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Principles of Criminology Edwin Sutherland Understanding the principles of criminology
as articulated by Edwin Sutherland is fundamental to comprehending modern criminal
behavior theories. Sutherland, a renowned American sociologist, revolutionized criminology
with his innovative perspectives on crime causation, emphasizing the social context and
learning processes involved in criminal activity. His principles serve as a foundation for both
academic study and practical applications in criminal justice, shaping policies aimed at crime
prevention and rehabilitation. This article explores the core principles of Edwin Sutherland’s
criminology, emphasizing key concepts such as differential association, the social nature of
crime, and the importance of community and environment in shaping criminal behavior. By
delving into these principles, readers can gain a comprehensive understanding of
Sutherland’s contributions and their relevance today.

Overview of Edwin Sutherland’s Contributions to
Criminology

Edwin Sutherland is best known for his development of Differential Association Theory,
which posits that criminal behavior is learned through social interactions. His work
challenged traditional views that saw crime as the result of individual moral failure or
biological determinism. Instead, Sutherland argued that criminal tendencies are acquired
through communication, association, and exposure to attitudes favorable to criminal
conduct. Key aspects of Sutherland’s approach include: - The emphasis on social context
rather than individual pathology. - The idea that crime is learned, not innate. - The
importance of group influences in shaping behavior. His principles form the bedrock of
modern sociological criminology, emphasizing the importance of social environment and
learning processes over biological or psychological explanations.

Core Principles of Edwin Sutherland’s Criminology

Sutherland’s criminological principles can be summarized into several core ideas that
explain how crime is learned, influenced, and perpetuated within society.
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1. Crime is Learned

- Criminal behavior is not inherited or a result of innate tendencies. - It is acquired through
socialization and interaction with others. - Learning occurs in the same way as any other
behavior, through communication and observation.

2. Crime is Learned in Interactions with Others

- The process of learning occurs primarily through face-to-face interactions. - People learn
criminal values, motives, and techniques from close associations with others involved in
crime. - The intensity, frequency, and duration of these interactions influence the likelihood
of adopting criminal behavior.

3. The Learning of Criminal Behavior Includes Techniques and
Attitudes
- Not only are criminal acts learned, but so are the techniques (methods) and

rationalizations (attitudes, motives). - This includes understanding how crimes are
committed and justifying criminal acts ethically or morally.

4. The Direction of Motives is Learned

- The motives and drives behind criminal acts are learned within the context of social
interactions. - These motives can be either favorable or unfavorable toward breaking the
law, depending on the environment.

5. The Learning of Criminal Values Occurs in the Same Way as
Other Values
- Criminal values are not inherently present but are learned through associations. - If an

individual is exposed to more definitions favorable to crime than unfavorable, they are more
likely to engage in criminal behavior.

6. Differential Associations Vary in Frequency, Duration, and
Intensity
- The likelihood of criminal behavior increases with greater exposure to criminal

associations. - The frequency and duration of interactions, along with the intensity
(closeness), influence learning.



7. Criminal Behavior is a Result of an Excess of Definitions
Favorable to Crime

- The balance of definitions learned influences behavior. - When definitions favor crime over
conformity, criminal behavior is more likely.
8. Social Structure and Environment Play a Critical Role

- Socioeconomic factors, neighborhood influences, and community networks significantly
impact the process of learning criminal behavior. - Crime is more prevalent in environments
with higher social disorganization.

Implications of Sutherland’s Principles for Crime
Prevention

Understanding Sutherland’s principles offers valuable insights into effective crime
prevention strategies.
Community-Based Approaches

- Strengthening community ties and fostering positive social interactions can reduce
exposure to criminal definitions. - Programs should focus on reducing criminal associations
and promoting pro-social relationships.

Education and Socialization

- Educating individuals about the consequences of crime and promoting moral development
can influence definitions favoring lawfulness. - Interventions aimed at changing peer group
norms can be effective.

Addressing Socioeconomic Factors

- Improving living conditions, reducing social disorganization, and providing economic
opportunities can lower the exposure to criminal influences.

