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What Causes Crime?
Don Weatherburn
It is difficult to find a succinct, broad and non-technical discussion of the causes of crime.
This bulletin provides a brief overview, in simple terms, of what we know about those causes.
After presenting some basic facts about crime, the bulletin is divided into three main sections.
The first looks at the factors which makes some individuals more likely to become involved in
crime than others. The second looks at the factors which make some places (neighbourhoods,
cities) more crime-prone than others. The third looks at the factors which make crime rates rise and
fall over time. The conclusion of the bulletin highlights both the multiplicity of factors which influence
crime and the need for a wide range of strategies in preventing it.

INTRODUCTION
The NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and
Research is often asked for information
on the causes of crime. This is a
complex topic and it is difficult to obtain
a succinct, broad and non-technical
discussion of it from any published
source. Indeed, some criminologists
claim there are no causes of crime, at
least as the term 'cause' is normally
understood.
Whatever the merits of this view there is
little purpose to be served in exploring it
at length when the task at hand is simply
to provide basic information about crime
to people who have only a passing
acquaintance with criminological
research and theory. The purpose of this
bulletin is to give a brief overview in
simple terms of what we know about the
causes of crime. Inevitably the
information presented here will tend to
oversimplify the issues involved.
Readers interested in a deeper
understanding of crime are urged to
read the material referred to throughout
the discussion which follows.
The organisation of the bulletin is as
follows. First we briefly explain what we
mean when we say some factor or other
is a ‘cause’ of crime. Then we present
some basic facts on crime important in

understanding what causes it. In the
third section we discuss factors which
make certain individuals more prone
to involvement in crime than others. In
the fourth we discuss factors which
make certain areas or neighbourhoods
more crime-prone than others. In the
fifth and final section we discuss some
factors which influence trends in crime
over time.

PRELIMINARY ISSUES
WHAT DO WE MEAN BY CAUSE?
Most people assume that, if an event or
condition ‘causes’ some effect, then the
effect invariably follows the event or
condition. This picture of causation is
unhelpful when dealing with crime. The
factors or conditions which
criminologists regard as causing
criminal behaviour do not invariably
result in it. Instead, to a greater or lesser
extent, they increase the risk of criminal
behaviour. The more risk factors an
individual has, the greater the risk of
their involvement in crime.
Criminologists sometimes express this
point by saying that risk factors for crime
are cumulative in their effect. (There are
also factors which protect an individual
1

from involvement in crime. These, too,
are cumulative in their effect.)
Much criminological research involves
trying to determine whether a particular
factor increases the risk of involvement
in crime when other possible risk factors
are controlled (i.e. held constant). Of
course, the discovery of a statistical
association between some factor and
crime never provides any guarantee that
the factor in question causes crime,
even when attempts have been made to
control for other relevant factors.
Identifying the causes of crime is never
easy or certain. Research can only
hope to eliminate some factors from
consideration and strengthen our
confidence in the role played by other
factors. Naturally, as research continues
to be conducted, our picture of crime
constantly changes. The factors
identified in this bulletin as causes of
crime have been identified on the basis
of research evidence. Our confidence in
their importance must be regarded as
provisional, nonetheless.
One common problem in popular
discussions of crime is a tendency to
confuse the search for causes with a
search for blame. To say that child
neglect increases the risk of
delinquency or that alcohol abuse
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increases the risk of domestic violence
is not to say that parents are to blame for
delinquency or that alcohol abuse is to
blame for domestic violence.
Judgements of blameworthiness are
moral judgements. In this bulletin we
are not concerned with who is to blame
for crime or who should be held
accountable for it. We are only
concerned with what causes it.

PROXIMATE AND DISTAL CAUSES
Much of the debate about what causes
crime (sometimes even in scholarly
circles) arises because of failure to
attend to the distinction between
proximate and distal causes of crime.
Proximate causes are those which
immediately precede criminal behaviour.
Distal causes are those which are more
remote (though not necessarily less
influential or important). One proximate
cause of involvement in crime is
association with delinquent peers.
Some have argued that association with
delinquent peers is caused by weak
parent-child attachment. If this argument
is accepted, association with delinquent
peers can be seen as a proximate
cause of involvement in crime and
weak parent-child attachment a distal
cause. This situation is depicted
diagrammatically in Figure 1.
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If the causal relationship depicted in
Figure 1 exists, there is no point asking
whether weak parent-child attachment
or delinquent peer influence is a cause
of crime. Both cause crime because
both are part of a common causal chain
leading to crime.

