Sutherland developed his theory, crime was
ally explained in terms of multiple factors—
ke social class, broken homes, age, race, urban
trural location, and mental disorder. Sutherland
evelo ped his theory of differential association in
ort to explain why these various factors were
d to crime. In doing so, he hoped to organize
| integrate the research on crime up to that
init, as well as to guide future research.
Sutherland’s theory is stated in the form of nine
ppositions. He argues that criminal behavior is
wned by interacting with others, especially inti-
@le others. Criminals learn both the techniques
mitting crime and the definitions favorable
rime from these others. The sixth proposition,
lch forms the heart of the theory, states that ‘a
son becomes delinquent because of an excess of
finitions favorable to violation of law over defi-
unfavorable to violation of law.” According
therland, factors such as social class, race, and
aken homes influence crime because they affect
e likelihood that individuals will associate with
hers who present definitions favorable to crime.
Sutherland’s theory has had a tremendous influ-
6 on crime research, and it remains one of the
minant theories of crime. Studies on the causes
pime routinely attempt to determine whether
als are associating with delinquent or
others. Although one can learn defini-
orable to crime from law-abiding indi-
one is most likely to learn such definitions
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from delinquent friends or criminal family mem-
bers. These studies typically find that association
with delinquent others is the strongest correlate of
crime, and that these delinquent others partly in-
fluence crime by leading the individual to adopt
beliefs conducive to crime (see Agnew, 2000; Akers,
2009; Akers et al., 2016; Kubrin et al., 2009; Warr,
2001 for summaries of such studies).

Sutherlandss theory has also inspired much ad-
ditional theorizing in criminology. Theorists have
attempted to better describe the nature of those
definitions favorable to violation of the law (see
Chapter 15 by Sykes and Matza). They have at-
tempted to better describe the processes by which
we learn criminal behavior from others (see the
description of social learning theory by Akers in
Chapter 9). And they have drawn on Sutherland in
an effort to explain group differences in crime rates
(see the Anderson selection in this part). Suther-
land’s theory of differential association, then, is one
of the enduring classics in criminology (for excel-
lent discussions of the current state of differential
association theory, see Matsueda, 1988, 2010: and
Warr, 2001).
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The following statement refers to the pro-
cess by which a particular person comes to
engage in criminal behavior,

1. Criminal behavior is learned, Negatively, this
means that criminal behavior is not inherited, as
such; also, the person who is not already trained
in crime does not invent criminal behavior, just
asa person does not make mechanical inventions
unless he has had training in mechanics,

2. Criminal behavior is learned in interaction
with other persons in q process of communication,
This communication is verbal in many respects
butincludes also “the communication of gestyres”

3. The principal part of the learning of crimingj
behavior occurs within intimate personal groups.
Negatively, this means that the impersonal agen.-
cies of communication, such as movies and news-

papers, play a relatively unimportant part in the
genesis of criminal behavior.

e 0
Differential Association, Subcultur

and Social Learning Theories

4. When criminal behavior is gy, &
learning includes (a) tech’niques of commmmr,
the crime, which are sometimes very cOmplicap,
sometimes very simple; (b) t.h" specific direcyj,, of
motives, drives, rationalizations, and attitudes

5. The specific direction of motives ang driye,
is learned from definitions of the legal codes o, fa
vorable or unfavorable. In some societies ap, ind;
vidual is surrounded by persons who invarigh,
define the legal codes as rules to be obserye
while in others he is surrounded by person
whose definitions are favorable to the violatiop
of the legal codes. In our American society these
definitions are almost always mixed, with g,
consequence that we have culture conflict in rely.
tion to the legal codes.

6. A person becomes delinquent because of an
excess of definitions favorable to violation of law
over definitions unfavorable to violation of law,
This is the principle of differential association,
It refers to both criminal and anti-criminal asso-
ciations and has to do with counteracting forces,
When persons become criminal, they do so be-
cause of contacts with criminal patterns and also
because of isolation from anti-criminal patterns,
Any person inevitably assimilates the surround-
ing culture unless other patterns are in conflict; a
Southerner does not Pronounce “r” because other
Southerners do not pronounce *r” Negatively, this
Proposition of differentia] association means that
associations which are neutral so far as crime is
concerned have little or no effect on the genesis
of criminal behavior. Much of the experience of
Erl:::;]sc:)r:] IS neutral in this Sense, e.g., learning to

€s teeth. This behayior has no negative

or positive effect on criminal behavior except as
It may be related 1o associations w

‘ hich are con-
'cerr?ed with the legal codes, This p e

gaged in the neyry) behavior,

7. Differentig] ass
quency, duratiop,
means thyy

ociations may vary in fre.
» Priority, and intensity. This
dssociations with criminal behavig,



y childhood may per-
ncy, however, has
rated, and priority
e "pfllly through its
Ity”is not precisely
0 do with such things as
ource of a criminal or anti-
.d .with emotional reactions
agl(;]ns. In a precise descrip-
io ehavior
moc alities would be stateq in gi:nlt)iet;i?vll tf}cl’i;?

(hai:ithem:“cal ratio be reached. A formula
n nse has not been developed, and the
|0pm‘ent of such a formula would be ex-
emely difficult.
8. Th" process of learning criminal behavior by
ssociation with criminal and anti-criminal pat-
rns involves all of the mechanisms that are in-
vol ed in any other learning. Negatively, this means
at the learning of criminal behavior is not re-
ed to the process of imitation. A person who
seduced, for instance, learns criminal behavior
f association, but this process would not ordi-
arily be described as imitation.
9. While criminal behavior is an expression of
al needs and values, it is not explained by
Wse general needs and values since non-criminal
thavior is an expression of the same needs and
fues. Thieves generally steal in order to secure
oney, but likewise honest laborers work in
der 10 secure money. The attempts by many
holars to explain criminal behavior by general
s and values, such as the happiness principle,
ving for social status, the money motive, or
istration, have been and must continue to be
ile since they explain lawful behavior as com-
~y as they explain criminal behavior. They
'similar to respiration, which is necessary for

demonstr

T

; tion
7. A Theory U{Djfﬁ-rmlml Associa
. . : jate
fferentid
any behavior but which does no_t di
criminal from non-crimlp o
Itis not necessary, at this 1€ ocisti
explain why a person has the a O plex of maqy
he has; this certainly involves @ Cl P oy rate is
things. In an area where the de rl?oq
high, a boy who is sociable, grega
athletic is very li )
other boys in the neighbor
behavior from them, an
the same neighborhood
who is isolated, introverted,d t
at home, not become acquain
boys in the neighborhood.
quent. In another situation, e
aggressive boy may become a m

