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This Bare Bones Revision Guide:

 c provides the essential content you  

need to succeed in Section A of the  

AQA Unit 4 exam (Crime and Deviance 

with Theory and Methods);

 c presents this information simply and 

effectively;

 c updates the course by reference to  

recent research, events and statistics;

 c includes invaluable exam tips to help 

maximise your performance;

 c suggests how to approach exam 

questions for each topic, identifying the 

relevant knowledge required, showing 

how to apply skills of Interpretation, 

Analysis, Application and Evaluation,  

and giving practical advice about how  

to organise your answers.

Time constraints make it impossible  

for you to revisit all the material studied 

during your course. This guide enables  

you to consolidate your Knowledge and 

Understanding (Assessment Objective 1)  

by focusing on the central concepts, 

studies, perspectives and other key facts  

of the course. 

At the same time you need to remember 

that just as many marks are awarded in the 

exam for Assessment Objective 2, so look 

for the many Evaluation points in the guide 

and try to think of more of your own. 

The Question Analysis sections will remind 

you how to earn Interpretation marks by 

referring explicitly to Items, and Analysis 

marks by categorising factors or identifying 

different aspects of an issue. Application 

skills are needed for the Methods in Context 

question, and relating the topics to recent 

developments is much appreciated by 

examiners (also earning Application marks). 

You can continue to build on these skills  

by looking out for relevant breaking news  

as you revise.
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About the exam
Unit 4
The Unit 4 exam is two hours long and carries 90 marks. 
It is worth 60% of the A2 qualification and 30% of A-level. 
The paper is divided into 2 sections, of which you should 
only select Section A, Crime and Deviance with Theory and 
Methods.

The paper begins with two essays on crime and deviance, 
each worth 21 marks. They are both likely to contain the word 
‘assess’, implying the need to present a debate. One is likely 
to relate to an Item, which you should use as scaffolding 
for your answer while incorporating other information ‘from 
elsewhere’. Spend just under half your time on these two 
questions, following the time allocation recommended at the 
beginning of the section. 

The Methods in Context question follows. It is worth  
15 marks, so limit yourself to about 20 minutes to allow about 
45 minutes for the final question on Theory and Methods, 
worth 33 marks.

Assessment Objectives
These are skills examiners will be looking for in all questions, 
though the proportions vary. 

AO1: Knowledge and Understanding

 c Recall information about concepts, theories, crime 
prevention policies, studies and methods accurately and in 
relevant contexts, shaping it to answer the question.

AO2: Interpretation

 c Realise the significance of data, for example by identifying 
the different viewpoints and aspects of the topic in an Item. 

 c Notice that there could be more than one way of explaining 
the results of a study or that a concept such as ‘green 
crime’ can be used differently.

AO2: Application

 c Apply your knowledge and understanding of research 
methods to the study of a particular crime and deviance 
issue in the Methods in Context question.

 c Cite relevant examples, such as named research, 
viewpoints from particular perspectives or incidents from 
recent news, to support your points.

AO2: Analysis

 c Break down a collection of ideas into significant compo-
nents — for example, explanations for low female crime 

rates can be divided into reasons females may commit less 
crime and ways the criminal justice system deals with them. 

AO2: Evaluation

 c An assessment of why it can be difficult to separate two 
factors, such as economic and subcultural influences on 
crime, shows clear thinking.

 c Assess research by considering the method and sample 
size used; how representative, valid, reliable and ethical it  
is likely to have been; and whether circumstances are likely 
to have changed significantly since it was conducted.

 c State which studies support each other and which conflict, 
paragraphing them accordingly and using signposting 
phrases such as ‘Another study which supports this view 
is…’, or ‘In contrast, an alternative view is offered by…’. 

 c Assess viewpoints and theories according to the 
perspective they represent (feminist, Marxist, etc.) and 
suggest how others would view the issue.

 c Create a debate. A question beginning with the words 
‘Assess the view that’ implies that there is an alternative 
view. You need to discuss the issue from at least two sides 
and to reach a well-supported conclusion.

 c Where a variety of explanations for a particular 
phenomenon have been suggested, such as an increase 
in the suicide rate, assess which explanations you find the 
most crucial and convincing.

 b EXAM TIP

For essay questions, it is essential to work out the approximate 
number of marks available for each skill. Examiners report that 
many candidates leave insufficient time for the final section on 
Theory and Methods. 

Mark allocation
‘Assess’ questions usually carry one-third AO1 marks and 
two-thirds AO2 marks. If an Item is included, 2 or 3 marks 
are likely to reward thoughtful references to it (Interpretation). 
Most of the AO2 marks relate to the quality of the debate 
you present, assessing alternative viewpoints and reaching a 
perceptive conclusion (Evaluation). In the Methods in Context 
question, the key skill required is Application.

 b EXAM TIP

It is essential to memorise the names of researchers, with  
the titles and dates of some key studies, and to recognise  
the perspective from which they were written. Learn specialist 
terminology and ensure that you can distinguish important 
concepts such as valid, reliable and representative. 
Use the AQA website (www.aqa.org.uk) for practice papers  
and mark schemes.

AQA  A2  Sociology  Unit 4: Crime & Deviance
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Social order and 
social control
Crime and deviance often occur when social control fails and 
the result can be social disorder. A crime is defined as an 
act that breaks the law in a particular society.

A deviant act is one that is against the norms of society. 
It may be taken so seriously by society that it is also a crime  
or it could be unusual but legal, such as stuttering, mental 
illness or suicide.

Structuralist theories
Some sociologists take a top-down or macro-view of the way 
institutions within a society influence the population to try to 
maintain social order. These are structuralists, including func-
tionalists, control theorists, feminists (page 10) and Marxists. 

Functionalist explanations

Émile Durkheim

Writing in 1895, Durkheim described how people are per-
suaded to conform to prevailing norms during social isa  tion  
in the family and by educational and religious organisations. 
They realise that if they deviate, people may ostracise them 
(informal sanctions) and that if they offend, they may face 
punishment by the law (formal sanctions). These influences 
are so powerful that Durkheim described them as social facts. 
Most people develop a collective conscience or feeling of 
empathy with others, as a result of social solidarity. There is 
consensus (agreement) about what sort of behaviours are 
antisocial and should therefore be illegal, so people generally 
support the criminal justice system.

Nevertheless, a small amount of crime is inevitable 
because not everyone is well socialised and people have free 
will. Indeed, a total absence of crime would be undesirable 
because:

 c it would suggest a totalitarian state where everyone had to 
conform;

 c the legal system would stagnate as no one would challenge 
outdated or oppressive laws.

Durkheim suggested that crime and deviance had increased 
since Western societies became more heterogeneous as a 
result of geographical and social mobility. People of dissimilar 
backgrounds are less likely to agree about what is right and 
wrong and so may not respect the law. This leads to anomie 
or normlessness, where people are egoistic, following their 
own desires. A rise in crime not only causes personal suffering 
but also shows that citizens are not fully integrated into 
society, so there will be less mutual cooperation. 

Sometimes a crime, if it becomes widely known to the 
public, can perform a boundary setting function, reminding 
people what the law is and drawing them together in horror 
against it. In general, however, crime is dysfunctional to 
society, so it is acceptable to constrain people to maintain 
order.

Evaluation  Durkheim’s theory is useful for explaining many 
incidents. The looting that followed the 2011 summer riots 
suggested that the offenders did not feel themselves stake-
holders in society and put their own advantage above the 
law. Those who helped to protect their areas and to clear up 
afterwards showed collective conscience. 

Other functionalists have agreed that a little crime and 
deviance benefits society, without being desirable. Marshall 
Clinard (1974) supported Durkheim’s view that crime draws 
attention to defects in society that need addressing. Kingsley 
Davies (1961) identified useful functions of prostitution — that 
it provides economic support for unskilled women and a safety 
value for men needing sexual variety without wanting to wreck 
their marriages. This is a view most feminists would reject.

Marxists challenge the functionalist assumption that laws 
usually reflect public consensus and protect the rights of the 
majority. 

 b EXAM TIP

Revise the key vocabulary relating to each theory, as this  
earns Knowledge marks. 

Seek Application marks by including examples from the news. 
Those who have assisted the suicide of very disabled relatives 
are rarely prosecuted and this may bring a change  
in a possibly outdated law.

Robert Merton

Merton developed Durkheim’s concept of anomie. He grounded 
it in a specific context, the American Great Depression, and 
described his theory as middle range, as it linked evidence 
from a real situation with wider social structures. His aim 
was ‘to discover how some social structures exert a definite 
pressure upon certain persons in the society to engage in  
non-conforming rather than conforming conduct’.

American society had: 

 c culturally defined goals that people were socialised to strive 
for as part of the American Dream. They were brought up 
to expect wealth and status if they worked hard, and were 
seen as failures if they did not strive for success;

 c legitimate means and norms for reaching these goals, such 
as being educated and investing in a business. 

However, in the extreme economic downturn of the Great 
Depression, people lost confidence that they could reach their 
aspirations by legitimate means. This created strain, meaning 

  Bare Bones  REVISION GUIDE
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that many had to give up or change either their goals or their 
means, creating a specific type of anomie. Innovation (crime) 
was a response by those committed to success but lacking 
the skills or means to reach it legally. They were often working 
class but included some white-collar and corporate criminals. 
Retreatists were unwilling to use illegitimate means, because 
of their upbringing, so reacted by abandoning conventional 
goals completely and ‘dropping out’, becoming vagrants 
or addicts. Middle-class people often had the skills to be 
successful legally so they generally conformed, while a few 
became rebels, urging fundamental changes in society.

Evaluation  The strain theory is a useful addition to 
Durkheim’s. It illustrates in a particular context how structural 
change can increase crime and deviance, exploring reasons 
why different social classes might be more or less likely to 
deviate. 

Control theorists

Travis Hirschi

Control theorists agree that the public generally support law 
and order. In Causes of Delinquency (1969), Travis Hirschi 
discussed what makes people conform, in contrast to Merton 
who explored why people deviate. He studied young people 
and identified four factors: 

 c Attachment: People with close bonds to parents, teachers 
and significant others were reluctant to disappoint them by 
deviating.

 c Commitment: Those committed to a good education and 
career had too much to lose by deviating.

 c Involvement: Those busy studying, working or with 
engrossing hobbies had little spare time to deviate.

 c Belief: Those with weaker moral codes found it harder to 
resist temptation.

These factors were often found together; for example, youths 
who found school boring and disliked their teachers often 
looked for excitement through risk-taking instead of doing 
homework. 

