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However, the primary distinction of differential association theory from the earlier 
positivistic theories is that instead of biological or psychological traits being emphasized 
as primary factors in causing criminality, it is social interaction and learning. In fact, 
Sutherland was quite clear in asserting that individual differences in terms of physi-
ological functioning have nothing to do with the development of criminality. It should 
be noted at this point that this hard stance against biological and psychological factors 
being relevant as risk factors in criminal activity has been negated by the extant empirical 
research, which clearly shows that such variations in physiological functioning do in fact 
significantly influence criminal behavior. In defense of Sutherland, this body of research 
does suggest that such physiological factors may affect individuals’ criminality largely 
due to the effects of such detriments on the learning processes of people in everyday life.

CLASSICAL CONDITIONING. At the time when he developed his theory of differential asso-
ciation, Sutherland used the dominant psychological theory of learning of the early 20th 
century. This learning model was called classical conditioning and was primarily devel-
oped by Pavlov.14 Classical conditioning assumes that animals, as well as people, learn 
through associations between stimuli and responses. The organism, animal, or person 
is a somewhat passive actor in this process, meaning that the individual simply receives 
various forms of stimuli and responds in natural ways. Furthermore, the organism (or 
individual) will learn to associate certain stimuli with certain responses over time.

In developing the theory, Pavlov per-
formed seminal research that showed 
that dogs, which are naturally afraid of 
loud noises, could be quickly conditioned 
not only to be less afraid of loud bells but 
actually to desire and salivate at their 
ringing. A dog naturally salivates when 
presented with meat, so when this uncon-
ditioned stimulus (meat) is presented, a 
dog will always salivate (unconditioned 
response) in anticipation of eating the 
meat. Pavlov demonstrated through a 
series of experiments that if a bell (con-
ditioned stimulus) is always rung at the 
same time as the dog is presented with 
meat, then the dog will learn to associate 
what was previously a negative stimu-
lus (loud bell) with a positive stimulus 
(food). Thus, the dog will quickly begin 
salivating at the ringing of a bell, even when meat is not presented. When this occurs, it is 
called an unconditioned response, because it is not natural; however, it is a powerful and 
effective means of learning, and it can sometimes take only a few occurrences of coupling 
the ringing bell with meat before the unconditioned response takes place.

A common, real-life example that virtually everyone can relate to is associations related 
to songs or smells. Specifically, probably every reader has heard a song on the radio that 
reminded her or him of a good (or bad) event that occurred years before while that same 
song was playing. It can seem as though we are reexperiencing that event in our minds 
when we hear the song. Similarly, people diagnosed with posttraumatic stress disorder 
can reexperience traumatic events from exposure to certain stimuli. For example, the 
sound of a car backfiring can remind a war veteran of being under fire in combat. A 
similar phenomenon occurs with odors, in the sense that a certain scent, such as a par-
ticular perfume or cologne, can remind us of someone we once dated. Another version 
of this experience is when a spouse has to leave for a long time and the pillow retains 

classical 
conditioning: a learning 
model that assumes that 
animals, as well as people, 
learn through associations 
between stimuli and 
responses.

How could you explain 
this dog salivating 
in terms of classical 
conditioning?
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