Deciding on crime? Rational vs. non-rational elements in offender

decision making.

Thesis submitted in accordance with the requirements of the University of Liverpool

for the degree of Doctor in Philosophy by

Rachael Helen Steele

October 2011



Acknowledgements

Writing this thesis would not have been possible without the help and support of
my family, and I offer my sincere thanks to my parents Robert and Ann Steele, and my
brother Simon, who have been there for me at every stage of the process. I would also

like to thank my wonderful Nan, Marjorie, who always makes me smile.

Special thanks also to my husband Steve, my proof-reader, typist, therapist, and

best friend. Without his help and support this thesis would never have been written.

My supervisor, Prof. James McGuire, has been central to my PhD journey. His
guidance, feedback, inspiration and good humour were essential ingredients for my

development, sanity and eventual success in writing this thesis. Thank you.

A final note of thanks must go to all of the staff of Merseyside Probation Trust,

too numerous to mention by name, who facilitated and participated in my research.

Last but not least, I am grateful for the time and insight offered by the offenders

who became research participants, without whom I could not have undertaken this work.



Table of Contents

List of tables

List of figures

Abstract

Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1

1.2

13

14

1.5

1.6

1.7

Explaining crime

Setting the scene for Rational Choice Theory

The Rational Choice approach

Reviewing the literature

1.4.1 Literature review

1.4.2 Other studies on Rational Choice and offending
1.4.3 Critique and methodological issues

The role of experience

Expressive crime

Aims of this research

p-1

p.3

p. 12

p. 26

p- 26

p. 40

p. 43

p. 48

p. 63

p. 66



Chapter 2: Methodology
2.1 Introduction to chapter
2.2  Theresearch question
2.3 The current methodology
2.3.1 Accessing the offender experience
2.3.2 Interview design
24  Further considerations and alternatives rejected
2.5 Researcher specific issues
2.6  Sampling
2.7  Participants
2.8  Procedure
2.8.1 Interviews
2.8.2 Focus groups
2.9  Data analysis

2.9.1 Data coding

2.9.2 Data validation

2.9.3 Summary of interview data analysis

p.72

p- 85

p. 96

p. 101

p. 102

p. 105

p. 106



210

Chapter 3

3.1

32

33

34

3.5

2.9.4 Offender assessment system (OASys)

2.9.5 Focus groups

Ethical issues

Results: The offence narrative

Demographic information

The offender narrative

3.2.1 Acquisitive offending

3.2.2 Violent and emotive offending

A mixed rationality

3.3.1 Rational and non rational within the same individual

3.3.2 Rational and non rational within the same offending
event

3.3.3 Rational and non rational within the same offence type

The effects of alcohol and drugs

Review

p.107

p. 109

p. 110

p. 121

p. 121

p. 122

p. 124

p. 146

p. 154

p. 159

p. 165

p. 166

p. 168

p. 176



Chapter 4  Results: The Probation officer narrative

— The OASys assessment p. 179

4.1  Motivations, attributions and ascribed rationality p- 183

42  Violent and emotive offences p. 197
Chapter S  Results: Focus groups p- 210
5.1 Demographic information p. 211

5.2 The focus group narrative p- 212

5.3 Acquisitive offending p. 214

5.4  Violent and emotive offences p. 223

3.5  Gender p. 232

5.6  Mixed rationality p. 237

5.7 Alcohol and drugs p. 243

5.8  Summary p. 244
Chapter 6  Discussion p. 249
6.1  Overview p. 249

6.2  An offending decision? P. 253

6.3 Iwant/need p. 254



6.4

6.5

6.6

6.7

6.8

6.9

Planning

Bounded rationality

Violent offending, choices and circumstances

Mixed rationalities

Alcohol, drugs and individual difference

What does the data tell us about decision making and what

Does this mean for Rational Choice Theory?

Chapter 7: Conclusions

7.1

72

7.3

7.4

7.5

7.6

7.7

References

The offending process

Developing a model to fit the data

The Decision Structure Model and integrating theory

Implications for Criminal Justice Practice

Critique of this study

Summary and future research

The contribution of this thesis to the field of study

p. 260

p. 266

p- 268

p. 276

p. 280

p. 286

p. 292

p. 292

p. 294

p. 301

p. 303

p. 309

p. 312

p.315

p.318



Appendices

Appendix 1: Literature search strategy

Appendix 2:

Appendix 3:

Appendix 4:

Appendix 5:

Appendix 6:

Appendix 7;

Appendix 8:

Appendix 9:

Interview schedule — offending behaviour
interview

Participant information sheet - interviews
Participant consent form — interviews
Focus group (offender) information sheet
Focus group (offender) consent form
Focus group (offender) schedule

Focus group (staff) information sheet

Focus group (staff) consent form

Appendix 10: Focus group (staff) schedule

Appendix 11: Employer permission letter

p. 339

p. 339

p- 343

p. 350

p. 351

p.352

p. 354

p. 356

p. 358

p. 360

p. 362

p. 364



List of tables

Table 2.1

Table 2.2

Table 3.1

Table 4.1

Table 5.1

List of figures

Figure 1.1

Figure 2.1

Figure 3.1

Figure 6.1

Table of reasons individuals were not suitable for interview

Table of interview time in minutes

Table of offence types of interview sample

Table of level of concordance between details of offence in

OASys and interview narrative

Table of offence types of offender focus group cohort

Matrix of criminological theory

Map of snowball sampling process

Thematic model of data

Offending decision model, Cornish and Clarke 1985

p. 92

p.- 98

p. 122

p. 181

p.212

p.6

p. 94

P.178

p. 260



Abstract

This study examines the applicability of Rational Choice Theories of offending to
offenders’ actual offending experiences. The Rational Choice theoretical perspective is
premised on the idea of the offender as a reasoning, decision-making individual who
weighs up potential costs and benefits of a crime to achieve maximum utility. This
approach to crime has been influential as part of the dominant ethos of the contemporary
Criminal Justice system in England and Wales, and indeed the justice systems of most

Western societies.

This study relates the Rational Choice Theories of crime to individual offender
experiences to investigate if such a process as a decision making calculus can be said to
exist within the experience of offending individuals and if so, to explore any factors

identified as affecting these decisions.

Previous literature in the application of Rational Choice Theory to crime is
reviewed, in particular the previous research that entailed interviews or direct observation
of individuals concerning what happens when he or she is about to commit a crime.
However the number of relevant studies undertaken with a sample of actual offenders

rather than a student or other non offending population is small.

Previous studies of this kind have tended to focus on a particular offence type,
utilising for example all burglar or all shoplifter samples, and therefore results and
conclusions reached by these studies can be difficult to generalise to other offence types,
though there is some overlap in findings. Within the present study, in depth interviews

were conduced with 46 offenders with a range of offending experiences. In this way, the



study aimed to assess the applicability of the Rational Choice Theories to a range of
offending decisions, bringing together different offences from shoplifting to violent
assault. Women were deliberately oversampled relative to the percentage of women in
the offending population in order to ensure a balanced viewpoint on decision making. In
using a diverse sample group it was proposed that the concepts and ideas emerging from
the diverse group could contribute to further development of the Rational Choice
approach to crime. To support this theoretical development interview narrative was
analysed using techniques adapted from Grounded Theory in order to identify the themes

and concepts introduced by the offending individuals in relation to their experiences.

In addition to the interviews, focus groups were conducted with a separate cohort
of offenders and a cohort of experienced members of Probation Service staff in order to
examine the prevalence of the themes emerging from the interviews. Offender narrative
was also checked against an independent overview of the offending incident in question

to establish the level of accuracy in terms of the observable facts of the offence.

The results of this research suggest that there is some evidence that some
offenders engage in a decision making processes prior to an offence, though evidence of
rationality can be seen to vary both within and between individuals and within and
between offence types. Where a decision making calculus was observed, several themes
emerged from the narrative, including the bias towards focusing thought on potential
positive outcomes, the relative lesser weighting of potential negative outcomes in the
thought process, and the relative importance of informal sanctions over formal sanctions.
The impact of alcohol and drugs was another emerging theme, with offenders describing

their substance use as both an inhibiter, and enabler to their thinking processes.



Further, an overarching theme to emerge was the evidence for two goal-regulation type
processes identified by the offenders as the main motivator of their behaviour. The first of
these is the desire to achieve a want or need through the commission of an offence, which
tended to be associated with acquisitive category offences (shoplifting, burglary etc) and
the second being to avoid or gain relief from an unpleasant affective state or situation,
which tended to be associated with affective or expressive offences. However, despite
these process —offence type associations there were once again variances observed within
individuals and within offence types. That is, an individual could be seen as offending
based on both goal types at different times, and even offence types that appear similar can

be a result of different goal seeking processes.

Suggestions are made as to how the findings and conclusions of this study fit
with, and allow development of existing Rational Choice approaches to crime, and
advocate the use of the developed Rational Choice Approach as a tool for the study of
individual thinking in the period surrounding an offence. A ‘Decision Structure’ model
based on this developed Rational Choice approach is described, with emphasis on the
personal, social and motivational factors present at the time of the offence, providing a
framework for exploring the offending decision. Implications of this ‘Decision Structure’
model on the study of offending and on working with offenders are suggested, and ideas

for further studies are presented.



Chapter 1: Introduction
Section 1.1: Explaining crime

Crime, and the reasons why individuals commit crime, has been a source of much
theorising and debate for many years. Many theories exist as to the reasons why an
individual might commit a criminal act, and a central tenet of this debate has always been
the differing view of the individual’s capacity to act as a free agent in determining his or
her own behaviour. Many criminological theories emphasise forces acting upon the
person, who as a function of the effect and patterning of these forces may, or may not be
led to commit an offence. By contrast, the law holds individuals responsible for their
actions so they are taken to possess free will and to make decisions about their actions, or
at the very least are able to prevent themselves from breaking the law. The approach that
most explicitly embodies this concept as a core theoretical construct within criminology is
Rational Choice Theory. The Rational Choice approach to crime has a focus on
individuals, and the internal processes that guide them to make decisions to participate in
an offence or criminal event. This approach has at its core the assumption that a decision
whether or not to offend takes place, and that such a decision is taken by a reasoning, and

(at least minimally) rational individual.

Rational Choice Theory was chosen as the basis for the investigations to be
reported in this thesis due to the close ties this individual theory of crime has with
dominant ethos of the contemporary Criminal Justice System in England and Wales, and
indeed the justice systems of most advanced Western societies (Jones, 2008). The

‘punishment’ focus currently in popular demand within criminal justice essentially sees



the individual as responsible for his or her actions, and applies punishment as a deterrent
for engaging in illegal behaviour (Sutherland and Cressey, 1974). These utilitarian
assumptions form the basis of our legal system (Matsueda, 2006a). Working within the
Criminal Justice System, directly with those individuals who are sentenced in law for an
offence can lead to a questioning of the evidence for the validity of this approach. Garland
(1990) states that there is no evidence that punishment has ever achieved a high rate of
reform, yet the legal system’s punitive approach persists, despite the evidence that
suggests if punishment fails, the punitive system is ineffective (Jacob, 1979). This
investigation is not to examine the relationship between Rational Choice Theory and
deterrence or the legal system, but to question and explore the basic assumptions of this
approach, that is, the decision is at the heart of an offence, and the proposal that

individuals weigh up their perceived costs and benefits in order to make such a decision.

The author of this research has, through many years’ experience of working within
the Criminal Justice System come to question the core assumptions of the Rational Choice
approach, and the utilitarian Criminal Justice System sharing these assumptions. While
the assumptions and concepts encapsulated within the Rational Choice approach to crime
seem to have practical applications for certain offence types, and with particular
individuals, the author is by no means persuaded by the veracity of this approach to

explaining all crime and the process by which this takes place.

To further explore the nature and specifics of the Rational Choice approach to
crime, it may first be appropriate to locate Rational Choice Theory within the wider range

of established criminological perspectives, in order to provide a viewpoint on how the



focus of Rational Choice, and its theoretical assumptions, fits in with the range of

perspectives in criminology.

Section 1.2: Setting the scene for Rational Choice Theory

The origins of criminological theory can be said to have two roots — the work of
the Classical School, and the positivistic approaches of the 19™ century (Soothill et al.,
2000). The Classical School, growing out of the work of Beccaria and other philosophers,
became a milestone in the development of criminological thought (Monachesi, 1955). The
classical school viewed crime as arising from the individual, who exerted free will and
guided his own destiny. The Neo-Classical school developed this approach, but also
added ideas such as that the young, or ‘feeble minded” were not fully capable of making
these choices (Jones, 2008). Neo-Classical approaches to crime began to also examine the
effects of personal circumstances, poverty, and desperation, which should be taken into
account when considering the actions of an individual. This Classic approach and its
central assumptions of free will and rationality have remained central to the field of
criminology since its beginnings (Taylor et al., 1973), and are direct precursors of the
modern Rational Choice Theory. More detail on this development is given below, where

the Rational Choice perspective is explored in more depth.

At the same time as the individualistic approach of the Classical theorists on crime
was influencing criminal justice and punishment, the positivist movement in the 19"
century was diverting focus away from the individual, towards the forces that may drive

individuals to crime. Sociological positivism viewed social forces as being the primary



cause of criminality, with these forces driving people inexorably towards crime.
Psychological positivism was equally deterministic, viewing individuals as being at the
mercy of physical and psychological characteristics that essentially removed their free

will (Jones, 2008).

