothing, and medical care.
As parents become more emotionally distressed, they tend
to interact with one another and their children in a more
irritable and less supportive fashion. These patterns of
behavior increase instability in the marriage and also disrupt
effective parenting practices, such as moenitoring children's
activities and using consistent and appropriate disciplinary

turn, increase children's risk of suffering developmental
problems, such as depressed mood, substance abuse, and
engaging in delinquent behaviors. These economic stress
processes also decrease children's ability to function in a
competent manner in school and with peers.

The findings also show, however, that parents who
remain supportive of one another, and who demonstrate
effective problem-solving skills in spite of hardship, can
disrupt this negative process and shield their children
and themselves from these adverse consequences of
economic stress. These parenting skills can be taught
and used by human service professionals vo assist
families experiencing economic pressure or similar
stresses in their lives.

CRITICAL THINKING

To help deal with these problems, Conger advocates support
for sncial policies that adequately aid families during stressful
times as they recover from downturns in the economy. He
alser advocates educating parents about effective strategies for
managing the economic, emotional, and family relationship
challenges they will face when hardship occurs. What would
you add to the mix to improve family funcioning in America?

SOURCES: Rand Conger and Katherine Conger, “Understanding the
Processes through Which Economic Hardship Influences Families
and Children,” in D. Russell Crane and Tim B. Heaton, Hasdbaok of
Families and Peverty (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2008),
pp- 64-B1; lowa State University, Institute for Secial and Behavioral
Research, The Research of Rand Conger, wwnswisheiastate.edusstaff?

strategies. Marital instability and disrupted parenting, in rersonalsirdeonger!

Dropping Out Even though national dropout rates are in decline, more than 10 per-
cent of Americans aged 16 10 24 have leli school permanently without a diploma; of
these, more than 1 million withdrew belore completing 10th grade. There are still
ethinic racial gaps in graduation rates. Stedents from historically disadvamaged mi-
nority groups (American Indian, Hispanic, Alrcan American) have little more than
a 50-50 chance of finishing high school with a diploma.®? The research on the effect
of dropping out is a mixed bag: Some research findings indicate that school drop-
outs face a significant chance of entering a criminal career, but other efforts using
sophisticated methoedological tools have failed to find a dropout effect.®® If there
is a *dropout effect,” it is because those who do leave school early already have a
lomng history of poor school performance and antisocial behaviors.® In other words,
poor school performance predicts both dropping out and antisocial activity. Even il
dropping out is not directly related 1o crime, it reduces earnings and dampens [uture
life achievements.

Chapter 7 Social Process Theeries

Fact or Fiction?

Parents today are too lenient.
If they toughened up discipline,
they could straighten out
rebellious teens.

Fietion. Mast of tha existing
literature links strict discipline
and corporal punishment to
antisocial behavior. Effective
parenting is the key to controlling
youthful misbehavier.
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Getting Bullied Students are also subject
1o violence and intimidation on school
grounds. Bullying is a sad but common oc-
currence in the U.S. educational system.**
More than 15 percent of U.S. schoolchil-
dren say they have been bullied by ather
students during the current school term.**
School crime surveys yield estimates that
about 1.5 million viclent incidents oc-
cur in public elementary and secondary
schools each year?” The presence of weap-
ons and violence is not lost on the average
student. Data from a recent survey of high
school students found that almost half
report having seen other students carry
knives at school, roughly 1 in 10 reports
having seen other students carry guns at
school, and more than 1 in 5 report being
fearful of weapon-associated victimization
at school.®®
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Social process theories hold that socialization is a key element in the shaping
of human behavior and that impaired socialization can have devastating
effects. Pear group conflict, for example, can lead to disaster. Here Norman PEER RELATIONS

Keene, 35, stepfather of Jaheem Herrera, 11, embraces his daughter Ny'itsa

Keene, 5 while discussing Jaheem's suicide &t the family's apartment ¢n April

20, 2009. Jaheem hanged himself with a belt after coming home from Dunaire

Elementary School in DeKalb County, Georgia, where he was being bullied

by fellow students. A photograph of Jaheem hangs en the family's front door

above a poster that family, friends, and neighborhood residents have turned
® into & shrine in the boy's memory.

Fact or Fiction?

High schogl dropouts are crime-
prone troublemakers.

Fiction. It depends on why the
individual drops out. Those wha
are having problems in school
and are already invalvad in
antisocial behaviors will commit
more crime when they drop out.
Kids who drop out to get a job or
for other reasons are less crime-
prone.

