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Studies have consistently shown that damage 
to any part of the brain increases the risk of 
crime in the future. However, trauma to certain 
portions of the brain tends to have more seri-
ous consequences than trauma to other por-
tions. Specifically, damage to the frontal lobe 
or temporal lobe (particularly on the left side) 
appears to have the most consistent associa-
tions with criminal offending.27 These find-
ings make sense, primarily because the frontal 
lobe (which includes the prefrontal cortex) is 
the area of the brain largely responsible for 
higher-level problem-solving and “executive” 
functioning.28 Thus, the frontal lobe, and espe-
cially the left side of the frontal lobe, is the area 
that processes what we are thinking and is in 
charge of inhibiting us from doing what we are 
emotionally charged to do. After all, most of 
us have desires and emotional responses, but 
our (pre)frontal lobe, located just behind the 
forehead, inhibits us from acting on many of 
our natural instincts. Thus, any moral reason-
ing is reliant on this executive area of the brain 
because it is the region that considers long-term 
consequences of behavior.29 Therefore, if there 
is damage to the frontal lobe, we will be far 
more inclined to act on our emotional urges 
without any logical inhibitions.

In a similar vein, the temporal lobe regions are 
highly related to the memory and emotional 
structures of the brain. To clarify, the temporal 
lobe covers and communicates almost directly 
with certain structures of the brain’s limbic 
system. Certain limbic structures largely gov-
ern our memories (hippocampus) and emotions 
(amygdala). Any damage to the temporal lobe, which is generally located above the ear, is 
likely to damage these structures or the effective communication of these structures with 
other portions of the brain. Therefore, it is understandable why trauma to the temporal 
region of the brain is linked to future criminality.

Recent studies of brain structure and activity—using the latest, most sophisticated 
brain-scanning techniques (the most current form of functional MRI)—have inves-
tigated the brain as it makes moral choices.30 These studies have shown that certain 
regions of the brain tend to be more active in making moral decisions (e.g., the medial 
frontal gyrus, an area related to the emotional portion/system of the brain) versus more 
rational, calculated decisions (e.g., the prefrontal cortex, the decision-making portion 
of the brain). Of course, it depends on the situation, but when it comes to crime, it is 
likely that both portions of the brain play a part. The criminal acts an individual finds 
morally offensive will likely be governed by the emotional centers of the brain, such 
as the medial frontal gyrus, whereas the crimes he or she finds less morally offensive 
will be governed by the higher-level, rational parts of the brain, such as the prefrontal 
cortex. It is likely that the latter instance is more about whether the individual can get 

1. According to the text, which type of cytogenetic mutation
has been most linked to criminality?

a. XXY

b. XXX

c. XYY

d. XX

2. According to the text, which type of neurotransmitter, when
at low levels, has been consistently linked by virtually all
studies to criminality?

a. Norepinephrine

b. GABA

c. Serotonin

d. Dopamine

e. None of the above

3. According to the text, which type of neurotransmitter is
likely to have a curvilinear effect on criminality, meaning
that both very high and very low levels have been linked to
deviant, antisocial behavior?

a. Norepinephrine

b. GABA

c.	 Serotonin

d. Dopamine

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

LEARNING CHECK 6.3

frontal lobe: the frontal 
region of the brain; most of 
the executive functions of 
the brain, such as problem 
solving, take place here.

temporal lobe: a region 
of the brain (on either side 
of the head) responsible 
for a variety of functions 
and located right above 
many primary limbic 
structures that govern our 
emotional and memory 
functions.