Depending on the context, it might mean
(1) What prompts individuals to get
involved in crime? (2) Why do certain
individuals offend more frequently than
others? (3) Why do some individuals
remain in crime longer than others?
(4) Why are some offences more
common than others? (5) Why are
certain areas more crime-prone than
others? or (6) Why is crime higher at
some time periods than others?

The distinction between distal and
proximate causes is relative rather than
absolute. What, in one context, appears
to be a distal cause of involvement in
crime can, in another, be thought of as a
proximate cause. Some criminologists,
for example, argue that parents often fail
to develop strong emotional bonds to
their children when they (the parents)
are exposed to economic stress. This
situation is depicted in Figure 2.

Different sets of factors may be
implicated in the answers to each of
these questions. Family factors may be
the main reason individuals get involved
in crime but drug dependence may be
the main distinguishing factor between
those who offend frequently and those
who offend only occasionally.
Individuals may commit robbery to raise
cash to purchase illicit drugs but robbery
rates may be more prevalent in some
areas because of the greater supply of
attractive commercial targets (e.g.
banks). Physical violence toward
children may be a major cause of their
becoming violent as adults, but the
growth in particular kinds of adult
violence may be attributable to the
availability of dangerous weapons. In
asking what causes crime we need to be
clear about the precise question we are
trying to answer.

If this argument is accepted, economic
stress can be thought of as a distal
cause of involvement in crime, with
weak parent-child attachment being a
more proximate cause. What constitutes
a distal or a proximate cause of crime
depends upon which part of the chain of
causes leading to crime is under
discussion.

CAUSES OF WHAT?
It seems straightforward to ask what
causes crime. But the question is not
always as simple as it appears.
x

The term ‘crime’ is, itself, potentially
misleading. It encompasses everything
from non-payment of parking fines to
armed robbery or murder. In this bulletin
we are referring, for the most part, to the
more serious sorts of offences for which
people are commonly brought to court.
These typically include theft offences of
one sort or another, violent offences,
sexual offences, driving offences and
x
drug offences. There are certain kinds of
x offences, sometimes called ‘white collar’
crime, which can only be committed by
people in certain positions (e.g. insider
trading, transfer pricing, illegal dumping
of toxic waste). Much of what we say
here probably does not apply to these
kinds of offences. The same applies to
minor forms of crime, such as parking
illegally.
x

Figure 1: The possible influence of parent-child attachment
and delinquent peer influence on crime

Weak parent-child
attachment
(distal cause)

Association with
delinquent peers
(proximate cause)

Involvement
in delinquency
(effect)

Figure 2: The possible influence of economic stress, parent-child
attachment and delinquent peer influence on crime
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SOME IMPORTANT
FACTS ABOUT CRIME
There are a few basic facts about crime
which are important to an understanding
of its causes.

AGE AND GENDER
Males are more likely to commit crime
than females, at least where serious
crime is concerned.1 The ratio of male to
female participation in crime varies by
offence but one recent Australian study
found ratios averaging around 2:1.2
Crime, however, is pre-eminently a pre
occupation of the young, whether male
or female. Estimates of the average age
of onset of involvement in crime vary
from study to study. Most estimates
range between 12 and 16 years 3 but it
is possible to predict involvement in
crime at much younger ages than this.4
The prevalence of involvement in crime
typically rises from late adolescence,
reaches a peak in the late teenage
years and then begins to decline.5