These disparate ideas became more developed, with the influential Chicago
School developing the theories of social forces into geographical analyses, attempting to
demonstrate why certain areas produced more criminals. This theory went on to be
developed further, into what theorists call ‘differential association’ (Sutherland, 1947),
suggesting that these ‘criminal’ localities are made so through ‘social training’ for the
young living within the area, who learn ‘crime’ and grow up to be adult criminals.
Sutherland (1947) saw this ‘social training’ as a key cause of what he termed ‘blue collar
crime’ contrasting with the motivations of those from more affluent areas, which he

termed ‘white collar crime’,

The focus on social pressures continued to be a theme within criminology. Strain
theory (Merton, 1957) proposed that individuals become deviant when the pressures they
are under cause them to feel they have little chance at legitimate success, and therefore

may feel motivated to attempt to achieve success by illegitimate means.

While the theorising on the effects of society and community on an individual’s
propensity to commit crime continued, there was a parallel focus on the individual, The
question asked by psychological approaches to criminology was ‘why do individuals
commit crime?’, and early explanations of crime such as Lombroso’s (1876) focused on

psychobiology. Though now discredited, this spawned a range of research techniques that



aimed to find the psychobiological features of an individual that may cause criminal
behaviour (Palmer, 2003). Family and twin studies were common, but the idea of the
‘born criminal’ did not stand up to scrutiny, and was heavily criticised by sociological
criminologists at the time (Jones, 2008). Other psychological approaches included the
influential work of Skinner (1953) in operant learning theory, which advocated that
behaviour was reinforced as a function of its own consequences of environmental stimuli,
and a development of learning theory (Bandura, 1983) which attempted to add the internal

cognitive processes of the individual to the model.

Other influential theories of crime include control theories, both psychological and
sociological in approach, which turn the question of ‘Why do individuals commit crime?’
on its head, and instead enquired into why most individuals do not. Sociological control
theory views individuals as being controlled by attachments to family, social groups, and
legitimate pastimes (such as education) and these external influences prevent an
individual from committing an offence. When these controls are loosened, the individual
is at risk. Psychological control theory suggests the same premise, but suggests internal
control as a key element, with self control level, personality type, and moral development

being influential (Eysenck, 1977; Kohlberg, 1984).

Given the wide variety of theoretical approaches within criminology, with many of
them appearing to be contradictory (Hirschi, 1986) the discipline of criminology as a
whole can appear confused and disjointed (Cohen and Machalek, 1988). However, when
viewed as a range of ideas that examine and seek to explain different aspects of the
variance in crime, or different causes of crime, the various theories do not necessarily

have to appear to be incompatible (Elliot et al., 1985). Indeed, this variety of theoretical
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approaches and explanations of crime could be seen to be a fertile ground for the

integration of ideas and therefore the development of advanced theory (Bernard and

Snipes, 1996).

One such structure which helps locate criminological theory by the focus and

scope of each theory is Bernard and Snipes’ classifications of ‘individual-difference’ and

‘structure-process’ type theories. These theories can be classified further by locating them

in a matrix of how the theory focuses on crime, and at which level crime is evaluated. !
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Beginning with the lower right quadrant, the criminological focus is on the
society, and how it creates crime. Crime is seen as a product of the way society is
constructed, and includes theories which try and account for the effects these societal
forces have on people and communities. Examples of such theories are Conflict Theory,
Strain Theory, and Sociological Control Theory. Conflict Theory, as mentioned above,
perceives crime as arising from different groups in society competing for limited
resources and power (Palmer, 2003). A closely related theory, that of Strain Theory,
views crime as a product of some groups’ failure to achieve positively rated goals or
rewards, which causes some groups to attempt to achieve them in illegal ways (Agnew,
1992). Sociological Control Theory, as described above, views social structures as
keeping the majority of individuals away from crime, and includes the controlling aspects
of the legal system, and the social bonds that people form within their communities
(Palmer, 2003). These society level theories have been subject to criticism, even from
within the field itself, due to the lack of focus on the individual in the analysis, and in
particular, the individual or local community factors that may affect how these processes
work (Hirschi, 1971). In fact, research had suggested that far from all members of society
holding the same view of positive goals, some subcultures have actually redefined the

societal rules of what is desirable, and live within those guidelines (Cloward and Ohlin,

1960).

The next quadrant, in the upper right corner covers theories that look at
geographical variations in crime, such as the differences in crime rates and types between
urban and rural areas, or between different neighbourhoods in a city. Theories which have

this focus include Differential Opportunity Theory, and Environmental Theory. The first



of these, Differential Opportunity Theory can be seen to be a development of the ideas set
out by the Chicago School in the 1920s. It was felt by Differential Opportunity Theorists
that differences between neighbourhoods were the causes of crime (Farrington, 1992).
Similarly, Differential Opportunity Theory views the differences in neighbourhoods as
allowing for different opportunities for crime (Cloward and Ohlin, 1960). This approach
has connections to Routine Activity Theory, which in this format will be described under

the upper left corner of the matrix.

Subsequently, the next quadrant, in the lower left corner, refers to the effects of
socialisation by groups on the individual, and how those groups can influence an
individual, and affect the criminal attitudes and propensity of that individual. This group
of theories focuses on ‘proximate’ groups rather than large societal groups, and examines
the effect of family and peer groups on the individual (McGuire, 2004). Theories in this
section include Subcultural Theory, and Differential Association Theory. Subcultural
Theory suggests that the community group or subculture to which an individual belongs
can define its own norms and rules, and an individual can then be encouraged to live by
those rules, rather than those of the wider society (Cohen, 1955). Differential Association
theorists such as Sutherland argue that criminal behaviour will arise from group
relationships, and the nature of the group, and the relationships in existence will
determine the extent and type of crime (Williams, 2004). These relationships will define
the attitudes that an individual assimilates; if they associate more with those who have a
more favourable attitude towards crime, they are likely to develop those attitudes
(Sutherland and Cressey, 1974). These theoretical concepts overcome to some extent the

criticisms made of sociological approaches to crime, that is, that the individual was



treated almost as an object, and the motivations of the individual avoided (Clarke and
Felson, 1993), but still do not go so far as to consider what exactly makes a person offend.
However, these theoretical concepts, although originally developing from a sociological
point of view, do tie in with the psychologically based theories which attempt to do just

that, in the final quadrant.

The final set of theories concerns the individual and the internal processes that
may cause the individual to commit an offence. These exist as a range of theories which
look at various factors, from the individual’s part in the convergence of the key elements
of crime (Cohen and Felson, 1979) to the detailed psychobiological approaches that have
existed within criminology for some time. The ‘Routine Activity’ theory of crime (Felson,
2002) links the individual with the environment around him or her. This approach
suggests that crime will occur given the presence of three key elements — a motivated
offender, a suitable target, and the absence of a capable guardian. Within this approach,
links can begin to be made between the psychological approach (the motivated offender),
and the more sociological approaches which deal with opportunity, and control. Although
the last two elements have received a lot of attention, the first, the motivated offender, is
deliberately left to one side by the theorists. This is the basis of criticism levied at this
approach in that though it begins to describe how different elements come together to
explain how a crime occurs, the first of these, the ‘motivated’ offender, is not explored or
explained (McGuire, 2004). This is, however, exactly what is focused on within the
Rational Choice approach to crime. As described above, and elaborated on below,
Rational Choice Theory focuses on the cognitive process of decision making, and for the

most part, work has focused on the potential costs and benefits of the offence (Rock,



2002). These costs and benefits could be material, or intrinsic, and are subjective and
individual to the offender (Palmer, 2003). Further work within the Rational Choice group
of theories has moved on to encompass both societal influence (relating Rational Choice
to the ‘external’ theories described earlier) as well as the role of motivation, subjective
values and emotion in offending decision making. These concepts are discussed in more

detail below in section 1.3, where a more in depth review of Rational Choice is given.

At the very end of the ‘internal spectrum’ sit the theories regarding individual
factors, that is the purely psychological theories that may affect an individual. It must be
said, that these highly internal, psychological approaches have not enjoyed a great deal of
popularity in later years (McGuire, 2004) which may in part be due to the enduring
reputation of work done by theorists such as Lombroso (1876) who purported criminals to
be ‘evolutionally regressive’ and recognisable by body type or other physical
characteristics. Other work was done to examine the interactive effects of personality
characteristics such as extraversion with criminality (Eysenck, 1977) as well as self
control (Ahlstrom and Havighurst, 1970) and impulsivity (Rotenberg and Nachson, 1979).
Locus of control, the extent to which an individual believes their behaviour to be
controlled by themselves or chance, is another feature of psychological research into

crime (Rotter, 1966).

Given the wide range in focus and scope of the varied approaches to explaining
crime, it is no surprise that in developing the thinking in the discipline, theorists have
sought to integrate and combine the explanatory power of different approaches. This in
itself could be beneficial to criminological theory as a whole, by reducing the number of

differing theories and allowing broader models in which to analyse research evidence
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(Bernard and Snipes, 1996). One of the main ways in which this integration began to take
place is through the inclusion of psychological processes and aspects into sociological
theories, and vice versa. For example Containment Theory (Reckless, 1967) develops
control theory to include ‘inner’ containments such as self concept and investment in
societal norms with ‘outer’ containments imposed by adults on children as they develop.
One of the most intriguing and useful convergences between two seemingly different
approaches is the conceptual links made between Differential Association Theory on the
sociological side, and Social Learning Theories originating in the psychological
perspective of behaviourism. In both approaches, the influence of the groups and

community around the individual is important (Sunderland and Cressey, 1974).

This combination of psychological and sociological approaches has proved to be
fertile ground. Braithwaite (1989) proposes a version of Control Theory called ‘Shaming
Theory’ which explores the concept of shame as a control mechanism in an individual,
with ‘reintegrative shaming’ and ‘stigmatisation shaming’ both having different effects on
the outcome of the individual’s behaviour. Thomberry (1987) marries up Control
Theories and Learning Theories by suggesting that if social constraints are loosened,
individuals may be “freed up’ to offend, but will not necessarily do so unless they are also
in a situation where they acquire pro-delinquency attitudes and knowledge, and these are
reinforced. Elliot, Huizinga and Agetan (1985) agree, suggesting that it is the coming
together of the strength of the individual’s socialisation (Control Theory) as well as its

content (Differential Association) that combines to produce offending behaviour.

Another integrative criminological theory, Situational Action Theory, contains

similarities to Rational Choice Theory in that individuals are assumed to be motivated to

11



act by their perception of different outcomes, but that their perceptions of those outcomes
and the range of choices they perceive depends on their situation, as well as their
characteristics (Wikstrom, 2006). Wikstrdm states that a criminal act can never be solely
explained by individual characteristics or by situational circumstances, as neither exist in
a vacuum, but that the process of making a choice links the individual, their situation and

their action together, therefore choice can only be understood within this context.

The marrying up of the individual, the social and the cognitive appears to be fertile
ground for the development of criminological theory. This combination of elements is
seen as key for the integration of criminological theory to be possible, but can only occur,
according to Short (1979) if a model of crime can be devised that unites the individual,
situational, and macro levels of analysis of crime. Vila concurs (1994) and suggests that
any successful paradigm for understanding criminal behaviour needs to be applicable at

both the macro and micro level, as well as having an interactive element.

Section 1.3: The Rational Choice Approach

With this consideration of the breadth of criminological theory, and the extent of
its scope, what contribution can this one individually focused approach make to the
understanding of crime? The application of Rational Choice Theory to criminology has
been an influential approach, becoming particularly popular during the late 1980s and
1990s when much empirical work was undertaken to examine how ‘Rational Choice
Theory’ or the study of how rational decisions are made, could be applied to criminal

behaviour in individuals, by explaining this act as the result of a decision making process.
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While there are many different theories and approaches offered to explain the decisions
made by offenders, with origins in psychology and sociology, Rational Choice Theory
originally had its origins in philosophy, and in particular the work of the ‘Enlightenment’
scholars Beccaria (1764) and Bentham (1789). The central tenet in the thinking of the
perspective was the premise of ‘free will’ and an individual’s ability to exercise it
(Bouffard and Wolf, 2007). This approach became the central proposition of the Classical
School of criminology, and focused on the control of crime through manipulation of penal
sanctions (Moran, 1996). In particular, Beccaria’s propositions of egalitarianism, legality,
proportionality and humanity formed the basis of the modern Criminal Justice System in
most industrialised nations (Jones, 2008). This early philosophy stated that potential
offenders would avoid offending for fear of potential punishment, an idea central to the
theory of Rational Choice and also Deterrence Theory (Akers, 1990). These two
theoretical approaches share the assumption that individuals act under free will, and in
doing so will seek to avoid costs, the main difference between the theories being that
within the Rational Choice approach, rewards of an action or behaviour are equally as

important as the costs or punishment.

The Rational Choice Theoretical approach was also influenced by economic
models which became popular in the late 1960s and 1970s, when economists expanded
their focus on consumer behaviour to focus on criminal behaviour (Mehlkop and Graeff,
2010). In particular, Becker’s (1968) ‘Crime and Punishment’ could be viewed as the
most influential work within the Rational Choice approach to crime of the era, introducing
a ‘Subjective Expected Utility’ approach which emphasised that it was the expected utility

as perceived by the offender that was pertinent to the decision making process, but

13



maintaining that an individual’s behaviour still represented ‘careful thinking and sensible
decisions’ (Felson, 1993; p.1497). The economic model of Rational Choice Theory
assumed therefore at least a minimal level of rationality to weigh up different outcomes,

and maximise utility, stating:

“When the probable costs exceed probable benefits, an individual will not commit

the crime.” (Banfield, 1968; p.160)

The Subjective Utility Model is often represented mathematically, and represents a
complex equation incorporating certainty of outcomes, magnitude of reward and severity
of punishment (Pilliavin et al., 1986). However, this approach has been criticised because
of its very complexity (Becker, 1968) in particular the assumption of the ‘normative’

status of the individuals making a decision.