Evaluation  Hirschi’s research could be criticised as 
malestream. Although he gave questionnaires to high school 
students of both sexes, he only consulted police data on the 
boys in the sample, yet used them to draw conclusions on 
young people in general. 

 b EXAM TIP

Draw on AS Sociology for examples to illustrate studies in 
this Unit. Hirschi’s findings can be related to recent research 
on white working-class boys’ underachievement and on 
government attempts to improve educational standards for  
the long-term benefit of society through initiatives such as 
Every Child Matters.

Marxist explanations

Marxists believe that those at the top of capitalist society,  
the bourgeoisie, have created laws that protect their own 
wealth and status from attempts by the downtrodden 
proletariat to create a more equal society. Poorer people are 
justified in trying to take a greater share from the wealthy, 
but this is described as theft and punished by the criminal 
justice system. The proletariat also commit other types of 
street crime, such as assault, because they are alienated from 
society by intolerable working conditions. This is a conflict 
view, describing a situation where the two main groups are at 
odds with each other, one that could only be improved by a 
Communist revolution. 

According to Marxists, socialisation by capitalist values is 
responsible for individuals wanting to accumulate wealth so 
they can buy the consumer goods advertised by the media for 
the benefit of entrepreneurs. Even those already wealthy desire 
more, so they commit white collar and corporate crimes. 
These are totally unjustified, as the perpetrators already have 
more than their fair share, yet they often go unpunished. 
Corporate criminals, such as industrialists trying to maximise 
profits by allowing their factories to use dangerous machinery 
or to pollute, victimise the poor.

Various research studies support these views:

Frank Pearce, in Crimes of the Powerful (1976), observed that 
public attitudes to crime were influenced by individualistic 
ideology — the view that crime is committed by abnormal 
people, not a result of structural inequalities. 

Steven Box, in Power, Crime and Mystification (1983), 
acknowledged that street crime (such as robbery and 
vandalism) by working-class people caused suffering to 
victims, but argued that there was a danger that this would 
distract from the larger-scale crimes of the powerful.  
This was because of the following:

 c differential deployment of the police, who target mainly 
working-class and ethnic minority areas;

 c judicial decisions, which favour higher classes;

 c how acts are defined as crimes (or not) depending on which 
class commits them. Employers who steal by reducing 
wages and who sexually harass female staff are less likely  
to come before the criminal justice system than those who 
rob or rape in the street; 

 c many cases of police brutality against working-class 
people escape prosecution because the police themselves 
investigate them;

 c heavy media coverage of street crime terrifies the public 
into supporting harsh measures against it, whereas they 
hear and understand less of corporate crime. Public opinion 
is controlled by hegemony — the manipulation of ideas by 
the powerful.
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Laureen Snider (1993) found that there were as many deaths 
in the USA from industrial accidents, pollution and unsafe 
consumer products as from murder, showing the extent of 
corporate crime.

Gary Slapper and Steve Tombs (1999) said the public are led 
to believe that close scrutiny of businesses will reduce their 
profitability and ability to employ workers, so they get away 
with practices that harm the proletariat. 

Evaluation  Critics of Marxism argue that:

 c there is still crime in Communist countries;

 c laws protect all social classes, not just the rich. The poor 
are particularly helped by health and safety laws and the 
benefits system; 

 c street crime is more frightening to victims than fraud, which 
is not face to face, so it should be punished more harshly;

 c it is inconsistent to imply that police unjustifiably target 
working-class areas and at the same time admit that 
poverty leads the proletariat to commit crime.

Counterarguments include: 

 c there have been too few Communist countries to use as 
evidence;

 c health and safety laws are frequently ignored and the 
benefits are few, yet these fool people into thinking the 
government has their interests at heart, which is a means  
of social control;

 c fewer people are victims of street crime than of corporate 
crime;

 c although the poor do commit crime, more effort should 
be made to reduce corporate crime, which involves larger 
sums of money.

The traditional Marxist approach has since been modified by 
New Criminologists, Marxist subculturalists and Left realists. 
However, its continued relevance could be suggested by 
applying it to the Hillsborough disaster cover-up.

Labelling theory
The approaches above are structuralist, taking an overview  
of how social control is conducted by institutions in ways that, 
to functionalists, seem largely beneficial and, to Marxists, 
divisive. In contrast, interactionists or social constructionists 
have conducted smaller-scale studies, focusing on how less-
powerful people are controlled by others in particular settings, 
often by being labelled. 

Howard Becker (1963) argued that no actions are deviant 
in themselves. The powerful define acts as deviant in particular 
contexts, so deviance is a social construction. 

Theories about motives for crime are partly based on 
research on known offenders, but guilty high-status offenders 
may escape suspicion while powerless individuals may 
wrongly be identified. Thus data about crime are skewed by 

the labelling of working-class people, often young, male and 
ethnic minority, as stereotypical ‘offenders’ by those with more 
power.

Certain people can become career criminals as a result 
of labelling. Everyone commits small deviant acts occasion-
ally (primary deviance), but agents of social control are more 
likely to respond to such an act by someone of low social 
status. The person is then punished, negatively affecting their 
self-image and how others see them. Rejected by law-abiding 
citizens, they may then drift into a deviant subculture and 
commit more serious acts (secondary deviance). Eventually 
this may lead to prison, after which finding a job is harder, so 
the person may embark on a criminal career and see their 
criminal identity as their permanent master status.

Other types of deviance can be amplified by labelling. 
Lemert found evidence that this occurred with stuttering, and 
Rosenhan demonstrated it with mental illness. The latter asked 
mentally normal volunteers to get themselves admitted to 
mental hospitals by saying that they had heard voices in their 
heads, but then to behave normally and ask to be discharged. 
Once the volunteers had been labelled as insane, all their 
actions were interpreted as symptoms of madness, and the 
staff would not release them (On Being Sane in Insane Places, 
1973). Other studies showing the role of the media in labelling 
are discussed on pages 12–13.

Evaluation  Labelling theory may appear to blame those who 
label for secondary deviance, when it is really the responsibility 
of offenders. This is a misreading of Becker, who admitted that 
labelled people had free will and could choose to resist their 
labels but often did not. His theory is helpful in describing the 
formation of deviant subcultures and the negative effects of 
some types of punishment. 

 b EXAM TIP

There are as many marks for Evaluation as for Knowledge, 
so explore further opinions for and against structuralist and 
labelling theories.

 b QUESTION ANALYSIS

Assess consensus explanations of changes in the nature 
and extent of crime and deviance in contemporary Western 
societies. (21 marks)

 c Take note of the key words here. Consensus theories 
include New Right views as well as functionalist and control 
theories. ‘Changes’ and ‘extent’ mean you need to include 
ideas about why crime increases at certain times. ‘Nature’ 
and ‘deviance’ encourage you to examine non-criminal 
responses such as suicide and retreatism.

 c To ‘assess’, identify differences between consensus 
theories and contrast them with other perspectives, 
especially Marxist and labelling theories.

  Bare Bones  REVISION GUIDE
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Crime and deviance: 
age
Sociologists have investigated why, according to official 
figures, youth is the peak age of offending (17 for males and 
15 for females). They are also interested in youth deviance 
such as subcultural behaviour.

Functionalist views
Eisenstadt (1956) noted that Western societies lack the 
initiation ceremonies that mark the change from childhood 
to adulthood in other cultures, so young people lack a clear 
sense of role and status. They exist in a confusing period of 
transition for several years and, together with the effect of 
hormones, this causes stress. They spend their leisure with 
their peers, who suffer the same identity crisis, adopting 
distinctive youth styles to distinguish themselves from children 
and adults, and sometimes join delinquent subcultures. 
A subculture is a group with a set of values and types of 
behaviour distinctive from mainstream society.

 b EXAM TIP

In order to gain Evaluation marks, use the definition of 
subculture to compare the extent to which the studies below 
suggest deviant values as motivators of crime.

Early subcultural theories
Albert Cohen

Cohen (1955) noted that many youths experienced status 
frustration, especially if failing at school. Unable to improve 
their self-identity legitimately, they sought status from their 
peers by performing acts of daring, such as vandalism or 
graffiti, even though there was no economic gain.

Cloward and Ohlin

Cloward and Ohlin (1961) argued that how young people 
deviate depends on the illegitimate opportunity structure in 
their area — the availability of subcultures to join. If there were 
a criminal opportunity structure, they could learn how to commit 
increasingly complex crimes, but if not, they might express 
their frustration through a gang in a conflict subculture. 
Another response is retreatism via group substance abuse.

Walter B. Miller

Miller (1962) suggested that, rather than belonging to 
distinctive subcultures, young working-class males behaved 
antisocially, prompted by six values or focal concerns typical 

of the working class. They valued toughness and smartness, 
did not run away from trouble, sought excitement, asserted 
their autonomy in front of authority figures and accepted that 
fate was not under their control.

David Matza

Matza (1964) argued against the view that youths deviated 
because of different values. He believed that everyone 
is influenced by subterranean (unconventional) values 
sometimes, but respectable people hide their occasional 
misdemeanours, whereas youths are more likely to reveal 
them inappropriately. They may drift into crime when their 
bonds with parents are loosened and before they assume 
adult responsibilities, but they rarely adopt crime as a career. 
Matza also examined the techniques of neutralisation used 
by accused youths (e.g. ‘I did it to support my mates’), arguing 
that their attempts to justify why laws were broken show 
attempts at moral reasoning reflecting something akin to 
mainstream moral values. 

Peter Willmott and David Downes

In separate studies of London adolescents, Willmott (1966) 
and Downes (1966) suggested that working-class youths 
sometimes drifted into crime because their jobs were so 
boring that they sought fun in their leisure. Hanging around 
the streets, they often drifted into unplanned deviant acts 
and were easily seen by the police. The researchers found no 
evidence of distinctive subcultural values or deliberate criminal 
acts in response to status frustration.

Evaluation  These studies are useful in explaining why youths 
behave antisocially in groups, but disagree about the extent 
to which they have deviant values. This is unsurprising as 
attitudes are not easy for researchers to identify in situations 
where peer pressure might influence responses. Conservatives 
might argue that sociologists such as Matza are too tolerant  
of youth crime, just because it may be temporary. The sub-
terranean values and techniques of neutralisation he described 
are actually very different from mainstream behaviour.

Feminists point out that these studies virtually ignore girls.