CRIMINAL CAREERS
The vast majority of young people who
get involved in crime commit just a few
offences and then desist.6 In NSW, for
example, about 70 per cent of the
juveniles who appear in the Children’s
Court never return.7 Surveys of school
students indicate that a significant
percentage of the high school
population become involved in crime. In
one recent study conducted in New
South Wales, annual participation rates
in crime ranged from 4.7 per cent for
motor vehicle theft up to 29 per cent for
assault. The typical frequency of
offending over the course of a year,
however, is just one or two offences.8
Most juveniles stop committing crime
without the need for any kind of formal
intervention but a small proportion of
offenders remain involved in crime well
into their forties. Most persistent adult
offenders generally start offending as
adolescents. For this reason, studies of
factors which precipitate juvenile
involvement in crime are helpful in
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understanding adult crime. Not
surprisingly, persistent offenders account
for a disproportionate amount of all
crime. In one classic study conducted in
Philadelphia, for example, 6 per cent of
a cohort of boys born in 1945 accounted
for 52 per cent of the cohort arrests.9
Similar findings have been reported in
studies of juvenile offending in
Australia.10 Generally speaking, those
who start early in crime tend to finish
late.11 There is considerable evidence
that juveniles who remain involved in
crime commit more serious offences as
they age.12
For most offenders, versatility, rather
than specialisation, is the norm. That is,
most offenders commit a wide range of
offences rather than concentrating on
one particular type of crime. This is not
the same thing as saying that someone
who commits a theft is just as likely to
commit a murder. Rather, those who are
arrested for a specific offence or asked
whether they have committed it, have
generally also been arrested for or
readily admit to committing a wide range
of other offences.13 This means that
factors influencing onset of involvement
in a particular form of crime often have
considerable relevance to the onset of
involvement in other forms of crime.

CRIME-PRONE
INDIVIDUALS
BIOLOGICAL FACTORS
Cesare Lombroso first popularised the
idea that criminal tendencies are
inherited. His views on the topic lacked
any credible empirical support at the
time he advanced them and the idea that
criminal propensities were inherited fell
into disfavour for the better part of the
20th century. 14
It was revived in the 1970s with the
discovery of the XYY chromosome. In
the wake of this discovery there were
suggestions that men with the extra Y
chromosome are especially violent.
Scholarly reviews of the evidence at the
time failed to support this conjecture.15 A
later study provided some evidence that
3
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those with the XYY chromosome are
more likely to have an arrest record than
those without such a chromosome.
However no difference between the two
groups was found in relation to arrests
for violent crime.16 More importantly, the
vast majority of males involved in crime
do not have an extra Y chromosome.
This factor, therefore, is at best only of
marginal relevance to our
understanding of crime.
Further evidence of a genetic propensity
toward involvement in crime comes from
studies examining twins or non-twin
siblings who have been adopted out into
different families at or soon after birth.
Twin studies generally find that both
members of a monozygotic (i.e.
identical) twin pair are more likely to be
involved in crime than both members of
a diszogotic (i.e. fraternal) twin pair. The
results of several adoption studies have
also shown that there is greater
similarity in the criminal histories of sons
and their natural fathers than between
sons and their adoptive fathers.17
Such evidence is consistent with the
idea that genetic factors make a
contribution to the risk of involvement in
crime. However there are two reasons
why it cannot be taken as definitive. One
is that the method of selecting twins for
separated twin studies has sometimes
inflated the chance that both will be
found to have an arrest record.18
Another is that the interaction between
children and their adopted parents may
itself increase the risk of later
involvement in crime. Thus, while there
is some statistical evidence consistent
with the possibility that there may be
inherited factors in crime, that evidence
is also open to interpretation in ways
which do not implicate genetic factors.19

FAMILY FACTORS
Factors associated with or indicative of
inadequate parenting are among the
strongest predictors of juvenile
involvement in crime. Our confidence
that certain kinds of parenting behaviour
or family environment increase the risk
of juvenile involvement in crime is
strengthened by crime prevention
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research. If poor parenting truly
increases the risk of involvement in
crime, it should be possible to reduce
that risk by improving the quality of
parenting. Experiments designed to do
just this have proved uniformly
successful.20
The parenting factors known to be
related to delinquency can be usefully
grouped into four categories.21 In the first
category are factors associated with
parental neglect (eg. large family size,
poor parental supervision, inadequate
parent-child interaction). In the second
category are factors associated with
parental conflict and discipline (eg.
abuse or nagging, harsh, erratic or
inconsistent discipline). In the third are
factors associated with deviant
(parental) behaviours and attitudes
(eg. parental criminality, parental
violence or tolerance of violence). In
the fourth are those associated with
family disruption (eg. chronic spousal
conflict or marriage break-up).
Strong independent relationships have
been found between factors in all four of
these categories and juvenile
involvement in crime. As a general rule,
factors associated with neglect are
among the strongest predictors, factors
associated with deviant parental
attitudes and values and family conflict
are of intermediate strength and factors
associated with family disruption are the
weakest predictors.22 As might be
expected, the children of families with
several risk factors, whether from the
same or different categories, are more
likely to become involved in crime than
the children of families with just one or
two risk factors.23
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Some maintain that having a low
intelligence quotient (IQ) directly
increases the risk of involvement in
crime because it limits a person’s ability
to appreciate the consequences of their
actions.25 Others argue that the
association between low IQ and
involvement in crime stems from the fact
that those with a low IQ generally do
more poorly at school.26 Poor school
performance is known to be a strong
predictor of involvement in crime.
Children with lower academic
performance are more likely to offend,
more likely to offend frequently, more
likely to commit more serious offences
and more likely to persist in crime.27
These relationships can be found even
when socioeconomic status (SES) and
prior conduct problems have been
controlled.28
Studies examining the joint effect of IQ
and school performance on crime,
however, usually find that it is school
performance which ceases to be
significant.29 This could mean that poor
school performance is only associated
with delinquency because those who do
poorly at school are generally less
intelligent. However interventions which
succeed in improving school
performance have been shown to
reduce the level of involvement in
crime.30 Since interventions which
improve school performance are
unlikely to exert much influence on
intelligence, this suggests that school
performance does exert a causal
influence on delinquency. At this stage
the separate contributions of IQ and
school performance to delinquency are
not well understood.