This assumption of the normative status of decision makers avoids difficulty on
the part of theorists in attempting to measure the motivations of an individual, it being
more methodologically achievable to focus on external aspects of an action (Hechter and
Kanazawa, 1997). However, the presentation of an individual as such a calculating,
reasoned decision maker has been criticised for lack of realism and indeed Cornish and
Clarke (1987) suggest that individuals are unlikely to go through such a deliberate,
calculating mental process and instead ‘intuit’ the values and costs of an action, being
unable to process information to the level assumed by the normative model (Cherniak,
1986). Instead, individuals act within the limits of their ability, the information available
to them, and the pressures of time they find themselves under. Cornish and Clarke refer to

this as ‘Bounded Rationality’ (1986). Simon (1978) suggests that while these decisions
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are rational they do not seek to maximise utility, and instead make a decision that is

‘satisficing’ or good enough.

Within these limitations then, an individual (in this case the offender) would be
hypothesized to apply a logical, reasoned process on which his or her decision is based.
The choice process involves the weighing up of the costs and benefits of the various
approaches available in order to achieve as an outcome the maximum benefits while
minimising costs. Despite the fact that this decision process may not be perfect, this
‘satisficing’ can be seen as fitting within the Rational Choice framework as the decisions
made have a basis in weighing up costs and rewards (Farrell, 2010). Cornish and Clarke
propose that this assumption makes up an ‘Informal model’ of Rational Choice (1987) in
which offenders do make a weighted decision, but in a more ‘rudimentary and cursory
way’ than advocated by the classical economic approach to decision making. The
‘Informal Rational Choice model’ was originally developed by Cornish and Clarke (1987)
to develop thinking about situational crime prevention and in doing so takes both
individual and situational factors into account. The movement away from the classic
Rational Choice model has developed the approach considerably, with modern theorists

recognising that

“Decisions to offend...are influenced by both offences and offenders” Cornish and

Clarke 1987, p.935.

The inclusion of the offence opportunities available and the situation the potential
offender finds him or herself in is a key development in the Rational Choice approach to

crime. It is recognised that while an individual can make a measured decision based on
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expected utility of various outcomes, their range of actions may be limited by

circumstances. As Felson (1986, p.119) states
“People make choices, but they cannot choose the choices available to them.”

The Rational Choice approach to decision making described latterly recognises
that individual decisions are affected by the individual’s perceptions as well as the
circumstances in which they find themselves. This approach to Rational Choice belongs
to the family of Choice theories described by Hechter and Kanazawa (1997) as ‘thick’
theories, which differ from the classic, economically based ‘thin’ Rational Choice
Theories. Whereas the ‘thin’ theories described earlier avoid any examination of the
subjective motivations and values of the individual offender, in contrast, the ‘thick’ family
of theories places the motivation of the individual as central to his or her decision making,
and states that an understanding of the offender’s value hierarchy is necessary to

understand their decision making.

The incorporation of individual motivation is highlighted in the closely related
model of Routine Activity Theory, which expresses the view that crime will occur at the
intersection of three key elements as noted earlier (Palmer, 2003) one of which is a
motivated offender. The development of Rational Choice Theory to include situational
factors marks a distinct difference between the older, ‘thin’ versions of Rational Choice
and the newer ‘thick’ models (Felson, 1993) and allows further consideration of the
factors that may affect a decision making process outside of the economic viewpoint of
the Classical approach. Cornish (1993) points out that Rational Choice Theory is a theory

of the criminal event (committing an offence) rather than a theory of criminal
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involvement (or how an individual could become sensitised to crime), and as such,
Rational Choice Theory dovetails well with theories of offending that describe a
dispositional involvement approach. Recent work has been undertaken to develop this
idea of dovetailing theories further, for example, incorporating the idea of social norms
into the model (Scott, 2000). Social norms can be viewed as socialised preferences within
an individual that affect their decision making, and therefore feed into the rational choice

to offend or otherwise.

The central tenet of a Rational Choice Theory of crime that offenders are active,
rational beings encourages researchers to find out exactly what an individual’s subjective
perceptions of costs and benefits are, and whether through applying this approach, crime
can be explained sufficiently well. Furthermore, if a decision is fully understood then
logic could theoretically be applied to change similar future decisions. As the remainder
of this chapter will illustrate, research has been carried out into various populations and
on various offence types to try and uncover the factors affecting the decisions of
offenders. Of course, not all offences, or offenders are the same, and some offences
appear to fit into a rational construct more easily than others. Offences which are violent,
aggressive or affective in nature may challenge the rationality explanation of offence

decision making.

As stated previously, classic Rational Choice Theory as adopted from economic
theory is a normative model in which the hypothesized construct of the decision maker is
an individual who is aware of the full range of pertinent factors and information when
they make their decision. When the theory is applied to real people, and real offenders, it

is difficult to assume that decisions are made in this fully informed manner and that any

17



individual could possibly process and be aware of every possible factor that may affect
the outcome. This concept, described above as ‘bounded rationality’ (Cornish and Clarke,
1986) or ‘limited rationality’ (Simon, 1978) suggests that just as important as the possible
costs and benefits to a decision, is the availability of information to the decision maker in
their context, and any decision will be ‘bounded’ by this availability and may also be
limited by the time pressures to which the individual is subject. Despite these limitations,
the individual is seen as having ‘free will’ to make decisions but that free will is tempered
by incomplete knowledge and information (Bouffard and Wolf, 2007). Any individual
must be subject to internal (cognitive and affective) and social influences at any point in a

decision making process.

While Rational Choice Theory focuses in detail on the first of these influences, it
does not seem at first to account for the latter. Other approaches to criminology focus on
these social and ‘external’ influences to a greater degree. For example, the Control Theory
of crime (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990), like Rational Choice Theory, depicts offenders
as rational beings, who can decide to conform to societal norms, or decide to not conform,
based on the level of ‘control’ they are subject to. This control is seen as originating
through attachments to others, such as family, limitations on time due to legitimate
pastimes, a commitment to a legal means of achieving goals, such as education and
additionally the internal attitude towards illegal attitudes in general. Control Theorists
such as Box (1981) will argue that in order for an individual to be free to decide to
commit a crime, these levels of control must be low, and also the potential offender must
be in possession of the skill, means, and willingness to act. Although Control Theory

considers what is happening around the offender, unlike classical Rational Choice Theory,
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the individual is still viewed as a rational agent, as the subject of these controlling forces.
What Control Theory does not do however, is describe the internal process by which an
individual enters into a particular criminal event (Hirschi, 1986), instead it is limited to
describing a set of circumstances that make a decision to offend, or the propensity to
offend, more likely. This potentially leads back to the use of Rational Choice Theory in
order to understand the process of any decision to offend (or decision not to) and which

factors eventually affect the outcome of this process.

While Control Theory may set out the circumstances that may free up an
individual to consider illegal activity, and Rational Choice Theory may be useful in
mapping how that consideration is made, another alternative theory, Social Learning
Theory, adds to the debate by suggesting how the ‘criminal’ option in any decision may
become an option for consideration at all. Social Learning Theory sees individual
behaviour as being the outcome of an individual’s learning within a social context.
Individuals base how they behave, and react, on observations of others, family, friends
and neighbours for example. They reinforce their learning by practicing behaviour.
Evidence suggests that children who witness violent behaviour are more likely to display
violent behaviour as an adult for example (Widom, 1989 a&b). Whereas Rational Choice
Theorists may criticise this viewpoint as deterministic (that is the individual will repeat
what they have observed) it can be argued that far from this being the case, social learning
may equip an individual with the ‘tools’ to behave in particular way, though how they
eventually behave is determined by the individual him or herself. This school of thought
may apply where there are cases of offences that appear to occur without any prior

planning or decision making. It is possible to understand how a particular behaviour (such
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as violence) could occur in a given situation, where an individual has witnessed violence

being used in similar circumstances (Owens and Strauss, 1975).

Where, then, does the potential benefit of Rational Choice Theory to the study of
crime sit within these alternate theories about how a crime occurs, and can the basic
assumption of all versions of the Rational Choice approach, that a decision to offend
actually takes place, be supported? The validity of classic Rational Choice Theory as an
approach to understanding crime is vulnerable to criticism on two crucial points. The first
of these is that it assumes a normative status for the offending individual, in that the
theory assumes the individual is making his or her decisions under optimal thinking
conditions. This of course would not always be the case, as with most decisions made by
human beings; these decisions to offend may be taken while the decision maker is rushed,
under stress or pressure, or with limited information. The second and fundamental point
of criticism is that Rational Choice Theory assumes that a decision to commit a crime is
made at all. Evidence from various studies of decision making have criticised the
normative status of Rational Choice Theory, suggesting that decisions made by
individuals, in particular offending decisions, do not operate on this basis (De Haan and
Voss, 2003). On this basis, some theorists have argued that the classic economic model of
Rational Choice Theory does not apply, and even where a decision can be demonstrated

as being made, the assumption of optimal conditions is unrealistic.

Traditionally, and within the thin group of Rational Choice Theories, costs and
benefits have been described in limited, material terms, with monetary gain being the
most salient ‘benefit’, and punishment (e.g. imprisonment) the most salient cost. The

Rational Choice approach therefore has important implications for agencies that aim to
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deal with the consequences of offending or the offenders themselves. For example,
changes in sentencing policy for different types of crime in effect alter the weighting of
the costs in any decision to offend, but do not address the benefits as perceived by the
reasoning offender. Equally important to the management of crime are the assertions of
the ‘thick’ family of Rational Choice Theories. While the ‘thin’ theories may engage in an
economic analysis of crime, this more encompassing group of Rational Choice
approaches can try and account for crime by considering social context, as well as
individual action and decision making, and the values and motivations pertinent to the
individual offender. Only by developing an understanding of the values and goals of the
individual can the individual’s decision making be understood. As these values and goals
may be highly personal to the individual, then they are equally as important within the
decision making process as any costs and benefits that may arise from an action being

taken.

Such individual values and goals have also been identified as pertinent to those
individuals wishing or trying to cease or decrease their offending, as well as those
deciding whether or not to commit crime, and these concepts of when not to commit

crime are just as important as the reasons to offend in a decision calculus.

The related field of Desistance Theory, while being too extensive to do justice to
within this chapter, does identify some such concepts. The concept of human agency is
central within Desistance Theory, theorists arguing that the individual must perceive that
they have the power and control to effect changes within their life, and cease to commit,
or reduce their committing of crime. Agency as a concept can only exist where the

individual perceives that they have a range of options to choose between, and the
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perception of these options will be affected by the same individual factors affecting a
decision to offend. Likewise, the desistance concepts of social capital and life course
changes describe how an individual’s perceptions of possible outcomes, and evaluation of
costs and benefits of an action will be altered by life changes such as commitment to
marriage or having a child, and that the individual’s building of social capital, or
investment in their societal group by way of employment etc will be pertinent factors in

any decision making process.

Before reviewing previous work in this area, it is pertinent to remember exactly
what functionality a theory of offender decision making must have. If a theoretical
approach assumes that a decision is taken before an offence is committed, then to have
validity, any theory of decision making must explain decisions made by a range of
individuals, resulting in a range of actions. If available information (Rational Choice
Theory) levels of control (Control Theory) or variations in experience (Social Learning
Theory) can differ from time to time, it is the real time factors that must be pertinent to

any decision making process.

Within the study of offending decision making, much research has employed the
methodology of examining individuals’ future estimation of the probability of offending
or of propensity to offend, frequently with a student or college population (such as
Tibbetts, 1997). This is a simpler and easier way to conduct research of this type without
doubt, but raises some questions about how applicable the findings may be to real life
decisions that actually result in a criminal offence in the eyes of the law. While in fact
research has shown that ‘intention to offend’ as an estimated likelihood of doing so is in

fact correlated with actual later offending (Tibbetts, 1997) it is by no means true that all
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estimated probabilities of offending based on a given set of circumstances will actually
result in an offence. An ‘intention’ to offend reported by a student presented with
hypothetical scenarios is qualitatively different from an offenders’ ‘intention’ to offend
within a real life situation. If Rational Choice Theory is to have real and meaningful
applications to the study of criminal decision making, it must explain actual offending

decisions made by various individuals, at the time they are made.

That is not to say that insights gained from experimental studies on propensity or
forecasted intention to offend are not useful when investigating the existence of an actual
real-life decision to offend, and indeed evidence from a range of these investigations will
be examined in this chapter. However the main objective of this thesis is to look at the
extent to which a decision-making process was made by individuals prior to actually
carrying out the action that constituted an offence. Such a decision, if it can be said to take
place, would be at a different location in time under different circumstances, and the
individual themselves may have their decision making process affected in very different
ways (due to time or peer pressure, or urgent need etc) to the factors that may feed into a

decision making process in a hypothetical situation.

Staying with the definition of ‘offending decision’ for a moment, it is also useful
to look at the different types of decision that are potentially all involved in the committing
(or otherwise) of a criminal offence, but that would all have slightly different applications
of a decision making analysis. Paternoster (1989) notes that offenders may make many
different types of decisions about their offending, and that each of these different types of
decisions may be affected to a greater or lesser extent by different factors. For example,

the decision to first become involved in offending, what Paternoster calls the ‘initial
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participatory decision’ is potentially qualitatively different from what Paternoster defines
as a ‘current participatory decision’. That is, the first is a choice whether to become
involved in crime in general, and the second to become involved in a particular crime
event. If in fact, an individual does make what could be described as a decision to become
‘involved’ in crime, this would be a distinct deliberation from a decision to commit an
actual offence, and relates back to Cornish and Clarke’s (1986) description of Rational
Choice Theory as being concerned with the criminal event, rather than a theory of
criminal ‘involvement’. It is recognised that the separation of these two types of decision
may be more theoretical than realistic, given that it is the act of committing a crime that
defines criminal ‘involvement’ and the event and the involvement of the individual in the

event are not separable.

