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Differential Association Theory

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Criminology, Sociology

Proponents: Edwin Sutherland

1. Core Principles

Differential Association Theory, a seminal framework in criminology, posits that criminal

behavior is fundamentally a learned phenomenon, rather than an inherent trait, a result of

psychological abnormality, or a product of genetic predispositions. Developed by the influential

American sociologist Edwin Sutherland, this theory shifts the focus from individual pathology to

the social processes through which individuals acquire the attitudes, techniques, motives, and

rationalizations necessary for engaging in unlawful acts. The learning of criminal behavior is not

viewed as distinct from the learning of any other behavior, utilizing the same general mechanisms

of acquisition.

A cornerstone of Sutherland's theory is the assertion that criminal learning occurs primarily within

intimate personal groups. This implies that direct interaction and communication with significant

others, such as family members, friends, and peer groups, are the most potent conduits for

transmitting criminal patterns. Impersonal sources of communication, such as mass media, are

considered to have a less direct or profound impact on this process. Within these intimate

associations, individuals are exposed to "definitions" that are either favorable or unfavorable to the

violation of legal codes.

The pivotal mechanism of the theory is the concept of an excess of definitions favorable to

violation of law. Sutherland argued that a person becomes delinquent or criminal when the

number of attitudes, rationalizations, and motives that justify or encourage law-breaking surpasses

those that discourage it. The impact of these differential associations is not uniform; it varies in

terms of its frequency (how often one is exposed), duration (how long the exposure lasts),

priority (how early in life the exposure begins), and intensity (the importance or prestige of the

source of the definitions). These dimensions collectively determine the strength and influence of

the criminal learning process, shaping an individual's trajectory towards conformity or deviance.

2. Historical Development

Edwin Sutherland first articulated Differential Association Theory in the third edition of his

groundbreaking textbook, Principles of Criminology, published in 1939. His work emerged during a

period when dominant explanations for criminal behavior largely centered on biological defects,

psychological inadequacies, or socioeconomic deprivation. Sutherland's theory represented a

profound paradigm shift, directing academic inquiry towards the social and cultural transmission of
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criminal values and practices.

Sutherland's intellectual heritage was deeply rooted in the sociological traditions of the Chicago

School of Sociology, particularly its emphasis on social disorganization and cultural transmission,

as well as the tenets of symbolic interactionism. From the Chicago School, Sutherland drew

insights into how urban environments and social interactions shape individual behavior. From

symbolic interactionism, he gleaned the understanding that meaning and behavior are constructed

through social interaction and communication, forming the basis for his concept of "definitions." His

theory challenged deterministic views, suggesting that criminality is a learned social behavior, not

an inherent quality.

Throughout subsequent editions of Principles of Criminology, Sutherland continued to refine and

elaborate upon his theory, responding to critiques and striving for greater conceptual clarity. While

the core tenets remained consistent, the nuances of how associations operate and how criminal

behaviors are learned became more thoroughly explicated. Differential Association Theory quickly

became one of the most widely discussed and influential theories in criminology, providing a robust

framework for understanding the social dynamics of criminal behavior and laying the groundwork

for subsequent learning theories of deviance.

3. Key Concepts and Components

Differential Association: This is the central mechanism of the theory, referring to the process by

which individuals are exposed to patterns of behavior that are either favorable or unfavorable to

conforming to legal codes. It is the core idea that individuals learn criminal behavior through

interaction with others, particularly within primary, intimate groups. The nature of these

associations--whether they involve individuals who define legal codes as something to be obeyed

or something to be violated--is paramount.

Definitions of the Situation: Sutherland emphasized that individuals learn "definitions" that

influence their orientation towards legal rules. These definitions are essentially attitudes,

rationalizations, and motives that either justify criminal behavior (e.g., "everyone does it," "they

deserved it," "it's not really stealing if...") or condemn it (e.g., "crime doesn't pay," "it's morally

wrong"). A person's likelihood of engaging in criminal acts is directly related to the balance of these

definitions, with an excess of favorable definitions leading to criminal behavior.