172

Psychologists have long recognized that
peer group relations have a powerful effect
an human conduct and can dramatically
influence decision making and behavior
choices. Peer relations is a double-edged
sword. Popular kids who hang out with
their [riends without parental supervision
are at risk for delinquent behaviors mainly
because they have more opportunity to
get into trouble ** Less popular kids, who are routinely rejected by their peers, are
more likely to display aggressive behavior and to disrupt group activities through
bickering, bullving, or other antisocial behavior.* Those who report inadequate or
strained peer relations, and who say they are not popular with the opposite sex, are
prone to delinquent behaviors,”'

Troubled kids find it tough to make [riends; they choose delinquent peers out
of necessity rather than desire.* Being a social outcast causes them to hook up
with Iriends who are dangerous and get them into trouble.** Those who acquire
delinguent [riends may find that peer influence is a powerlul determinant of behav-
ior. Deviant peers may sustain or amplily antisocial behavior trends and reinforce
delinquent careers.™ The fear of punishment is diminished among kids who hang
with delinquent Iriends, and loyalty to delinquent peers may outweigh the [ear of
punishment,**

HBecause delinguent friends tend 1o be, as criminologist Mark Warr puts it “sticky”
{once acquired, they are not easily lost), peer influence may continue through the
life span.®* People who maintain close relations with antisocial peers will sustain
their own criminal behavior into adulthood.®” In contrast, nondelinquent friends
help 1o moderate delinquency.*® Having prosocial friends who are committed 1o con-
ventional success may help shield kids from crime-producing inducemenis in their
environment.*

RELIGION AND BELIEF

Logic would dictate that people who hold high moral values and beliels, who have
learned to distinguish right from wrong, and who regularly anend religious ser-
vices should also eschew crime and other antisocial behaviors. Religion binds people

Part2 Theories of Crime Causation
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Figure 7.2 The Complex Web of Social Processes That Controls Human Behavior

SOCIAL
PROCESS
APPROACH

together and forees them to canfront the consequences of their behavior. Commining
crimes would violate the principles of all organized religions.

Recent research flindings suggest that attending religious services does in [act have
a significant nepative impact on erime.** Kids living in disorganized, high-crime areas
whao attend religious services are better able 1o resist illegal drug use than nonreligious
youths.*' Interestingly, participation seems 1o be a more significant inhibitor of crime
than merely having religious beliels and values. That is, actually attending religious ser-
vices has a more dramatic effect on behavior than merely holding religious beliefs *

Figure 7.2 summarizes the relationship among the various elements of socialization.
F Checkpoints

. . .
Social Learning Theories

Social learning theorists believe that crime is a product of learning the norms, values,
and behaviors associated with criminal activity. Soecial learning can invoelve the actual
techniques of crime (how to hot-wire a car or roll a joint), as well as the psychological
aspects of criminality (how to deal with the guilt or shame associated with illegal ac-
tivities). This section briefly reviews two of the most prominent forms of social learn-
ing theory: differential association theory and neutralization theory.

DIFFERENTIAL ASSOCIATION THEORY

One of the most prominent social learning theories is Edwin H. Sutherland’s
differential association theory. Often considered the preeminent U.S. eriminolo-
gist, Sutherland first put fonh his theory in 1939 in Prindples ofr;‘n'minninyy." The [inal
version of the theory appeared in 1947, When Sutherland died in 1950, his longtime
associate Donald Cressey continued his work until his own death in 1987,

Chapter 7 Social Process Theeries

Fact or Fiction?

Disturbed loners become
delinguents; popular kids are too
busy to eemmit crime.

Fiction. Popular kids who hang
out with their friends without
parental supanision are at risk
for delinquent behaviers; they
have more apportunity te get inte
trouble, especially if they have
their own carl

CONNECTIONS

As you may recall from Chapter

2, most juveniles age out of crime
and do not become adult offenders.
Having delinguent friends may
retard this process. According to
the social process view, a chronic
offender may have learmed a
delinquent way of life from his or
her peer group members.

Checkpoints

I Social process theories held that
the way people are socialized con-
trols their behavior choices.

P Some criminologists maintain that
crime is a learned behavior.

[ Other criminglogists view criminals
a5 people whase behavior has not
been controlled.

B Soma view criminality as a function
of labeling and stigma.

[ There is sirong evidenca that social
relations influence behavior.

P Children growing up with conflict,
abuse, and neglect are at risk for
crime and delinquency.

P Educational failure has been linked
e criminality.

> Adolescents whe associate with
deviant peers are more likely ta en-
gage in crime than those who
maintain conventional peer group
relations.
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differential association theary
The view that people commit crima
wihan their social leaming leads
them to percaive mare definitions
favaring crime than favering
conventianal behaviar,

culture conflict
FResult of exposura o appasing
norms, attitudes, and defintions
of right and wrong, moral and
immoral.