This aside, whether an individual makes a decision to commit a criminal offence
(the event) for the first time, or for the 101 time, Rational Choice Theory asserts not only
that a decision is made in each case, but that each decision is a weighing up of costs and
benefits, then it is an implicit assumption that the offender must make a new analysis each

time one of these decisions is made.

Given a very brief overview of the Rational Choice approach and its central tenets,
and with the work conducted in this area reviewed below, the research subsequently to be
carried out as part of this investigation aims to add to the accumulated knowledge on the
validity and applicability of the Rational Choice approach to crime and offending.
Considerable research has gone into the application of Rational Choice Theory to criminal
decision making, a review of which will make up the remainder of this chapter. In

reviewing this research, the author intends to assess the contribution that Rational Choice
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Theory has made to the body of understanding regarding criminal decision making and

whether, in fact, a decision is evident.

With a consideration of these issues in mind, this review will focus, for clarity, on
the decision to commit an offence, and not the theoretically separate issue of an individual
deciding to become involved in ‘crime’ as a way of life, though as stated it is recognised
that for many individuals, these decisions will at least once be essentially the same, given
that a first offence necessitates both a decision to participate in a particular ‘offence’ as

well as become an ‘offender’.

Rather than using Paternoster’s (1989) definition above of ‘current participatory
decision’ which implies that a decision is being taken in the present, the scope of this
review will focus on how, or if, an individual engages in a decision making process about
entering into a particular offending action. The term ‘offending decision’ will be used to
describe any thought process or decision making calculus related to the commission of a
crime, or to use Cornish and Clarke’s (1986) term, the ‘criminal event’ for any offence or
crime, whether it be the first for that individual or whether they have committed many

offences before.

Within this context, Rational Choice Theory has been applied to the decision
making processes associated with many offence types, such as burglary, theft, driving

offences and ‘carjacking’ (the forced taking of an occupied vehicle), and many more.
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Section 1.4: Reviewing the Literature
Section 1.4.1; Literature Review

Rational Choice theory has been applied to various types of offence, ranging from
shoplifting and burglary, to violent offences. The following section presents a review of
the range of studies done within the area, grouping these by offence type. These are
ordered in approximate level of generally increasing seriousness, beginning with
property-related or acquisitive crimes and moving to personal crimes. In each case, the
study will be described, then methodological or other limitations will be subject to critical
analysis to assess whether authors’ conclusions were justified. Studies are described in
regard to their methodology and conclusions, and pertinent findings relevant to the

application of Rational Choice to crime are discussed.
Driving offences

Rational Choice Theory as applied to driving offences was the subject of interest
to Corbett and Simon’s study in 1992. Corbett and Simon applied Rational Choice Theory
to driving offences in order to investigate how and why drivers adhere to or disregard the
rules of the road. In a two year study of unlawful driving behaviours, Corbett and Simon
surveyed more than one hundred and fifty drivers identified from an official database of
driving related accidents and offences. Questionnaires were followed up with over sixty
offenders by in depth interviews, the responses to which were then categorised into
reasons to, and not to, offend. Interesting differences emerged as regards the cost of
offending, that is in this case the official penalties. Corbett and Simon found that while

both low and high frequency offenders wished to avoid penalties, the high frequency
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offenders viewed the likelihood of those penalties as less probable. That is, the high
frequency offenders perceived themselves as less likely to be caught. Following on from
this finding, Corbett and Simon found that these same high frequency offenders
committed a wider range of driving offences. One particularly salient finding was that
driving offenders see their offences as being qualitatively different from non-driving
offences. This, according to Corbett and Simon was due to the fact that these driving
offences could be committed alone, frequently, and in the comfort of your own vehicle
with only a small likelihood of reprimand. It could be argued then in Rational Choice
terms, that this makes driving offences easy to commit as they are safe and easy to
commit with high benefits (listed by the sample group as convenience and excitement)
with small perceived costs to the offenders. However the conclusion may have been a
function of the sampling process employed. Corbett and Simon did deliberately over-
sample young drivers in their study, which may have influenced the pattern of their results
slightly — in fact forty eight per cent of drivers were under twenty five, and it is possible
that these individuals had a different view of the benefits of illegal driving than their older

counterparts.

Although Corbett and Simon’s study of driving offences was very offence
specific, it nevertheless highlights two important issues regarding the application of
Rational Choice Theory to criminal decision making. Firstly, the respondents in the study
allocate ‘likelihood’ to the incurring of a penalty, implying that the rational choice
equation is not as straightforward as it may appear. A judgement is made by these
offenders not only on what the likely penalty is to be, but how likely it is to happen. This

is a recurring theme in Rational Choice Theory literature, and features in many studies.
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The second pertinent issue highlighted by the results of Corbett and Simon’s research are

the benefits outlined by the offender for committing the offence.

Offences in this study do not result in monetary or economic gain for the drivers,
but have payoffs in terms of convenience (getting there faster) and excitement. This is a
departure from the strict economic model of Rational Choice Theory, which focuses on
monetary or economic gain, and this premise of expanding the range of costs and benefits
to include wider benefits to the offender, such as excitement or convenience etc. is an

important development to the original, economic Rational Choice model.
Shoplifting offences

Similarly to the previous study described, a study of shoplifters by Schlueter,
O’Neal, Hickey and Seiler (1989) suggests that ‘official’ costs are not considered as a
deterrent. Schlueter et al. interviewed 132 shoplifters on the completion of a Community
Service programme for first-time shoplifters, as part of their exit from the programme.
The Community Service Programme was offered to offenders as an alternative to
incarceration, and the researchers were able to randomly access the participants on their
return to court for discharge after completing the course. Schlueter et al. describe the
sample group as ‘middle class’ shoplifters with the majority of the sample being
employed in white collar jobs, and just under three quarters of the sample being female.
During these semi-structured interviews respondents were asked about the reasons that
they committed the offence. The researchers analysed the narrative to examine for rational
content. Those offenders categorised as rational (59%) were classed as being so due to

their behaviour being calculated to achieve a goal. For many, this goal was monetary but
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other varied benefits were listed such as the challenge, convenience (not having to wait in
a queue) or revenge against the store. Schlueter et al. thought it important that these
alternative goals were recognised as motivating the behaviour of the offenders, even
though many of them did not offend for monetary reasons. Those classified as being ‘Non
Rational’ or ‘Mixed’ types (the remaining 41% of the sample) tended to be older, female,
well educated, married and classified themselves as religious. This group were more
likely to classify themselves as having shoplifted for reasons such as illness, anxiety, or

emotional instability.

Another study on shoplifting was carried out by Carroll and Weaver (1986) using
the technique of visiting a potential ‘scene of the crime’ with 34 shoplifters, recruiting
both ‘experts’ and ‘novices’ with corresponding shoplifting experiences. Participants were
recruited by placing an advertisement in a local newspaper, asking for volunteers (both
shoplifters and non-shoplifters) to take part. Participants were classified as ‘experts’ or
‘novices’ according to their self-reported levels of shoplifting experiences. The
participants were accompanied on a walk around the store by a researcher who asked the
participant to put their frame of mind into an ‘intention to offend’, verbalising the
thoughts they were having while walking around. This commentary was recorded using a
small lapel microphone affixed to the participant. Analysis suggested that the participants
did give some thought to risk assessment but this lessened once the participant became
focused on shoplifting a particular item. The aspects of the statements made by
participants that seemed most revealing was the tendency of ‘expert’ shoplifters’ decision
making processes to be more strategic, involving building strategies to complete the

offence successfully. Carroll and Weaver found that the shoplifters were aware of the
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penalties of being caught but that these ‘costs’ were not largely factored into the decision
to shoplift. This tendency was even more pronounced for the ‘expert’ shoplifters. The
‘novice’ shoplifters with a shorter history of previous offences did appear to consider the

possibility of discovery and the associated costs, but only in a limited manner.

This study begins to suggest a rational approach from shoplifiers with some
experience, and may be a useful contribution to the application of Rational Choice to
offence decision making processes; however it would be remiss to take on Carroll and
Weaver’s classification of offenders without further consideration of potential
methodological issues. The ‘experts’ were classified as such based on their self-reported
offending history which was not confirmed with any secondary source. It is possible that
offenders in the ‘expert’ group had considerably less experience than they had expressed,
and is of course also possible that ‘novices’ had more than reported, especially if they
were wary of telling researchers the full extent of their experiences. It also appears that
the ‘novice’ group included some participants with no shoplifting experience at all, so
although these participants could act as a ‘control’ for comparison, their narrative would

tell us relatively little about the actual offending decision.

These studies of shoplifting describe a decision based approach, finding evidence
that individuals engaged in shoplifting do make choices based on perceived outcomes,
and while money is an important concern, shoplifters also report gaining other benefits
from their offending such as the satisfaction of undertaking a challenge, and revenge
against the store. The influence of costs of shoplifting is also an interesting factor within
these studies, with the Carroll and Weaver study finding that ‘expert’ shoplifters spend

less time in consideration of these potential costs, while the possibility of arrest and
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capture did feature in the decision making of novices, but only to a small extent. This
limitation on consideration of costs is a theme that emerges within studies of Rational
Choice and crime in other offence categories, for example, burglary. This study also raises
an interesting point referring back to the discussion on types of offending decision
described above. Although for the purposes of this study, the offending decision is
defined as a thought process or decision calculus engaged in by an individual before the
commission of any criminal event, it is useful within this study to recognise that Carroll
and Weaver have compared the decision making of those offenders with more experience
(the experts) with those who potentially are making the decision to commit crime for the
first time, and it is this difference in experience, rather than the fact that the novice
shoplifters are making the choice to become ‘criminals’ as opposed to commit a particular

criminal offence, that is pertinent.
Burglary Offences

There have been several studies carried out to investigate how the Rational Choice
model explains burglary. The best example of one of these studies is Wright and Decker’s
(1994) extensive research with burglars which explored the decision making process that
individuals go through when becoming involved in committing an offence. Participants
were recruited through word-of-mouth ‘snowball’ sampling, initiated by a contact the
researchers had within the community in St Louis. Interviewing more than one hundred
burglary offenders (with 75% of these interviews taking place at a recent crime site)
Wright and Decker investigated the costs and benefits of an offence, and the concept of
‘mental space’. The method of using a recent crime site at which the burglars had recently

offended, but not been apprehended is unusual but could have overcome some of the
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recall issues associated with offender self-report studies, as being back in the environment
may trigger memory. It is not stated what effect this may have had on the victims of the
burglaries, and as the burglars had not been punished for these offences it is unlikely that

they were informed.

Rich and detailed evidence from this research suggests that burglars interviewed in
the study located their benefits of offending fairly easily. Monetary gain, drugs, social
standing and keeping up appearances were all cited by respondents as salient factors.
However, while the burglars could readily state the range of penalties and punishments
that could occur as a result of their offence, many having experience of them already, the
individuals claimed that they ‘tried not to think about it going wrong’. Instead, the
burglars focused on ‘getting it done and getting out’ and afforded little thinking time to

the risks or punishments that may result.

This research outlined the benefits to the individuals concerned not just in terms of
monetary gain, but also in terms of social standing. This potentially adds to the range of
benefits outlined thus far, adding a social element to the ‘convenience’ and ‘excitement’

related benefits mentioned earlier as related to driving and shoplifting offences.

Another study of burglars was carried out by Shover and Honaker (1992) who
applied Rational Choice Theory to the decision making of a group they termed ‘persistent
property offenders’, conducting semi-structured interviews with 60 individuals identified
from the Tennessee Department of Corrections database. Forty six of these individuals
were subject to a follow up interview seven to ten months after being released from

prison. During this study, offenders were asked to focus their recollection on how their
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decision to offend was made, and to provide in depth descriptions of the possible risks and
rewards (costs and benefits) that may have been at work. Shover and Honaker found
several common and interesting themes. Very few of the offenders interviewed gave any
thought to the possibility of arrest, and instead, focused on potential monetary gain, a

similar finding to that of Wright and Decker (1994), above.

Shover and Honaker admit that offenders’ self-reports may be biased given that
they would be more likely to recall some offences over others simply given the natures of
the offences. Additionally, some of the ex-prisoners had been in prison for a long time,
and were recalling offences committed in some cases up to fifteen years previously.
Nevertheless, evidence from Shover and Honaker’s work suggests that while knowledge
of the risks of offending may exist, this risk is not necessarily allocated any thinking time
or ‘mental space’ when deciding to commit an offence. Again, this particular study has its
focus on just one specific offence, but already interesting parallels are beginning to form
with the work discussed previously concerning driving offenders. Corbett and Simon’s
(1992) finding that driving offenders perceive the costs as being unlikely when
committing a driving offence contrasts with how Shover and Honaker’s offenders view
their costs. The latter property offenders did not appear to make a ‘risk assessment’ of
likelihood for the occurrence of the potential costs, rather they did not appear to actively

think about them at all.

Continuing with the theme of ‘experienced’ offenders making faster decisions, and
potentially discounting the costs of the decision, a further study involving burglars was
conducted by Nee and Meenaghan who had a particular interest in how an offender’s

experience or expertise could affect their decision making. Nee and Meenaghan (2006)
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conducted semi-structured interviews with 50 expert burglars (defined as having
committed 20 or more burglaries) aged 21-50 and all of whom were male. These burglars,
recruited from two UK prisons, were asked to talk through a burglary from the initial
decision until conclusion of the offence. At each stage of this description, they were asked
to rate on a ten point scale their level of concentration, ten being the highest. However,
only 30 of these interviewees wished to use the scale, and instead narrative was analysed
for descriptive levels of concentration. The results of this analysis suggest that burglars
used a skilled judgement and appraisal of the available opportunities and environment,
and relied on their experience to help them proceed with their offence successfully. As
Nee and Meenaghan state, their evidence suggested that the thought processes of expert
burglars was, in terms of recognition of cues, speed, and automacy, comparable to

established evidence on the decisions of experts in other fields.