Targeted Interventions

- Identifying and disrupting criminal learning environments, such as gangs or delinquent
peer groups, are key strategies.
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Limitations and Criticisms of Sutherland’s Principles

While influential, Sutherland’s principles are not without criticisms.

Overemphasis on Social Factors

- Critics argue that the theory underplays biological, psychological, or individual factors
influencing criminal behavior. - Not all individuals exposed to criminal environments become
offenders.

Difficulty in Measuring Definitions

- Quantifying the “definitions favorable or unfavorable” to crime is complex and subjective.

Limited Explanation of Criminal Motivation

- The theory explains how crime is learned but provides limited insight into why individuals
choose to commit crimes.

Relevance of Sutherland’s Principles in Contemporary
Criminology

Despite criticisms, Sutherland’s principles remain highly relevant.

Influence on Modern Theories

- Many contemporary theories, such as social learning theory and differential association,
build directly upon Sutherland’s ideas. - His emphasis on social context aligns with current
approaches focusing on environmental and community factors.

Application in Crime Prevention

- Community policing, youth engagement programs, and social intervention strategies are
rooted in the understanding that crime is learned and influenced by social environment.
Research and Policy Development

- Sutherland’s principles guide research into how social networks and environments
contribute to criminal behavior, informing policy decisions.



Conclusion

The principles of criminology developed by Edwin Sutherland offer a comprehensive
framework for understanding criminal behavior as a product of social interaction and
learning processes. His emphasis on differential association, the role of social environment,
and the importance of community influence continue to shape modern criminological
thought and criminal justice practices. Recognizing that crime is learned rather than innate
underscores the potential for social interventions and community-based solutions to reduce
criminal activity and promote law-abiding behavior. As society evolves, Sutherland’s
principles remain a cornerstone for both academics and practitioners striving to understand
and address the roots of criminal conduct. Keywords: Principles of criminology, Edwin
Sutherland, Differential Association Theory, social learning, crime prevention, social
environment, criminal behavior, criminology principles, social context of crime.

Principles of Criminology Edwin Sutherland: An In-Depth Exploration
Introduction

The Principles of Criminology by Edwin Sutherland remains one of the most influential texts
in the field of criminology. Published initially in 1939, Sutherland’s work revolutionized the
understanding of crime by shifting the focus from individual pathology to social processes
and interactions. His theories challenged earlier notions that crime was solely a product of
biological or moral failings, instead emphasizing the importance of social environments and
learned behaviors. This article delves into Sutherland’s core principles, unpacking their
significance, implications, and how they continue to shape criminological thought today.

Background and Context of Edwin Sutherland’s Principles

Before exploring the principles themselves, it's essential to understand the context in which
Sutherland developed his theories. The early 20th century was a period marked by rapid
industrialization, urbanization, and social change in the United States. Crime statistics were
rising, and existing theories struggled to explain the complex social dynamics involved.

Sutherland was a sociologist who believed that crime could not be understood solely through
biological or moral lenses. Instead, he proposed that criminal behavior is learned through
social interactions—a radical departure from prevailing theories of the time. His principles
aimed to provide a comprehensive framework that explained how social environments
influence individual behavior, particularly in relation to deviance and crime.

Core Principles of Criminology by Edwin Sutherland

Sutherland’s principles serve as the foundation of his social learning theory of crime. They

articulate how criminal behaviors are acquired, maintained, and transmitted within society.
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Here, we will explore each principle in detail.
1. Criminal Behavior is Learned

Elaboration:

At the heart of Sutherland’s theory is the idea that criminal conduct is not innate or
biologically predetermined. Instead, it is learned through social interactions. Individuals do
not possess an innate tendency toward criminality; rather, they acquire criminal skills,
motives, and attitudes from their environment.

Implications:

1. Criminality can be prevented or reduced by modifying social environments.
2. Emphasizes the importance of socialization processes and peer influences.
3. Challenges theories that attribute crime to genetic or physiological factors.

