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Social Learning Theory And Crime

Introduction

Why do people commit crime? This question
has  occupied  criminologists,  psychologists,
and sociologists  for  centuries.  While  some
theories point to biological predispositions or
economic  necessity,  one  of  the  most
compelling  and  thoroughly  researched
explanations  is  Social  Learning  Theory
and Crime.  This  framework suggests that
criminal  behavior,  much  like  any  other
behavior, is learned through interaction with
others,  observation,  and  reinforcement.

Instead  of  viewing  criminals  as  inherently
deviant,  social  learning  theory  posits  that
people acquire the motivations, techniques,
and  justifications  for  illegal  acts  through
the i r  soc ia l  env i ronment .  I n  th i s
comprehensive article,  we will  explore the
origins  of  social  learning  theory,  its  core
principles,  how  it  applies  to  criminal
behavior,  supporting  research,  practical
applications  in  crime  prevention,  and  its
limitations. By the end, you will have a deep
understanding of why social learning theory
remains  a  corners tone  o f  modern



criminology.

The Origins and
Foundations of Social
Learning Theory

Bandura’s Bobo Doll Experiment

The roots of social learning theory trace back
to the work of psychologist Albert Bandura in
the  1960s.  In  h is  famous  Bobo  dol l
experiment,  Bandura  demonstrated  that
children  who  observed  an  adult  acting
aggressively  toward  a  doll  were  far  more
likely to imitate that aggression themselves,
even when the adult was not present. This
groundbreaking  research  challenged  the
prevailing  behaviorist  view  that  learning

required  direct  reinforcement.  Instead,
Bandura  showed  that  observational
learning could occur without any immediate
reward or punishment. This insight laid the
groundwork  for  understanding  how
individuals  learn  both  prosocial  and
antisocial  behaviors  simply  by  watching
those  around  them.

Akers’ Social Learning Theory of
Crime

While Bandura focused on general learning
processes,  criminologist  Ronald  Akers
adapted  and  expanded  these  ideas
specifically  to  explain  criminal  behavior.
Akers’  social  learning  theory  of  crime
integrated concepts from Edwin Sutherland’s
differential  association  theory  with
Bandura’s  behavioral  principles.  The result
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was a  comprehensive model  that  explains
not only how people learn to commit crime,
but also why they continue or desist from
criminal  activity.  Akers  proposed  that  the
same  learning  processes  that  produce
conformity  also  produce  deviance,  making
his  theory  applicable  across  all  types  of
criminal behavior, from petty theft to violent
offenses.

Core Mechanisms: How
Criminal Behavior Is
Learned

Social  learning  theory  identifies  four  key
mechanisms  through  which  criminal
behavior  is  acquired  and  maintained.
Understanding  these  mechanisms  is

essential  for  grasping  the  full  relationship
between  social  learning  theory  and
crime.

Differential Association

Differential  association  refers  to  the  idea
that  individuals  are  exposed  to  both  law-
abiding  and  law-breaking  norms  through
their  social  networks.  The  balance  and
frequency  of  these  interactions  determine
whether  a  person  adopts  criminal  or
conventional  behavior.  For  example,  a
teenager who spends more time with peers
who engage in shoplifting than with those
who  discourage  it  is  more  likely  to  learn
shoplifting techniques and justifications. This
mechanism emphasizes that crime is not a
product of individual pathology but of social
exposure.



Definitions

Definitions  are  the  attitudes,  beliefs,  and
rationalizations  that  individuals  hold
regarding  criminal  behavior.  Favorable
definitions  include  positive  evaluations  of
crime, such as “stealing is necessary when
you  are  poor”  or  “everyone  does  it.”
Neutralizing  definitions  allow  individuals  to
justify  specific  acts  without  fully  rejecting
conventional morality, such as “I only steal
from big corporations.” The more favorable
definitions  a  person  holds  relative  to
unfavorable ones, the more likely they are to
engage in criminal behavior.