Whether crime is measured through selfreported or officially recorded offending,
offenders are nearly always found to be
less intelligent, on average, than non
offenders.24 The interpretation of this
evidence has been the subject of
vigorous dispute.
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evidence, however, that truancy remains
associated with juvenile involvement in
crime, even when controlling for school
performance.31 Whether it remains
significant after controlling for other
relevant developmental factors is less
clear. One reason for thinking that
truancy may an important proximate
cause of juvenile involvement in crime is
that juveniles who truant are exposed to
a range of criminal opportunities they
would not encounter (or be able to take
advantage of) while under the
supervision and surveillance of school
authorities.

THE INFLUENCE OF
DELINQUENT PEERS
It has been known for a long time that
young people who associate with
delinquent peers are much more likely
to get involved in crime.32 When the
importance of family factors first came to
be appreciated, some criminologists
argued that delinquent peer influence
exerted little or no influence on
participation in crime.33 The strong
association between having delinquent
peers and being involved in crime was
dismissed as a case of ‘birds of a feather
flocking together’.

Truancy is another very strong predictor
of involvement in crime although, here
too, there is room for debate over how to
explain the association.

More recent research suggests that
family factors and delinquent peer
influence interact in their effects on
delinquency. Most studies examining
the joint effect of family factors and
delinquent peer influence find that family
factors appear to exert little or no
influence on the risk of involvement in
crime in the presence of controls for
delinquent peer influence.34 It would
appear, however, that juveniles are most
likely to form strong attachments to
delinquent peers when parental controls
or parental attachments are weak.35 This
suggests that parental factors may be a
distal cause of involvement in crime,
association with delinquent peers being
a proximate cause.

Juveniles who truant generally do poorly
at school. It is possible that truancy is
associated with delinquency only
because of its association with poor
school performance. There is some

It used to be thought that juveniles who
mix with delinquent peers are more at
risk of involvement in crime simply
because delinquents communicate
deviant attitudes and values. Recent

TRUANCY
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research indicates that contact with
offenders is important for another
reason. The successful commission of
many kinds of crime requires a certain
measure of knowledge and skill.
Delinquents are a valuable source of
information about various techniques
and opportunities for committing and/or
profiting from crime.36 Gang
membership, in particular, often provides
a valuable source of information about
how to reduce the risk and increase the
income associated with crime.37

