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UNDERSTANDING
THE SOCIAL
LEARNING THEORY
OF CRIME: WHY
WE COPY
CRIMINAL
BEHAVIOR

Crime has
fascinated
criminologists,

psychologists, and
sociologists. Why do
some individuals
engage in illegal acts
while others, facing
similar circumstances,
do not? For decades,
researchers have
sought answers that go
beyond simple

long

economic deprivation
or psychological
abnormality. One of
the most compelling
explanations is the
Social Learning
Theory of Crime, a
framework that argues
criminal behavior is
learned through social
interaction, just like
any other behavior.
This theory shifts the
focus from inherent
evil or biological
determinism to the
powerful influence of
our environment,
peers, and the rewards
we observe.

Instead of viewing
criminals as
fundamentally different
from law-abiding


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

citizens, social learning
theory suggests that
everyone has the
potential to engage in
crime if they are
exposed to the right
(or wrong) learning
conditions. This article
will explore the origins

of  this influential
theory, its core
principles, how it

applies to real-world
criminality, and its
enduring relevance in
modern criminology.

THE ORIGINS OF
SOCIAL LEARNING
THEORY IN
CRIMINOLOGY

The roots of the Social
Learning Theory of
Crime can be traced
back to the mid-20th
century. It emerged as
a powerful refinement
of earlier sociological
theories, particularly
Edwin Sutherland’s
Differential

Association Theory.

Sutherland proposed
that criminal behavior
is learned through
communication with
intimate personal
groups. People become
delinquent when they
are exposed to an
excess of definitions
favorable to violating
the law over definitions
unfavorable to it.

From
Sutherlan
d to
Akers:
The
Evolution
of the
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Theory

While Sutherland laid
the groundwork, his
theory lacked a clear
explanation of the
mechanisms of
learning. How exactly
did these "definitions"
translate into action?
This is where
sociologist Ronald
Akers stepped in. In
the 1960s and 1970s,
Akers, working
alongside Robert
Burgess, integrated
Sutherland's ideas with
the behavioral
psychology of B.F.
Skinner and Albert
Bandura. The result
was a more robust and
testable framework:
Social Learning
Theory.

Akers argued that
while differential
association explains
the source of criminal
definitions, the actual

learning process occurs
through four key
mechanisms:
differential association,
definitions, differential
reinforcement, and
imitation. This
combination of
sociological context
and psychological
process gives the
theory its explanatory
power.

THE FOUR CORE
CONCEPTS OF
SOCIAL LEARNING
THEORY OF CRIME

To fully grasp how this
theory explains
criminality, we must
examine its four
interconnected
components. Each
plays a distinct role in
shaping whether a
person will adopt
conforming or deviant
behavior patterns.



earlier in life the
exposure occurs,
the greater the

Differentmeact

al

* Frequency: How
often the
individual

« interacts with

Associatithose who hold

deviant

On: The definitions.

Compan

You Keep

This is the foundational
concept, borrowed
directly from
Sutherland. Differential
association refers to
the process by which
individuals are exposed
to normative
definitions—attitudes
and meanings—that
are either favorable or
unfavorable to illegal
behavior. The key
factors are:

e Priority: The

e Duration: The

length of the
xposure over
time.

e Intensity: The
prestige,
importance, or
emotional
closeness of the
source (e.g., a
parent versus a
stranger).

Simply put, if your
closest friends, family
members, or role
models consistently
express approval of
shoplifting, or if they
engage in it
themselves, you are
more likely to adopt
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that behavior. The
balance of associations
tilts toward crime when
pro-criminal influences
outweigh anti-criminal
ones.

2.
Definition
S: Your
Personal
Moral
Code

Definitions are the
attitudes, beliefs, and
rationalizations that a
person holds regarding
a behavior. These can
be general (e.qg., "It is
wrong to steal") or
specific (e.g., "lt is
okay to steal from a
large corporation
because they won't

miss it"). When a
person learns
definitions that are
favorable to crime,
they effectively

neutralize their own
moral inhibitions.

Psychologists call these
neutralizing
techniques. A person
might tell themselves:

e "I didn't hurt
anyone." (Denial
of injury)

e "They deserved
it." (Denial of the
victim)

e "Everyone else is
doing it." (Appeal
to higher loyalty)

Through social
learning, individuals
internalize these

justifications, making it
psychologically easier
to commit crimes
without feeling guilty.
The more a person
hears and repeats
these justifications, the
stronger their pro-



criminal definitions

become.

3.
Differenti
al
Reinforce
ment:
Weighing
the
Rewards
and
Punishme
nts

This concept draws
directly from operant
conditioning. People

weigh the anticipated
consequences of their
actions. Differential
reinforcement refers
to the balance of past,
present, and
anticipated rewards
and punishments for a
behavior. Criminal
behavior is more likely
to be adopted and
repeated if it is:

 Positively
reinforced: The
behavior leads to
a desirable
outcome (e.qg.,
getting money
from theft,
gaining status
among peers).

e Negatively
reinforced: The
behavior
removes an
unpleasant
situation (e.q.,
stealing food to
avoid hunger,
intimidating
someone to stop
bullying).
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e Punished less
frequently or
less severely:
The risk of
getting caught is
seen as low, or
the punishment
is not severe
enough to
outweigh the
benefit.

A key insight of the
Social Learning
Theory of Crime is
that these
reinforcements are
often social. A nod of
approval from a friend,
the admiration of a
group, or the tangible
reward of cash can be
powerful reinforcers.
Over time, a person's
history of
reinforcement shapes
their future choices.