This is an important consideration for the study of how Rational Choice Theory
can explain crime, given that the speed of the decision making will necessarily impact on t
the decision making process. The fact that the characteristics of ‘expert’ burglars’
decisions are shared with those decisions made by experts in more traditional fields is
evident of a developed skill set of these individuals in committing burglary, and that these
skills must affect future decisions on whether to commit a burglary or not. This
incorporation of individuals’ characteristics, in this case, a developed skills set or
expertise is a significant development to Rational Choice Theory and the decision
calculus seen to be taking place: after all, a confidence in one’s own abilities to
successfully complete an action based on previous experience would be a strong influence

in undertaking another burglary.
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Corporate Crime

Another significant alteration to the ‘thin’ economic models of Rational Choice is
apparent within Paternoster and Simpson’s (1993) application of Rational Choice Theory
to corporate crime, adding a further dimension of different types of costs for
consideration. Paternoster and Simpson surveyed over 200 Australian Chief Executive
Officers regarding their estimation of discovery and punishment should they violate
standards of conduct in the workplace. Results show that the Chief Executive Officers’
perception of the costs of such an offence (in terms of official sanctions) did not exert a
deterrent influence on a decision to commit a crime. That is, the obvious or traditional
costs of committing a corporate crime were not considered an important deterrent.
However, Paternoster and Simpson suggest that when informal costs are taken into
consideration then these costs will have a much stronger influence on a decision to
committing a crime in the workplace. In common with findings presented above, official
costs appeared to have little influence over a decision to offend. Costs to reputation, moral

costs and conscience were said to be more influential than official sanctions.

Aggravated vehicle taking — ‘Carjacking’

Similarly to the above findings as regards ‘expert’ decisions by offenders within
shoplifting and burglary, Jacobs, Topalli and Wright’s study on ‘carjackers’ also suggests
that decision making in offending situations can be quickly carried out. Jacobs et al.
(2003) interviewed 28 carjackers (offenders who steal occupied cars through force) in

order to explore their reasons for offending. These participants were sourced through a
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contact the researchers had within the ‘criminal underworld’ whose high status in this
group helped the recruitment considerably. The contact, whom they had used several
times previously in other studies, approached his friends and acquaintances who he knew
to be involved in carjacking, to ask them to participate in the study. Jacobs et al.
conducted semi structured interviews with the final sample group, most of whom were
male, and all of whom were African American. They found that offenders were clear
about the benefits of their particular offence, such as it being a reasonably quickly
executable offence, and the goods obtained being relatively easy to sell. However, one of
the most pertinent findings of this work was the speed at which the decisions were made.
Jacobs et al. found that when these decisions were made they appeared to be heavily

shaped by the environment and situation at that time.

With so many factors to take into account within such a short period of time,
Jacobs et al. suggest that offenders employ a ‘perceptual shorthand’. If offenders do
develop some kind of ‘thinking shortcut’ or ‘perceptual filtration’ (Schlueter et al., 1989)
and perceptual shorthand is in process, this must affect how an offender makes a decision.
If the decision making process is sped up by ‘thinking’ shortcuts then there would be less
time available for alternative action to be considered. Jacobs et al. also described the
context in which the offences take place, describing carjacking, for these offenders at
least, as taking place within a wider ‘street culture’ which places emphasis on hedonistic
pursuit, and relies on fast turnover of cash to maintain status. This observation is also
pertinent to the decision making of the offenders, who may be motivated to make
decisions based on the achievement of acceptance or maintenance of status within the

‘street culture’ in which they operate. This is an interesting finding which adds to the
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collected knowledge on how offenders make decisions about different offences, but
methodological aspects of this study suggest a note of caution. The sample of offenders
interviewed for this study was small, (28) and all participants were from a particular
ethnic group within one particular neighbourhood. While this would not necessarily make
the results less valid, it does make the generaliseability of the findings more difficult, and
they may not be replicable in another area with other gender or ethnic groups, particularly

where the ‘street culture’ was different.

Robbery

In parallel with the concept of ‘perceptual shorthand’ outlined by Jacobs et al.
above, Feeney (1986) finds in his analysis of interviews with individuals who had
committed robbery that they felt their past experience to be a good substitute for planning
of an offence, therefore making the decision process quicker. Feeney utilised the
interview narrative from a previous study with a participant population of 113 Californian
robbery offenders, the sample being stratified for age, race and whether the target of the
individual’s offence was commercial or individual. The reanalysis focused on decision
making and motivation for the offence, and by far the largest motivator for these
individuals was cited as being money, though excitement and revenge against others were
also common reasons. Less than 15% were found to have what Feeney described as a
detailed ‘planned approach’ and only 21% of the sample expressed that they gave any
thought to being caught. Feeney described how the robbery offenders contained within the
sample used at least a minimally rational process to decide on the commission of an

offence. He goes on to say that some of the participants had committed so may offences
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that for them, their experience acts as a substitute for forward planning, as they felt

confident that their experiences would guide their choices.
Violent offences

Moving on to violent offences, the concept of criminal ‘expertise’ is a theme also
described by Topalli (2005) who gives a substantial account of evidence for the existence
of expertise in a group of violent offenders. Topalli conducted a study off 44 participants
in St Louis, splitting these participants between ‘active violent offenders’, demographic
control participants (from the same locality as the violent offenders) and also a group of
college students. Topalli required participants to observe an ambiguous social situation
generated by a Point Light display, which essentially is a movement of light, which can be
attributed to human movement. Topalli was interested in how the violent offenders, and
the other participants ‘read’ the movement and assigned meaning, eventually concluding
that the different groups differed in their interpretation of the situation. Based on a
complex analysis of the situations described by the participants, Topalli suggests that
expertise can be seen as a combination of perceptual skill and procedural knowledge. This
concept of ‘expert’ violent offenders can be seen to be at odds with the image of the
aggressive or violent offender as emotionally driven and irrational. This concept is
returned to later on, as the applicability of Rational Choice Theory to expressive or

violent offences is considered.
Sex offenders

Another group of offenders traditionally seen as impulsive and irrational (Pithers,

1990) were the subject of a study by Beauregard and LeClerc (2007) who aimed to apply
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the Rational Choice approach to the offending process of sex offenders. Just as with the
driving offenders described above, the rewards of such an offence could not be conceived
of as being monetary, as befits the ‘thin’ version of the Rational Choice Theory, but rather
are based around fulfilment of fantasy and desire for feelings of power and sexual
gratification, the exact nature of which will vary between individuals. Beauregard and
LeClerc interviewed a total of 69 individuals, sourced from a list of all sex offenders
incarcerated for more than two years in Canada, the list then being reduced to fit the
interview criteria — that is, the offender had two or more convicted sexual assaults on a

stranger victim of any age or gender.

The authors conducted semi-structured interviews with participants, additionally
collecting information from Police records about the offence. The responses to interview
and other data were classified into three phases, the pre offence phase, the criminal event
phase, and the post event phase. Results at each phase suggest that the participants were
rational, although bounded in their rationality, and that decisions were being made at each
part of the process. For example, contrary to the stereotype of sex offenders being
impulsive, the results suggested that fewer than 35% of the participant group said they
had engaged in no prior planning or pre-meditation. Beauregard and LeClerc went on to
suggest that the offending decisions themselves can be seen to be significantly altered by
situational factors, not least of which the level of risk perceived as being acceptable to the
offender and the ‘suitability’ of the possible victim (according to offender preferences).
These individual preferences play a part in the making of an offence decision and will
result in each decision being made differently in each case. As well as recognition of the

impact of these factors on the individuals within the participant population for this study,

39



it must be acknowledged that the population of this study represents a small fraction of
the convicted sex offenders in the country in question (Canada) and application of these
results to other populations cannot be assumed. This is particularly relevant when
considering that for methodological reasons, all of the participants had been incarcerated
for their offences, and this outcome of incarceration could be as a result of different
decision making processes to those offenders who remain undiscovered. The authors also
note that they could not definitively rule out the influence of retrospective distortion on
the part of the participants, given that each had spent a considerable amount of time in
prison after their offence, though every effort was made to cross check details with Police

records, and to validate the recall of the participants by questioning detail.

This application of the Rational Choice approach to violent and sex offences
suggests potential for this approach to apply to those types of offences not encompassed
within the ‘thin’ version of the model, but instead, allowing for benefits to the offender as

described above, open out the model to incorporate a wider variety of offence types.

Section 1.4.2: Other studies on Rational Choice and offending

The studies described above have all in some way attempted to find out directly
from the offending sample chosen what thoughts and factors influenced the individuals
concerned when they were making a decision to offend (or not to offend). Interviews and
questionnaires relate directly to the individual’s experiences. As Shover and Honaker
(1992) point out, this methodological approach may have its disadvantages. Offender self-

report could be misleading, given that individuals may be motivated by response bias, or
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indeed may struggle to remember the details of an offence especially where it took place
some time ago. Carroll and Weaver (1986) and Wright and Decker (1994) introduced the
method of placing the offender at a real, or potential, scene of an offence in order to try
and make the experience more ‘real’ for the participant and therefore capture current,
rather than remembered thoughts. While this may help in terms of memory, there is still
the potential for response bias. Adding to these difficulties are the potential problems in
obtaining a large enough offender sample. However, other studies of the Rational Choice

Theory of offending and crime have approached research in a different way.

One particular methodology that has remained popular in criminological research
is the use of the ‘scenario’ method, in which potential offenders are presented with a
hypothetical scenario of offending, and their reactions to this scenario are then examined
in relation to other factors, such as personal characteristics. This approach does have its
advantages, as it tends to make use of readily available study populations, such as

students.

One such study was carried out by Tibbetts (1997) who investigated the effects of
three types of ‘shame’ on students’ estimation of the likelihood of their offending.
Tibbetts surveyed 604 university students using hypothetical scenarios, regarding the
students’ estimation of their likelihood to drink drive, and to shoplift. Tibbetts asked the
students to rate the likelihood that they would behave in the same way as the characters in
the scenarios, and then measured responses about perceived outcomes of these actions.
The first of these was shame felt if the offence was exposed, assessed by asking the
students what the impact would be on their self-esteem if their offence was discovered.

Also, in the same way, Tibbetts measured the shame felt if the offence was not exposed,

41



as well as the proneness to shame that the students had (i.e. a stable individual
characteristic). It was found that potential offenders who expected to feel shame (whether
offence exposed or not) were shown to take this into account in their expected utility
review when making a decision. Unexpectedly, proneness to feelings of shame actually
increased students’ estimation that they would offend. Feelings of guilt, embarrassment
and actual experiences of shame were also found to be pertinent to the students’
estimations of offending in given scenarios. The extent to which these costs exerted
influence on the offending decision appeared to vary between offender, and offence,
lending support to the view that each offending decision is in fact a considered balance
and review of factors — costs and rewards. For example, Tibbetts’ findings relating to
sanctions effective at reducing intention to shoplift, or to drink and drive, differ. It was
found that internal sanctions (such as shame and moral beliefs) were effective at reducing
considerations of shoplifting, whereas external sanctions (e.g. legal) were more effective

for drunk driving.

Similarly, in a study of high school students, Paternoster (1989) also found that
delinquents’ decisions to commit their first ever offence was almost entirely unrelated to
the delinquents’ perceived severity and certainty of punishment. Paternoster surveyed
more than 2500 high school students at three stages in their school career, collecting
information on various factors, including background, affective ties, material
considerations, opportunities for delinquency, informal sanctions, formal sanctions and
moral beliefs. When analysing the results, Paternoster found that non-official sanctions
such as moral beliefs, parental supervision levels, and social activities were far more

influential on the making of the initial offending decision than perceived formal
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punishment. In addition, costs, as defined by classical ‘Deterrence Theory’ were

unimportant in the decision to desist from offending.

Just as with the studies described above carried out with actual offenders, it
appears that official costs and sanctions are not as influential over any offending decision
process as may be expected. In particular, individually held sanctions, such as shame and
moral beliefs were more effective deterrents for students. Internally imposed deterrents
were also a theme in the study carried out by Nagin and Paternoster (1993). In this study a
large number of college students (n=699) were presented with scenarios describing in
detail a crime, and the circumstances around it. Scenarios centred on larceny, drunk
driving and sexual assault (males only). Respondents were asked to state the probability
that they would commit a crime as described, and correlated this with measures of self-
control, perceived utility and shame. Nagin and Paternoster suggest that ‘internally
imposed functions’ such as shame proneness, ‘present orientation’ etc. as well as other
factors such as weak social bonds have been found either directly or indirectly to affect

intention to offend.

Section 1.4.3: Critique and Methodological issues

The findings of these student-population studies add to the findings from the
offender studies described above, but just as there are potential methodological issues
with the offender based studies, those utilising a student population also have
methodological weaknesses. It is a common criticism of these studies that elements of

decision making examined by the research are not the actual offending decisions of those
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who subsequently acted to commit an offence, but are hypothetical and based on imagined
thoughts and feelings. This is particularly pertinent when considering concepts such as
shame proneness, as these may be significantly different for college students who in
general, have very different backgrounds to many offender populations. In addition, once
again, although the intent to offend may be correlated with later actual offending, they are
not one and the same, and an actual participatory offence decision taken in real time is
potentially a very different process from a speculation of probability of committing an

offence given a hypothetical scenario.