POVERTY AND UNEMPLOYMENT
Most studies examining the relationship
between poverty, unemployment and
crime have examined crime rates in
areas marked by poverty and
unemployment rather than rates of
participation in crime by individuals who
are poor and/or unemployed. The
trouble with this kind of research is that,
on its own, it cannot tell us whether it is
the poor and unemployed who are
committing crime. The tendency to draw
unwarranted inferences about who is
involved in crime from information about
the characteristics of crime-prone places
is sometimes referred to as the
ecological fallacy.
Studies which have examined the
experiences of particular individuals
generally find that individuals at the
lower end of the socioeconomic status
scale are more likely to participate in
crime.38 There are some notable
exceptions to this rule39 but, generally
speaking, they involve crime which is
relatively minor in nature.40
Since crime frequently leads to arrest
and imprisonment and this, in turn,
reduces an individual’s employment
prospects,41 it is possible to argue that
crime leads to poverty and
unemployment rather than vice versa.
The only reliable way to determine the
causal direction of the relationship is to
conduct a longitudinal study to see
whether crime follows or precedes
exposure to poverty and unemployment.
Generally speaking, longitudinal studies
tend to find that low socioeconomic
status individuals are more likely to
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become involved in crime.42 A similar
pattern of findings has been obtained in
relation to longitudinal studies of
unemployment.43 At least one major
longitudinal study has also found
evidence that individuals who are
already prone to involvement in crime
offend more frequently during periods of
unemployment.44
Poverty and unemployment are usually
thought to cause crime because they
motivate people to offend as a means of
overcoming their disadvantage. More
recent research has highlighted other
possibilities. Parents exposed to
economic or social stress have been
found to be more at risk of inadequate
parenting practices, such as neglect,
poor supervision and inconsistent,
erratic discipline. As we saw earlier,
these parental behaviours increase the
risk of juvenile involvement in crime.45 It
is possible, then, that social and
economic stress act as important distal
influences on crime, their effects being
mediated by family factors. This
possibility is supported by empirical
evidence.46

SUBSTANCE ABUSE
There are several convergent lines of
evidence suggesting that alcohol
consumption, at least in certain
circumstances, directly increases the
risk of criminal violence. Firstly, alcohol
has been shown in behavioural
experiments to increase aggression.47
Secondly, heavy drinkers are more likely
to report committing alcohol-related
violent offences than light drinkers or
non-drinkers.48 Thirdly, criminal assaults
tend to cluster around licensed
premises.49 Fourthly, areas with high
rates of alcohol consumption tend to
have high rates of violence.50
The influence of illicit drugs on crime
attracts more media attention than the
influence of alcohol but it is actually
more complex. Many people who
commit crime also consume illicit drugs.
Unlike alcohol, however, there is little
evidence that drugs such as heroin,
cocaine and marijuana exert any direct
5
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pharmacological effect on an
individual’s propensity to engage in
crime. In any event, the onset of
involvement in crime usually precedes
illicit drug consumption.51 This has led
some to argue that illicit drug taking and
crime are just different manifestations of
deviant behaviour rather than being
causally related. The fact that many
early family precursors to involvement in
crime are identical with those which
precede illicit drug use lends credence
to this view.
In fact illicit drug consumption almost
certainly does cause crime but not by
driving large numbers of otherwise lawabiding people into crime. The influence
of illicit drug consumption stems from
two sources. Firstly, many individuals
already involved in crime commit far
more offences once they become drugdependent. This is because offenders
addicted to expensive illicit drugs
usually commit higher rates of property
crime to fund their addiction.52 Secondly,
there is some evidence that competition
among drug suppliers for control of illicit
drug markets occasionally prompts them
to engage in violence toward each
other. 53

PUBLIC TOLERANCE OF CRIME
Juveniles involved in crime generally
evince attitudes and values favourable
to law-breaking.54 This, perhaps, is
hardly surprising. The role of attitudes
and values as distal factors in the
commission of crime, however, is not
always so obvious. Though there
appears to have been little direct
research conducted on the issue, certain
stereotypic attitudes in relation to race or
gender may indirectly facilitate the
commission of crime.
Domestic violence is a good illustration
of this point. In 1999 nearly 15,000
apprehended violence orders were
taken out by women in New South
Wales. Women killed by their male
spouses in New South Wales make up
approximately 16 per cent of all the
State’s homicides.55 No doubt many
factors account for the high level of

B U R E A U

O F

C R I M E

violence against women by men. One
contributing factor, however, is probably
the high level of public tolerance toward
violence against women. Despite the
fact that domestic violence is a criminal
offence, nearly twenty per cent of the
Australian population, in one survey,
reported that they could see
circumstances when such violence
would be acceptable.56
It would not be surprising if tolerance of
violence by an individual lowers the
threshold for their involvement in violent
behaviour. Public tolerance of law
breaking, however, is almost certainly
not confined to domestic violence.
There is evidence that it is a contributing
factor to insurance fraud57 and the
receipt of stolen goods.58 Tax evasion
and drink-driving are two other areas
where it may figure as a distal influence
on crime.