The New Criminology
Ian Taylor, Paul Walton and Jock Young (1973) argued that 
crime needs to be explained by combining a range of theories, 
not only subcultural but also structural and interactionist. 
Although not exclusively about youth crime, the interpretation 
fits well. To explain a crime, sociologists must consider the: 

 c wider origins of the deviant act – structural factors such 
as the effects of economic decline on families, leading to 
poverty and the formation of supportive subcultures;

 c immediate origins of the deviant act – the different ways 
in which structural demands are interpreted by people at 
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different social levels, requiring research by social  
psychologists; 

 c actual act – for example, what might lead youths with 
similar problems to choose different actions such as crime 
or retreatism;

 c immediate origins of social reaction – such as everyday 
factors influencing police to arrest some youths and turn a 
blind eye to others;

 c wider origins of social reaction – political influences on 
why particular acts are viewed as crimes and how they 
should be punished, drawing on Marxist theories;

 c effect of social reaction on deviants’ further action – 
building on interactionist studies of secondary deviation;

 c nature of the deviant process as a whole – looking at 
the complex interaction between structural, subcultural  
and personal influences on the offender and the further 
complications of societal responses.

Evaluation  Taylor, Walton and Young’s work is useful in 
recognising that crime cannot be adequately explained 
by single theories such as Marxism, but their multi-causal 
approach would be cumbersome to apply in a specific 
research situation.

 b EXAM TIP

New Criminology can be cited if you are asked to assess 
Marxist, subcultural or interactionist theories, since it suggests 
none is sufficient as a full explanation of crime.

Marxist subcultural theories
Marxist subculturalists followed the lead of New Criminolo-
gists by combining two approaches. They identified class 
as a much more significant influence on the formation of 
youth subcultures than functionalists, and stressed class 
conflict more than traditional subculturalists such as Matza. 
They argued that youths are less influenced by ruling class 
hegemony (social control through ideology) than adults, who 
tend to conform because of responsibilities to dependants. 
Phil Cohen (1972) found youths in East London leading 
unstable lives because of the decline in traditional manual 
labour and local redevelopment that disrupted extended 
families. Their deprivation in a time of increasing consumerism 
led some to turn to crime and others to adopt styles of dress 
which made statements about their situations. 

Marxists at Birmingham University’s Centre for Contem-
porary Cultural Studies (CCCS) used semiology (interpretation 
of connotations) to examine youth styles such as Teddy Boys, 
Skinheads, Hippies and Punks. Dick Hebdige in Subculture: 
The Meaning of Style (1979) interpreted clothing as political 
protest. The ‘revolting style’ of Punk was a defiant response to 
unemployment, an attempt to gain ‘symbolic power’ through 
the ‘magic’ of creating a new self-identity with power to shock.

Evaluation  Stanley Cohen criticised CCCS interpretations of 
youth styles as subjective, as the youths themselves did not 
explain them as motivated by class resistance.

The New Right
Wilson and Herrnstein (1985) suggested practical reasons  
why many teenagers commit more crime than adults:

 c they have more energy and drive but fewer economic and 
social opportunities to achieve their desires for money and 
sex than adults;

 c they are less able to defer gratification;

 c they are increasingly independent of adults who might have 
imposed or reinforced conventional standards;

 c they spend time with peers who value independent or 
defiant behaviour.

Increases in crime tend to reflect the proportion of young 
males in the population.

Evaluation  These ideas appeal to common sense but 
neglect discussion of female youth crime.

Social constructionists
Assumptions that youth is a period of deviance have led to 
incidents where subcultures such as Mods and Rockers have 
been identified by police as troublemakers and by mass media 
as folk devils. Relevant research is discussed in relation to 
media (page 12).

 b QUESTION ANALYSIS

Assess the usefulness of subcultural theories in explaining 
subcultural deviance in contemporary society. (21 marks)

 c Define ‘subculture’ and ensure that studies mentioned are 
related to group behaviour and the influence of the group’s 
values.

 c The question does not specify age subcultures, so you 
could include discussion of ethnicity, gender and class and 
Left realist views on subculture.

 c ‘Deviance’ includes crime, retreatism and bizarre youth 
styles.

 c Few of the studies above are of ‘contemporary society’, 
so you need to discuss whether concepts such as ‘status 
frustration’ and ‘drift’ still apply now. Update CCCS  
interpretations of youth styles by referring to ‘revolting 
styles’ of today.

 c Evaluate the importance of subcultures by discussing the 
varying extent to which deviance described in particular 
studies was clearly the result of the group rejecting 
mainstream values.

 c Discuss the limitations of subcultural theories according to 
feminists and New Criminologists. 

  Bare Bones  REVISION GUIDE
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Crime and deviance: 
ethnicity
 ‘Ethnicity’ refers to a person’s cultural identity, such as language, 
religion, customs and knowledge about the country from which 
they or their ancestors came. Sociologists prefer it to the 
vague word ‘race’. Some official bodies use the acronym BME 
(black and minority ethnic) to refer to all people who are visibly 
members of ethnic minorities and so might be treated in 
particular ways as a result (such as Asians), whereas the word 
‘Black’ on its own usually refers to people of African origin.

 b EXAM TIP

Find out the most recent UK figures for topics such as 
ethnicity and gender and note the date. Statistics usually refer 
back at least a couple of years because of the time taken to 
compile them. It is easier to convert them to proportions  
(e.g. ‘half as many’) than to remember precise numbers. Avoid 
making sweeping generalisations about all ethnic minorities. 

Crime rates and ethnicity
In Britain, rates for those suspected of offences, convicted and 
imprisoned differ by ethnic group. In 2009–10:

 c per 1000 population, seven times more Stop and Searches 
were recorded for Black groups than for Whites, and the 
figure was higher for all BMEs except Chinese;

 c a higher proportion of White suspects were convicted than 
other groups (81% for White, 74% for Black, and 77% for 
Asian);

 c average custodial sentence lengths were longer for Blacks 
than for Asians and significantly shorter for Whites;

 c on 30 June 2010, just under 26% of the total prison 
population in England and Wales comprised BME groups. 
Only about 9% of the general population are BME. 

There are several possible explanations for these contrasting 
rates for different ethnic groups, each supported by some 
evidence:

The demographic explanation

There tends to be a higher proportion of young people in 
ethnic minority populations, and newer immigrants are often 
males. Higher proportions of BMEs in the prison population 
could relate to age and gender as much as ethnicity.

Unemployment is higher among BMEs, so they are more 
likely to be out in the street where they can be stopped by 
police. Willmott (1966) confirmed that youths ‘hanging  
around’ on street corners were disproportionately punished  
for delinquency.

Higher motivation for crime 

Perhaps statistics are not misleading and ethnic minorities are 
more prone to crime. Reasons for this could be:

 c Higher unemployment and resulting poverty: The 2011 
unemployment rate for young Black males excluding 
students was 56%, twice the rate for White youths. 
Pakistani and Bangladeshi rates are also high, even though 
second generation immigrants tend to be better educated 
than their White peers. School expulsion rates are six times 
higher for Black students, which drastically reduces their 
employment prospects.

 c Family structures: A higher proportion of Black families 
are headed by single mothers, so male children may lack 
positive role models. On the other hand, South Asian 
families are far less likely to be headed by single parents, 
so this fails to explain the higher proportion of South Asians 
than Whites in prison. 

 c Disillusionment of economic migrants: Lack of prospects 
may tempt them to ‘innovate’ (Merton’s strain theory). 

 c Deviant subcultures: The formation of deviant subcultures 
can result from feelings of marginalisation from mainstream 
society and relative deprivation (Lea and Young, 1984). 
Sometimes street robberies or drug dealing are carried out 
to afford desirable styles of dress, cars and accessories, 
boosting self-image. This has sometimes been linked to 
the violent and materialistic messages of rap music (though 
Whites also listen to rap music).

 c Crime as a form of political resistance: The Empire Strikes 
Back (CCCS, 1983) suggested that Black crime might be 
a protest against slavery and colonialism as well as more 
recent racism against immigrants. This seems unlikely, as 
the first large wave of Commonwealth immigrants to Britain 
carried out little crime, even though they suffered overt 
discrimination. Despite the fact that discrimination is now 
outlawed and colonialism is a less recent memory, Black 
crime rates have increased.

 c Different values relating to culture or religion: Smoking 
marijuana is supported by Rastafarian beliefs. A very small 
minority of Fundamentalists in some religions may feel 
attacks on gays and prostitutes, forced marriages and even 
‘honour killings’ are justified.

 c Political and religious objections to recent British 
policies: These occasionally lead to acts of terrorism, such 
as the London bombings of 2005. 

Unfair treatment by the criminal justice 
system

According to Blom-Cooper and Drabble (1982), Black people 
were likely to be charged with more serious forms of an 
offence than Whites when similar acts were committed. 

Hood (1992) revealed that Black people were more likely 
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than Whites to get custodial sentences for offences where 
fines or community-based punishments were alternatives. 
He concluded that, for less serious cases, mitigating circum-
stances (factors which reduce the seriousness of the offence) 
were less likely to be taken into account if the defendant was 
Black than if he was White. 

One reason for longer sentences for serious cases was 
that Black defendants were more likely to plead ‘not guilty’, 
resulting in longer sentences if convicted than for those who 
pleaded ‘guilty’. However, in four out of five Crown Courts, 
Hood also found significant racial differences in likelihood of 
custody and length of sentence, which he attributed to racial 
stereotyping probably affecting the perceptions of some 
judges.

More recently, Shute et al. (2005) found some apparent 
improvement. A lower than expected proportion of defendants 
from ethnic minorities (between a quarter and a third) reported 
feeling that they had been treated in a racially biased way, 
though still a serious allegation if true. 60% of ethnic minority 
defendants who did identify unfair treatment attributed it to 
racial bias.

The very high rates of Stop and Search for BMEs,  
combined with a higher proportion of White suspects being 
convicted, could suggest that many BMEs are suspected 
without justification and thus that the police are biased against 
them. On the other hand, the fact that they are not convicted 
in the end suggests fairer courts.

Studies of police ‘canteen culture’ before the Macpherson 
Report (1999) found that many police officers stereotyped 
young Black males as typical offenders. However, since the 
report (which revealed police mishandling of the racist murder 
of Black teenager, Stephen Lawrence) police have been trained 
to avoid ‘institutional racism’ and must record the ethnicity of 
anyone stopped, discouraging unjustified instances. Never-
theless, since 7 July, 2005, Stops and Searches can be carried 
out without restriction in areas such as London, and BMEs 
have been particularly targeted. Sometimes anger at being 
frequently stopped spills over into aggression towards the 
police, who then have grounds to charge the offender.

 b EXAM TIP

Always be aware of the dates of sociological research. As 
attitudes towards issues such as racism and police behaviour 
change, earlier research may become less relevant.

Victimisation and ethnicity
The 2010/11 British Crime Survey (BCS) showed that the risk 
of being a victim of personal crime was higher for adults of 
Mixed background than for other ethnic groups. It was also 
higher for members of all BME groups than for Whites.

Of the 2,007 homicides recorded for the latest three-year 

period (2007/08 to 2009/10), 75% of victims were White, 12% 
Black and 8% Asian. For comparison, the make-up of the 
whole population is roughly 92% Whites, 3% Black and 5% 
Asian.