These difficulties aside, informal bonds and costs identified in these student based
studies make a significant addition to the official sanctions traditionally thought of as
deterrents in Rational Choice Theory. Just as studies have shown a greater variety of
potential benefits or rewards of an offence than just the limited economic or monetary
rewards encapsulated within classic Rational Choice Theory so have the studies reviewed
demonstrated a range of costs or risks far beyond the official sanction or punishment
aspects of a decision that are usually considered. For Rational Choice Theory to be
applicable to offence decision making, it must therefore be flexible enough to take
account of the wide variety of potential costs and benefits that may affect the decision
making process. The non-monetary outcomes of an offence appear at least thus far to be

as least as if not more influential than the monetary/economic ones.

Given the seeming variety of both costs and benefits to an individual, and the
amount of mental space given to each of them, it is pertinent at this point to refer back to
the concept of bounded rationality mentioned earlier. As stated by Cornish and Clarke

(1986), the bounded rationality approach asserts that an individual cannot be in possession
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of the whole range of possible outcomes, whether positive or negative. With a
consideration of the concept of ‘mental space’ or ‘not thinking about it’ it may be useful
to keep in mind just how individuals are bounded in their decision making. It may
certainly be true that individuals are not fully cognizant of all the possibilities and
information that are potentially relevant. However, a review of evidence touched on here
could equally suggest that even where individuals are in possession of the information
that they need to help them make a decision, they are bounded in another way. As various
respondents in various studies have asserted, they are ‘self-bounded’ in the way that
although they have knowledge of potential outcomes, they do not factor these into their
active decision making. Criminal Propensity Theories would suggest that this is due to
criminally prone individuals being more impulsive by nature, neglecting to think about
long term consequences of behaviour and instead focusing on short term outcomes
(Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990). This impulsiveness, or ‘present — orientation’ makes
potential offenders more likely to only consider short term outcomes as factors in their

decision making (Nagin and Paternoster, 1993).

This limitation of factors considered is a feature recurring in much of the research
applying Rational Choice Theory to crime. Typically, offenders lend much more
consideration to the benefits or positives of offending rather than the costs, and the way in
which they do this is illuminating, and key to any application of Rational Choice Theory
to the offending decision. By way of illustration of this point, Jacobs, Topalli and
Wright’s (2003) study of carjacking is useful. As discussed above, one of the most
pertinent findings of this work was the speed at which the decisions were made. The quick

thinking observed in these offenders (what Jacobs et al. described as ‘perceptual

45



shorthand’) impacts directly on the nature of the decision to offend. If the thinking
process is accelerated significantly, then the decision to commit an offence may be made
very quickly, in some cases so quickly that other courses of action or outcomes are not

considered at all, and the factors that are considered are perhaps reduced.

One element that may contribute to the thinking shortcuts used by offending
individuals is the extent to which they have prior experience of the act they wish to carry
out. There is much related research on the developed ‘expertise’ of offenders which is too
wide ranging and detailed to be covered here in any depth, but the particular overlap of
‘expertise’ research with decision making research suggests that an expert offender may
consider different elements when deciding on action than a first time or novice offender,
and even if considering these elements, may allot them less mental space or thinking time.
For example, the previously reviewed Carroll and Weaver (1986) study found that the
decision making processes of expert shoplifters versus novices focused on different
factors, with ‘expert’ shoplifters building strategies to assist with the successful outcome
of an offence based on prior experiences. Similarly, Wright, Logie and Decker (1995)
noted in their study of expert burglars that as their expertise grew in their specialist field
of offending, their decision making was helped by the knowledge they had gained through

experience.

Without delving too deeply into the wealth of evidence regarding criminal
expertise, it is certainly a relevant element of an offender making a decision, in as much
as Topalli (2005) points out, expertise affects both the skill and the knowledge the
offender can utilise when making a decision. Topalli argues that the development of both

the procedural and perceptual skills necessary to commit a successful offence is obtained
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through environmental and behavioural experiences. More specifically, Topalli describes
how individuals gain environmental expertise by living in areas with crime, even though
the individual may not be actively participating in crime, finding evidence of such in
groups sharing a socioeconomic background, but fitting into criminal and non-criminal
groups. Additionally, individuals involved in crime also had perceptual skills, honed due
to their behavioural involvement in crime, and were able to read situations and the actions

of others in reference to their own experiences of crime.

Extensive work has been carried out into the heuristics of judgement making,
identifying a range of principles which reduce the number of complex tasks an individual
must engage in when making a prediction of outcomes (such as the outputs of an
offending action). These heuristics act to assist an individual in predicting outcomes by
substituting simpler judgemental operations for the complex processes necessary to make
a fully informed choice. The application of the field of judgement heuristics to crime has
concentrated more on general decision making theory (Tuck and Riley, 1986) and the
legal and judicial decision making process and risk assessment of offenders (such as
Strachan and Tallant, 1997) than the decision making of the offenders themselves.
However, even in brief review some clear overlap can be seen between the key heuristics
used in general decision making, and those make by offenders in the commission of an
offence. The first of these key processes is that of representativeness, in which an
individual will base their prediction of one event or factor on their perception of similarity
to another event or factor. So for example, if an individual knows of many peers who have
not been apprehended for a similar offence, he or she may assume that as the offence they

are considering is similar, they too will be likely to escape detection. The second key
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heuristic relevant here is availability, which refers to the ease with which an individual
can bring to mind (or imagine) a similar circumstance or event. So, using Topalli’s
example given earlier, those who have become familiar with criminal events, or have
previous experience of criminal events may be more likely to perceive similarities
between a current circumstance and previous experience, and therefore make quicker

decisions based on this prior experience.

These concepts of representativeness and availability seem to fit with Topalli’s
description of individuals within similar environments developing similar skills to aid
with decision making, whether or not the individual is engaged in criminal activity. The
perceptual shorthand described by Schlueter et al. (1989) could be conceived of as being
made up of judgement heuristics such as this, and may be a rich source of information
into exploring just how offenders become expert within their field, and what that means

for their decision making.

Section 1.5: The role of experience

One such development of offending expertise to the decision making of offenders
is to apply Topalli’s account of environmental expertise to Differential Association

Theory and Social Learning Theory, which were discussed briefly earlier.

Differential Association Theory describes how an individual could obtain
knowledge of offending from observation of those around him or her (Sutherland and

Cressey, 1974), and Social Learning Theory suggests that spending time with those who
hold favourable attitudes towards offending will affect the individual’s attitude to
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offending. This acquiring of pro-offending attitudes and knowledge by observing others’
behaviour is precisely what Topalli describes, evidenced by the ‘environmental expertise’
found in criminal and non criminal individuals in the same community. This crossover of
Rational Choice Theory and Social Learning Theory is not limited to the evidence
described in Topalli’s study. Some theorists suggest that decisions to offend (such as
taking illegal drugs) that may appear irrational to outsiders, may be defined as normal
within the group the individuals live in. Individuals develop ideas about drug use through
learning from their peers, and in this context, their decision to use drugs is seen as usual,

or normal (Becker, 1968).

The contribution of the evidence regarding expertise, and the concept of
‘perceptual’ shorthand adds a meeting point between theories of criminal involvement and
theories of the criminal event. Despite Rational Choice Theory focusing on the criminal
‘event’ and Social Learning Theory focusing on the involvement in crime and why this
may happen, it is possible to make a link between the two. Rational Choice Theory has
been criticised as being an isolated theory, removed from the social context in which
decisions take place, but as Hirschi (1986) points out, Rational Choice Theory is a theory
of ‘crime’, that is the event of crime, and Social Learning Theory a theory of
‘criminality’, that is recurrent involvement in criminal offending. Thus the question of
why an individual offends may be best answered by a theory of involvement such as
Social Learning Theory, and Rational Choice Theory adds to this a theory of the criminal
event, or how the crime itself takes place. The potential development of ‘expertise’ as a
set of perceptual and procedural skills around offending is an area where the ‘decision

regarding the event’ is affected by the factors influencing ‘involvement.’ This potential
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meeting of theories is an important development for Rational Choice Theory, and may be
a way forward to integrating the different ways in how crime is understood to happen.
However, while the concepts of expertise and ‘perceptual shorthand’ contribute greatly to
this analysis, the wider applications of a joining of theories of involvement in crime with
theories of the event are beyond the scope or space of this chapter, which instead is
focused on establishing firstly the existence of any defined decision making in the
commission of a crime, and if one appears to take place, the applicability of Rational

Choice Theory to offending decisions.

Bearing this in mind then, and stepping away from the various skills and
techniques an offender may use to ease the process, the core theory of offenders
‘maximising their expected utility’ (Carroll and Weaver, 1986) remains the question at
hand. The factors contributing to the highest utility of outcome, that is the wide ranging
types of costs and benefits available to the offender, and the extent to which these can be
explored, and explained by Rational Choice Theory remains the focus. To recap, Rational
Choice Theory defines a decision making procéss as being made up of a logical
assessment of perceived costs and benefits of any outcorﬁe of action, and explains all
decided outcomes as being due to this action yielding the highest expected utility. The
answer to why an individual offends would therefore be expressed as based on the
perceived benefits of this action being comparatively greater than the perceived costs. The
costs of offending have traditionally been viewed as externally driven (legal sanctions),
this view making up the core of the ‘deterrence model’ and strongly influencing
sentencing policies (Jones, 2008). However, as can be seen even within this short review,

other costs have been found to be far more influential. It is clear that these costs are
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pertinent to the execution of a Rational Choice Theory in operation, and that a far more
comprehensive understanding of a decision in this context can be obtained when
considering a range of more personal factors including shame, loss of reputation, guilt and

family disapproval (Tibbetts, 1997).

The application of deterrence policy tends to largely disregard this variety of
potential costs. Much work has been done within the field of deterrence, but its overlap
with the Rational Choice Theory approach to decision making in crime is such that it is
inexorably linked with a consideration of the factors that go into making any decision
about committing an offence. The deterrence model in its basic form takes as its central
premise severity and certainty of punishment as the principal attributes that discourage
people from committing an offence (Massoglia and Macmillan, 2002). However, evidence

to suggest that these elements constitute a strong deterrent is lacking.

Carroll and Weaver (1986) found that the thought of being caught was a far
greater deterrent for ‘novice’ shoplifters (those with little or no experience) than for
individuals with more experience. This is compatible with the view that the point at which
‘official’ punishment or sanction would be the greatest deterrent is at the start of the
criminal career (Matsueda et al., 2006). Returning briefly to Paternoster’s ‘initial
participatory decision’, then this is the point at which these sanctions may be most

influential. In other research however this has been found not to be the case.

For example, Paternoster (1989) found that delinquents’ decisions to commit their
first ever offence was almost entirely unrelated to the perceived severity and certainty of

punishment. Paternoster surveyed more than 2500 high school students at three stages in
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their school career, collecting information on various factors, including background,
affective ties, material considerations, opportunities for delinquency, informal sanctions,
formal sanctions and moral beliefs. When analysing the results, Paternoster found that
non-official sanctions such as moral beliefs, parental supervision levels, and social
activities were far more influential on the making of the initial offending decision than
perceived formal punishment. In addition, costs, as defined by classical Deterrence
Theory were unimportant in the decision to desist from offending. Once again, the
findings of research into criminal decision making point us back to another theory of
crime, in this case Control Theory. As discussed earlier, control theory views individuals
as being powerfully influenced by various factors, from the influence of attachments to
others and legitimate opportunities (Hirschi, 1971) to self control and moral development.
Paternoster’s findings here mirror this closely, and once again, evidence gained through
research into decision making links the theory of the event with a theory of ‘involvement’,

in this case Control Theory. As above, these links are a useful connection between

seemingly opposed viewpoints.

Paternoster showed that influential factors in deterrence varied by offence, but
again related to more personal costs than to those traditionally defined under ‘deterrence’.
The phrase ‘personal costs’ is a pertinent one to consider. With an aim to use Rational
Choice Theory as a valid tool to understand the factors that contribute to the decision
making of an individual, care must be taken to ensure that the factors that are pertinent to
that individual, and not those that seem to the researcher as though they should be
pertinent, are accounted for. As Bouffard (2007) points out, the relevance of costs and

benefits will vary between individuals. It would be dangerous during research to rely on
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the researcher’s impression of costs and benefits to the individual, instead letting him or

herself determine what these are, and the relative value of these to the individual.

If the influential costs are personal to the offender, and therefore not easily
objectively observed, then where does this leave the Rational Choice ‘balance’ of costs
and benefits? Clearly, for this approach to be useful, costs need to be defined more widely
than official sanctions. Individually focused work has expanded this narrow definition of
costs with more personal factors such as perceptions of shame and embarrassment, moral
judgments and self esteem being taken into account. For example, work done on feelings
of shame as a cost explores the effect that “anticipated shame’ has on the making of an

offending decision (Tibbetts, 1997).

Tibbett’s study again is subject to criticism in that it employs a student, rather than
offender population. As stated above, it is important to recognise that what influences
feelings of shame for a student may be very different to factors affecting shame in an
offending individual. The factors that a student may take into consideration when
speculating on their actions based on a scenario could be very different from those factors
which may be considered in a real offending situation. Despite these methodological
weaknesses, this finding has implications for constructing a theory of committing various
offences, and in fact Cornish and Clarke (1987) have suggested that given the findings of
varied research into Rational Choice Theory and its applicability to offending, and the
range of offences that have been covered, a ‘crime specific theory’ for each offence type
may be necessary. However, while this research on shame and its variance between types
of offence is a useful starting point for this consideration, it is important to remember that

Tibbett’s study (see above for details), while useful, was investigating the speculation of
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intention to offend rather than those who had actually committed the offence in question.
This is a crucial distinction for several reasons. Intention to offend based on a
hypothetical scenario may never translate into an actual offence, and the feelings of shame
projected to such an incident may be more keenly imagined than felt, or vice versa, should
an offence be committed. Using students as a research group also tends to sample a group
with similar backgrounds and intelligence level, who may statistically not be likely to go
on to commit an offence in any case, and raises questions about the generalisability of the

results, and their application with real offending decisions.