CRIME-PRONE PLACES
A PRELIMINARY ISSUE
It is much harder to measure and
monitor the factors which lead to crimeprone communities than it is to monitor
the factors which lead to crime-prone
individuals. As a result, the causes of
crime-prone neighbourhoods or
communities are nowhere near as well
understood as those concerning
individual involvement in crime.
It is natural to assume that crime-prone
places are simply those where large
numbers of crime-prone individuals
reside. Even if this were true it would
beg the question of why large numbers
of crime-prone individuals reside in
particular neighbourhoods. In fact the
suggestion that areas are rendered
crime-prone because crime-prone
individuals reside there is only partly
true. As we shall see shortly, sometimes
neighbourhoods are rendered crimeprone simply because they contain
attractive commercial or residential
targets or criminal opportunities which
attract both resident and non-resident
offenders.
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INEQUALITY, POVERTY
AND UNEMPLOYMENT
Poverty, 59 unemployment60 and income
inequality61 have all consistently been
found to render areas crime-prone. The
effects of poverty and unemployment are
not surprising. As we saw earlier,
poverty and unemployment increase the
risk of individuals becoming involved in
crime. The effect of income inequality on
crime requires further comment since it
is a characteristic of areas rather than of
people. High levels of income inequality
exist in an area when there are large
differences in household income among
residents of the area. Income inequality
can exist at a neighbourhood level or at
a State or national level.
Three different but not mutually
inconsistent explanations for the effect of
income inequality on crime have been
put forward. On one account, income
inequality motivates individuals to offend
because it creates a sense of relative
deprivation amongst those who are
poor. 62 According to a second, inequality
causes crime in an area because it
brings those motivated to offend in close
spatial contact with attractive targets for
crime.63 According to a third, the effect of
inequality on crime stems from the fact
that high levels of inequality result in
poverty becoming concentrated in
certain areas. Since children from poor
households are at higher risk of
involvement in crime, the spatial
concentration of poverty brings actual
and potential offenders into more
frequent contact with each other. This
further increases the rate of involvement
in crime.64 The explanation of the effect
of inequality on crime may vary
according to whether the inequality
exists at a neighbourhood level or at a
regional or national level.

CRIMINAL OPPORTUNITY
Economic and social disadvantage are
not the only factors which make areas
crime-prone. Offenders commit more
crime when there are more opportunities
and incentives for committing it. The
tendency of certain places or locations
to stimulate crime can be gauged from
the fact that, in one study of 326,000
6
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calls to the police, 50 per cent of the
calls were found to come from just 3 per
cent of the city’s addresses.65
A host of factors can create opportunities
or incentives for crime. These include
lax physical security, 66 lax personal
security, 67 lax law enforcement or a low
perceived risk of apprehension,68 high
levels of alcohol consumption,69 open
illicit drug markets,70 attractive
commercial or residential targets71 and
easy opportunities for selling or
disposing of stolen goods.72

WEAK INFORMAL
SOCIAL CONTROLS
Closely related to the issue of criminal
opportunity is what some have called
‘informal social control’. Loosely
speaking, this term refers to the capacity
of a community or neighbourhood to
police itself. Informal social control
occurs, for example, when residents of a
neighbourhood are willing to confront
juveniles engaging in vandalism, report
truancy to school authorities or play an
active role in supervising teenage social
activity.
Areas with reduced levels of informal
social control have been found to have
higher rates of crime and violence.73
Precisely why this is so is unclear. Some
argue that factors such as high levels of
population mobility (i.e. population
turnover), the spatial concentration of
disadvantage and the exclusion of
particular races or social groups from
civic life render an area crime-prone by
eroding informal social controls in the
area.74 It is possible, however, that crime
and lack of informal social control are
simply two sides of the one coin
produced by population mobility, spatial
concentration of disadvantage and
racial or social exclusion.