In the majority of homicide cases, victims were suspected 
of being killed by someone from the same ethnic group, which 
is consistent with previous trends (88% of White victims, 78% 
of Black victims and 60% of Asian victims). 

Reasons why ethnic minorities are more likely than Whites 
to be victims of crime include the following, according to  
David Smith (1997):

 c they tend to live in more dangerous areas, such as zones of 
transition;

 c there are higher proportions of young males, the population 
segment most often attacked;

 c ‘Black-on-Black’ crime accounts for much of the victimisa-
tion. Crime is often conducted against people of the same 
ethnic group, such as acquaintances or locals, and then 
figures are compounded by revenge attacks;

 c the police may be recording more incidents in an effort to 
reach out to ethnic minorities since the Macpherson Report. 
They are obliged to investigate any offence that is alleged 
by the victim to be racially or religiously aggravated and 
such offences carry heavier penalties. 

Since Smith’s research, Islamophobia has increased in 
response to the 9/11 terrorist incidents and bombings and 
the attempted bombings in Britain in 2005. As a result, violent 
assaults, verbal abuse and attacks on Muslims and others 
thought to be Muslims and on mosques have increased. 

 b QUESTION ANALYSIS

Item A
Some sociologists believe that there is a disproportionate 
amount of Black street crime because of relative poverty, 
marginalisation and subculture. Others argue that bias in the 
operation of the criminal justice system is the main reason 
behind official crime figures varying by ethnicity. 

Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the  
view that higher official crime rates for some ethnic  
minorities are a result of racism in the police force and  
courts.  (21 marks)

 c ‘Assess’ means that a debate is expected, followed by a 
thoughtful conclusion.

 c You must refer explicitly to the Item, using it as a scaffold 
and building onto it information ‘from elsewhere’. 

 c The second sentence reflects the view expressed in the 
question, so refer to studies or statistics supporting it. 

 c In the other half of the essay, amplify the first sentence,  
for example by identifying the view as a Left realist one and 
providing evidence about the influence of relative poverty, 
marginalisation and subculture.

  Bare Bones  REVISION GUIDE
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Crime and deviance: 
gender
Official crime statistics vary by gender for rates of offending, 
victimisation and types of offence. Recent statistics show  
that:

 c fewer than one in five of all recorded arrests in 2009 
involved females. The most common offence group for 
which both males and females were arrested was violence 
against the person;

 c in 2008/09, the second most common offence group for 
which both females and males were arrested was theft and 
handling stolen goods;

 c more convicted women received fines than convicted 
men, and women given an immediate custodial sentence 
received shorter average sentence lengths than men; 

 c in 2009, women constituted 5% and men 95% of the  
prison population.

Sociologists disagree about whether official statistics 
genuinely reflect women committing fewer crimes than men or 
whether they might be less often suspected and treated more 
leniently by the criminal justice system.

 b EXAM TIP

Controversies of this type often lie behind exam questions 
containing the phrase ‘assess the view that’. They could 
equally well be about gender, class, ethnicity, locality, age or 
about the validity of official crime statistics in general.

Women and crime
There are a number of reasons why women might commit 
fewer crimes:

 c the male hormone testosterone has been linked with 
aggression. In Western societies boys are expected to 
defend themselves and are given toy weapons. Girls receive 
different toys and are socialised to be more caring (Ann 
Oakley’s theory of canalisation, 1974); 

 c conjugal role studies show that women still perform more 
domestic tasks than men and are likely to take primary 
responsibility for childcare, even if in paid work, leaving 
them less time for crime;

 c Angela McRobbie (1978) found that teenage girls spent 
leisure time in friends’ bedrooms, experimenting with 
makeup, while boys played in the street in large groups and 
were thus more likely to drift into street crime. Likewise, 
Frances Heidensohn (1985) emphasised male control of 
females, believing that single and married females were 
kept at home by their fathers and husbands, so they were 

not free to commit crime. However, there is counter-
evidence of an increasing number of delinquent girl gangs 
in the streets at night and of unsupervised teenage girls 
binge drinking; 

 c corporate crimes are less likely to be committed by  
women, as fewer reach high management positions, 
though this situation is changing as girls outpace boys in 
education;

 c Some women lack the knowledge to commit certain 
common types of crime, such as breaking into cars.

Under-representation
Self-report studies suggest that a higher proportion of  
females commit offences than official statistics show. Anne 
Campbell’s (1981) study showed girls admitting to nearly as 
many offences as boys in a male/female ratio of 1.2:1, though 
her data are flawed by counting trivial and serious offences in 
the same way. 

Otto Pollak (1950) described women as skilled at deceiving 
people. He believed that they carried out offences in the  
invisibility of their homes such as child and elder abuse, and 
that domestic servants’ thefts from their employers were 
similarly ‘masked’. 

According to the chivalry thesis, police suspect women 
less and magistrates and judges treat them more favourably in 
court because they find it difficult to believe that females are 
capable of behaving as badly as males. However, alternative 
reasons are that women are more likely to be arrested for 
less serious offences and to admit to their offence. Also they 
less often receive custodial sentences if they are pregnant or 
mothers of young children, because of the family disruption 
this would cause. Likewise, postnatal depression and pre-
menstrual tension have sometimes been regarded as 
mitigating circumstances.

Increasing female crime
Even though there is probably less female than male crime 
in actuality, the gender gap in crime rates among the young 
is less than it was. Some attribute this to a new ‘ladette’ 
culture, leading to more instances of public order and racially 
aggravated offences and a 48% rise over 5 years in violent 
attacks by teenage girls.

Several men’s jails have been converted to house women 
since 2001 as magistrates appear to have taken a tougher line 
on offences involving drugs and violence by women. Charlotte 
Day of the Howard League suggested the opposite of the 
chivalry thesis — that women who break the law are seen as 
more deviant than men, of whom it is half expected, so they 
are punished more severely. 

Suggestions that feminism is responsible for increases in 
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female crime are not totally convincing as the most ambitious 
and successful women are unlikely to engage in street 
crime, though a few may commit corporate crime. However, 
it is possible that parents supervise female teenagers less 
than they used to and may no longer socialise them to be 
unassertive, going some way towards explaining why the peak 
age of female offending has dropped from 18 to 15 during the 
twenty-first century. 

Gender of victims
According to the British Crime Survey, in 2009/10 two-thirds  
of victims of violent crime were men and one-third were 
women. 

Women accounted for 73% of victims in incidents of 
domestic violence. Figures are inaccurate because many 
victims are too afraid or embarrassed to report incidents. 
Police may be reluctant to intrude in private matters and, when 
they do, victims frequently withdraw their complaints.

2008/09 data showed that fewer females (192) than males 
(459) were victims of homicide. Around three in four female 
victims knew the principal suspect compared to half of male 
victims, and a greater proportion of female than male victims 
were killed by their partner or ex-partner. 

Women were at higher risk of theft from the person.

Reasons for domestic violence

Research suggests factors associated with domestic violence 
include: witnessing domestic violence in childhood; high levels 
of interpersonal dependency and jealousy; lack of empathy; 
and alcohol abuse. Some suggest a subcultural explanation 
— that such violence is more of a norm in the working class — 
but others argue that it occurs in all classes and that middle-
class women may just be less willing to report it.

The Dobashes (1979) suggested that the British family has 
traditionally been patriarchal, with men having high expecta-
tions of the duties women should perform for them and some 
feeling justified in punishing women who disappoint their 
expectations.

Reasons for sexual violence

Traditional explanations for rape are the strong sex drive of the 
rapist and precipitating actions by the victim, such as wearing 
alluring clothes in a high-risk situation, so that she appears to 
be ‘asking for it’. 

Feminists reject this completely. Fear of victim-blaming 
results in many women being reluctant to report rape and this 
is compounded by low expectations of conviction, though 
recent figures suggest that the conviction rate is actually 
reasonably high where cases get as far as the courts. 

Radical feminist Susan Brownmiller (1975) argued that, 
though few men are actually rapists, the fact that some are 
controls all women, as they have to restrict their actions 
because of fears of what may occur. In times of civil wars this 
fear is often realised on a massive scale, and the motives are 
less sexual desire than to exert power over and humiliate the 
enemy. Stephen Box, a Marxist, suggested that workplace 
sexual harassment by male bosses is sometimes tolerated by 
women who wish to retain their employment.

 b EXAM TIP

Take care when interpreting statistics to note whether they 
consist of numbers or rates and, if the latter, what proportion 
of the population as a whole the groups in question constitute.

 b QUESTION ANALYSIS

Using material from Item A (below) and elsewhere, assess  
the view that women commit fewer crimes than men because 
of different gender socialisation. (21 marks)

 c This question implies two claims that can be debated: that 
women really commit fewer crimes than men and that the 
reason is socialisation.

 c Begin by interpreting the data in Item A. Although these 
suggest that women commit fewer and less serious crimes, 
find counter-evidence ‘from elsewhere’, such as the chivalry 
thesis.

 c Then analyse reasons for lower female rates, not all of 
which relate to socialisation. Reach a balanced conclusion. 

Item A

Gender

Number 
sentenced 
by 
magistrates 

Number 
sentenced 
by Crown 
Court 

Number 
fined

Number 
given 
suspended 
sentence

Number 
given a 
community 
sentence

Number 
given a 
custodial
sentence

Average 
sentence 
length from 
Magistrates’ 
Court

Average 
sentence 
length from 
Crown 
Court

% of each 
sex in 
general 
population

Females  304,343  10,284  241,939  6,752  32,396  8,098 2.3 months 19.6 months 51%

Males  962,172  84,109  662,189  38,229  162,396  91,762 2.7 months 24.6 months 49%

Note: Magistrates’ Courts tend to deal with less serious offences than Crown Courts.

Source: Home Office statistics for all offences, England and Wales 2009 
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Crime and deviance: 
locality and class
Locality
According to official statistics, crime rates differ dramatically 
by locality, with much higher rates for urban than country 
areas. However, this impression may be misleading. Police 
more often patrol inner-city areas where they expect more 
crime, leaving rural crime undetected. Country ‘bobbies’ may 
deal with minor infractions informally, while city police are 
more likely to record the offences of people with whom they 
have no relationship. Nevertheless, local crime surveys such 
as those conducted in Merseyside and Islington have revealed 
a much higher rate of crime than the UK average and greater 
fear of street crime. There are more opportunities for property 
crimes in cities and a higher proportion of people with social 
problems.