- volved in d
and not become INVOIVE® s
e s associations are det

behavior. The person i organization-
mined in a general context 0 soc o e
A child is ordinarily reared in family; {laily
of residence of the family is c'ietermmerate igs -
by family income; and the delmquc;n?);ue e
many respects related to the rental va bt
houses. Many other aspects of social organ
affect the kinds of associations a person baSi "
The preceding explanation of CI.'lm.lm: .
havior purports to explain the crimina aA
non-criminal behavior of individual persons s
indicated earlier, it is possible to state socxologl-
cal theories of criminal behavior which explain
the criminality of a community, nation, of other
group. The problem, when thus stated, is to ac-
count for variations in crime rates and involves a
comparison of the crime rates of various groups
or the crime rates of a particular group at differ-
ent times. The explanation of a crime rate must
be consistent with the explanation of the criminal
behavior of the person, since the crime rate is a
summary statement of the number of persons in
the group who commit crimes and the frequency
with which they commit crimes. One of the best
explanations of crime rates from this point of
view is that a high crime rate is due to social dis-
organization. The term “social disorganization” is
not entirely satisfactory and it seems preferable

the psyc¢
d.and inert
ed wit
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: “differential social or-
t the term “difter .
o substitute for I . b
t.mn.mon," The postulate on which this t.he )
i based, regardless of the name, 1 that. crime is
r;Joled in the social organization and is an ex
ression of that social organization. A group may
e riminal behavior or organized
be organized for crimina

against criminal behavior. Most communities are
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organized both for criming] an
behavior and in that sense th,e
expression of the differentjg| gro
Differential group or
of variations in crim
differential associati
which persons beco

d. aml'-cri%
C“me late i .‘
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€ rates is CONSistep Wirhm
on theory of thg p. |
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Discussion Questions

. What does Sutherland mean by “definitions
favorable to violation of law”? Give examples
of such definitions,

2. According to Sutherland, our associations do
not carry equal weight; some are more infly.
ential than others. What types of associations

carry the greatest weight in influencing our
behavior?

3. Strain theorists, described i, the ney
tion, argue that frustration i 2 major cau:(\(
€ (f

crime. How would Suther]| :
argument? i~ oy i
4. What polic

Y Tecommendat;
land have

Ons might Sythe:
made for conro]| g

ing crime?
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As A.kers poinls‘ out in this selection, his social
learning theopv is a reformulation and extension
,._of Sur{:erlands_dijfercnrial association theory. Dif-
3 emm.al qssocmtion theory argues that criminal
f?ehuwor is learned in interaction with others, but
dOC{ not specify the mechanisms by which such
behavior is learned. Burgess and Akers (1966) and
;}'Akers (1985, 2009; Akers et al., 2016) draw on sev-
‘\’fral theories of learning, particularly behavioral
theory and social learning theory in psychology, to
more precisely describe how crime is learned.

. Akers’s theory is compatible with Sutherland’s
‘theory. Like Sutherland, Akers argues that we
learn to engage in crime through exposure to and
the adoption of definitions favorable to crime.
- Akers, however, more fully describes the nature of
such definitions. In doing so, he draws heavily on
Sykes and Matza’s description of the techniques of
neutralization (see Chapter 1 5)—although he also
argues that the definitions favorable to crime in-
' clude more than neutralization techniques (i.e., he
argues that there are both positive and neutralizing
definitions favorable to crime).

At the same time, Akers extends differential
‘association theory. He argues that crime may
also be learned through imitation and differen-
tial reinforcement. Akers’s theory, then, is much
broader than that of Sutherland. In fact, Akers
(1985, 2009) has argued that his theory is capable
‘of subsuming most of the major sociological theo-
Lrics of crime. As Akers points out in this selection,
his theory has received much empirical support.
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As a consequence, social learning theory is one
of the leading theories of why individuals engage
in crime. Further, Akers (2009) has recently ex-
tended social learning theory to the macro level,
with the theory being used to explain group differ-
ences in crime rates, including differences between
sociodemographic groups (e.g., class and gender
groups), communities, and societies. As described
in this selection, features of the larger social en-
vironment, as well as the individuals position
in the larger environment, affect crime partly
through their effect on the individual’s “exposure
to criminal associations, models, definitions, and
reinforcement.” Preliminary data provide some
support for this argument (see Akers, 2009; Akers
and Jensen, 2003, 2010; Akers et al., 2012, 2016;

Haynie et al., 2006).
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Development of the Theory

Sutherland asserted in the eighth statement of his
theory that all the mechanisms of learning are in-
volved in criminal behavior. However, beyond a
brief comment that more is involved than direct
imitation (Trade, 1912), he did not explain what
the mechanisms of learning are. These learn-
ing mechanisms were specified by Burgess and
Akers (1966b) in their “differential association-
reinforcement” theory of criminal behavior.
Burgess and Akers produced a full reformula-
tion that retained the principles of differential
association, combining them with, and restating
them in terms of, the learning principles of oper-
ant and respondent conditioning that had been
developed by behavioral psychologists. Akers fol-
lowed up his early work with Burgess to develop
social learning theory, applying it to criminal,
delinquent, and deviant behavior in general. He
has modified the theory, provided a fully expli-
cated presentation of its concepts, examined it
in light of the critiques and research by others,

