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GLASER’S CONCEPT OF DIFFERENTIAL 
IDENTIFICATION. As stated above, Sutherland 
claimed that learning of criminal definitions 
could take place only through social interac-
tions with significant others as opposed to 
reading a book or watching movies. However, 
in 1956, Daniel Glaser proposed the idea 
of differential identification, which allows 
for learning to take place not only through 
people close to us but also through other 
reference groups, even distant ones such 
as sports heroes or movie stars whom the 
individual has never actually met or corre-
sponded with.25 Glaser claimed that it did 
not matter much whether the individual had 
a personal relationship with the reference 
group(s); in fact, he claimed that they could 
even be imaginary, such as fictitious char-
acters in a movie or book. Thus, “a person 

pursues criminal behavior to the extent that he identifies himself with real or imaginary 
persons from whose perspective his criminal behavior seems acceptable.”26 The important 
thing, according to Glaser, was that the individual identify with the person or character 
and thus behave in ways that fit the norm set of this reference group or person.

Glaser’s proposition has been virtually ignored by subsequent criminological research, 
with the exception of Dawes’s 1973 study of delinquency, which found that identifica-
tion with persons other than parents was strong when youths reported a high level of 
rejection from their parents.27 Given the profound influence of video games, movies, 
music, and television on today’s youth culture, it is obvious that differential identifica-
tion was an important addition to Sutherland’s framework. Thus, far more research 
should examine the validity of Glaser’s theory in contemporary society. Although Glaser 
and others modified differential association, the most notable, respected, and empiri-
cally valid variation of Sutherland’s model is differential reinforcement theory.

Differential Reinforcement Theory
In the 1960s, a notable study reevaluated Sutherland’s differential association theory 
and made some pointed criticisms. One of the primary criticisms was that the theory 
was incomplete without some attention to the more modern psychological models of 
learning.28 That is, C. R. Jeffery called out the failure of Sutherland’s model to include the 
concept that people can be conditioned, via rewards or punishments, into behaving in 
certain ways. Soon after this critical review, Robert Burgess and Ronald Akers criticized 
and refined Sutherland’s work in 1966.29 The product of this follow-up was what is now 
known as differential reinforcement theory. Burgess and Akers argued that by integrating 
Sutherland’s work with contributions from the field of social psychology—namely, the 
learning models of operant conditioning and modeling/imitation—decisions to commit 
criminal behavior could be more clearly understood.

ELEMENTS OF DIFFERENTIAL REINFORCEMENT THEORY. In their 1966 article, Burgess and 
Akers presented seven propositions to summarize differential reinforcement theory (see 
Table 10.1)—often referred to as social learning theory in the criminological literature—
which largely represent efficient modifications of Sutherland’s original nine principles 
of differential association. The influence of the relatively new (in 1966) learning models 
proposed by social psychologists is illustrated in their first statement as well as throughout 

differential 
identification: a theory 
of criminal behavior similar 
to differential association 
theory, the major 
difference being that this 
theory takes into account 
associations with persons 
and images presented in 
the media.

1. __________ theories focus on social or personal factors that
prevent individuals from engaging in selfish, antisocial behavior.

2. According to Sutherland, criminality is __________.

3. __________ assumes that animals, as well as people, learn
through associations between stimuli and responses.

4. According to Glaser, __________ __________ is when learning
takes place not only through people close to us but also through 
other reference groups.
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