174

Sutherland’s research on white-collar crime, prolessional thelt, and intelligence
led him 1o dispute the noion that erime was a funcrion of the inherent inadequacy ol
people in the lower classes. ™ He believed crime was a function of a learning process
that could affect any individual in any culture. Acquiring a behavior is a soclalization
process, not a political or legal process. Skills and motives conducive 1o crime are
learned as a result of contact with pro-crime values, attitudes, and deflinitions and
other patterns of criminal behavior.

Principles of Ditferential Association Sutherland and Cressey explain the basic prin-
ciples of differential association as [ollows:*

® Crimtinal behavior s learned. This statement differentiates Sutherland’s theory [rom

prior atternpts 1o dassily criminal behavior as an inherent characteristic of crimi-

nals. Sutherland implies that criminality is learned in the same manner as any
other learned behavior, such as writing, painting, or reading.

Criminal behavior is learned as a by-product of interacting with others. An individual

does not start violating the law simply by living in a criminogenic environment

or by manifesting personal characteristics associated with criminality, such as low

[} or family prablems. People actively learn as they are socialized and interact

with other individuals who serve as teachers and guides to crime. Some kids may

meet and associate with eriminal “mentors” who teach them how to be success-
ful criminals and to reap the greatest benefits from their criminal activities.* Thus
criminality cannot occur without the aid of others,

Learning criminal befavior aceiers within infimate personal grovgs. People’s contacts

with their most intimate sodal companions—Iamily, [riends, and peers—have the

greatest influence on their development of deviant behavior and an antisocial at-
titude. Relationships with these influential individuals color and control the way
individuals interpret everyday events. For example, children who grow up in
homes where parents abuse alcohol are more likely to view drinking as socially

and physically beneficial *7

Learning criminal behavier involves assimilating the techniques of commiliing crime, in-

cluding motives, drives, rationalizations, and attinedes. Young delinquents learn [ram

their associates the proper way 1o pick a lock, shoplift, and obtain and use narcot-
ics. In addition, novice criminals learn the proper terminology for their acts and
acquire approved reactions o law violations. Criminals must learn how to react
properly to their llegal acts, such as when o defend them, when to rationalize
them, and when to show remorse for them.

® The specific direction of motives and drives is learned from perceptions of various aspects
of the legal code as favorable or unfavorable. Because the reaction to social rules
and laws is not uniform across society, people constantly meet others who hold
different views on the utility of obeying the legal code. Some people admire
others who may openly disdain or flout the law or ignore its substance. People
experience what Sutherland calls culture conflict when they are exposed Lo
opposing attitudes toward right and wrong or moral and immoral. The conflict
of social attitudes and cultural norms is the basis for the concept of differential
association.

B A person becomes a criminal when he or she percelves more favorable than unfavorable
comsequences ta violating the low. According o Sutherland's theory, individuals be-
come law violators when they are in contact with persons, groups, or events that
produce an excess of definitions [avorable toward criminality and are isolated
[rom counteracting forces (see Figure 7.3). A definition favorable woward crimi-
nality oceurs, for example, when a person hears [riends alking about the virtues
of genting high on drugs. A definition unfavorable toward crime occurs when
[riends or parents demonstrate their disapproval of crime.

¥

¥

T

P Differential associations may vary in frequency, duration, priority, and intensity.

Whether a person learns to obey the law or to disregard it is influenced by the
quality of that person’s sodial interactions. Those of lasting duration have greater
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Figure 7.3 Differential Associgtions

Differential association theory suggests that criminal behavior will occur when the
definitions favorable to crime outweigh the unfavorable definitions.

Differential associations

Drinking
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Play fair. %

b
Don't ba a bully.
Forgive and forget.

Turn tha other cheek.

| don't get mad;
| gat avan.

Don't et amyone

Evil is always punished. & push you arcund.

Honesty is the bast palicy.