Example:

A youth who grows up in a neighborhood where theft, drug use, or violence is normalized is
more likely to learn and adopt such behaviors through interactions with peers and family

members.

1. Criminal Learning Includes Techniques and Motives

Elaboration:

Learning criminal behavior involves acquiring both specific techniques (how to commit
crimes) and the motives, drives, rationalizations, and attitudes that justify or encourage

such acts.
Implications:

1. Techniques require skill and practice, which are learned from others.

2. Motives are shaped by social definitions and pressures.
3. The process is similar to learning any other skill, such as a trade or craft.

Example:

A person might learn how to pick locks from a friend, while also adopting a rationalization
that stealing is justified because of economic hardship.

1. The Direction of Motives and Attitudes is Learned from Definitions of the Legal Codes as

Favorable or Unfavorable

Elaboration:



People develop their attitudes toward crime based on their social environment. If an
individual is exposed to definitions that endorse or justify criminal behavior, they are more
likely to engage in crime. Conversely, definitions that condemn crime serve as deterrents.

Implications:

1. Socialization influences whether individuals view criminal acts as acceptable.
2. Societies or groups that condone crime can foster higher rates of criminal behavior.
3. The balance between favorable and unfavorable definitions determines tendencies toward

criminality.
Example:
In a community where shoplifting is seen as a minor offense or a form of protest, residents
may develop a favorable view of such acts, increasing their likelihood of participation.

1. Differential Associations May Vary in Frequency, Duration, Priority, and Intensity

Elaboration:

Sutherland emphasized that the influence of social groups on an individual depends on the
nature of their interactions. The likelihood of adopting criminal behaviors depends on how
often, how long, and how deeply individuals associate with groups that endorse or practice

crime.
Implications:

1. The more frequent and intense the contact with delinquent peers, the greater the chance

of criminal learning.
2. Early and priority associations (those formed during childhood) have a stronger influence.

3. The quality of relationships (supportive vs. antagonistic) affects behavioral outcomes.
Example:
A teenager who spends significant time with a peer group involved in drug trafficking is

more susceptible to adopting similar behaviors than someone with minimal contact.

1. The Learning of Criminal Behavior Occurs within Intimate Personal Groups

Elaboration:

Sutherland argued that criminal learning primarily happens within close-knit groups—family,
friends, or peer groups—rather than through impersonal societal institutions.

Implications:

1. Family and peer influences are critical in shaping attitudes toward crime.
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2. Intervention strategies should focus on altering group dynamics and relationships.
3. It shifts the focus from societal blame to specific social units.

Example:

A child raised in a household where theft is normalized and encouraged is more likely to
develop a criminal mindset than one raised in a law-abiding family.

1. The Definitions of Legal Codes are Learned in the Same Social Contexts as Criminal
Techniques and Motives

Elaboration:

This principle emphasizes that individuals learn both what behaviors are considered criminal
and the justifications or rationalizations for such behaviors within the same social
environments.

Implications:

1. Exposure to criminal definitions and techniques occurs simultaneously.
2. Social context shapes both the 'what' and the 'why' of criminal behavior.
3. Changes in social attitudes can influence rates of crime.

Example:

A community that dismisses drug use as a personal choice and shares stories of successful
drug traffickers may reinforce both the techniques and the favorable attitudes toward drug-
related crime.

Sutherland’s Differential Association Theory: Connecting the Principles

The principles outlined above form the backbone of Sutherland’s Differential Association
Theory—a sociological perspective asserting that criminal behavior is learned through
interactions with others. Unlike biological or psychological theories, this approach
emphasizes the social environment’s role in shaping behavior.

Key Concepts:

1. Crime is a learned behavior influenced by the number, intensity, and frequency of
associations with criminal others.

2. The theory explains variations in criminality across different social groups and
communities.

3. It highlights the importance of peer groups and social networks in the transmission of
criminal norms.

Significance and Impact of Sutherland’s Principles



Sutherland’s principles brought a paradigm shift to criminology. They underscored that
crime is not merely a matter of individual morality but deeply embedded in social processes.
This perspective paved the way for more nuanced prevention strategies focusing on social
reform, community engagement, and education.