Intimate Personal Groups: The theory specifies that the learning of criminal behavior is most

effective and impactful when it occurs within close, personal relationships. Family members, close

friends, and peer groups are considered the primary agents of socialization in this context. While

other forms of communication (e.g., media) may transmit criminal patterns, their influence is

generally considered secondary to the direct and intimate interactions that shape an individual's

behavioral repertoire and moral compass.
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Learning Process (Techniques and Motives): Sutherland delineated that the learning of criminal

behavior involves two main aspects. Firstly, individuals learn the techniques necessary to commit

specific crimes, ranging from simple acts like shoplifting to more complex operations like hacking

or embezzlement. Secondly, and equally important, they learn the accompanying motives, drives,

rationalizations, and attitudes that justify these techniques and facilitate their engagement in

deviant acts. This comprehensive learning process enables individuals not only to commit crimes

but also to develop a worldview that supports such behavior.

Differential Social Organization: While not always explicitly listed as a "component," Sutherland

also introduced the concept of differential social organization to explain variations in crime rates

across different areas. He proposed that communities or groups are organized not just against

crime, but sometimes also for it. In areas with high crime rates, there is a "differential" social

structure where definitions favorable to law violation are more prevalent and systematically

transmitted, influencing a greater number of individuals within that social context. This concept

helps to bridge individual-level learning with broader societal patterns of crime.

4. Applications and Examples

Differential Association Theory has proven remarkably versatile in explaining a wide array of

criminal and deviant behaviors across various social contexts. Its emphasis on social learning

provides a powerful lens through which to understand how individuals, groups, and even

organizations adopt and perpetuate illicit practices. One of its most direct applications lies in

understanding the dynamics of gang behavior and organized crime, where strong group

cohesion, shared norms, and systematic transmission of criminal techniques and ideologies are

evident. Within these groups, new members are often "schooled" in the specific methods of

criminal enterprise, alongside the rationalizations that legitimize their actions within the group's

subculture.

Notably, Sutherland himself extended the theory beyond conventional street crime to explain

white-collar crime. He argued that corporate executives and professionals also learn criminal

behavior, such as fraud, price-fixing, or insider trading, through their interactions within specific

business and professional circles. In these environments, definitions favorable to violating laws

(e.g., "everyone bends the rules," "it's just good business") are communicated and reinforced,

leading to systematic patterns of corporate deviance that are learned and normalized within the

occupational subculture. This application was groundbreaking, challenging the notion that crime

was solely a phenomenon of the lower classes.

Furthermore, the theory offers valuable insights into youth deviance, particularly in neighborhoods

or peer groups where criminal norms may prevail. Adolescents growing up in such environments

are often exposed to friends or older peers who model and rationalize petty theft, vandalism, or
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drug use. The frequency and intensity of these associations can lead a young person to adopt

similar behaviors, especially if their intimate personal groups provide an excess of definitions

favorable to these deviant acts. Similarly, understanding recidivism patterns in correctional

facilities can also draw upon this theory, as inmates often form new associations that may reinforce

or teach new criminal behaviors, making their reintegration into law-abiding society more

challenging.

5. Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its enduring influence, Differential Association Theory has faced considerable academic

scrutiny and several significant criticisms. One of the primary challenges lies in the difficulty of

empirically measuring "definitions". It is arduous to quantify an individual's exposure to

definitions favorable or unfavorable to law violation, making it difficult to test the theory rigorously.

Researchers struggle to precisely determine when an "excess" of favorable definitions has

occurred, or how to weigh the relative influence of different associations in a person's life.

Another limitation is the theory's potential neglect of individual agency and choice. Critics argue

that the theory can appear overly deterministic, suggesting that individuals are merely passive

recipients of social learning, thereby understating their capacity for independent decision-making,

resistance to peer pressure, or spontaneous acts of crime not directly learned from others. The

theory also struggles to adequately explain impulsive or irrational crimes, where there may be

little evidence of a learned technique or rationalization, or crimes committed by individuals who

have had limited exposure to criminal associations.

Moreover, the theory has been criticized for not fully accounting for individual differences in

susceptibility to influence. Not everyone exposed to criminal definitions becomes a criminal,

suggesting that other factors, such as personality traits, moral development, or socio-economic

pressures, may play a crucial mediating role that the theory does not sufficiently address. While

Sutherland acknowledged that the learning process is similar to all other learning, the specifics of

how individuals internalize and act upon these learned definitions, or why some resist them, remain

somewhat ambiguous within the framework. Ultimately, the theory is excellent at explaining "how"

individuals become criminals through social learning but is less effective at explaining the

fundamental "why" they might initially seek out or respond to such associations, or why certain

social structures are organized in a way that fosters crime.
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