
Chapter 1: Introduction to Criminology    19

Considering for spuriousness is a compli-
cated way of saying, to determine that X
causes Y, other factors (typically called Z fac-
tors) that could be causing the observed asso-
ciation must be accounted for before one can 
be sure that X is actually causing Y. In other 
words, these other Z factors may account
for the observed association between X and 
Y. What often happens is that a third factor 
(Z) causes two events to occur together in 
time and place. Referring back to Lombroso, 
tattoos may have predicted criminality at the 
time he wrote. However, Lombroso did not 
account for an important Z factor—namely, 
associates or friends who also had tattoos. 
This Z factor caused the simultaneous occur-
rence of both other factors.

Researchers in criminology are fairly good 

or correlation.
participants either to receive or not to 
ine the effect on outcomes. 

at determining the first two criteria of 
causality—tempral ordering and covariance  

Most scientists can perform classical 
experiments that randomly assign receive the 

experimental manipulation to exam-The 
problem for criminologists, however, is that 

the factors 

that appear to be important (according to police officers, parole agents, or corrections 
officers) are family variables, personality traits, employment variables, intelligence, and 
other similar characteristics that cannot be experimentally manipulated to control for
possible Z factors. Thus, as criminologists, we may never be able to meet all the criteria 
for causality. Rather, we are often restricted to building a case for the factors we think 
are causing crime by amassing as much support as we can regarding temporal ordering 
and covariance or correlation, and perhaps accounting for other factors in advanced
statistical models. Ultimately, social science, particularly criminology, is a difficult field 
in terms of establishing causality, and as we shall see, empirical validity of various
criminological theories is hindered by such issues.

Theory Informs Policies and Programs
An essential aspect of a good theory is that it can help inform and guide policies that 
attempt to reduce crime. After all, a criminological theory is truly useful in the real world 
only if it helps reduce criminal offending. For instance, referring to the 11-year-old boy 
in Albuquerque who took the bait car for a joy ride, if one maintains that the reason he 
engaged in this criminal behavior was a lack of adult supervision, suggested policies and 
programs might be directed toward some type of after-school program. Many theories 
have been used as the basis of such changes in policy.

All major criminological theories have implications for, and have indeed been utilized in, 
criminal justice policy and practice. Every therapy method, treatment program, prison 
regimen, police policy, or criminal justice practice is based, either explicitly or implicitly, 
on some explanation of human nature in general or criminal behavior in particular.61 In 
each chapter, we will present examples of how the theories of crime discussed have guided 
policy making.

One theoretical perspective we will be discussing is differential association. A central
tenet of this theory is the influence of close peer groups or other role models. The 
major implication of this theory is to replace negative, antisocial role models with
more positive, prosocial role models. The influence of this position is reflected in the 

What aspects of this 
neighborhood would 
cause it to be classified 
as “disorganized”?

spuriousness: when 
other factors (often
referred to as Z factors) 
are actually causing two 
variables (X and Y) to
occur at the same time; it 
may appear as if X causes 
Y, when in fact they are
both being caused by 
other Z factor(s).
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