Ecological theories

Cities in Britain have been associated with high crime since 
the industrial revolution. In the USA, the University of Chicago 
conducted research into the effects of locality on crime over 
several decades. Robert Park and Ernest Burgess (1925) 
identified the area closest to the central business district, 
where housing is cheapest, as the most criminogenic.  
Those who live there include the poorest, with many, such as 
students, only living there until their incomes improve. This 
zone of transition has high crime because residents cannot 
afford to secure their property, are unable to distinguish 
criminals from fellow residents, rarely form associations such 
as Neighbourhood Watch, and may themselves be desperate 
enough to commit crime. Subcultures are more likely to be 
formed in such areas because of cultural heterogeneity and 
social disorganisation with deviant values spread through 
cultural transmission. 

Evaluation  High crime rates in Britain are just as likely to be 
found on council housing estates anywhere in the country as 
in inner-city areas, as the former often have a high proportion 
of ‘problem families’. 

Environmental theories

Recent research has tended to come from the right wing, and 
has attempted to reduce street crime by finding out which 
factors encourage it. 

Wilson and Kelling in Broken Windows (1982) suggested 
that any sign of deterioration in an area must be dealt with 
immediately or it would quickly get worse. Police must 

exercise zero tolerance of acts such as begging and drinking 
in the street, as more serious offences would soon follow.

Likewise, Skogan (1986) identified the factors that can 
cause an area to ‘tip’ (get a poorer reputation). Once affluent 
families begin to leave, poorer people move in, which is often 
followed by a physical deterioration of the area. Fear of crime 
keeps people indoors at night, making it easier for others to 
commit street crime. Tipping can be reversed if authorities 
create incentives for professionals to move in.

Brantingham and Brantingham (1984) found that 
most crimes are committed by opportunists taking their 
normal travel routes. Consequently, if ‘target-hardening’ is 
encouraged, such as alarms on parked cars, crime rates 
should fall.

Evaluation  These are useful short-term strategies but do not 
address the structural inequalities which prompt crime.

Social class
The link between social class and crime and deviance is so 
significant that it is incorporated in many theories.

 c Traditional Marxists view working-class crime as motivated 
by inequalities and bourgeois crime by greed. They 
sympathise with working-class victims of ruling-class crime 
but not vice-versa and believe the criminal justice system 
favours the ruling class. 

 c New Criminologists see structural factors as part of a 
complex web of causes of crime.

 c Marxist subculturalists interpret youth styles as a form of 
class resistance.

 c Left realists see much crime as motivated by the relative 
deprivation and marginalisation of the working class, but 
emphasise the plight of working-class victims.

 c Interactionsists believe that labelling of powerless classes 
amplifies crime. 

 c The New Right concede that working-class crime is a 
rational response to capitalist competition but, instead 
of advocating the reduction of inequality, they believe in 
making crime harder to commit. 

 b QUESTION ANALYSIS

Assess different views of the relationship between crime and 
social class. (21 marks)

 c This question needs careful organisation. Compare 
traditional Marxist views with later left-wing approaches, 
New Criminologists, Marxist subculturalists and Left 
realists; then contrast these with the smaller-scale 
perspective of social constructionists and the very different 
New Right theory (AO2).

 c Focus on the phrase ‘social class’ throughout, referring to 
the class of offenders, victims and agents of social control. 
Illustrate your points with named studies (AO1).
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Crime and deviance: 
the mass media
Sociologists are interested in ways in which the media report 
crime and the debate as to whether exposure to certain media 
increases crime and deviance. They also research crimes 
made possible by modern means of communication such as 
the Internet.

Media reporting of crime
News media cannot report everything that happens, so they 
select material according to a set of news values, most of 
which are chosen to interest readers. These include:

 c unexpectedness – rare or unusual behaviour;

 c negativity – a tragic or disturbing event;

 c immediacy – events that happen suddenly, as opposed to 
slowly developing trends;

 c continuity – choosing events that link with similar ones.

As a result, they are more likely to report on murders than on 
bicycle theft, even though the latter is much more common, 
giving the public a distorted view of the frequency of different 
types of crime. The continuity value results in a high proportion 
of similar cases, such as muggings, being published over 
a certain period, giving the false impression that there is a 
crime wave (Fishman, 1973). This is likely to subside when 
an interesting new topic is found, but the effect can be to 
make the public so fearful that many avoid going out at night, 
enabling criminals to operate more freely in the streets.

Marxists suggest that media content is also influenced  
by the central value system — the ideology of the ruling 
class — because most media owners are right wing and 
choose editors and journalists accordingly. Agenda-setting 
occurs so that working-class crime is over-emphasised and 
the offenders described in alarming terms, while corporate  
and white-collar criminals receive less coverage and are 
presented as respectable. 

Media amplification of crime
News coverage can reduce crime by warning people of the 
penalties (the Nemesis effect) and by suggesting precautions 
against it, or coverage can lead to copycatting. Social 
constructionists have studied interaction between supposed 
deviants, the police and the media in several famous studies.

Jock Young

Young (The Drug Takers, 1971) was intrigued by how the 
use of some types of ‘drugs’, such as caffeine or sherry, is 
constructed as acceptable, whereas taking others, such as 

cannabis, is not. Through participant observation he noticed 
how marijuana users in Nottinghill led otherwise normal lives 
until the police decided to crackdown on the habit and the 
press publicised this. The result was that users became 
secretive and formed subcultures, which eventually led many 
to drop out of normal life and even take harder drugs. Thus 
their primary deviance became more serious secondary 
deviance in response to action by authority figures.

Stanley Cohen

Cohen (Folk Devils and Moral Panics, 1972) was interested in 
a situation which began with isolated fights between young 
people at Clacton on Easter weekend in 1964. Being short of 
news, the media exaggerated, implying that the two groups 
involved, Mods and Rockers, hated each other. This attracted 
bored youths to potential trouble spots and to join one group 
or the other, while the press whipped up hostility between 
them. Police then felt pressurised to arrest more than usual. 
The media created a moral panic by presenting the youths 
as folk devils, resulting in deviancy amplification. Cohen 
interviewed those involved and compared what they said  
with the media reports.

Stuart Hall

In 1972 government mishandling of various events had made  
it very unpopular. Using media analysis, Hall (Policing the 
Crisis, 1978) argued that journalists scapegoated young 
Black males by presenting exaggerated stories of mugging, 
to frighten the public into supporting a police crackdown 
and forgetting about protests. Some Black youths became 
exasperated by frequent police searches, leading to increased 
public order offences, a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Evaluation  Young, Cohen and Hall all had left-wing bias. 
Interactionists believe those who label are responsible for 
crimes becoming more serious, whereas opponents argue 
that offenders have free will so they are responsible for their 
own crimes. Police and media would not serve society if they 
turned a blind eye to crime.

 b EXAM TIP

Explore the methods used in the three studies above, as these 
can be assessed as part of your Evaluation.

Global communication and 
crime
Some crimes have become possible or easier as a result of 
international media. These include:

 c financial fraud and theft of confidential information, by 
hacking into Internet accounts;

 c widespread publication of pornography, often entailing 
exploitation of minors;
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 c spreading of hate crime, terrorist and extremist ideas that 
could threaten individuals or governments, such as the 
fatwa against novelist Salman Rushdie; 

 c cyber-bullying and grooming of children via the Internet;

 c using the Internet for plagiarism, especially in education, 
and infringing music copyright. 

On the positive side:

 c international publicity can be used to try to catch criminals 
and solve crimes, as in the widespread publicity of April 
Jones’s abduction;

 c people are encouraged to behave pro-socially by media 
messages such as disaster appeals and human rights 
protests;

 c what some people regard as extremist ideas, others may 
view as progressive, as in the Arab Spring. 

Views on media effects
There have been longstanding public concerns about the 
negative effects violence and explicit sexual content in films, 
television entertainment and computer games might have 
on audience behaviour, especially on the young. There are 
alternative views on how the media may influence individuals:

 c Hypodermic syringe or magic bullet model: People 
imitate what they have recently seen as if they have been 
injected with the message. 

 c Audience selection or uses and gratifications model: 
People only choose to watch what they already enjoy or 
find acceptable, so the media may not change people’s 
values quickly, but there could be gradual desensitisation 
as people become used to greater violence on screen. 

 c Cultural effects model: We cannot separate the effect of 
the media from the influences of society as a whole since 
mass media reflect society’s values. 

 c Structured interpretation model: Different audiences may 
derive different readings from the same media text. For 
example, less sophisticated viewers may admire and copy  
a character who is being satirised in a television sitcom. 

Most sociologists reject the hypodermic syringe model as  
too simplistic, as few are likely to copy exactly what they  
have watched. However, the less sophisticated may be 
aroused to engage in other deviant behaviour or become 
disinhibited, regarding antisocial acts as normal after viewing 
them frequently on the screen.

Experiments that support the view that children imitate 
antisocial behaviour include: 

Bandura, Ross and Ross (1963)

Children who had witnessed adults attacking a doll without 
being punished were more inclined than the control group to 
attack dolls when they were shown into a playroom.

Stein and Friedrich (1972)

Nursery age children who were allowed to watch Batman and 
Superman programmes played more aggressively afterwards 
than similar children who watched pro-social and neutral 
programmes. However, most of this aggression was expressed 
through imitation of the characters they had viewed, rather 
than aggression directed against other people in wider 
contexts.

Evaluation  

 c Both experiments lacked ecological validity, as they had 
limited relevance to the types of violence children might 
normally watch. The experimenters failed to follow them 
up to see if they had become more aggressive in wider 
contexts.

 c There are ethical problems in conducting experiments that 
might result in viewers becoming more aggressive.

Researchers have examined correlations between what 
young people say they have watched and their record of 
crime, but there is a problem in establishing cause and effect, 
as individuals might select violent programmes because of 
aggressive tendencies. 

Likewise, studies of the crime rates of countries before and 
after the introduction of mass media are flawed by the impos-
sibility of controlling for other types of social change. 

There is a small body of opinion that holds that allowing 
people to watch violent media may satisfy their desire for 
excitement, making them less likely to commit such crimes 
(Feshbach and Singer, 1971). 

 b QUESTION ANALYSIS

1. Assess sociological views of the relationship between 
crime and the mass media. (21 marks)

 c This needs careful planning to cover a range of issues,  
such as ways in which global media have increased or 
helped to combat crime, ways in which reporting of news 
increases or decreases crime, and debates about whether  
media entertainment increases crime.

 c Show Evaluation skills by identifying opposing views and 
assessing the methods used in some of the studies.