Differential Reinforcement

Differential  reinforcement  involves  the
balance  of  rewards  and  punishments  that

follow a behavior. If  criminal acts result in
material  gain,  social  status,  or  peer
approval,  they  are  more  l ikely  to  be
repeated. Conversely, if they lead to arrest,
social rejection, or guilt,  the behavior may
be  suppressed.  Importantly,  reinforcement
can  be  direct  (actual  consequences)  or
vicarious (observing others being rewarded
or punished). This mechanism explains why
some  individuals  persist  in  crime  despite
negative  consequences,  as  the  immediate
rewards  may  outweigh  the  delayed  or
uncertain  punishments.

Imitation

Imitation is the process by which individuals
copy the behavior of models they admire or
identify with. These models can be parents,
peers,  media  figures,  or  even  characters  in
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movies  and  video  games.  Imitation  is
especially  influential  when  the  model  is
perceived as powerful, prestigious, or similar
to  the  observer.  A  young  person  might
imitate the aggressive behavior of a popular
older sibling, or the drug use of a favorite
celebrity.  This  mechanism  highlights  the
powerful  role  of  role  models  in  shaping
criminal conduct.

Research Evidence
Supporting Social
Learning Theory and
Crime

Decades of empirical studies have validated
the core tenets of social learning theory
and crime.  Researchers have consistently

found  that  individuals  who  associate  with
delinquent peers are themselves more likely
to  engage  in  delinquency,  even  after
controlling  for  prior  behavior.  Longitudinal
studies tracking adolescents over time show
that  changes  in  peer  associations  predict
changes  in  criminal  activity,  strengthening
the case for a causal relationship.

One landmark study by Akers and colleagues
tested  the  theory  on  substance  use  and
found  that  differential  association,
definitions,  and  differential  reinforcement
accounted for over half  of  the variance in
alcohol  and  drug  use  among  adolescents.
Similarly,  research  on  white-collar  crime
reveals  that  employees  learn  unethical
business  practices  through  organizational
culture and peer modeling,  supporting the
theory’s  applicability  beyond  street  crime.



Meta-analyses  of  hundreds  of  studies
confirm  that  social  learning  variables  are
among the strongest predictors of criminal
behavior across different cultures and crime
types.

Comparing Social Learning
Theory to Other
Criminological Theories

Social Learning Theory vs. Strain
Theory

Strain theory, developed by Robert Merton,
argues  that  crime  results  from  the  gap
between  culturally  valued  goals  (such  as
wealth) and the legitimate means to achieve
them. While strain theory explains why some

individuals turn to crime out of frustration, it
does not  account  for  the learning process
that  prov ides  the  techn iques  and
justifications  for  illegal  acts.  Social  learning
theory  complements  strain  theory  by
explaining  how  individuals  learn  specific
criminal responses to strain. In other words,
strain creates motivation, but social learning
provides the method.

Social Learning Theory vs. Control
Theory

Control  theory,  particularly  Travis  Hirschi’s
version, asks not why people commit crime
but why most people do not. It emphasizes
the role of social bonds, such as attachment
to  fami ly ,  commitment  to  schoo l ,
involvement in activities, and belief in moral
rules. Social learning theory does not deny
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the  importance  of  bonds  but  argues  that
even those with weak bonds will not commit
crime  unless  they  learn  criminal  behavior
from others. Conversely, strong bonds may
prevent  crime but  can be overcome if  an
individual  is  heavily  exposed  to  criminal
models. Both theories offer valuable insights,
and some researchers have integrated them
into combined models.

Social Learning Theory vs.
Biological Theories

Biological  theories  focus  on  genetic
predispositions,  brain  chemistry,  and
neuropsychological  factors  that  may
increase  impulsivity  or  aggression.  While
these factors can create a higher likelihood
of criminal behavior, they do not determine
it.  Social  learning  theory  posits  that  even

those  with  biological  vulnerabilities  must
learn  specific  criminal  behaviors  through
social  interaction.  A  person  may  be
impulsive, but whether that impulsivity leads
to theft, drug use, or violence depends on
their learning environment.

Practical Applications in
Crime Prevention and
Criminal Justice

Intervention Programs for At-Risk
Youth

Understanding social learning theory and
crime  has  led  to  the  development  of
effective  intervention  programs  that  target
the  learning  environment.  For  example,



mentoring programs pair at-risk youth with
prosocial role models who demonstrate and
reinforce  law-abiding  behavior.  These
programs  aim  to  replace  criminal  models
with  conventional  ones,  providing  new
definitions  and  alternative  reinforcements.
The Big Brothers Big Sisters program is  a
well-known  example  with  demonstrated
success  in  reducing  delinquency.