and carried out his own research to test its central
propositions (Akers, l9733 1977; 1985; 1.998)_
Social learning theory is not competitive with
differential association theory. Instead, it js 4
broader theory that retains all the differentia] 5.
sociation processes in Sutherland’s theory (albeiy
clarified and somewhat modified) and integrates
it with differential reinforcement and other prin-
ciples of behavioral acquisition, continuatiop,
and cessation (Akers, 1985: 41). Thus, research
findings supportive of differential associatign
also support the integrated theory. But social
learning theory explains criminal and delinqueps
behavior more thoroughly than does the original
differential association theory (see, for instang,
Akers et al., 1979; Warr and Stafford, 1991),
Burgess and Akers (1966b) explicitly identj.
fied the learning mechanisms as those found in
modern behavioral theory. They retained the
concepts of differential association and defip;.
tions from Sutherland’s theory, but conceptualized
them in more behavioral terms and added con-
cepts from behavioral learning theory. These cop.
cepts include differential reinforcement, w
“operant” behavior (the voluntary actions of the
individual) is conditioned or shaped by rewards
and punishments. They also contain classical gr
‘respondent” conditioning (the conditioning of
involuntary reflex behavior); discriminative stim-
uli (the environmental and internal stimuli that
provides cues or signals for behavior), schedules of
reinforcement (the rate and ratio in which rewards
and punishments follow behavioral responses),
and other principles of behavior modification.
Social learning theory retains a strong ele-
ment of the symbolic interactionism found o
the concepts of differential association and def
nitions from Sutherland’s theory (Akers, 198
39-70). Symbolic interactionism is the theor
that social interaction is mainly the exchange of
meaning and symbols; individuals have the tog
nitive capacity to imagine themselves in the role
of others and incorporate this into their concep
tions of themselves (Ritzer, 1992). This, and &¢
explicit inclusion of such concepts as imiation




'cipated reinforcement, and self-reinforcement
es social learning “soft behaviorism” (Akers'
5:65). As a result, the theory is closer to cog-’
e learning theories, such as Albert Bandura's
3; 1977; 1986; Bandura and Walters, 1963),
to the radical or orthodox operant behay-
m of B. F. Skinner (1953; 1959) with which
gess and Akers began.

Central Concepts and Propositions of
cial Learning Theory

¢ word learning should not be taken to mean
at the theory is only about how novel criminal
avior is acquired. “Behavioral principles are
t limited to learning but are fundamental prin-
les of performance [that account for] . . . the
quisition, maintenance, and modification of
yuman behavior” (Andrews and Bonta, 1998:
C ). Social learning theory offers an explanation
f crime and deviance which embraces variables
at operate both to motivate and control crimi-
al behavior, both to promote and undermine
onformity. The probability of criminal or con-
,‘} ming behavior occurring is a function of the
ce of these influences on behavior.
“The basic assumption in social learning theory

is that the same learning process in a context of
social structure, interaction, and situation, pro-

ces both conforming and deviant behavior.
The difference lies in the direction . .. [of] the
salance of influences on behavior. . ..
. The probability that persons will engage in
eriminal and deviant behavior is increased and
the probability of their conforming to the norm
s decreased when they differentially associate
with others who commit criminal behavior and
espouse definitions favorable to it, are relatively
more exposed in-person or symbolically to sa-
' t criminal/deviant models, define it as de-
irable or justified in a situation discriminative
or the behavior, and have received in the past

ind anticipate in the current or future situation
elatively greater reward than punishment for
he behavior. (Akers, 1998: 50)
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As these quotations show, while referring to all
aspects of the learning process, Akers’ develop-
ment of the theory has relied principally on four
major concepts: differential association, defini-
tions, differential reinforcement, and imitation
(Akers et al., 1979; Akers, 1985; Akers, 1998).

Differential association. Differential associa-

tion refers to the process whereby one is exposed
to normative definitions favorable or unfavorable
to illegal or law-abiding behavior. Differential as-
sociation has both behavioral interactional and
normative dimensions. The interactional dimen-
sion is the direct association and interaction with
others who engage in certain kinds of behavior,
as well as the indirect association and identifi-
cation with more distant reference groups. The
normative dimension is the different patterns of
norms and values to which an individual is ex-
posed through this association.

The groups with which one is in differential
association provide the major social contexts in
which all the mechanisms of social learning oper-
ate. They not only expose one to definitions, they
also present them with models to imitate and
with differential reinforcement (source, schedule,
value, and amount) for criminal or conforming
behavior. The most important of these groups are
the primary ones of family and friends, though
they may also be secondary and reference groups.
Neighbors, churches, school teachers, physicians,
the law and authority figures, and other indi-
viduals and groups in the community (as well
as mass media and other more remote sources
of attitudes and models) have varying degrees of
effect on the individual’s propensity to commit
criminal and delinquent behavior. Those associa-
tions that occur earlier (priority), last longer and
occupy more of one’s time (duration), take place
most often (frequency), and involve others with
whom one has the more important or closer re-
lationship (intensity) will have the greater effect
on behavior.

Definitions. Definitions are one’s own attitudes
or meanings that one attaches to given behavior.
That is, they are orientations, rationalizations,

—_——
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definitions of the situation, and other evaluative
and moral attitudes that define the commission
of an act as right or wrong, good or bad, desirable
or undesirable, justified or unjustified.

In social learning theory, these definitions are
both general and specific. General beliefs include
religious, moral, and other conventional values
and norms that are favorable to conforming be-
havior and unfavorable to committing any devi-
ant or criminal acts. Specific definitions orient
the person to particular acts or series of acts.
Thus, one may believe that it is morally wrong to
steal and that laws against theft should be obeyed,
but at the same time one may see little wrong
with smoking marijuana and rationalize that it is
all right to violate laws against drug possession.