2. Assess the usefulness of interactionist studies of crime  
and deviance. (21 marks)

 c Explain the interactionist approach. Discuss The 
Drugtakers, Folk Devils and Moral Panics and Policing 
the Crisis, demonstrating how deviance is amplified by 
interaction between deviant groups, police and the media. 

 c Bring in Becker’s views and other studies on mental illness 
and stuttering (AO1).

 c Criticisms (AO2) include the subjective nature of these 
studies and realist views that the plight of victims and 
responsibility of offenders are being ignored.
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Green crime, human 
rights and state crime
Green crime
Green crime is a relatively new topic of study in criminology 
and criminologists are still debating exactly how to define the 
term and what counts as ‘green crime’. Beirne and South 
(2007) argued that green crime amounts to harms committed 
by ‘powerful institutions’ such as states, corporations and 
military forces against people, non-human animals and their 
environments. Their emphasis was on the ‘unjust exploita-
tion of natural resources, eco-systems, humans and animals’. 
Victims of these harms are usually the least powerful (the poor, 
women, children, people of colour). Carrabine et al. (2009) 
called this ‘environmental racism’ and argued that it happens 
locally and globally.

The environmental harms discussed by Beirne and South 
include:

 c spoilation and pollution of land, water and air as a result of 
economic exploitation;

 c bio-piracy, which is the patenting (or theft) of natural 
products and knowledge of them held by indigenous 
people; 

 c wars that bring people into conflict with each other and 
which damage the lands they live on and use;

 c the ‘legalised’ seizure of local people’s lands and property 
by states and corporations to further their own economic 
interests (‘land grabs’);

 c acts of cruelty to animals and the ‘institutional, socially-
acceptable domination of animals in agribusiness, in 
slaughterhouses and abattoirs, in so-called scientific  
experimentation and, in less obviously direct ways, in 
sports, colleges and schools, zoos, aquaria and circuses’.

Evaluation  Situ and Emmons (2000) argued that 
environmental crime is ‘an unauthorised act or omission  
that violates the law and is therefore subject to criminal 
prosecution and sanctions’. In their eyes, it is unlikely that 
states can be considered criminal if their actions are legally 
sanctioned. 

States often share this view. However, Neo-Marxists and 
radicals such as Benton (2007) and Lynch and Stretesky (2003) 
note that states often fail to enact laws against all relevant 
harms and, when they do, are not prepared to regulate and 
prosecute all law breakers. As a result, tax payers are left with 
the bill for the clean-ups. In addition, green harms/crimes often 
cross national borders so it is hard to identify offenders and 
to determine who the prosecuting body should be even if the 
offender is found.

 b EXAM TIP

In relation to green crime, a number of terms could be used 
in questions and Items to mean the same thing; thus, you 
might find reference to ‘environmental crime’, ‘eco-crime’, 
‘bio-crime’ or ‘environmental harms’. 

 b EXAM TIP

Watch the news to gain evidence of current examples that fit 
the harms presented by Beirne and South, local or global. Do 
you support their claim that these actions amount to crime?

State crime and human rights
Kauzlarich et al. (2003) suggested that state crime involves 
harm to individuals, groups and property done to preserve  
the interests of the state or its allies. Green and Ward (2004) 
add that state crimes break international norms on accept-
able state action; for example, they break human rights 
declarations, such as the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR) of 1948. As a result, the criminal state will  
often try to cover up or deny its actions to avoid international  
con sequences. This suggests it is fully aware that its actions 
are criminal.

Officially, states operate by a set of consensual rules to 
protect their citizens. However, Rummel (1994) estimated that 
between 1900 and 1987, 169 million people were murdered 
by their governments. States are responsible for a range 
of other crimes against their people. These might include: 
genocide; war crimes; torture; state terrorism; collusion with 
organised criminal gangs; crimes by the police; corruption of 
state officials and departments; and state culpability in natural 
disasters.

Recent specific examples of possible state crimes might 
include:

 c the Rwanda genocide of 1994;

 c the atrocities and ‘ethnic cleansing’ committed in the 
Bosnian war of 1992–95;

 c the use of Extraordinary Rendition by the CIA (USA);

 c the torture of prisoners by British forces during the Mau 
Mau rebellion in Kenya in the 1960s.

A range of theories seeks to explain how such state crimes 
could occur, including conservative, cultural relativist, realist 
and feminist theories.

Conservative

Conservatives believe states may justify apparently harsh 
actions as being in self-defence or for the protection of the 
nation’s citizens, and that they are therefore not criminal. 

Evaluation  Radical criminologists, such as Marxists, criticise 
this acceptance of all state action as legitimate. States may lie 
to evade blame.
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Cultural relativists

Cultural relativists argue that many new post-colonial nations 
have been unhappy with the international acceptance of 
norms such as the UDHR. They argue that they are too 
heavily influenced by Western values and represent ‘Western 
imperialism’, ignoring local cultures, norms and values. 

Evaluation  Cultural relativism may protect less powerful 
states and cultures from being judged by Western/Christian 
standards, but it may equally protect criminal states from 
international condemnation and action. Marxists argue that 
cultural relativists do not see the impact of state crimes on 
marginalised groups, such as the poor, ethnic minorities, 
women, children and homosexuals. These groups are most 
often the victims of state crime and human rights abuses but 
are least likely to be able to affect debates on state criminality. 
States, on the other hand, have huge power to affect the wider 
international debate. 

Realists

Realists argue that, in the ‘real world’, states are more heavily 
committed to self-interest than to universal morality and law. 
States may commit ‘crimes’ or human rights abuses because 
of self-interest (such as the elimination of critics), while other 
states may refuse to condemn these actions in order to avoid 
having to impose sanctions or use military force, which might 
lead to domestic criticism.

Evaluation  Realism makes us more aware of the realities 
faced by the victims of criminality and of responses to such 
criminality. Policies on the eradication of state crimes or 
human rights abuses are not easy to develop in the real world. 
A society may want its government to intervene, but interven-
tion may actually make the problem worse. However, inaction 
may be immoral, consigning innocent civilians to further 
abuse.

Feminists

Feminists claim men use terror, violence and genocide against 
women to undermine whole cultural groups. For example, 
MacKinnon (1994) and Allen (1996) argued that rape was used 
as a military policy for genocidal purposes. It led to:

 c the psychological (if not physical) death of the woman, 
as she would find recovery (often without any support) 
extremely difficult;

 c the social death of the woman, as she would probably be 
shunned by her community;

 c the undermining of social bonds within a group, as babies 
born to raped women may no longer be seen as pure 
members of the oppressed group;

 c ethnic cleansing, as others in the group fled to avoid the 
terror.

Evaluation  Feminists raise some valuable issues regarding 
state crime, especially the crimes of genocide and terror. 
However, in the Congo, UN peacekeepers were criticised for 
failing to prevent rapes during the conflict of the early 21st 
century, and some were ‘disciplined’ for rape and sexual 
abuse of the women and children they were supposed to be 
protecting. Perhaps rape may not be a specific ‘state’ crime 
as much as a ‘male’ crime. In addition, there is increasing 
evidence that in situations of genocide and terror, male 
captives are also raped. Feminists are less able to explain why.

Corruption
Corruption is one of the commonest forms of state crime, 
as it is carried out systematically by government officials in 
many parts of the developing world and tolerated as a perk 
of the job. According to a major international victimisation 
study (Zvekic, 1998), being asked for a bribe is the second 
commonest form of criminal victimisation (after consumer 
fraud) outside the industrialised world, with 17% of people 
admitting to having been asked for bribes in the past year 
compared with only 1% in the industrialised world. 

In many countries people cannot obtain ordinary services 
such as a car licence, passport or medical treatment unless 
they pay a bribe on top of the official fee. Sometimes 
corruption entails the exchange of favours instead of money, 
a practice known as clientelism; for example, a member of 
parliament might try to influence government policy affecting  
a particular group in exchange for electoral support. 

On a much larger scale, many developing nations are  
kleptocracies in which rulers steal much of their country’s 
income, moving it to their bank accounts overseas instead of 
spending it on the welfare of citizens. A recent example was 
former Egyptian leader Hosni Mubarak.

 b QUESTION ANALYSIS

1. Assess the view that green crimes may be technically legal, 
but are morally criminal.  (21 marks)

 c Outline the debate about what counts as green crime with 
reference to Situ and Emmons, who argue that crimes need 
to break the law, and Beirne and South, who argue that 
green crime amounts to any environmental ‘harm’.

 c Use examples of animal ‘abuse’ and nuclear waste disposal 
to evaluate these two positions.

2. Assess the view that state crime exists, even if states do 
not define their actions as criminal.  (21 marks)

 c Use relevant theories such as conservatism, Marxism, 
cultural relativism and feminism, plus the relevant concepts 
they use.

 c Include examples of state crimes to target application and 
interpretation marks. 
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Crime control, 
prevention and 
punishment
The criminal justice system
The criminal justice system in England and Wales is made 
up of the police, community support officers, the Crown 
Prosecution, criminal courts (Magistrates’ and Crown Courts), 
probation service, youth offending teams, prisons and other 
bodies such as the Criminal Injuries Compensation Authority. 
Together these organisations try to control and punish crime. 
Methods used include the following: 

 c incapacitation prevents the offender from committing 
further crime. It includes imprisonment, restraining orders, 
such as ASBOs, keeping offenders away from certain areas 
or people and, in some countries, surgical or chemical 
castration of sex offenders and capital punishment;

 c rehabilitation involves reforming offenders, by getting them 
to discuss their crimes and participate in therapy such as 
anger management; 

 c deterrence entails offenders receiving stiff sentences to 
discourage them from reoffending and others from  
following suit;

 c retribution takes the view that the offender has trans-
gressed against society and must abide by the set 
punishment;

 c In addition the police and other agents of control, such as 
traffic wardens, patrol to discourage offences, and there  
has been much New Right-inspired research into methods 
of crime prevention.

While Marxists and social constructionists make light of street 
crime and condemn the criminal justice system for targeting 
working-class offenders, realists argue that high crime figures 
must be taken seriously for the sake of victims. Right realists 
differ from Left realists in the explanations they give for crime 
and how they think it should be prevented.

Right realism
Also known as the New Right, right realists build on the 
functionalist view that an orderly society benefits the majority. 
They support capitalism, believing that hard work and 
enterprise should be rewarded. However, as less successful 
individuals may make the rational choice to improve their 
circumstances by committing crime, they must be deterred by 
making crimes harder to commit and punishments firm, though 
proportionate. According to Wilson and Herrnstein in Crime 

and Human Nature (1985), additional reasons for crime are: 

 c aspects of genetic inheritance, such as aggression and 
hyperactivity;

 c youth, as puberty brings desires that young people often 
cannot fulfil. They find it hard to delay gratification and are 
often unsupervised by adults, especially young males;

 c the influence of alcohol;

 c anti-social messages from the mass media;

 c secularisation and declining moral attitudes;

 c an increasing number of consumer goods to steal;

 c the lack of a secure family upbringing. Wilson thought 
responsible mothering was crucial in socialisation. He did 
not insist that families should be headed by two parents, 
but others, such as Norman Dennis and Charles Murray, 
have linked single-parent families with crime.