GANGS AND ORGANISED CRIME
Neighbourhoods (at least in Australia)
are normally made crime-prone by the
fact that large numbers of residents (or
visitors) independently engage in crime.
Sometimes, however, the crime
problems of an area are magnified by
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the emergence of gangs or other
kinds of criminal groupings and/or
organisations. This problem tends to be
exaggerated by the Australian media,
sections of which seem to depict every
gathering of young people as a threat to
law and order. Though there has been
no formal study of the problem, it is
doubtful that criminal gangs are
anywhere near as common in Australia
as they are in the United States. This
said, there is no doubt that some gangs
in Australia are deeply involved in
criminal activity.
The underlying causes of this problem
are not well understood, although the
existence of a strong local market for
drugs often plays a part.75 The existence
of strong illegal markets for sex and
stolen goods probably also plays a role.
The factors which influence the creation
of gangs may, nevertheless, not be
entirely monetary. It has been
suggested by some that economic and
social marginalisation tempts young
people to form gangs as a means of
conferring the social status on
themselves unobtainable from
conventional society. 76
Whatever the origins of gangs and other
forms of organised crime, the crime
problems they generate are often
qualitatively distinct from those
generated by neighbourhoods which
simply have a large number of
individuals more or less independently
involved in crime. Competition for
control of illicit drug markets, for
example, can result in violence,
intimidation, extortion, money
laundering and official corruption.77
Organised gangs may come to
completely dominate drug production or
distribution78 and sometimes involve
themselves in other large scale criminal
enterprises, such as fraud.79

LAX/INSUFFICIENT
LAW ENFORCEMENT
Politicians and journalists sometimes
attribute crime problems in particular
locations to lax or insufficient law
enforcement. Surprisingly, there is a
paucity of good research on the effect
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which regional variations in arrest rates
have on crime. The problem in
conducting good research is that it is
difficult to sort out whether higher levels
of police activity produce low crime rates
or vice versa. The second possibility
would occur if, for example, high levels
of crime strained the capacity of police
services to arrest offenders. This would
create a situation where arrest rates
were low relative to crime rates even if
they exerted no effect on them.
The few studies which have attempted to
determine the direction of the causal
relationship between arrest rates and
crime generally find that the higher level
of police activity, the lower the crime
rate.80 The scale of the effect, however,
appears to vary depending upon a
range of factors. Pro-active policing
(e.g. targeting repeat offenders) appears
to be more likely to reduce crime than
reactive policing.81 High rates of arrest
appear to be more effective in small to
medium sized cities than in large
cities.82 High arrest rates also appear to
be more effective where there is a
plentiful supply of legitimate work than
where there is not.83 Finally, for some
groups of offenders and offences
(e.g. unemployed males who commit
domestic violence), increasing the
arrest rate can increase crime.84

CRIME-PRONE TIMES
So far we have examined the causes
and correlates of crime-prone
individuals and crime-prone places.
But what produces changes in crime
levels over time? Any and all of the
factors we have just reviewed are
potential candidates. Unfortunately
research which seeks to explain trends
in crime over time has produced even
fewer clear-cut answers than research
on crime-prone places. Our treatment of
the problem will therefore be rather
more brief than our treatment of crimeprone individuals and places.

SHORT-TERM INFLUENCES
When seeking an explanation for crime
trends it is useful to distinguish between
7
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factors which produce variations in
crime levels over the short term (e.g. just
a few months) and factors which
produce variations in crime levels over
the long term (e.g. several years).
The factors which produce short-run
changes in crime are less well
understood than those which affect
crime over the long run. There are also
many factors which probably produce
short-run changes in crime levels but
which have, unfortunately, received little
or no research attention. For example,
police often highlight the impact
which the release of a crime-prone
offender from prison or a change in the
willingness of courts to refuse bail have
on local area crime rates. Despite
their importance we know little about
these things.
Research has uncovered pronounced
variations in rates of assault85 and
homicide 86 by time of day, day of week
and month of year. These variations
probably arise as a result of changes
in the opportunities for crime or changes
in the patterns of interaction between
potential victims and offenders.
Furthermore, while the relationship
between unemployment and crime
trends is far from settled, there is
evidence to suggest that increases in
unemployment temporarily elevate
rates of property crime.87 Decreases in
personal consumption (e.g. expenditure
on consumer goods) have also been
found to temporarily elevate rates of
property crime.88 In each of these last
two cases the effects have been
attributed to a tendency on the part of
individuals to turn to crime (or spend
more time committing it) in response to
difficult economic circumstances.
A range of factors also exert short-term
effects on violent crime. Unemployment
appears to increase homicide rates,89
perhaps because of the frustration it
engenders. Overall levels of violent
crime, at least in some countries, are
closely related to levels of beer
consumption.90 This is probably because
alcohol, in some circumstances at least,
appears to stimulate aggressive
behaviour. Finally, while most research

B U R E A U

O F

C R I M E

examining the relationship between the
weather and crime is far from definitive,
there is consistent evidence of a link
between daily temperature and assault
rates.91 This may be because hot
weather reduces a person’s tolerance to
frustration or because hot weather
simply brings motivated offenders and
potential victims into more frequent
contact with one another (e.g. at outdoor
social events).