Peer-Group Interventions

Because  peer  influence  is  a  primary
mechanism  of  social  learning,  many
interventions  focus  on  reshaping  peer
dynamics.  Cognitive-behavioral  programs
that  teach  resistance  skills  and  help
adolescents  recognize  and  resist  peer
pressure have proven effective. Additionally,
programs  that  aggregate  high-risk  youth

may  inadvertently  reinforce  criminal
learning,  highlighting  the  need  for  careful
group composition in treatment settings.

Family-Based Programs

Parents  are  among  the  most  influential
models  in  a  child’s  life.  Family-based
interventions  that  promote  consistent
discipline,  positive  reinforcement,  open
communication, and parental monitoring can
reduce the likelihood that children will learn
criminal behavior at home. Programs such as
F u n c t i o n a l  F a m i l y  T h e r a p y  a n d
Multidimensional Treatment Foster Care are
grounded  in  social  learning  principles  and
have strong evidence of effectiveness.
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Media Literacy and Education

Given the role of  imitation,  media literacy
education  can  help  individuals  critically
evaluate  the  behavior  they  observe  in
movies,  video  games,  and  online  content.
Teaching  children  to  distinguish  between
fictional  portrayals  and  real-world
consequences  can  reduce  the  impact  of
violent or criminal models. Some researchers
have  also  called  for  responsible  media
portrayals  that  avoid  glamorizing  crime.

Criticisms and Limitations
of Social Learning Theory

Despite its strong empirical support, social
learning theory and crime is not without
its critics. One common criticism is that the

theory  is  tautological,  meaning  it  defines
criminal  behavior  by  the  presence  of
learning variables and then uses those same
variables  to  explain  crime.  For  example,
saying  that  someone  commits  crime
because  they  have  favorable  definitions  of
crime  may  be  seen  as  circular  reasoning
unless  definitions  are  measured
independently.

Another limitation is that the theory does not
fully  explain  why  some  individuals  resist
criminal  influences  even  when  surrounded
by criminal  models.  Individual  differences in
personality,  self-control,  and  moral
development  may  interact  with  learning
processes in ways that the theory does not
fully  capture.  Control  theorists  argue  that
social bonds and self-control are necessary
to explain why most people do not commit



crime  even  when  exposed  to  criminal
associations.

Furthermore, the theory has been criticized
for  focusing  heavily  on  proximate  social
influences  while  giving  less  attention  to
structural  factors  such  as  poverty,
inequality,  and  institutional  racism.  While
social  learning can occur within any social
context, critics argue that the theory does
not adequately explain why criminal learning
environments are more prevalent in certain
neighborhoods or communities.

Finally,  some  research  suggests  that  the
relationship between peer associations and
crime  may  be  bidirectional.  That  is,
individuals not only learn crime from peers
but  also  seek  out  peers  who  share  their
existing  tendencies.  This  phenomenon,

known  as  selection  effects,  complicates  the
causal  interpretation  of  social  learning
processes.

Conclusion

Social learning theory offers one of the most
comprehensive  and  practical  explanations
for  why  individuals  engage  in  criminal
behavior.  By  emphasizing  that  crime  is
learned  through  differential  association,
definitions,  differential  reinforcement,  and
imitation, the theory highlights the profound
influence  of  social  environment  on  human
conduct.  Decades  of  research  have
consistently  supported  its  core  principles,
and  its  applications  in  crime  prevention,
treatment,  and  policy  continue  to  yield
tangible  results.  While  the  theory  has
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limitations,  particularly regarding individual
agency and structural factors, it remains an
essential  tool  for  understanding  and
addressing  crime  in  society.  For  anyone
seeking to  grasp the  complex  relationship
between  social  learning  theory  and
crime,  the  central  message  is  clear:  we

cannot  fully  understand  criminal  behavior
without understanding the social contexts in
which  it  is  learned  and  reinforced.  By
targeting  those  contexts—peers,  families,
media,  and  communities—we  can  create
environments  that  promote  prosocial
learning and reduce the pathways to crime.