Practical Implications:

1. Crime prevention programs should target social environments, especially peer groups.

2. Policies should focus on reducing delinquent associations and fostering pro-social
connections.

3. Interventions should aim at reshaping social definitions and attitudes toward crime.

Theoretical Influence:

1. Inspired subsequent theories like social learning theory and control theory.
2. Led to extensive research on the social contexts of criminal behavior.
3. Encouraged criminologists to analyze the role of community, family, and peer influences.

Criticisms and Limitations
While Sutherland’s principles revolutionized criminology, they are not without criticisms:

1. Overemphasis on social factors may overlook individual differences.

2. Difficulties in measuring the strength and nature of social associations.

3. Some argue that not all learned behaviors are criminal, and innate factors may still play a
role.

4. The theory may not fully account for spontaneous or impulsive crimes.

Despite these criticisms, Sutherland’s principles remain foundational in understanding the
social dimensions of crime.

Conclusion

The Principles of Criminology by Edwin Sutherland continue to serve as a cornerstone in the
study of criminal behavior. By emphasizing that crime is learned within social contexts
through interactions, techniques, and attitudes, Sutherland shifted the focus from individual
pathology to societal influences. His principles underscore the importance of social
environments, peer groups, and community norms in shaping behavior—insights that
continue to inform effective crime prevention and intervention strategies today. As society
evolves, understanding these principles remains vital in crafting policies that address the
root social causes of crime and foster safer, more cohesive communities.
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Questions & Answers About principles of criminology

edwin sutherland

N Question Answer
o

1 | What are the main principles Edwin Sutherland's main principles include the idea
of criminology outlined by that criminal behavior is learned through interaction
Edwin Sutherland? with others, that it results from social influences, and

that crime is not due to inherent traits but rather
social environments and associations.

2 | How does Sutherland's theory | Sutherland's differential association theory posits that
of differential association individuals learn criminal behaviors through their
explain criminal behavior? close relationships and interactions with others who

endorse or practice such behaviors, emphasizing that
crime is learned, not innate.

3 | What is the significance of Social context is central in Sutherland's principles, as
'social context' in Sutherland's | he believed that criminal behavior is influenced by
principles of criminology? the social environments and associations individuals

are exposed to, highlighting the importance of
societal and peer influences.

4 | According to Sutherland, how | Sutherland argued that criminal behavior is learned,
does criminal behavior differ patterned, and socially transmitted, unlike other
from other types of behavior? | behaviors which may be innate or biologically

determined. It arises from social interactions and
cultural norms.

5 | What role do associations with | Associations with criminal peers are crucial in
criminal peers play in Sutherland's theory, as they provide the learned
Sutherland's criminological definitions favorable to breaking the law, thereby
principles? increasing the likelihood of criminal behavior.

6 | How does Sutherland's Sutherland's principles emphasize that crime is
principle challenge the idea of | learned through social interactions rather than being
crime as a result of individual | solely due to individual moral failings or inherent
moral failing? traits, shifting focus to social influences and

environments.

7 | What is the impact of Sutherland's principles introduced the social learning
Sutherland's principles on perspective, influencing contemporary theories that
modern criminology? focus on social and environmental factors in criminal

behavior, and promoting the idea that crime can be
prevented by changing social conditions.

8 | How does Sutherland's In Sutherland's view, 'definitions' are attitudes or

concept of 'definitions'
influence criminal behavior?

beliefs that favor or oppose crime. When individuals
are exposed to definitions favorable to law-breaking,
they are more likely to engage in criminal acts.




9 | What is the importance of Empirical research is vital in Sutherland's criminology

empirical research in because it provides evidence for the learned nature
Sutherland's criminology of criminal behavior and supports the understanding
principles? of social influences, helping to develop effective

crime prevention strategies.

criminology, Edwin Sutherland, differential association, social learning theory, criminal
behavior, crime causation, social environment, criminal sociology, deviance, white-collar
crime
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