1) Turning to Crime -

What makes a criminal?

The murder of Rhys Jones

Sean Mercer, who lived at Good Shepherd Close, Croxteth, was 16 years old when he shot Rhys outside the Fir Tree pub in August 2007 as the schoolboy walked back to his home from football practice. 

	
Sean Mercer


Mercer was a member of a gang called the Croxteth Crew in Liverpool. When he fired the bullets that killed Rhys he was trying to shoot people who were in a different gang to him, the Norris Green Gang. 

How would you explain Sean Mercer’s criminality?
What factors do we need to consider?

It is never easy or straightforward to explain why people turn to crime.  We must be careful to avoid reductionist (simplistic) or deterministic (criminal behaviour is outside the control of the individual) arguments.  Upbringing, biology and cognition (thought processes) can all explain criminality; however the real reasons are far more complex.  All these are factors that affect the chances of turning to crime; none by themselves are causal factors.  It is the interaction between these factors and individual differences between people that influences whether or not people turn to crime.  It must be remembered that everyone has free will; we choose whether or not to break the law.

Task: - In small groups discuss the following points

1) Some criminal behaviour is seen as more socially acceptable than others.  Make a list of acceptable and unacceptable crimes: -

2) Could it be true that there would be no crime if no one ever had seen a crime being committed?

3) Being totally honest, what laws in our society do you think are worth breaking?

4) Have you ever broken those laws because you have learned to from your friends?

5) How have you defined a situation to feel it is worth breaking those rules?  Give an example.

6) Do you feel the media has a role to play in criminality?
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Upbringing

Is it true that crime runs in families?

Many would argue that the biggest influence on criminality is the family.  If your family are criminals it is likely that you will also be a criminal.  However, this is obviously a very deterministic explanation, as it ignores individual differences, some people do manage to buck the trend and turn their lives around.  Conversely, some people from law abiding families go on to become criminals.

Farrington (2006) The Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development

Aim: - 1. To document the start, duration and end of offending behaviour from childhood and to adulthood in families.

2. To investigate the influence of life events; the risk and protective factors predicting offending and antisocial behaviour; the intergenerational transmission of offending and the influence of family background.
Procedure: -A prospective longitudinal study of 411 boys aged 8 and 9 in 1953/4.  The boys were taken from the registers of 6 state schools in East London and were predominately white working class; they came from 397 different families (14 brothers and five sets of twins).  At age 48, when last interviewed 394 were still alive and 365 were interviewed (93%)
Results: - (only a few selected results as this is a huge study!)
· At age 48 of 404 individuals searched in criminal records, 161 had convictions.

· The number of offenders and offences peaked at age 17.

· Those who started criminal careers aged 10-13 were nearly all reconvicted (91%) and committed on average 9 crimes.  Those who started aged 14-16 had an average of 6 crimes.  These two groups (early offenders) accounted for 77% of all crime in the group (620 out of 808)

· Self-report crimes indicate that 93% had committed at least one offence at some time in their lives.

· 7% were defined as chronic offenders and accounted for half of all the offences.  On average, their conviction careers lasted from age 14 – 35.

· Most of the chronic offenders shared childhood characteristics: - convicted before age 21, convicted parent, high daring, a delinquent sibling, young mother, low popularity, disrupted family and a large family size.

· The proportion of men leading successful lives increased from 78% at age 32 to 88% at age 48.  The most important finding was that those who only committed crime up to the age of 20 were no different in terms of success from those who had never been convicted of any crime.
Conclusion: -

Farrington concluded that offenders tend to be deviant in many areas of their lives.  The most important risk factors for criminality in the family are: - poverty, impulsiveness, poor child-rearing and poor school performance.  Hence, early intervention programmes for the under 10s could have significant impact in reducing offending.
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The influence of Peers

Family is not the only influence on criminality.  We often hear the phrase “Got in with a bad crowd”; our friendship groups can profoundly affect criminality especially during adolescence.

Sutherland (1939) – Differential Association Hypothesis

 Sutherland presented his theory in the form of nine principles.  Make notes under each one: -

1. Criminal behaviour is learnt.

2. Criminal behaviour is learned in interaction with other persons in a process of communication.

3. The principle part of the learning of criminal behaviour occurs within intimate personal groups.

4. When criminal behaviour is learned, the learning includes the techniques of committing the crime, which are sometimes very complicated, sometimes very simple and the specific direction of motives, drives, rationalisations and attitudes.

5. The specific direction of motives and drives is learned from definitions of the legal codes as favourable or unfavourable.

6. A person becomes delinquent because of an excess of definitions favourable to violation of law over definitions unfavourable to violation of law.

7. Differential associations (number of contacts with criminals over non-criminals) may vary in frequency, duration, priority and intensity.

8. The process of learning criminal behaviour by association with criminal and anti-criminal patterns involves all of the mechanisms that are involved in any other learning. (Behaviourism)

9. While criminal behaviour is an expression of general needs and values, it is not explained by those general needs and values, since non-criminal behaviour is an expression of the same needs and values.

Summary: -Sutherland’s theory is based on two core assumptions: -

1. Deviance occurs when people define a certain human situation as an appropriate occasion for violating social norms or criminal laws.

2. Definitions of the situation are acquired through an individual’s history of past experience.

Evaluation: - This theory provides a good explanation for certain types of violent crime, but cannot be applied to crimes committed by individuals acting alone.  The theory is dated and underestimates the influence of the media (principle 3).


Poverty & Disadvantaged Neighbourhoods

Socio-economic deprivation can be seen as a plausible explanation for the crime of theft; however, we still need to consider individual differences.  Most poor people choose not to steal.  Disadvantaged neighbourhoods are associated with gangs; however this links more clearly to the influence of peers on criminality.  

Wikstrom & Tafel (2003) - The Peterborough Youth Study

Aim: - To investigate why young people offend.
Procedure: - A cross-sectional study was carried out on nearly 2000 year 10 students (14-15).  Data was collected from official records and the students were interviewed.
Results: -

· 44.8% of males and 30.6% of females had committed at least one crime (violence, vandalism, shoplifting, burglary and car theft) during the year 2000.

· 9.8% of males and 3.8% of females have committed a serious crime of theft.

· High-frequency offenders commit a wide range of crimes.

· One in eight were reported to or caught by the police for their last offence.

· Offenders are victimised more than non-offenders.  Violent offenders are more likely to become victims of violence.

· Offenders are more likely to abuse drink and/or drugs.

Explanatory factors: - 

· Family social position

· Individual characteristics

· Social situation

· Lifestyle

· Community context

Conclusion: -

Wikstrom & Tafel suggest three groups of adolescent offenders: -

1. Propensity Induced
These youths have an enduring propensity to offend.  It is only a small group, but is responsible for a disproportionate number of offences.  The have a number of risk factors such as weak family and social bonds, low levels of self-control, anti-social values, low levels of shame and a high risk lifestyle.

2. Lifestyle Dependent
This group are average in terms of social adjustment.  They offend when they have high risk lifestyles, for example socialising with delinquent peers and using drugs or alcohol.

3. Situationally limited
These are youths who may occasionally offend if they are exposed to high levels of situational risk.  As their offending is very closely linked to the situation they find themselves in, they are unlikely to re-offend. 
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