The greater the extent to which one holds at-
titudes that disapprove of certain acts, the less
one is likely to engage in them. Conventional be-
liefs are negative toward criminal behavior. Con-
versely, the more one’s own attitudes approve of
a behavior, the greater the chances are that one
will do it. Approving definitions favorable to the
commission of criminal or deviant behavior are
basically positive or neutralizing. Positive defini-
tions are beliefs or attitudes which make the be-
havior morally desirable or wholly permissible.
Neutralizing definitions favor the commission
of crime by justifying or excusing it. They view
the act as something that is probably undesirable
but, given the situation, is nonetheless all right,
justified, excusable, necessary, or not really bad
to do. The concept of neutralizing definitions in
social learning theory incorporates the notions
of verbalizations, rationalizations, techniques of
neutralizations, accounts, disclaimers, and moral
disengagement (Cressey, 1953; Sykes and Matza,
1957; Lyman and Scott, 1970; Hewitt and Stokes,
1975; Bandura, 1990). Neutralizing attitudes in-
clude such beliefs as, “Everybody has a racket,”
“I can't help myself, I was born this way,” “I am
not at fault,”"T am not responsible,” “I was drunk
and didn't know what I was doing,” “I just blew
my top,”“They can afford it,”“He deserved it and
other excuses and justification for committing

.

ning Theories

deviant acts and victimizing others. These 4.,
nitions favorable and unfavorable to crjp.
and delinquent behavior are developed thrgua
imitation and differential reinforcemeny, o=
nitively, they provide a mind-set that makeg
more willing to commit the act when the g,
tunity occurs. Behaviorally, they affect he
mission of deviant or criminal behavior by |
as internal discriminative stimuli. Discrimj u;_f : ;
stimuli operate as cues or signals to the indjyidu,

as to what responses are appropriate or expeg

in a given situation.
Some of the definitions favorable tq

ance are so intensely held that they almqg 4
quire” one to violate the law. For instance,k
radical ideologies of revolutionary groups
vide strong motivation for terrorist acts, jusg
the fervent moral stance of some anti-abgrts
groups justifies in their minds the need to eng
in civil disobedience. For the most part, hoy
definitions favorable to crime and deling
do not “require” or strongly motivate action | '
this sense. Rather, they are conventional beljefs.
weakly held that they provide no restraint or are
positive or neutralizing attitudes that facilitge
law violation in the right set of circumstances,
Differential reinforcement. Differential 1o
inforcement refers to the balance of anticip‘aﬁi
or actual rewards and punishments that folloy
or are consequences of behavior. Whether indj-
viduals will refrain from or commit a crime a
any given time (and whether they will continye
or desist from doing so in the future) depends o
the past, present, and anticipated future rewards
and punishments for their actions. The probabil
ity that an act will be committed or repeated isin
creased by rewarding outcomes or reactions o1t
e.g., obtaining approval, money, food, or pleasant
feelings—positive reinforcement. The likelihood
that an action will be taken is also enhanced
when it allows the person to avoid or escape aver
sive or unpleasant events—negative reinforee
ment. Punishment may also be direct (post
in which painful or unpleasant consequenc
attached to a behavior; or indirect (negati¥




.__. a reward or pleasant consequence is re-
noved. Just as there are modalities of association,
there are modalities of reinforcement—amount,
requency, and probability. The greater the value
or amount of rein.forcement for the person's be-
havior, the more frequently it is reinforced, and
the higher the probability that it will be rein-
forced (as balanced against alternative behavior),
the greater the likelihood that it will occur and
be repeated. The reinforcement process does not
'erate in the social environment in a simple
gither/or fashion. Rather, it operates according to
a “matching function” in which the occurrence of,
and changes in, each of several different behav-
ors correlate with the probability and amount of,

d changes in, the balance of reward and pun-
shment attached to each behavior (Herrnstein,
1961; Hamblin, 1979; Conger and Simons, 1995).
. Reinforcers and punishers can be nonsocial;
for example, the direct physical effects of drugs

d alcohol. However, whether or not these ef-
fects are experienced positively or negatively is
ontingent upon previously learned expecta-
jons. Through social reinforcement, one learns
to interpret the effects as pleasurable and enjoy-
able or as frightening and unpleasant. Individuals
can learn without contact, directly or indirectly,
vith social reinforcers and punishers. There may
e a physiological basis for the tendency of some
dividuals (such as those prone to sensation-
seeking) more than others to find certain forms of
deviant behavior intrinsically rewarding (Wood
et al. 1995). However, the theory proposes that
imost of the learning in criminal and deviant be-
havior is the result of social exchange in which
¢ words, responses, presence, and behavior of
other persons directly reinforce behavior, pro-
vide the setting for reinforcement (discriminative
stimuli), or serve as the conduit through which
other social rewards and punishers are delivered
br made available.

(he concept of social reinforcement (and
punishment) goes beyond the direct reactions
©f others present while an act is committed.
also includes the whole range of actual and

2
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anticipated, tangible and intangible rewards valued
in society or subgroups. Social rewards can be
highly symbolic. Their reinforcing effects can
come from their fulfilling ideological, religious,
political, or other goals. Even those rewards which
we consider to be very tangible, such as money
and material possessions, gain their reinforc-
ing value from the prestige and approval value
they have in society. Nonsocial reinforcement,
therefore, is more narrowly confined to uncondi-
tioned physiological and physical stimuli. In self-
reinforcement the individual exercises self-control,
reinforcing or punishing one’s own behavior by
taking the role of others, even when alone.
Imitation. Imitation refers to the engagement
in behavior after the observation of similar be-
havior in others. Whether or not the behavior
modeled by others will be imitated is affected by
the characteristics of the models, the behavior
observed, and the observed consequences of the
behavior (Bandura, 1977). The observation of sa-
lient models in primary groups and in the media
affects both pro-social and deviant behavior
(Donnerstein and Linz, 1995). It is more impor-
tant in the initial acquisition and performance of
novel behavior than in the maintenance or cessa-
tion of behavioral patterns once established, but
it continues to have some effect in maintaining

behavior.

