
ANALYTICAL CRIMINOLOGY ESSAY EXAMPLE

An Analysis of Social Learning Theory as an Explanation
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Introduction

Social learning theory, developed by Ronald Akers from Sutherland's earlier differential

association framework, proposes that criminal behavior is learned through the same

processes as any other behavior: association with others who model and reinforce criminal

conduct, definitions that are favorable to law violation, and imitative behavior. When

applied to gang membership, the theory generates specific predictions about who joins

gangs, when they join, and how membership is sustained over time. This essay analyzes

the three core components of social learning theory against the empirical research on gang

recruitment and membership to evaluate the theory's explanatory power and where it falls

short.

Differential Association: The Strongest Component

The first component of social learning theory, differential association, holds that criminal

behavior results from sustained exposure to others who model and reinforce it. Applied to

gang membership, this predicts that individuals with gang involved friends, family

members, or neighbors are more likely to join. The empirical support for this component is

robust. Thornberry et al. (2003), in a longitudinal study of 1,000 youth in Rochester, New

York, found that having a gang involved peer was the single strongest individual-level

predictor of gang membership, stronger than neighborhood poverty, school

disengagement, or family structure. The mechanism appears to be both modeling —

observing gang behavior and its rewards — and normalization, in which gang involvement

becomes the expected behavior within a peer network.

Definitions Favorable to Law Violation

The second component, definitions favorable to law violation, holds that individuals

develop shared norms and attitudes that neutralize the moral prohibitions against criminal

behavior. Research on gang culture supports this component consistently. Ethnographic

work by Vigil (2002) and Anderson (1999) documents how gang membership produces a

shared code that positions violence as legitimate, even obligatory, in response to

disrespect or territorial threat. Akers argues that these definitions are learned from



significant others and reinforced through group interaction. The gang functions as the

social unit within which favorable definitions are produced and sustained, which explains

why leaving a gang is as socially complex as joining one: departure requires rejecting a

normative framework that has been internalized through sustained group exposure.

Imitation and Its Limits

The third component, imitation, predicts that individuals who observe gang behavior in their

immediate environment are more likely to reproduce it. Research supports this prediction

with an important qualification: the effect of imitation is moderated by the strength of

existing social bonds. Individuals with strong family attachment, school commitment, and

conventional peer networks are less likely to imitate gang behavior even when exposed to

it regularly. This finding, consistent with Hirschi's social bond theory, suggests that

imitation is not a simple observation and reproduction process but is mediated by

competing social attachments. Social learning theory accounts for this to some extent

through the concept of differential reinforcement but does not integrate social bond

mechanisms as centrally as the evidence suggests is necessary.

Where Social Learning Theory Falls Short

Social learning theory explains how individuals are socialized into gang membership once

gang involved peers are present in their social environment. It is less adequate as an

explanation of why gang involvement concentrates in specific neighborhoods and

demographic groups. The theory treats the presence of gang involved peers as a given

rather than explaining the structural conditions — concentrated poverty, unemployment,

residential segregation — that produce those peers in the first place. Hagedorn (2008)

argues that this is the central limitation of individual-level social learning accounts of gang

membership: they explain the transmission mechanism without explaining the structural

conditions that make transmission likely.

Conclusion

Social learning theory explains gang membership with substantial accuracy at the

individual level, particularly for the mechanisms of differential association and the

development of definitions favorable to law violation. Its explanatory reach weakens when

applied to the structural conditions that concentrate gang activity in specific neighborhoods

and demographics. The theory succeeds as an account of how individuals are socialized

into gang membership once those structural conditions are present; it is less adequate as

an account of why those conditions exist. An analysis of gang membership that relies

exclusively on social learning theory without accounting for structural factors produces an



accurate but incomplete picture of the phenomenon.
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