As there are so many causes of crime, simply creating a more 
equal society would not prevent it. Wilson found no correlation 
between relative deprivation and property crime. He believed 
that where an individual was criminal and unemployed, both 
could often be explained by anti-social attitudes.

Right libertarians, such as Robert Nozick (1974), oppose 
extending welfare benefits. Far from reducing crime, they 
believe it creates a dependency culture, discouraging people 
from seeking work and penalising employees through taxation. 
The government should not engage in social engineering to 
improve the circumstances of poorer people. Laws should be 
kept to a minimum, so acts that harm only the perpetrator, 
such as drug taking, should be allowed, freeing police to focus 
on crimes that harm others. 

Evaluation  Suggestions that welfare benefits should be 
stopped to make people less dependent are both inhumane 
and impractical.

Zero tolerance

At odds with Right libertarians on some points, Wilson 
believed one cause of crime was anti-social attitudes and that 
these would worsen if left unchecked. Zero tolerance entails 
surveillance and discouragement by police and community 
support officers of public acts that are not necessarily illegal 
but which depress an area’s moral tone, such as drinking, 
loitering and sleeping in doorways. This is reflected in the 
broken windows theory that, if an area becomes neglected, 
it soon ‘tips’ and becomes a breeding ground for criminals. 
This is because more prosperous people move away, leisure 
businesses shut down and so the streets become relatively 
empty at night, leaving those who still live there vulnerable to 
attack.

Evaluation  There is a human rights breach if police are 
allowed to move people on who are not breaking the law,  
and this could affect some social groups disproportionately.
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New Right sociologists disagree on whether laws should 
discriminate between victimless crimes and those with 
victims, and whether the police should practise zero tolerance, 
responding to all anti-social acts.

Administrative criminology

Many New Right sociologists take little interest in causes of 
crime, as their focus is researching practical (administrative) 
ways of discouraging it. These include designing out crime 
on housing estates and in public spaces by eliminating areas 
such as underpasses where criminals can hide, and by more 
effective lighting. Burglary victims are advised on how to 
protect their property more effectively. Situational crime 
prevention entails anticipating where criminals might strike 
and reducing their opportunities by using CCTV, alarms, 
property marking, electronic gates and other forms of  
target-hardening. 

Evaluation  Situational crime prevention deters opportunists, 
but professional criminals find ways to circumvent it or  
attempt crime in less protected places (displacement). 

Administrative criminologists are uninterested in social 
causes of crime, so their work can scarcely be described as 
sociology. The Left condemn them for their lack of interest in 
creating a fairer society.

 b EXAM TIP

New Right ideas can be discussed as an extension of  
functionalism or used to assess contrasting perspectives  
such as Marxism or labelling theory.

Left realism
Left realism is a response to Left idealism or Marxism. Jock 
Young expressed Marxist ideas in The New Criminology 
(1973), but he later decided that Marxists were wrong to  
justify working-class crime. With John Lea he wrote What is 
to be Done about Law and Order? (1984), arguing that 
increasing rates of working-class crime were very real and  
that action must be taken, especially as many of the victims 
were working class. Still left wing, Young believed much crime 
was caused by:

 c relative deprivation — people on low incomes or 
unemployed because of structural changes were frustrated 
at being unable to afford consumer goods that they saw 
owned by others;

 c marginalisation — working-class people felt unable to 
improve their conditions through trade unions or political 
parties. Ethnic minorities suffered discrimination. People 
who did not feel bonded were less likely to intervene to 
prevent or report local crime;

 c subcultures — criminal subcultures developed in some 

areas, to which marginalised people were then drawn. 
Youngsters might drift into them if left unsupervised by 
parents struggling for long hours to make a living.

To reduce crime, Lea and Young suggested:

 c changes in policing — conflict or military-style policing 
entails police covering large areas by car. Although 
apparently efficient, it means they scarcely know 
community members and resort to tactics such as  
stopping and searching people, often antagonising them. 
The alternative is community policing where officers  
patrol smaller areas on foot or cycle, getting to know  
likely offenders and gaining access to information from 
a more welcoming public. The latter approach was 
recommended by Left realists, especially for ethnic  
minority areas such as Brixton where heavy-handed 
policing had led to riots;

 c improved welfare — unlike Right realists, Lea and Young 
advocated government intervention to create jobs with 
prospects and fair wages, regenerate inner-city areas, 
improve housing and teach democracy in schools;

 c Victims — victim support groups should meet with local 
police and officials to address problems in particular areas. 
Victim compensation schemes should be expanded;

 c reintegration of offenders — community service is 
preferable to prison for less dangerous criminals. In this  
way they can compensate the community and be less 
marginalised. Meeting victims willing to describe the impact 
on their lives of the offence (victim–offender mediation) can 
increase offenders’ empathy, reducing the likelihood of 
recidivism (reoffending).

Evaluation  Left realist ideas are reasonable, provided 
governments have adequate financial resources and man-
power to expand community policing.

The emphasis on working-class crime to the exclusion of 
corporate crime has been criticised by Marxists, but it can be 
defended on the grounds that Lea and Young’s book is about 
‘law and order’, implying street crime.

Some critics condemn references to a relatively high rate 
of ethnic minority crime in inner cities as stereotypical, but the 
counter-argument would be that figures reflect a real situation 
that must be addressed.

 b EXAM TIP

Consider how the summer riots of 2011 might be interpreted 
by Left realists.

Victimology
Official crime figures depend on victims reporting crimes and 
the police recording them, but victims may be reluctant to 
contact the police over trivial offences or when they know the 
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offender, fear reprisals, are embarrassed by the crime, have 
themselves been involved in crime or have little faith in police. 
To uncover the dark figure of unreported crime, the first British 
Crime Survey (BCS) of victims took place in 1982 and is now 
an annual event. Respondents are asked what types of crimes 
they have experienced in the last year, whether they fear 
crime, how they try to avoid it and their opinions of the criminal 
justice system. The data collected have developed into the 
study of positivist victimology.

Some types of people have a greater chance of being 
victims of particular types of crime, including: 

 c those living in the poorest areas;

 c young people, especially from violence by parents or  
carers, bullying and theft of personal items such as mobile 
phones;

 c elderly people, as victims of abuse in care homes and 
families;

 c ethnic minorities, especially from racial violence and 
harassment;

 c males, as victims of assault in the workplace and of violent 
attacks by other men in public places, especially the 16 to 
24 age group; 

 c females, as victims of domestic violence, sexual violence, 
stalking and honour killings (sometimes disguised as 
accidents).

The BCS uncovers some crimes that victims have not reported 
to the police. However, some types still tend to be omitted 
including: 

 c offences some people do not view as crimes, such as 
marital rape;

 c crimes of which victims are unaware, such as fraud, 
corporate and state crime and environmental crime;

 c ‘victimless crimes’, such as under-age offences and drug 
taking;

 c crimes against companies and government, such as shop-
lifting, fare-dodging and tax evasion;

 c offences against those too young to be questioned.

The BCS is based on a sample from which national trends are 
calculated. Local surveys of inner-city areas reveal higher rates 
of crime, for example street crimes against women.

Attitudes to victims

The conservative attitude to victims is to distinguish between 
blameless victims and those thought to have brought it upon 
themselves. Christie (1986) described the ‘ideal victim’ in a 
court’s eyes as innocently going about their business and then 
suddenly being victimised by a stronger, unknown offender. 
In contrast, other victims might have their claims taken less 
seriously, such as working-class youths, women persistently 
abused by male partners, and young, attractively dressed 
victims of rape. Mendelsohn (1956) observed the extent to 

which some victims were culpable by allowing situations to 
escalate into criminal incidents.

In contrast, liberal victimologists focus on all victims of 
crime, regardless of social characteristics. Negative attitudes 
experienced by someone, such as a rape victim, at the  
hands of the police or a judge, after suffering the primary 
victimisation of the offence itself, is called secondary 
victimisation. Waves of harm are also a focus, as crimes 
affect not only the victim but also families and friends, and 
sometimes terrorise the public too.

Liberal victimologists also study hidden types of criminal 
victimisation, such as victims of fraud and corporate crime 
including bank customers, employees and tenants. They are 
interested in making the victim feel better through restitution, 
Victim–Offender Mediation and reconciliation (Braithwaite, 
2002), whereas conservative victimologists favour retributive 
justice. 

Radical-critical victimologists adopt the Marxist view that  
all those suffering from gross inequalities or loss of human 
rights are victims. They particularly focus on state crimes, 
such as political corruption, and the harm done to the innocent 
by the criminal justice system, such as excessive stop and 
searches, wrongful arrest and police rule-breaking.

Support for victims comes from voluntary organisations, 
such as Victim Support groups and Childline, and sometimes 
courts or government agencies award compensation. 

 b EXAM TIP

This is another topic given new emphasis in the specification, 
so it is likely to be the focus of examination questions fairly 
frequently.

 b QUESTION ANALYSIS

1. Assess the usefulness of New Right perspectives in 
explaining and reducing crime in society today. (21 marks)

This is a ‘double-barrel’ question. It requires an outline of 
explanations of crime, which can be assessed by criticisms 
from the Left. Then techniques for crime reduction, such  
as target hardening and designing out crime, need to be  
des cribed and evaluated, raising problems such as  
displacement. 

2. Assess the view that many sociologists have shown  
insufficient concern for the victims of crime. (21 marks).

This question requires you to target AO2 marks by presenting 
a debate. You could argue that Marxists show concern only for 
working-class victims and interactionists focus on the victims 
of labelling more than the victims of crime. In contrast, Left 
and Right realists prioritise victims, as do feminists when the 
victims are female. Expand your answer with named studies 
(AO1) and bring in victimology, contrasting conservative with 
radical and liberal victimologists.

  Bare Bones  REVISION GUIDE
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Suicide
Émile Durkheim
As a functionalist and the founding father of sociology, 
Durkheim (Suicide: A Study in Sociology, 1897) was interested 
in the influences of different factors in society, social facts, on 
individuals. He noticed that suicide rates differed greatly from 
one society to another but usually stayed stable within each 
society. This suggested that decisions to commit suicide might 
be influenced by the type of society in which people lived. 

He hypothesised that social integration or cohesion 
discourages suicide and set out to support this by comparing 
suicide rates in different parts of Germany, some of which 
were Protestant and some Catholic, believing that Catholicism 
led to more integrated communities. This approach of testing 
a hypothesis by collecting data from two different conditions 
seems quite scientific and, as he expected, suicide rates in 
Catholic communities were much lower. 