The Social Learning Process: Sequence and

Feedback Effects
These social learning variables are all part of an

underlying process that is operative in each in-
dividual’s learning history and in the immediate
situation in which an opportunity for a crime
occurs. Akers stresses that social learning is a
complex process with reciprocal and feedback ef-
fects. The reciprocal effects are not seen as equal,
however. Akers hypothesizes a typical temporal
sequence or process by which persons come to
the point of violating the law or engaging in other
deviant acts (Akers, 1998).

This process is one in which the balance of
learned definitions, imitation of criminal or




—

106 PART I1I: Learning to Be a Criminal: Differential Asso

and the anticipated balance of

reinforcement produces the initial delinquent or
deviant act. The facilitative effects of these vari-
ables continue in the repetition of acts, although
imitation becomes less important than it was in
the first commission of the act. After initiation,
the actual social and non-social reinforcers and
punishers affect whether or not the acts will be
repeated and at what level of frequency. Not only
the behavior itself, but also the definitions are
affected by the consequences of the initial act.
Whether a deviant act will be committed in a sit-
uation that presents the opportunity depends on
the learning history of the individual and the set
of reinforcement contingencies in that situation.

deviant models,

social sanctions and other effects
avior may be perceived
tent that they are more
then the

The actual
of engaging in the beh
differently, but to the ex
rewarding than alternative behavior,
deviant behavior will be repeated under similar
circumstances. Progression into more frequent
r sustained patterns of deviant behavior is
the extent] that reinforcement,
exposure to deviant models, and definitions
are not offset by negative formal and informal
sanctions and definitions. (Akers, 1985: 60)

0
promoted [to

The theory does not hypothesize that defini-
tions favorable to law violation only precede and
are unaffected by the initiation of criminal acts.
Acts in violation of the law can occur in the ab-
sence of any thought given to right and wrong.
Furthermore, definitions may be applied by the
individual retroactively to excuse or justify an
act already committed. To the extent that such
excuses successfully mitigate others’ negative
<anctions or one’s self-punishment, however, they
become cues for the repetition of deviant acts. At
that point they precede the future commission of

the acts.
Differential association with conforming and

non-conforming others typically precedes the
individual's committing the acts. Families are
included in the differential association process,

and it is obvious that association, reinforcement

ciation,

Subcultural, and Social Learning Theories

of conforming or deviant behavior, devigy,
conforming modeling, and exposure to ¢ ‘. E
tions favorable or unfavorable to deviance OZ 1
within the family prior to the onset of dc a
quency. On the other hand, it can never bec
that the onset of delinquency initiates intergcyin
in the family (except in the unlikely case cht
late-stage adoption of a child who is alread ‘
linquent who is drawn to and chosen by d y-
parents). This is also hypothesized as the typjc,
process within peer groups. While one ma tybpl
tracted to deviant peer groups prior to becyo 9
involved in delinquency, associations with qi
and others are most often formed initially arﬁe%
attractions, friendships, and circumstances, sych
as neighborhood proximity, that have litde,t%;
directly with co-involvement in some d Od.{"
behavior. However, after the associationse:mt"
been established and the reinforcing or puni:;';?'
ing consequences of the deviant behavior m
experienced, both the continuation of old and
the seeking of new associations (over which
one has any choice) will themselves be affected.
One may choose further interaction with others
based, in part, on whether they too are involved
in similar deviant or criminal behavior. But the
theory proposes that the sequence of events, in
which deviant associations precede the onset of
delinquent behavior, will occur more frequently
than the sequence of events in which the onset
of delinquency precedes the beginning of deviant

associations.

Social Structure and Social Learning

Akers has proposed a SSSL (social structure and
social learning) model in which social structural
factors are hypothesized to have an indirect effect
on the individual's conduct. They affect the social
learning variables of differential association, dif
ferential reinforcement, definitions, and imife-
tion which, in turn, have a direct impact on
individual’s conduct. The social learning variab'®
are proposed as the main ones in the process
which various aspects of the social structure i
fluence individual behavior (see Figure 9:1)
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Figure 9.1
Social Structure and Social Learning

Criminal Behavior

Social Structure —— o gocial anlng<
Conforming Behavior

l. Il .
Society Age Social
Community Gender Disorgani-|  pifferential Association

Race  zation Differential Reinforcement
IV Class  Conflict Definitions Individual Behavior
Family Imitation
Peers Other Learning Variables
School
Others

I. Differential Social Organization

II. Differential Location in the Social Structure
lll. Theoretically Defined Structural Variables
IV. Differential Social Location in Groups

(Adapted from Akers, 1998: 331)

(I) Differential Location in the Social Struc-
ture refers to sociodemographic char-
acteristics of individuals and social
groups that indicate their niches within
the larger social structure. Class, gender,
race and ethnicity, marital status, and
age locate the positions and standing
of persons and their roles, groups, or
social categories in the overall social

The social structural variables are indicators of
the primary distal macro-level and meso-level
causes of crime, while the social learning vari-
ables reflect the primary proximate causes of
criminal behavior that mediate the relationship
between social structure and crime rates. Some
«tructural variables are not related to crime and
do not explain the crime rate because they do
ot have a crime-relevant effect on the social

learning variables. (Akers, 1998: 322) structure.
i ical efined Structural Vari-
\s shown in Figure 9.1, Akers (1998) identifies {) Z’;‘:rf:fce‘r?; aDn(f)imie cslass ki
.+ dimensions of social structure that provide soci;I dixor anizatio;l pika ppconﬂict'
ontexts within which social learning vari- 4 & g OnE 3
) patriarchy, and other concepts that
‘ ' have been used in one or more theories

to identify criminogenic conditions of
societies, communities, or groups.
Differential Social Location refers to in-
dividuals’ membership in and relation-
ship to primary, secondary, and reference
nd other attributes that lean societies, groups such as the family, friendship/
mmunities, and other social systems peer groups, leisure groups, colleagues,
oward relatively high or relatively low and work groups.

me rates” (Akers, 1998: 332).

Differential Social Organization refers
to the structural correlates of crime in
the community or society that affect the (1V)
rates of crime and delinquency includ-
g age composition, population density,

- e
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theory would be falsified if it is typically the case
that positive social approval or other rewards for
delinquency (that are not offset by punishment)
more often reduce than increase its recurrence.
Also, as shown above, feedback effects are built
into the reinforcement concept with both prior
and anticipated reward/punishment influencing
present behavior.