The inclusion of personal factors, such as shame, and indeed personal
characteristics such as shame proneness, therefore seem to fit within the Rational Choice
model in that they are all factors that make up the costs or rewards in any decision. As we
have seen above, the level of attachments an individual has to family or legitimate groups,
and the environment in which the individual learns, all affect how the individual
subsequently thinks and makes decisions. These personal differences, added to the
individual propensities such as shame proneness for example, will affect which factors an
individual weighs up and how much weight is given to each factor in decision making, If
an individual has a high level of shame proneness they may weight the risk of being
exposed in their actions much more heavily than otherwise. An individual who tends to
consider short term outcomes over long term outcomes may discount official sanctions in

their decision making entirely.

The balancing of the ‘costs’ in any decision under the Rational Choice model is
done by a review of the rewards, and this is just as essential to an understanding of the

decision making process. Rewards of offending (as affecting the offending decision) are
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often surprisingly neglected in research. It is often assumed that offenders commit
offences purely for monetary or other material gain (Green and Shapiro, 1994). Evidence
from analyses of different offenders’ motivations however reveals that rewards to
offenders may well be less materialistic, but just as influential. Social status, peer
acceptance, excitement or ‘kicks’ and emotional release have also been identified as
strong motivators for offenders (Tibbetts, 1997). Research applying Rational Choice
Theory to actual decisions made by convicted offenders has been useful in identifying
perceived or subjective costs and benefits of offending (Klepper and Nagin, 1989 a&b;
Ellis and Simpson, 1995). As stated earlier it is important that when explaining an
offending choice in terms of these costs and benefits, this explanation must make sense

for the offender, as well as the observer.

An understanding of the motivations, goals, and fears of the offender and how
they influence decision making can be difficult to obtain for several reasons. Firstly, as
described, theorists must ensure that they employ the offenders’ subjective definitions of
costs and benefits rather that the theorists’ own. Secondly, there must be awareness that
costs and benefits may be perceived as qualitatively different by offenders and
researchers. It must also be noted that even where a cost, e.g. a legal sanction such as a
prison sentence is understood by both, the quantitative value assigned to this cost, or the
decision weighting it is given may be very different, both in terms of the ‘mental space’ it
is given, and also in terms of the impact it may be felt to exert on the individual. (The
consideration of a prison sentence may affect the researcher much more that an offender
who has experienced it several times). When costs and benefits become less overt, these

distinctions become even more complex.
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The availability of information to an offender and the context of that information
is another salient factor in the decision making process. Along with a focus on offender
perceptions of costs and benefits, these factors are central to the making of an offending
decision. How can a logic based theory such as Rational Choice be useful for
investigation and description of the influence of these factors on the decision making of
offenders, without negating the core logic of the approach, or becoming so generalized
that it contributes little to the actual understanding of individual offenders and individual

offences?

Perhaps the answer to this question lies within the theories that approach crime
from the opposite direction — from the individual-difference standpoint. Rational Choice
Theory does not begin with the individual. Rational Choice Theory is decision focused,
assuming that the decision maker - whoever he or she may be — is logical and seeking to
maximize expected utility. Classic Rational Choice Theory assumed a normative
approach, that is every decision maker was able to process their decision under ‘ideal’
circumstances. This concept was replaced by the ‘bounded rationality’ concept (Cornish
and Clarke, 1986), but a further consideration is the fact that Rational Choice could
assume a normative model of the acceptable range of options available, that is, offending
is undesirable and being law abiding is desirable. This process applies equally to an
offender choosing to commit a burglary, or a non offender choosing a holiday. However,
there must be something, argues individual crime theory, that separates those for whom

offending becomes part of their general spectrum of choice, and those for whom it is not.

Nagin and Paternoster (1993) describe this split between ‘situation and

circumstance’ theories and economic theories. They present empirical evidence showing a
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strong association between self control measures and intention to offend, supporting the
view that crime is caused by ‘enduring individual differences’. As describes earlier, Nagin
and Paternoster presented a large number of college students with scenarios describing in
detail a crime, and the circumstances around it. Respondents were asked to state the
probability that they would commit a crime as described, and correlated this with
measures of self control, perceived utility and shame. Findings suggested that internal
factors, such as proneness to shame and tendency to focus on the present as well as the
strength of social bonds all affect how likely an individual feels he or she is to offend in

given scenarios.

Of course, as previously stated, methodological issues with studies such as this can
compromise the generalisability of the results. Though the premise of correlating
measures of individual differences such as self control with offending is useful, the use of
a student population, and the emphasis on speculated intention to offend, rather than
actual offending weakens the conclusions. Other criticisms that could be levied at this
particular study are the choice of scenarios, though chosen for their ‘familiarity’ to a
college student, this may be counterproductive as it is situations that are familiar to actual
offenders that may be more pertinent. However, despite these drawbacks, the integration
of individual differences remains an important step forward for Rational Choice Theory.
Traditionally, Rational Choice Theory has ignored individual differences amongst
offenders (and non-offenders) and has focused solely on facts, or information as the
‘choice structuring properties’ of any decision (Cornish and Clarke, 1986). However,
work described here by Nagin and Paternoster, and Tibbetts etc shows that these

individual differences are pertinent to the study of offender decision making.
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Within the Rational Choice perspective, these individual propensities, or
preferences act as effectively as factual information in terms of being powerful costs or
benefits in any decision. The individual differences appear to alter the way the facts
appear to the offender, as well as affecting the value base on which their offending
decision is made. Within their evidence, Nagin and Paternoster found that offenders’
weighing up of costs and benefits is equally as influential as offender characteristics when
an offending decision is made. Interestingly, the only factor which did not appear to
influence the decision to offend to any significant extent was the ‘objective crime
circumstances’, that is the features of the offence setting, such as in the drinking and

driving scenario, the distance from home, and the type of road.

While this research suggests that all offenders have different individual
propensities this by no means suggests that offenders are irrational. Rather, these
offenders are viewed as being rational beings making logical choices within the
boundaries or tendencies of their own personality. Viewed in this way, the theories based
on individual differences and Rational Choice seem not opposed, but complementary.
Similarly, discussion of feelings and emotional aspects of an offending decision do not
negate the mechanisms of Rational Choice, but in fact add depth to it, contributing detail
to the understanding of the ‘maximum expected utility’ for the offender. Perhaps the
reclassification of the Rational Choice approach as a tool, with which to map and dissect a
decision making process, presents as a more inclusive, holistic manner in which to

understand the decision making process, and the mind within which the decision is made.

This viewpoint is perhaps illustrated by the possibilities of interaction between the

‘individual differences’ factors of an offender, and the costs and benefits they weigh in
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balance when making a decision. The use of ‘maximum expected utility’ is certainly
easier to understand in a rational sense when these ‘individual’ factors are taken into
account. For example, research has suggested that offenders, in general, tend to have a
low level of self control, and in particular, tend to be impulsive and ‘present oriented’
(Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990). This character trait would certainly not preclude an
offender from considering long term costs of a decision, but may mean that the
probability of them doing so is smaller than for someone who decides not to offend.
Additionally, the perceived utility of a decision at the time that the decision is made by
the individual (expected utility) may vary considerably to the observed or actual utility
that ensues due to the final action taken (Brezina, 2002). With this understanding, a

decision that from the outside looks highly irrational may make more sense.

The Rational Choice approach gives the means to explore the costs and benefits of
a decision, what importance those factors have for the offender, and why they are
important to him or her. All of these things will be affected by individual factors, or
‘choice structuring properties’ (Cornish and Clarke, 1986). The use of drugs is an
interesting example of how offenders can be aware of their own ‘choice structuring
properties’. Cromwell et al (1991c) describe how rather than burglars being motivated by
drugs, they are enabled by them. Cromwell et al.’s work, which explored how burglars’
decision are affected by drug use, found that far from drugs simply being a motivator for
an offence, they also acted as a facilitator. The evidence collected from interviews with
burglars describes the manner in which burglars may use drugs as a relaxant, enabling
them to ‘think straight’ and get on with the job in hand. Many of the individuals in

Cromwell et al.’s study described how using drugs enables them to focus more easily on
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the task in hand, become less distracted, and less affected by nerves, therefore improving

their thinking and decision making.

Choice structuring properties (altered with drugs or otherwise) affect what
information offenders perceive in the first place (their bounded rationality), how they
process it when they do (values of costs and benefits) and subsequently the decision
made. Assaad and Exum’s (2002) examination of the literature on how alcohol affects
decisions suggests that drinking alcohol does not preclude a decision being made, but
alters the way it is made, asserting that one of the effects of alcohol is to make aggression
seem like the most rational response. Given that in 2008/09, 47% of victims of violent
crime reported their attacker as being under the influence of alcohol this is an important
consideration (Home Office Statistical Bulletin 2009). Research on how alcohol affects
the way in which individuals make decisions suggests that one aspect of this phenomenon
may be a function of expectancy, that is individuals believe that people behave
aggressively after drinking, and therefore this is how they behave themselves (Hull and
Bond, 1986; Maisto, Galizio and Connors, 2010), which has clear links with Social
Learning Theory. Another viewpoint, labelled ‘Cognitive Disruption theory’ describes
how alcohol can diminish the drinker’s capacity to pay attention to what is going on
around them (situational cues) whilst at the same time, having the effect of minimizing
any potential consequences in the mind of the drinker (Chermack and Giancola, 1997).
Therefore it seems that alcohol does not automatically lead to aggressive behaviour, but
that this can be a behavioural outcome of it, when all the effects are taken into account.

As Assaad and Exum (2002) point out, given the effects of alcohol on the decision
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making capabilities of an individual, it may even seem to the individual to be a logical

response to provocation or outside cues.

If a decision does take place before an offence is committed, then the method of
looking at the real (at least the reality according to the offender) costs and benefits to the
offender, i.e. the application of the Rational Choice approach, reveals a lot about the
process of decision making, the factors that influence it, and what can be done to alter
these decisions. Taking into consideration the contribution of the research into different
decision types, different situations, and different cognitive affects (such as intoxication)
there is a grounding of literature and evidence to explore concerning the application of
Rational Choice Theory to the actual process of offender decision making and what
factors are important to it. Given that every decision is assumed to have a new, and fresh
analysis within the boundaries of this theory, Cornish and Clarke (1986) suggest that there
is a need for a crime specific focus of Rational Choice Theory, which should lead to an
increased understanding and level of detail about how individuals decide to commit
particular types of crime. This detailed approach has been lacking in other approaches to
explaining crime, and may go a long way to obtaining a real grasp of the factors that

influence different criminal events taking place.

A further challenge to the application of the Rational Choice approach to crime is
the analysis of offences which seem to the observer to be purely expressive in motivation,
particularly violent and aggressive offences where no decision appears to take place. It
certainly appears that criminological theory research has tended to focus on either
Deterrence / Rational Choice approaches, or alternatively on situational / emotional

explanations, the role of emotion being neglected in the individual decision making
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calculus described in Rational Choice models (Carmichael and Piquero, 2004). Cornish
and Clarke (1986), perhaps the primary advocates of the Rational Choice Theory of
crime, themselves admit that this has traditionally been a gap in the application of
Rational Choice Theory to crime, and have called for more work to be done in this area,
to which several authors have responded. Applying a model of rational behaviour to
violent or aggressive crimes may seem counterintuitive, but research has shown that it can
be applied in several ways (Exum, 2002 studied aggressive behaviour; Bachman et al.,

1992 examined sexual offences).

The role of affect and the explanation of affective crime within Rational Choice
Theory has benefited from several theoretical developments within the ‘thick’ family of
rational decision making theories. Traditionally, as described above, the roles of emotion
and rational decision making in human behaviour have been seen as opposed
(Heckathorn, 1993) but a range of models have been developed to try and explain the
effect of emotion on decision making. It can be argued that emotions can both derive from
rational deliberation, and also prevent individuals from behaving in ways that would seem
rational on a short term basis, but be disadvantageous on a long term basis (Hirschleifer,
1992). Contrary to this approach, some theorists have described how emotion, particularly
strong emotion, can over-ride rational decision making, causing the decision maker to

focus on short term outcomes at the disadvantage of long term outcomes.

“At sufficient levels of intensity these (emotions) and other visceral factors cause
people to behave contrary to their own long term self-interest, often with a full

awareness that they are doing so” (Loewenstein, 1996; pp272).
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The inclusion of a potential emotional state could therefore be important in any
examination of an individual’s decision making process about offending, both for the
effect emotion has on the potential costs and benefits of offending (such as shame, or
excitement) but also because of the potential for negative emotion to influence an
individual to seek a way of regaining balance, or ‘right the wrong’ that has caused the
negative affect (Agnew, 1992) which clearly has implications for any decision making

calculus that may take place.

Section 1.6: Expressive crime

With a view that emotion must play a role in decision making, whether from the
point of view of affecting the individual preferences that affect the decision process
(Collins, 1993) or from the standpoint that emotion can turn an individual’s cognitions
‘inward’ to the neglect of long term outcomes and impact on others (Bouffard et al, 2008),

then this must clearly impact on any analysis of violent, or expressive crime.

