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A+ in your criminal justice class, but your decision may be influenced by 
broader factors over which you have no control, such as getting sick and 
missing class, or the like. The following summarizes Sampson and Laub’s 
modified life course theory:

Weak informal social controls, minimal structured routine activ-
ities, and human agency explain persistence in criminal behav-
ior, independent of earlier patterns of offending. On the flip side, 
strong informal social control, highly structured routine activities, 
and human agency explain desistance in adulthood, independent of 
a history of antisocial behavior.72

General Strain Theory
Robert Agnew expanded on Merton’s strain theory by addressing strain 
from a social psychological orientation and examining the sources of strain 
from an individual level rather than a societal level.73 In his general strain 
theory, Agnew pointed to three sources of strain: the failure to achieve 
positively valued goals, the removal or expected removal of positively valued 
stimuli, and the exposure to and anticipated exposure to negative stimuli. 
He described two types of strain: objective and subjective strains. Objective 
strains are those that virtually all individuals would agree are negative expe-
riences or stressors. In contrast, subjective strains are strains “that are dis-
liked by the people who are experiencing (or have experienced) them.”74

 
ETHICAL DECISION MAKING

LIFE COURSE VICTIMIZATION AND CRIME

Community college student Rae Kim is doing her internship 
in the prosecutor’s office. She is very much looking forward 
to the time when she herself will be able to help put 
criminals behind bars. Having grown up in the inner city, 
she has seen too many lives ruined as a result of crime.

One afternoon she is reviewing legal cases for her 
supervisor when she is asked to help review a pre-
sentencing investigation report. Her boss wants her to 
recommend whether a plea bargain should be accepted 
in a recent domestic violence case. She can’t wait to 
read the file.

It does not take long for Rae’s excitement to dissipate. 
As she reads the file, she sees that both the offender 
and the victim have long histories of both crime and 
victimization. Both of them were victimized as young 
children by their parents. They appear to have histories 

of physical neglect and the offender’s and victim’s 
upbringing seem amazingly similar, even though they 
grew up miles apart. Rae reads in the file that two years 
before this incident, the victim had actually been arrested 
for beating up the individual who is now the offender.

Rae is suddenly not as eager to make a recommendation 
to her boss. Who is the offender? Who is the victim? Do 
their histories of childhood maltreatment influence their 
current experiences?

YOU DECIDE

1.	 Should the offender be handled leniently in this case?

2.	 Based on your response to question 1, what are the 
consequences for the community?

3.	 How can the cycle of violence be broken in a way 
that respects current victims’ rights?

general strain theory: The 
theory that crime is caused by 
the way individuals respond to 
frustrations they encounter.