Furthermore, the reciprocal relationship be-
rween one’s own conduct and one’s definitions
and association with friends is clearly recognized
in social learning theory. Therefore, the fact that
delinquent behavior may precede the associa-
tion with delinquent peers does not contradict
this theory. “Social learning admits that birds of
, feather do flock together, but it also admits that
if the birds are humans, they also will influence
one another’s behavior, in both conforming and
deviant directions” (Akers, 1991: 210). It would
contradict the theory if research demonstrated
that the onset of delinquency always or most
often predates interaction with peers who have
engaged in delinquentacts and/or have adhered to
dulmquency-favorable definitions. It would not
support thetheoryifthe research evidence showed
‘hat whatever level of delinquent behavioral in-
volvement preceded association with delinquent
peers stayed the same or decreased rather than
“creased after the association. Research has not
¢t found this to be the case. Instead, the findings
‘rom several studies favor the process proposed
by social learning theory, which recognizes both
direct and reciprocal effects. That is, a youngster
~wocates differentially with peers who are de-
viant or tolerant of deviance, learns definitions
rable to delinquent behavior, is exposed to
Jcviant models that reinforce delinquency, then
nitiates or increases involvement in that be-
havior, which then is expected to influence fur-
ther associations and definitions (Kandel, 1978;
Andrews and Kandel, 1979; Krohn et al., 1985;
Scllers and Winfree, 1990; Empey and Stafford,

|+ Elliott and Menard, 1991; 1996; Kandel
and- Davies, 1991; Warr, 1993b; Esbensen and
Hiizinga, 1993; Thornberry et al., 1994; Menard

9: A Social Learning Theory of Crime 109

and Elliott, 1994; Winfree et al., 1994a; Akers and
Lee, 1996; Esbensen and Deschenes, 1998; Battin
et al., 1998).

Kandel and Davies (1991: 442) note that

although assortive pairing plays a role in simi-
larity among friends observed at a single point
in time, longitudinal research that we and
others have carried out clearly documents the
etiological importance of peers in the initiation
and persistence of substance use.

Warr (1993b) also refers to the considerable
amount of research evidence showing that peer
associations precede the development of devi-
ant patterns (or increase the frequency and seri-
ousness of deviant behavior once it has begun)
more often than involvement in deviant behav-
ior precedes associations with deviant peers. The
reverse sequence also occurs and Warr proposes
that the process is

... a more complex, sequential, reciprocal pro-
cess: Adolescents are commonly introduced to
delinquency by their friends and subsequently
become more selective in their choices of
friends. The “feathering” and “flocking” . . . are
not mutually exclusive and may instead be part
of a unified process. (Warr, 1993b: 39)

This is, of course, completely consistent with
the sequential and feedback effects in the social
learning process spelled out above. Menard and
Elliott (1990; 1994; Elliott and Menard, 1996) also
support the process as predicted by social learn-
ing theory. Reciprocal effects were found in their

research, but:

(I]n the typical sequence of initiation of delin-
quent bonding and illegal behavior, delinquent
bonding (again, more specifically, association
with delinquent friends) usually precedes il-
legal behavior for those individuals for whom
one can ascertain the temporal order. . . . [S]
imilarly . . . weakening of belief typically pre-
ceded the initiation of illegal behavior. (Elliott

and Menard, 1994: 174)
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These results are strong enough to indicate
that serious forms of delinquent behavior such
as index offending rarely, if ever, precede expo-
sure to delinquent friends. Instead, in the vast
majority of cases, exposure precedes index of-
fending. (Elliott and Menard, 1996: 43)

We were not able to reject the learning
theory hypothesis that the onset of exposure to
delinquent others typically precedes the onset
of delinquent behavior. Instead, we found that
exposure to delinquent peers preceded minor
delinquent behavior in a majority of cases, and
serious delinquency in nearly all cases where
some order could be determined. . . . Having
delinquent friends and being involved in delin-
quent behavior may influence one another, but
the influence is not symmetric; the influence of
exposure on delinquency begins earlier in the
sequence, and remains stronger throughout the
sequence, than the influence of delinquency on
exposure. (Elliott and Menard, 1996: 61-62)

The preponderance of findings thus far shows
a stronger effect of peer associations on the in-
dividual’s delinquent behavior. However, some
research finds stronger effects running in the
other direction and some shows the relationship
to be about equal depending on the measures and
methods employed (Kandel, 1996; Krohn et al.,
1996; Matsueda and Anderson, 1998).

Another criticism of the theory is that the
strong relationship between self-reported delin-
quency and peer associations is entirely due to
the fact that associations are often measured by
the individual’s report of the delinquency of his
or her peers; they are the same thing measured
twice. One is measuring the same underlying de-
linquent tendency, whether youngsters are asked
about the delinquency of their friends or about
their own delinquency. But research shows that
the two are not the same and that the respon-
dent’s reports of friends’ behavior is not simply
a reflection of one’s own delinquent behavior