Evaluation  Durkheim’s approach in this part of his study was 
flawed:

 c it was built on the assumption that Catholicism leads to 
a more cohesive community, but Durkheim’s method of 
operationalising ‘cohesion’ was unscientific;

 c most Catholic communities were rural, whereas Protestant 
ones were urban, so this may have influenced people’s 
behaviour, including, perhaps, how integrated they felt;

 c Catholics traditionally view suicide as a mortal sin, so 
coroners in Catholic areas avoided suicide verdicts in cases 
of doubt, unlike Protestant coroners. 

It is not strictly accurate to call Durkheim a positivist because 
he dealt with concepts such as integration that cannot be 
accurately measured, but he based his theories on patterns 
in statistics so he is referred to as a realist. He compared 
statistics for other social groups, such as the married and 
unmarried, and also identified four types of suicide:

 c egoistic suicide where social integration is weak so people 
with problems feel unsupported;

 c altruistic suicide where social integration is so strong that 
people are prepared to die for their group;

 c anomic suicide where people feel bewildered by the 
instability of their society, for example during a revolution;

 c fatalistic suicide, where society controls people 
excessively, for example in a concentration camp.

These concepts are interesting but not always easy to apply to 
particular situations. 

 b EXAM TIP

Questions on suicide frequently focus on the methods sociolo-
gists have used to study it, so take note of these. Ensure that 

you can describe the scientific method and fully understand 
terms such as positivism, realism and phenomenology.

Phenomenological approaches
Phenomenologists are interested in how the way people view 
certain phenomena affects their behaviour. Instead of taking 
suicide statistics at face value, as Durkheim did, they realise 
they are social constructions by coroners.

Atkinson, Kessel and Daalgard

Atkinson, Kessel and Daalgard (1975) conducted a clever 
experiment in which they asked four English and five Danish 
coroners to consider the same 40 cases. Every coroner 
reached a different conclusion, showing the inaccuracy of 
verdicts in general, but all the Danes identified more cases as 
suicide than the English coroners. The Danes had been trained 
to use the criterion of probability, whereas English coroners 
had to prove definite intent. This shows the unreliability of 
suicide statistics as data upon which to base theories. 

Douglas

Douglas (The Social Meaning of Suicide, 1967) also rejected 
official statistics. Suicide could be an act of revenge, an 
attempt to save others, ludic (risk taking) or have other social 
meanings, and such differently motivated acts should not be 
lumped together. Interpretive methods, such as reading diaries 
and letters and interviews with suicide victims’ families and 
survivors, should be used to study motives. 

Case study approaches
Baechler (1979) used existing case studies to classify 
suicides and attempted suicides into various types. Steve 
Taylor analysed statistics of people killed under trains (1982), 
showing that figures were unreliable. Later, describing himself 
as a realist, he took a case study approach, identifying four 
major causes of suicide.

 b EXAM TIP

Read more about different types of suicide identified by 
Baechler and Taylor and compare them with Durkheim’s 
typology. Investigate recent research, such as suicide amongst 
those who grew up in the Troubles of Northern Ireland. 

 b QUESTION ANALYSIS

Assess the usefulness of different sociological methods for 
the study of suicide. (21 marks)

Refer to analysis of statistics and personal documents, case 
studies, experiments, observation of coroners and interviews. 
Each method needs reference to and evaluation of named 
studies.
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Crime and deviance: 
methods in context 
The Methods in Context question requires you to assess the 
usefulness of a named research method for investigating a 
particular type of crime or deviance (such as suicide) or a 
related matter, such as the experience of victims or an aspect 
of the criminal justice such as police canteen culture. For 
this you need knowledge about the practical, ethical and 
theoretical problems of different methods for investigating 
the sensitive subject of crime, including methods such as 
self-report studies and victim surveys.

You must use the Item explicitly:

 c to identify variations in the way the stated crime is 
committed, for example by different types of offender with 
different motivations, as the method might work better  
with some than with others;

 c to elaborate on the strengths and weaknesses identified  
in the text, demonstrating your understanding with 
appropriate examples. Then add further evaluation points  
of your own.

Start by imagining the reality of investigating this specific 
type of crime and consider its particular difficulties. Think 
about the different types of people that it might be reasonable 
to research, which could include victims, offenders, police, 
magistrates and judges or possibly others, such as relatives  
or members of the public.

Prior planning is essential as there are possible variations 
within this type of crime, different types of people who might 
be investigated and three types of evaluation (practical, ethical 
and theoretical).

Your conclusion needs to be a balanced one, analysing 
scenarios in which the method is likely to be more and less 
successful.

 b EXAM TIP

It is vital to restrict your discussion of the method’s strengths 
and weaknesses to investigating the type of crime mentioned 
in the Item. Do not assess its wider usefulness. 

Primary methods
Practical aspects

 c Methods such as interviews, questionnaires and 
observation may entail problems of access. Criminals are 
not easily identified, unless the researcher gets permission 
to interview convicted offenders or has criminal contacts, 
such as knowing the gatekeeper of a gang. Corporate, 

white collar, state and ‘green’ criminals will be particularly 
hard to research because of their status and the hidden 
nature of their crimes. 

 c Victims may not be accessible because of data protection, 
but they may volunteer via victim support groups or in 
response to advertisements. In each case the sample 
obtained may be unrepresentative.

 c Victim surveys (of random members of the public, some of 
whom are victims) reveal some crimes not reported to the 
police, though an incomplete picture will be obtained. 

 c Self-report studies can be used to uncover victimless law 
breaking, such as under-age offences. Respondents are 
only likely to admit to offences when their questionnaires 
will be collected anonymously as part of a large group. 

 c Members of the criminal justice system will have a vested 
interest in not cooperating with anything likely to bring  
their profession into disrepute and may be bound by  
confidentiality rules.

 c Building rapport with offenders or sensitive victims for 
in-depth interviews will be time consuming.

 c Only a minority of researchers is likely to have the native 
costume suitable for covert participation in a deviant  
group. There can be danger if those observed realise the 
researcher’s intentions. 

Ethical aspects

 c It is illegal to be present while offences are being committed 
without reporting them, making long-term participant 
observation of offenders impossible. 

 c Interviewees need to be promised confidentiality and 
anonymity, yet a researcher receiving information about 
unsolved crimes or ones being planned ought to report this.

 c Researchers should avoid distressing respondents, which 
is difficult when interviewing crime victims or relatives of 
suicide victims.

 c Participants in investigations should give fully informed 
consent, making covert observation unethical.

Theoretical aspects

 c Positivists favour questionnaires with closed questions, 
structured interviews and observations using tally charts 
because these generate ‘hard’, quantifiable data. These 
can be used to compare groups, such as male and female 
offenders in self-report surveys, and to identify correlations 
to establish cause and effect. Data are likely to be repre-
sentative and reliable.

 c Interpretivists would argue that such data reveal little about 
motivations, self-images or other complex experiences 
and are therefore invalid. Empathy (verstehen) with the 
feelings of those being studied is necessary to obtain ‘soft’ 
qualitative data through immersion in their lives. 
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 b EXAM TIP

Find out more about the advantages and disadvantages of 
victim surveys, both national and local, and of self-report 
studies, looking particularly at Anne Campbell’s self-report 
study (1981) and subsequent criticisms. 

Secondary methods
Sociologists occasionally use personal or historical documents 
or mass media to study crime and deviance. Stuart Hall, 
Stanley Cohen and Jock Young all compared media coverage 
of moral panics with reality as they saw it. Geoffrey Pearson 
used newspapers from the past to reveal that exaggerated 
public fears of youth crime are nothing new. Much more 
commonly, sociologists use other people’s research from 
books and articles as a starting point for their own research 
and draw upon official statistics.

Practical aspects

 c Official statistics are easily accessible, often at no cost, and 
present a fuller picture than a researcher could possibly 
obtain by accessing individuals. They provide a useful 
starting point, allowing comparisons between groups and 
over time.

 c Historical documents allow access to aspects of crime and 
the justice system that no one alive now may remember.

Ethical aspects

Secondary sources present few of the ethical problems 
that arise when researching people directly, unless violent 
or offensive material is accessed or the content of personal 
documents is released without permission.

Theoretical aspects

 c Positivists tend to approve of official statistics as they are 
likely to be more representative than data an individual 
could collect. Nevertheless, they may be skewed. Crime 
statistics from the police only reflect offences reported by 
the public or uncovered by the police (who patrol areas 
selectively) and then regarded as significant enough to 
be recorded. Discretion allows the police not to record 
offences reported by apparently unreliable witnesses, 
though they must record alleged racist incidents. Methods 
of categorising crimes vary over time, making accurate 
comparisons difficult.

 c Suicide statistics may be invalid as they depend upon 
coroners’ judgements. 

 c Personal documents such as letters and diaries are unlikely 
to be representative and may be selective and biased, but 
they will probably provide rich data about the experience  
of crime or victimisation.

 c Methods of analysing media may be positivist (counting  
key words to see how often topics are mentioned) or  
interpretive, in which connotations of language are 
examined for bias, a more subjective approach.

Triangulation, employing several methods to balance their 
shortcomings, often entails using at least one quantitative and 
one qualitative method. 

 b EXAM TIP

Marxist and feminist perspectives can be used to criticise 
statistics as the products of class and gender bias, and 
contrasted with realists’ defence of them.

 b QUESTION ANALYSIS

Item A

Street attacks are thought by some sources to be rising, 
especially attacks by strangers. These may involve robbery 
or be motivated by racism, homophobia or random violence, 
often alcohol-induced and intended to impress peers. Other 
attacks may result from long-standing territorial conflict 
between gangs.
 Informal interviews have the advantage of gaining detailed 
responses from people who may not have reported their 
experiences to the police, but some social groups are likely to 
be almost as wary of giving information to sociologists.

Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the 
strengths and limitations of informal interviews as a means of 
investigating street attacks. (15 marks)

This question requires you to apply your knowledge and 
understanding of sociological research methods to the study 
of this particular issue in crime and deviance.

 c Begin by defining informal interviews.

 c Your answer should cover a wide range of types of attack, 
referring explicitly to the Item, including by strangers on 
‘ideal victims’ and gang-on-gang violence, where victims 
may be partly culpable. 

 c Assess in separate paragraphs the strengths and  
limitations of interviewing victims, convicted offenders and 
members of the criminal justice system, as these will differ 
significantly.

 c Embellish the evaluation points made in the second 
paragraph of the Item and add practical, ethical and 
theoretical criticisms of your own.

 c All your points must relate to this particular type of 
crime and many should be supported with examples of 
circumstances in which the method would be more or less 
effective. Your conclusion might be that the method would 
be generally useful for interviewing a particular type of 
respondent about particular types of street crime but not 
others.
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