LONG-TERM INFLUENCES
Since most crime involves the theft of
material goods, one would expect crime
trends over the long-term to be closely
related to factors which measure the
demand for or supply of those goods.
The available evidence strongly
supports this conjecture.92
Drug use trends provide another
frequently cited source of influence on
crime trends. Australia has experienced
a rapid growth in the number of
dependent heroin users over the last
twenty years.93 The growth has been
accompanied by increased levels of
crime, particularly robbery. 94 These
observations, while suggestive, do not
provide conclusive evidence that drug
use plays an important role in shaping
long-term trends in crime. The
conclusion that it does, however, is
supported by strong evidence that drug
dependence significantly increases
individual rates of offending.95
One frequently overlooked influence on
long-term crime trends is the age
structure of the population. Because
crime is overwhelmingly committed by
people in the age range 15-24, we
would expect crime to increase with the
number of people in this population age
range. There is evidence that it does,
although the effects are less
pronounced than many criminologists
first thought.96
A wide range of other factors have been
implicated as influences on long-term
crime trends. These include the
increased availability of firearms,97
increased rates of family breakdown,98 a
growth in the ratio of children to adults,99
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higher levels of geographic mobility100
and higher rates of female participation
in the labour force.101 At this stage, the
interpretation of evidence linking these
factors to long-term crime trends
remains, like so much else, the subject
of considerable debate.

SUMMARY AND
CONCLUSION
We know a good deal more about
patterns and causes of individual
involvement in crime than about the
factors which create crime-prone places.
However we also know a good deal
more about the factors which create
crime-prone places than about the
factors which influence trends in crime
over time.
There is no single factor or set of factors
which causes an individual to become
involved in crime. Being criminal is not
like having a disease. Most people at
some stage in their lives commit crime of
some sort, even if it involves nothing
more serious than driving above the
speed limit. A significant proportion of
teenagers will commit relatively serious
offences (e.g. break and enter) yet most
of them will desist from crime without the
need for any formal intervention.
The risk and depth of involvement in
crime is strongly influenced by the
quality of parenting to which children are
subjected. Poor parent-child attachment,
poor parental supervision and
inconsistent, erratic discipline all
increase the risk of involvement in crime.
So too, do parents who model deviant
attitudes and values. The impact of
family break-up and family conflict,
while still significant, appears to be
less important than the factors just
mentioned. So far as young people
themselves are concerned, poor
school performance, association with
delinquent peers and alcohol
consumption increase the risk of
involvement in crime. Illicit drug
consumption appears to significantly
increase the amount of crime committed
by those who do become criminally
active.
8

A N D

R E S E A R C H

As with individuals, places can be
rendered crime-prone by a variety of
factors. The most common
characteristics of crime-prone
neighbourhoods are poverty,
unemployment and income inequality.
In areas characterised by these
problems one frequently finds a
breakdown in the level of informal social
control exercised by local residents
against people who threaten to commit
crime. Crime also tends to become
concentrated at particular locations
where there are increased opportunities
or incentives for committing crime.
Sometimes these opportunities give rise
to gangs and/or other criminal
organisations which further exacerbate
crime, both locally and elsewhere.
Crime rises or falls over time in
response to a wide variety of factors.
Economic factors (e.g. unemployment)
appear to play an important role in
shaping trends in property crime.
Alcohol consumption and
unemployment appear to influence
levels of violent crime. Other potential
influences on overall levels of crime
include the availability of firearms, rates
of family breakdown, the percentage of
sole parent families living in poverty,
levels of geographic mobility and the
percentage of females in the labour
force. The interpretation of these
findings is the subject of much dispute.
Because crime is not the result of any
single factor or combination of factors, it
makes no sense to seek to control crime
by any single strategy or set of
strategies. A mix of strategies will
always be appropriate. The emphasis
on particular strategies should vary
according to the nature of the crime
problem at hand, the available options
for influencing the problem and the
urgency with which change is required.
Governments anxious to maximise their
control over crime are better off trying to
influence as many factors as possible,
rather than concentrating all their efforts
on one or two factors.
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