(Menard and Elliott, 1990; 1991; Agnew, 1991k
Warr, 1993b; Thornberry et al., 1994; Elligy o i
Menard, 1996; Bartusch et al., 1997). g
Almost all research conducted on social Je: o 4
ing theory has found strong relationships i B
theoretically expected direction between social
learning variables and criminal, delinquem’ B
deviant behavior. When social learning thegn
is tested against other theories using the san
data collected from the same samples, it is
ally found to account for more variance jp
dependent variables or have greater support thay
the theories with which it is being compareq (for
instance, see Akers and Cochran, 1985, Matsueds
and Heimer, 1987; White et al., 1986; Kandel ang
Davies, 1991; McGee, 1992; Benda, 1994; Byrtan
et al., 1994). When social learning variables Ill
included in integrated or combined models that
incorporate variables from different theories, it
is the measures of social learning concepts thay
have the strongest main and net effects (Elliott
et al, 1985; Kaplan et al., 1987; Thornberry etal,
1994; Kaplan, 1996; Catalano et al., 1996). :
There is abundant evidence to show the signif-
icant impact on criminal and deviant behavior of
differential association in primary groups suchas
family and peers. The role of the family is usually
as a conventional socializer against delinquency
and crime. It provides anti-criminal definitions,
conforming models, and the reinforcement of
conformity through parental discipline; it pro-
motes the development of self-control. But
deviant behavior may be the outcome of internal
family interaction (McCord, 1991b). It is directly
affected by deviant parental models, ineffective
and erratic parental supervision and discipline
in the use of positive and negative sanctions,
and the endorsement of values and attitudes
favorable to deviance. Patterson has shown that
the operation of social learning mechanisms i
parent-child interaction is a strong predictor
conforming/deviant behavior (Patterson, 19'7’t
1995; Snyder and Patterson, 1995). Ineffectivé
disciplinary strategies by parents increas




ghances that a child will learn behavior in
he carly years that is a precursor to his or her
er delinquency. Children learn conform-
g responses when parents consistently make
se of positive reward for proper behavior and
mpose moderately negative consequences for
behavior (Capaldi et al., 1997). In some cases,
irents directly train their children to commit
eviant behavior (Adler and Adler, 1978). And in
cral. parental deviance and criminality is pre-
ictive of the children’s future delinquency and
me (McCord, 1991a). Moreover, youngslers
th delinquent siblings in the family are more
kely to be delinquent, even when parental and
her family characteristics are taken into ac-
unt (Rowe and Gulley, 1992; Lauritsen, 1993;
pwe and Farrington, 1997).

Delinquent tendencies learned in the family
jay be exacerbated by differential peer associa-
:.'- (Simons et al., 1994; Lauritsen, 1993). Other
an one’s own prior deviant behavior, the best

agle predictor of the onset, continuance, or de-

ance of crime and delinquency is differential

sociation with conforming or law-violating

ers (Loeber and Dishion, 1987; Loeber and

uthamer-Loeber, 1986). More frequent, lon-

lated with conformity, while greater asso-
tion with peers who commit and approve of
linquency is predictive of one’s own delinquent
havior. It is in peer groups that the first avail-
lity and opportunity for delinquent acts are
ically provided. Virtually every study that in-
ides a peer association variable finds it to be
nificantly and usually most strongly related
delinquency, alcohol and drug use and abuse,
t crime, and other forms of deviant behavior.
ere is a sizable body of research literature that
ows the importance of differential associations
d definitions in explaining crime and delin-
ncy. The impact of differential peer associa-
1 on delinquent behavior is among the most
¥ substantiated and replicated findings in
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criminology. Only the well-known relationships
of crime rates to basic sociodemographic vari-
ables like age and sex are as consistently reported
in the literature.

One special context of peer association is
participation in delinquent gangs. Delinquent
gangs and subcultures have received a great deal
of attention in criminology for a long time. And
research continues to find the strong influence
of gang membership on serious delinquency.
Battin et al. (1998) found that, controlling for
prior delinquency, adolescents with delinquent
friends are more likely to engage in delinquent
conduct and come before the juvenile court on
delinquency charges, even if they are not part of
a gang. But they are even more likely to do so if
they and their friends are members of an iden-
tified delinquent gang. Whatever the frequency
and seriousness of ones previous delinquency,
joining a gang promotes an even higher level of
his or her delinquent involvement, in large part
because

group processes and norms favorable to vio-
lence and other delinquency within gangs
subsequently encourage and reinforce par-
ticipation in violent and delinquent behavior.
(Battin et al., 1998: 108)

These findings suggest that, compared to
having one or more non-gang delinquent friends,
gang membership produces more frequent, in-
tense, and enduring association with delinquent
friends, exposure to delinquent models and defi-
nitions, and reinforcement for delinquent be-
havior. Other research from the GREAT (Gang
Resistance Education And Training) project by
Winfree et al. (1994a; 1994b) shows that both
gang membership itself and delinquency (gang-
related as well as non-gang delinquency) are
explained by social learning variables (attitudes,
social reinforcers/punishers, and differential
association). This is true even controlling for
“personal-biographical characteristics, includ-
ing ethnicity, gender, and place of residence”
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Many studies using direct measures
: al learning variables of dif-
and

of one

or more of the soci
ferential association, imitation, definitions,

differential reinforcement find that the theo-
ry's hypotheses are upheld (Elliott et al,, 1985;
Dembo et al., 1986; White et al., 1986; Sellers
and Winfree, 1990; McGee, 1992; Winfree et
al, 1993: 1994a; 1994b; Mihalic and Elliott,
1997: Skinner and Fream, 1997; Esbensen and
Deschenes, 1998). The relationships between the
social learning variables and delinquent, crimi-
nal. and deviant behavior found in the research
are typically strong to moderate, and there has
been very little negative evidence reported in the

literature.

Akers’ Research on Social Learning Theory
In addition to the consistently positive find-
ings by other researchers, support for the theory
comes from research conducted by Akers and his
associates in which all of the key social learning
variables are measured (Akers, 1998). These in-
clude tests of social learning theory by itself and
tests that directly compare its empirical validity
ith other theories. The first of these, conducted
vith Marvin D. Krohn, Lonn Lanza-Kaduce, and
rcia ] Radosevich, was a self-report ques-
honnaire survey of adolescent substance abuse
5,000 students in grades 7 through 12

in i

e

\ion, Subcultural, and Social Learning Thearies

minal: Differential Associd

in eight communities in three Midwestery g
(Akers et al., 1979 Krohn et al., 1982; Kroh
al., 1984; Lanza-Kaduce et al., 1984; Akers
Cochran, 1985; Akers and Lee, 1999). The seg
conducted with Marvin Krohn, Ronald
James Massey, William Skinner, and
Spear, was a five-year longitudinal study of g
ing among 2,000 students in junior and ser
high school in one midwest community (| 3
et al, 1982; Krohn et al.,, 1985; Spear and A|
1998; Akers, 1992a; Akers and Lee, 1996),"
third project, conducted with Anthony La G
John Cochran, and Christine Sellers, was
year longitudinal study of conforming and
ant drinking among elderly populations
respondents) in four communities in
and New Jersey (Akers et al., 1989; Akers
Greca, 1991; Akers, 1992a). The fourth a
studies were the master’s and doctoral rese:
Scot Boeringer, conducted under Akers’
sion, on rape and sexual coercion among s:
of 200 and 500 college males (Boeringer
1991; Boeringer, 1992). The dependent
in these studies ranged from minor devian
serious criminal behavior. 7