People should take
drugs if they want to.
e —————— |
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influence than those that are briel. Similarly, frequent contacts have greater el-
fect than rare, haphazard contacts. *Priority” means the age of children when
they first encounter definitions of criminality. Comacts made early in life proba-
bly have more influence than those developed later. Finally, “intensity” is gener-
ally interpreted 1o mean the importance and prestige atached 1o the individuals
or groups [rom whom the definitions are learned. For example, the influence

of a [ather, mother, or trusted [riend far ourweighs that of more socially distant
figures,

W The process of learming criminal behavior by association with crimivnal and anticriminal
patterns involves all of the mechanisms that are oovolved in any other learning process,
Learning criminal behavior patterns is similar to learning nearly all other paterns
and is not a matter of mere imitation.

b Althowgh criminal behavior expresses general needs and values, it s nof excused by those
general needs and values, because nomcriminal behavier expresses the same needs and
values. This principle suggests that the motives for criminal behavior cannot logi-
cally be the same as those [or conventional behavior, Sutherland rules out such
motives as desire to accumulate money or social status, personal frustration, and
low sell-concept as causes of crime because they are just as likely o produce
noncriminal behavior, such as getting a better education or working harder on a
job. Only the learning of deviant norms through contact with an excess of defini-
tions favorable woward criminality produces illegal behavior.
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Fact or Fiction?

Being exposed to criminal
parents and to parental deviance
is closely linked to crime.

Fact. The more you hang out with
your antisocial parents, the mone
likely it is that you will become an
antisocial person yourselfl

neutralization theory

The view that law vialators leam ta
neutraliza cenventional values and
attitudes, anabling them to drift
back and forth between criminal
and conventional behaviar,

drift

Movement in and aut of
delinquency, shifting batwesn
conventianal and deviant values.
neutralization techniques
Methads of rationalizing deviant
behavior, such as denying
responsibility ar blaming tha victim.
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In sum, differential association theory holds that people learn criminal artitudes
and behavior during their adolescence [rom close, wrusted friends or relatives. A crim-
inal career develops il learned antisocial values and behaviors are not matched or
exceeded by the conventional atttudes and behaviors the individual learns. Criminal
behavior, then, is learned in a process that is similar to learning any other human
behavior.

Testing Differential Association Theory Several research efforts have supported the
core principles of this theory.

P Crime appears to be intergenerational: Kids whose parents are deviant and crimi-
nal are more likely to become criminals themselves and eventually to produce
criminal children. The more that kids are involved with criminal parents, the
more likely they are to commitl crime, a finding that supparts the hypothesis that
children learn eriminal attitudes from exposure 1o deviamt parents, rather than
crime being inherited {because time of exposure predicts criminal behavior, not
merely having criminal patents).®

People who report having atttudes that support deviant behavior are also likely wo

engage in deviant behavior.’” Again, this suggests that delinquents have learned

deviant definitions and have incorporated them into their attitude structure.

P As people mature, having delinquent friends who support criminal atimdes and
behavior s strongly related o developing criminal careers. Association with devi-
ant peers has been found to sustain the deviant attitudes.® The influence of devi-
ant friends is highly supportive of delinquency, regardless of race and/or class.®!
One reason is that within peer groups, high-status leaders will influence and legic-
imize deviam behavior. In other words, i one of your [riends whom you look up
to drinks and smokes, it makes it a lot easier [or you 1o engage in those behaviors
voursell and 1o believe they are appropriate.”

P Romantic partners who engage in antisocial activities may influence their
pariner’s behavior, which supgesis that partners *learn” from one another.™?
Adolescents with deviant romantic pariners are more delinquent than those
youths with more prosocial partners, regardless of friends’ and parents’
behavior.™

P Kids who associate and presumably learn [rom aggressive peers are maore likely o
behave aggressively themselves.™ Deviant peers interfere with the natural process
of aging out of crime by helping provide the support that Keeps kids in criminal
careers. ™

* Scales measuring differential association have been significantly correlated with
criminal behaviors among samples taken in other nations and culwres, ™

» The more deviant an adolescent’s social network and network of affiliations, in-
cluding parents, peers, and romantic pariners, the more likely that adolescent is
Lo engage in antisocial behavior. [0 s likely that deviant affiliations provide defini-
tions that incline adolescents toward delingquency. ™

¥

Analysis of Differential Association Theory Dilferential association theory is important
because it does not specily that criminals come from a disorganized area or are mem-
bers of the lower class. Outwardly law-abiding, middle-class parents can encourage
delinguent behavior by their own drinking, drug use, or family violence. The influ-
ence of differential assoclations is not dependent on social class; deviant learning ex-
periences can affect youths in all classes.™

There are, however, a number of valid criticisms of Sutherland’s work. [1 [ails
to account for the origin of criminal definitions. How did the first “teacher” learn
criminal attitudes and definitions in order to pass them on? Another criticism of
differential association theory is that it assumes criminal and delinquent acts o
be rational and systematic. This ignores spontaneous, wanton acts of violence and
damage that appear to have little utility or purpose, such as the isolated psycho-
pathic killing that is virtually unsolvable because of the killer's anonymity and lack
of delinguent associations.
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