4,

Imitation:
Monkey
See,
Monkey
Do

Humans are natural
imitators. Imitation
occurs when an
individual observes the
behavior of others and
then copies it. This is
especially influential in
the early stages of
learning a new criminal
act. A teenager might
watch a friend bypass
a security system, see
a parent verbally
abuse a customer
service agent, or
observe a video on
social media showing
how to steal a car.

Imitation is most
powerful when the



model (the person
being observed) is
admired, is similar to
the observer, or is
rewarded for the
behavior. If a young
person sees a peer get
praise and money for
selling drugs, they are
far more likely to
imitate that behavior
than if they see the
peer get arrested. The
act of seeing someone
else succeed through
crime can be a
powerful learning
experience.

APPLYING THE
THEORY TO
DIFFERENT TYPES
OF CRIME

The beauty of the
Social Learning
Theory of Crime is its
versatility. It does not
just explain street
crime; it can be applied
across a wide spectrum
of deviant behaviors.

Juvenile
Delinque
ncy and
Gangs

Perhaps the most
classic application is to
youth crime.
Adolescents are highly
sensitive to peer
influence. In a gang
setting, all four
elements of social
learning are amplified.
New members
associate closely with

delinquent peers
(differential
association), adopt

gang norms that justify
violence (definitions),
receive status and
protection

(reinforcement), and
learn criminal
techniques by
watching older
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members (imitation).
This explains why gang
involvement is such a
strong predictor of
criminal behavior.

White-
Collar
and
Corporate
Crime

Social learning theory
is not limited to the
streets. In a corporate
environment,

employees may learn
to rationalize fraud,
insider trading, or
bribery. They associate
with colleagues who
bend the rules, adopt
definitions that
"everyone in this
industry does it," are
reinforced by bonuses
or promotions, and

imitate the behavior of
their successful bosses.
The scandal at Enron
or the recent college
admissions cheating
scandal are textbook
examples of how
criminal norms can be
learned within an
organization.

Substanc
e Abuse
and
Cybercri
me

Even the initiation of
drug use is heavily
influenced by social
learning. People
typically start using
substances because
they are with friends
who use (association),
they hold definitions
that it is fun or relaxing



(definitions), they
experience the
euphoria (positive
reinforcement), and
they learned the
technique by watching
others (imitation).
Similarly,

cybercriminals often
learn their skills in
online forums where
hacking techniques are
shared, status is
conferred for
successful breaches,
and pro-criminal
definitions are
normalized.

STRENGTHS AND
CRITICISMS OF
THE THEORY

Like any major
criminological
framework, the Social
Learning Theory of
Crime has its
advocates and its
detractors.
Understanding both
sides is crucial for a
balanced view.

10

Strengths
: What
the
Theory
Gets
Right

e Empirical
Support: This is
one of the most
tested theories in
criminology.
Hundreds of
studies have
found strong
correlations
between peer
delinquency and
individual
offending.
Explains
Variation: It
explains why
crime is not

10
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evenly
distributed
across the
population and
why it often
clusters in
certain families
or
neighborhoods.
Practical
Relevance: The
theory directly
informs
prevention
programs. If
crime is learned,
then pro-social
behaviors can
also be taught.
Programs that
change peer
groups, teach
resistance skills,
or provide
positive
reinforcement for
good behavior
are rooted in this
theory.
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Criticisms

Limitation
S and
Challenge

S

e Direction of

Causality: Does
associating with
delinquent peers
cause a person
to become
criminal, or do
people who are
already
delinquent seek
out similar
friends? This
"chicken or egg"
problem is a key
criticism.
Research
suggests both



processes are at
work (a
phenomenon
called "reciprocal
effects").

Who Learns
from Whom?
The theory is
sometimes
accused of being

too deterministic.

It struggles to
explain the "first
offender" who
commits a crime
without any prior
exposure to pro-
criminal
definitions.
Neglects
Individual
Agency: Critics
argue that the
theory
downplays
personal choice
and rational
decision-making.
Humans are not
passive sponges;
they actively
interpret and
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sometimes reject
the influences
around them.

* Biological and
Psychological
Factors: Modern
integrative
theories suggest
that personality
traits (like low
self-control) can
moderate the
effects of social
learning. Some
people may be
more resistant to
peer influence
than others, a
nuance that pure
social learning
theory does not
fully capture.

MODERN
RELEVANCE AND
POLICY
IMPLICATIONS

Despite its criticisms,
the Social Learning
Theory of Crime
remains a cornerstone
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of modern criminology.
It has evolved to
integrate with other
perspectives, such as
Social Structure and
Social Learning
(SSSL) theory, which
examines how poverty
and neighborhood
conditions influence
the learning
environments people
experience.

From a policy
standpoint, this theory
provides a clear
roadmap for
intervention. It
suggests that reducing
crime is not just about
harsher punishments,
but about changing the
learning environment.
Effective strategies
include:

* Positive Peer
Mentoring:
Connecting at-
risk youth with
pro-social role
models.

e School-Based
Programs:
Teaching
students to
recognize and
resist pro-
criminal
definitions.

e Family
Therapy:
Helping parents
provide
consistent
reinforcement for
positive behavior
and reduce
exposure to
deviant models.

* Restorative
Justice:
Programs that
confront
offenders with
the
consequences of
their actions,
challenging their
neutralizing
definitions.

Ultimately, the Social
Learning Theory of
Crime offers a

13



profoundly hopeful
message. If criminal
behavior is learned,
then it is not destiny. It
can be unlearned, and
pro-social behavior can
be taught. It
emphasizes the power
of community, family,
and peers in shaping

14

our choices. While it is
not a complete
explanation for all
crime—no single
theory is—it provides
an essential lens for
understanding how our
social world molds our
actions, for better or
for worse.
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