The findings in each of these studies de
strated that the social learning variables
ferential association, differential reinfor
imitation, and definitions, singly and in ¢
nation, are strongly related to the various fi
of deviant, delinquent, and criminal behi
studied. The social learning model prod
high levels of explained variance, much i
than other theoretical models with whi
compared.

The combined effects of the social lea
variables on adolescent alcohal and drug us
abuse are very strong. High amounts (fro
to 68 percent) of the variance in these vai
are accounted for by the social learning
Social bonding models account for about I
cent and anomie models account for less ¢
percent of the variance. :

Similarly, adolescent

cigarette
is highly correlated with the social le

variables. These variables :

S Ein smeoﬁkal:‘s: E‘l;:fu:t quite we])
period. They fare less well, howrvc: lh}:’tt-ycar
dicting which of the initially abstir; o e
sters will begin smoking in (hq¢ Hem young-
The social learning variables do 5 sligr;::l p;rlod_
job of predicting the onset of smokin i
ﬁve—year.pcriod. The sequencing and rcg fxoet
effects of social learning variables and e
behavior over the five-year period are"nnklng
dicted by the theory. The onset, frequcnas e
quantity of elderly drinking is highly corcyi s
with social learning, and the theory als:: pc
cessfully accounts for problem drinkin i
the elderly. g

The social learning variables of associ
tion, reinforcement, definitions, and imilalioa'
explain the self-perceived likelihood of usinn
force to gain sexual contact or committing ra f
by college men (55 percent explained variancf)
They also account for the actual use of dry '
or alcohol, non-physical coercion, and ph LES
cal force by males to obtain sex (20 percenty:x-
plained variance). Social bonding, self-control
and relative deprivation (strain) models nccnunl'
for less than 10 percent of the variance in these
variables.

The research by Akers and others has also
included some evidence on the hypothesized
relationship  between social structure and
social learning. This research has found that
the correlations of adolescent drug use and
Sm(:\king. elderly alcohol abuse, and rape to
socio-demographic variables of age, sex, race,
and class are reduced toward zero when the
social learning variables are taken into account.
Also, differences in levels of marijuana and al-
cohol use among adolescents in four types of
communities (farm, rural-non-farm, suburban,
dl)d urban), and the differences in overall levels
of drinking behavior among the elderly in four
l‘vpeslofcommunities.are mediated by the social
learning process. These and other findings from




 variables. These variables also predict quite well
the maintenance of smoking over a three-year
period. They fare less well, however, when pre-
dicting which of the initially abstinent young-
-~ sters will begin smoking in that same period.
~ The social learning variables do a slightly better
job of predicting the onset of smoking over a
five-year period. The sequencing and reciprocal
effects of social learning variables and smoking
. behavior over the five-year period are as pre-
~ dicted by the theory. The onset, frequency, and
quantity of elderly drinking is highly correlated
with social learning, and the theory also suc-
cessfully accounts for problem drinking among
the elderly.
The social learning variables of associa-
tion, reinforcement, definitions, and imitation
explain the self-perceived likelihood of using
force to gain sexual contact or committing rape
by college men (55 percent explained variance).
They also account for the actual use of drugs
or alcohol, non-physical coercion, and physi-
cal force by males to obtain sex (20 percent ex-
plained variance). Social bonding, self-control,
and relative deprivation (strain) models account
for less than 10 percent of the variance in these
variables.
The research by Akers and others has also
included some evidence on the hypothesized
relationship between social structure and
cial learning. This research has found that
the correlations of adolescent drug use and
wking, elderly alcohol abuse, and rape to
cio-demographic variables of age, sex, race,
nd class are reduced toward zero when the
al learning variables are taken into account.
. differences in levels of marijuana and al-
ol use among adolescents in four types of
nmunities (farm, rural-non-farm, suburban,
' urban), and the differences in overall levels
'ninking behavior among the elderly in four
of communities, are mediated by the social
ning process, These and other findings from
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other research show some support for the SSSL
theory (Warr, 1998; Mears et al., 1998; Akers
and Lee, 1999). However, at this time there has
not been enough research to confirm that social
learning is the principal process mediating the
relationship of social structure and crime as ex-
pected by the theory.

Summary

Akers’ social learning theory combines Suther-
land’s original differential association theory
of criminal behavior with general behavioral
learning principles. The theory proposes that
criminal and delinquent behavior is acquired,
repeated, and changed by the same process as
conforming behavior. While referring to all
parts of the learning process, Akers’s social
learning theory in criminology has focused on
the four major concepts of differential associa-
tion, definitions, differential reinforcement, and
imitation. That process will more likely produce
behavior that violates social and legal norms
than conforming behavior when persons differ-
entially associate with those who expose them
to deviant patterns, when the deviant behavior
is differentially reinforced over conforming
behavior, when individuals are more exposed
to deviant than conforming models, and when
their own definitions favorably dispose them to
commit deviant acts.

This social learning explanation of crime and
delinquency has been strongly supported by
the research evidence. Research conducted over
many years, including that by Akers and associ-
ates, has consistently found that social learning
is empirically supported as an explanation of in-
dividual differences in delinquent and criminal
behavior. The hypothesis that social learning pro-
cesses mediate the effects of socio-demographic
and community variables on behavior has been
infrequently studied, but the evidence so far sug-
gests that it will also be upheld.




