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powerful effect on criminal decision-making, even to the point where individuals will do
things they know their family and friends feel are immoral. The context of this and other 
corporate crime studies is interesting because Sutherland actually coined the term white-
collar crime and did much of the seminal work on that topic (for more discussion, see
Chapter 14). So perhaps it is not so surprising that much of the support for differential
association theory is found in the context of corporate crime.

On a related note, Sutherland theorized that criminal associations lead to crime but that
the reverse is plausible. That is, one may commit crime and then seek out individuals
with attitudes similar to one’s own.19 This is similar to the “Which came first, the chicken 
or the egg?” debate. Do youths learn to commit crime once they start hanging out with 
delinquent peers, or do the youths that commit crime start hanging out with similar
people (i.e., “Birds of a feather flock together”)? After a rather lengthy literary debate,
most recent research points to the occurrence of both causal processes: Criminal asso-
ciations cause more crime and committing crime causes more criminal associations.20

Another interesting criticism that has been leveled at differential association theory 
is the argument that if criminal behavior is learned and people are born with a blank 
slate (i.e., tabula rasa), then who first committed crime if no one taught that person 
the techniques and motives for it? After all, if someone was the first to do it, then who
could expose that person to the definitions favorable to violation of law? Furthermore, 
what factor(s) caused that individual to do it first if it was not learned? If the answers 
to these questions involve any factor(s) other than learning—which they must, because
the theory’s assumption is that there was no one to teach this behavior—then the action
cannot be explained by learning theories. This is a criticism that cannot be addressed, so
it is somewhat ignored in the scientific literature.

At the same time, however, some research is supportive of Sutherland’s theory. 
For example, researchers have found that young criminals are “tutored” by older
ones,21 that criminals sometimes maintain associations with other criminals prior to 
their delinquent acts,22 and that the deviant attitudes, friends, and acts are closely 
connected.23 Unfortunately, many of Sutherland’s principles are somewhat vague
and cryptic, which does not lend the the-
ory to easy testing.24 Related to this issue,
perhaps one of the biggest problems with 
Sutherland’s formulation of differential
association is that he used primarily one type 
of learning model—classical conditioning—
to formulate most of his principles, which
neglects the other important ways we learn 
attitudes and behavior from significant oth-
ers. This may be an important reason why 
his principles are so hard to test, especially
in light of more current models of his frame-
work that have incorporated other learning 
models that are easier to test and provide 
more empirical validity.

Finally, Sutherland was adamant that such 
learning about how and why to commit 
crime occurred only through social interac-
tion with significant others and not
or on the radio. 
another theorist, Daniel Glaser,
tant

Do you think children 
are influenced by video 
games, movies, and other 
forms of media?
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