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Rational Choice Theory

Rational choice theory is a perspective criminologists adapted from economists, who 
used it to explain a variety of individual decisions regarding different behaviors. This 
framework emphasizes all important factors that go into a person’s decision to engage, 
or not engage, in a particular act. In terms of criminological research, the rational choice 
model emphasized official/formal forms of deterrence as well as the informal factors 
that influence individual decisions to engage in criminal behavior. This represented a 
profound advance in the understanding of human behavior. After all, as studies showed, 
most individuals are affected more by the influence of informal factors than by official/
formal factors.

Although there were several previous attempts to apply the rational choice model to 
the understanding of criminal activity, the most significant work that brought rational 
choice theory into the mainstream of criminological research was Derek B. Cornish and 
Ronald V. Clarke’s (1986) The Reasoning Criminal: Rational Choice Perspectives on 
Offending.16 Furthermore, around the same time, Jack Katz (1988) published his work 
Seductions of Crime, which for the first time emphasized the benefits (mostly the inher-

ent physiological pleasure) of committing 
crime.17 Before Katz’s publication, virtually 
no attention had been paid to the benefits 
of offending, let alone the “fun” people can 
have when engaging in criminal behavior. A 
recent study showed that the publication of 
Cornish and Clarke’s book, as well as the 
timing of other publications such as Katz’s, 
led to an influx of criminological studies 
based on the rational choice model in the 
late 1980s to mid-1990s.18

These studies on rational choice showed 
that while official/formal sanctions tend to 
have some effect on individuals’ decisions 
to commit crime, they almost always are 
relatively unimportant compared with extra-
legal/informal factors. Specifically, individ-
ual perceptions of how much shame or loss 
of self-esteem one would experience, even 
if no one else found out about the crime, 
was one of the most important variables in 
determining whether or not one would com-
mit a crime.19 Additional evidence indicated 
that females were more influenced by shame 
and moral beliefs when deciding to commit 
offenses than were males.20 Recent studies 
have shown that levels of certain person-
ality traits, especially low self-control and 
empathy, are likely the reason why males 
and females differ so much when it comes 
to engaging in criminal activity.21 Finally, the 

influence of peers has a profound impact on individual perceptions of the pros and cons 
of offending—namely, by significantly decreasing the perceived risk of punishment when 
one sees friends getting away with crimes.22

1. According to the text, for which type of studies examining
deterrence does the “experiential effect” pose the biggest threat
of biased results?

a. Longitudinal studies

b. Aggregate studies

c. Cross-sectional studies

2. According to the text, when looking at the results from the
various waves of studies examining deterrence, which element 
of punishment has shown the most consistent deterrent effect?

a. Perceived certainty of getting caught

b. Perceived severity of the punishment/sentence

c. Perceived swiftness of being punished

d. They are all about equally important

3. According to the text, which type of studies by definition use
data collected at one point in time?

a. Longitudinal

b. Aggregate

c. Cross-sectional

Answers located at www.edge.sagepub.com/schram2e
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