When considering violent or aggressive actions, there has traditionally been a
dichotomy drawn between ‘instrumental’ and ‘expressive’ violence. Instrumental violence
is described as violence with a purpose, that is, the violent act is used as a means to an
end, and therefore fits quite well into a decision making model, i.e. the individual has
committed the act in order to achieve a goal. Juxtaposed to this, an act of ‘expressive’
violence is said to be intrinsic in that it is borne of emotion, and the act is an end in itself
rather than a means to achieve anything else. Considering this led Brezina (2002) to an

intriguing application of Rational Choice Theory as a ‘tool’ to examine the precursors of
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such violent offences, and the thoughts that accompany them. In his analysis, Brezina
describes how aggressive behaviour amongst delinquent youths may well achieve a goal
for them, in the short term at least. Delinquent behaviour, Brezina argues, can be a way of
gaining a sense of control, and a raising of self esteem (primarily through peers) where
youths feel they lack influence and control in their home, or in their community. In the
same way, youths in high crime neighbourhoods use ‘functional aggression’ and
deliberately act aggressive or even ‘crazy’ and out of control, in order to protect
themselves from the unwanted attentions of others. This assertion is supported by
Tedeschi and Felson (1994) who say if the sequence of activities leading up to a violent or

aggressive offence is examined, then the behaviour can usually be understood as

instrumental.

Some theorists, working within the Social Interactionist perspective, would assert
that all action is instrumental, in that it is an attempt to achieve what is valued by the actor
Wilkinson, (2002) agrees, describing how, in her study of decision making during violent
events, that though the violent incidents themselves may appear irrational, and expressive
in nature, they can in some cases be understood to have a rational sequence of events
leading up to them. Wilkinson interviewed 125 violent offenders from New York City,
sampled from a database of recently released young offenders, matched with a
demographic sample from the same neighbourhood. Respondents were asked to describe a
detailed account of one or more violent incidents they had participated in, the content of
which was analysed for references to reasons and motivations, weapons and targets.

Wilkinson describes these violent events as being similar to ‘public performances’ in
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which certain precursory factors (particular places, finding a weapon, particular people)

are put in place prior to the violent event.

Using Rational Choice Theory to assist researchers in the understanding of what
the actor values, and what they are attempting to achieve is an important development in
applying this approach to affective, as well as economic offences (Farrell, 2010). The
patterns of aggressive behaviour as described by Brezina, though highly personal for the
offending individuals, seem nevertheless to fit within a Rational Choice framework. The
making of a rational decision involves a purposeful, effective and measured way of
achieving maximum utility for the decision maker. This decision making process is not
limited to the overt, external benefits or costs as traditionally included within the classic
Rational Choice Theory, but rather includes personal, affective, self-related and self-
imposed costs, as well as personal, affective and individually valued benefits. The
consideration of the effects of individual differences and personality characteristics and
the influence of these factors on the decision making process widens the Rational Choice
model. Under this wider model, offenders are not only rational, thinking individuals, but
individuals with complex value systems. This picture of an offender may be somewhat
new, offenders historically being perceived at the theoretical extremes either as at the
mercy of their personality ‘flaws’ (individual theories of crime) or as cool, logical
decision makers, possessing all facts and relevant information (Classic Rational Choice).
The wider understanding of costs and rewards to an offender brought by the consideration
of two varied strands of criminal theory contributes considerably to the analysis of the
offending decision. The explanation of aggressive behaviour offered by Brezina above,

suggests that this analysis can be extended further. The delinquent behaviour exhibited by
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the youths in Brezina’s study was offending with a purposeful goal in mind — self-
protection. With a wider understanding of the costs and benefits for an offender, it is
important to remember that the goal an offender is seeking to achieve is equally as
pertinent to the decision making process. Without an understanding of the outcome an
offender wishes a decision to achieve, even the best analysis of costs and benefits may fall
short — and just like the costs and benefits themselves, these goals may be highly personal

to the offender, and not easily understood by others at first examination.

The analysis of offending goals as well as costs and rewards may well indicate a
way forward for future application of Rational Choice Theory to varying offences that
seem more difficult to explain under this model. The application of Rational Choice
Theory to aggressive (Exum, 2002) and sexual (Bachman et al., 1992) offences has

begun, but still remains an area with great potential for developing further understanding,

Section 1.7: Aims of this research

Given the consideration of Rational Choice models, and the review of studies
above, there does appear to be a convincing body of evidence that suggests the more
inclusive, ‘thick’ versions of Rational Choice Theory can provide a useful framework of
analysis for how and if individuals decide to engage in crime. However, the Rational
Choice approach even in light of the previous research is subject to criticism. The work to
apply Rational Choice models to violent or expressive crimes has begun, but is by no
means fully developed, and in order for to Rational Choice to provide a useful model for

explaining crime, it must be a model that can be applied to different offending individuals
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with different values and preferences, as well as different offence types. At this point in
time there seems to be lacking a unified model that can be applied to all offence types and

all offending individuals with equal validity and success.

The evidence presented above therefore comprises to the author an incomplete
picture of the veracity of the Rational Choice model to use with day to day work with
individuals who have committed crime. While the research evidence looks promising, the
author remains sceptical that the Rational Choice approach is applicable in all offending
cases and for all individuals, for many of whom an ‘offending decision’ does not appear
to exist at all, least of all in the calculated manner specified by Rational Choice Theory.
Referring back to earlier in this chapter, Bouffard (2002) suggests that individuals dealing
with strong emotion can simply act to deal with this emotion without regard to outcomes
or consequences, sometimes resulting in a criminal act. Though work has begun looking
into expressive crime, the results of this research do not go so far as to convince the
author that for this type of crime, the Rational Choice Model is a useful tool for

understanding these offences.

On the subject of the versatility of the Rational Choice approach and its usefulness
in understanding different offence types, there is a wide range of literature studying actual
offences of different kinds within the Rational Choice framework, though these studies
have tended to focus on one offence type at a time. Cornish and Clarke have called for a
crime specific theory, suggesting that different crimes have different decision calculi, and
different things are considered in the decision to commit the crime. However, it is
common that in many cases offending individuals have experiences of committing more

than one offence type, and it would be useful to investigate whether a different decision if
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any was made for each offence type or whether underlying factors consistent within the

individual were at play.

To achieve this, the ‘offending decision’ being investigated in this study will refer
to the thoughts, feelings and cognitions that the individual experienced before they
committed an offence, and any situational or environmental factors that the individual was
aware of that may have affected their behaviour. Within this, the study will investigate
any evidence of how these factors may have contributed to a decision to offend, or indeed

whether there is evidence of a decision making process taking place at all.

In order to do this, this study aims to investigate the self-report narratives of a
range of offending individuals with varied offence types and histories to examine if there
is any evidence of a decision making calculus taking place, and what factors the
individuals themselves see as pertinent or influential where this decision may take place.
In order to be as inclusive as possible, the methodology adopted will be designed to elicit
the responses of the participants with an absence of any imposed theoretical framework,
and the evidence obtained used to assess the applicability and usefuiness of a Rational
Choice model for a range of individuals with different experiences, circumstances and

offence types.

A final point, which applies not only to the application and research into Rational
Choice Theory of crime, but to criminology in general, is the focus for the most part on
men who commit crime (Miller, 2002b). While it is true that the majority of the offending
population that is known about is male (87% of the Probation caseload in Merseyside at

the time the interviews were undertaken was male for example) it does not follow that a
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theory of offending decision making should therefore only apply to men (Davies, 1999).
Feminist critiques of Rational Choice Theory have made just this point. Miller (2002a)
comments that criminological theory either tends to ignore women, instead only focusing
on men, or alternatively holds assumptions about women, for example they are less
rational, and more emotional than men. In addition to this theoretical note, Miller points
out that Gender is just as important. Miller argues that Gender is a socially constructed
and complex product, and inasmuch, is central to any individual’s propensities and
decision making. Additionally, where criminological focus does point at the female
offender, it is often within the context of ‘women as victim’ (Simpson, 1989). However
important the recognition is of women’s victimisation in a male-dominated society, it is
also important to not focus on it too narrowly (Harding, 1987). Instead of focusing
exclusively on men, it was felt that within this investigation, a focus on the decision
making, or lack of decision making of both men and women would be beneficial. This is
not to say that this investigation was designed specifically to test differences between
male and female decision making, rather to examine the evidence that decision making in

offending is a reality rather than an assumption, and in doing so examine the factors that

influence it.

If such evidence is found, and for the theory to be truly valid, this evidence needs
to represent the decisions of a range of offenders. Indeed, as well as testing the validity of
a decision based approach across a mixed group, this approach gives an opportunity to
look at female crime outside of the narrow scope of victimisation and in order to attempt
to address this, a deliberate attempt was made to recruit female participants in this

research. This is a recommendation increasingly being called for by criminological
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theorists as a way of strengthening the evidence of women’s agency in crime. Theorists
such as Maruna (2001) call for the application of existing research and theory to more
women, and Harding (1987) suggests that only by doing so will theory develop ideas of

women’s agency in crime.

It is hoped that by including a range of individuals with a range of offending
experiences within the participant group, and allowing these individuals to speak about
their experiences, thoughts and feelings leading up to their offence that a range of ideas
and concepts can emerge that begin to link together these different experiences of
decision making, or the absence of decision making, around offending. In doing so the
aim of this study is to investigate how far the individuals themselves felt a decision to
offend was made, and what factors they felt were influential if this process was seen to

take place.

The aims of this investigation can be stated as follows:

1. To investigate the evidence that a process of decision making, or a rational
calculus, takes place prior to the commission of an offence.

2. To interview a range of individuals with offending experiences, in order to attempt
to assess the existence of offender-centric offending decisions.

3. If the individual describes a process by which a decision was made to offend, to
build a picture of the factors that influenced these decisions, in terms of thoughts,

feelings and situations.
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4. To develop theoretical concepts and processes of how individuals come to commit
or decide to commit offences, described in their own words.

5. To assess how well these decision processes, if found, can fit within a Rational
Choice framework, and to identify any potential theoretical developments that

may advance the use of Rational Choice Theory with offending decisions

71



Chapter 2: Methodology
Section 2.1: Introduction to chapter

This study utilises a qualitative approach to investigate the thoughts, feelings and
circumstances that may influence a potential offender before an offence takes place. The
timescale for this period is flexible, and can range from immediately before the offence to
further back in time, when an offender first began to think about the possibility of
committing an offence. This chapter outlines the research strategy for the study, and
describes the context and reasoning behind the methodology chosen for this investigation.
This chapter will also examine the ethical implications of the methodologies chosen and

how these have been addressed.

The methods chosen take as their starting point the desire to put the viewpoint of
the study participants at the centre of research. In approaching a study of this kind from
the standpoint of a researcher, and as an experienced professional within the field, it is
imperative that distinctions are made between the research concepts and goals and the
reality of the viewpoints and experiences of those participating in the study. It was
intended that by using qualitative methods to conduct this research, a glimpse of the
offenders’ subjective reality may be obtained. It is the main assumption within this
research that the experiences, views and thoughts of the participants are meaningful, and
constitute their understanding of the world in which they live. As Charmaz (2004, p.980)

states

“We can know about a world by describing it from the outside, yet to understand

what living in that world means, we need to learn from the inside.”
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It is this ‘learning from the inside’ that becomes the goal of this study.

Section 2.2: The Research Question

The methodologies for this study were influenced by the research questions posed
earlier. This research aims to explore the existence of evidence to suggest that such a
process as ‘decision making’ by offenders takes place, and if this process does take place,
what are the circumstances, factors, and thoughts that influence the decision maker.
Furthermore, if such a process takes place, the research aims to explore this mechanism to
provide a further understanding of how offenders arrive at the point of committing an
offence, and what subsequently affects this taking place. In order to achieve this, the
methodologies chosen must enable the researcher to access the internal viewpoint of the
participating offenders, and as Maruna (2001) suggests, it is only by beginning to
understand how an offender understands himself or herself that we can gain any

understanding of the offender.

It is the epistemological approach held implicit within this study that
‘understanding the participants’ understanding’ assumes that the reality of an offenders’
world is embedded within their perception, and is a product of their engagement and
interaction with the world (Berg, 2001). This assumption carries with it the need to
develop theory based on this offender view of reality, rather than the perspectives of
others, and in order to explore this reality a methodology is required to view or access the

events or experiences being studied through the ‘eyes’ of the offender.
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This key epistemological assumption relates back to many of the criticisms
discussed in the previous chapter of scenario or student based studies of rational decision
making. In those studies, the perspectives accessed were those of a non-offending cohort
asked to imagine a situation where they would commit an offence. Although as described
earlier, studies such as this have their purpose, they do not fit with the epistemological
assumptions held implicit within this study. Within these assumptions reality is seen as a
product of social construction, and therefore the reality for the participant makes them the

‘expert’ within the research (Nee, 2010).

Section 2.3: The current methodology

Discovery of data and theory is at the core of Grounded Theory and it is this
approach which is adopted within the present study, to investigate the existence of the
offending decision within the experiences of the offender. However, it is important to note
that the present study was not intended to adopt Grounded Theory in its purest form as an
approach to theoretical development; rather it was employed as a set of principles to assist
with the enquiry. Although Grounded Theory emphasises the lack of a theoretical
approach and an absence of focused research questions, which was not the case for this
study, many researchers have suggested that the Grounded Theory approach can still be
beneficial when used as a set of methodological processes, rather than as a purely

theoretical approach (Crookes and Davis, 1999).

Within this study, the theoretical approach of Rational Choice Theory guided the

literature search and subsequent research questions, an approach incompatible with the
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theoretical principles of Grounded Theory in its original form. However, modern
researchers often use guiding topics and areas of interest to lead them to a research study,
and assert that it is not possible to construct theory from data as a separate entity from the
researcher (Charmaz, 2010). Instead, it is recognised that any research will be affected by
the researcher; everything about the research, from the sample utilised to collect data, to
the general interests or ‘sensitising concepts’ (Blumer, 1969) the researcher has gained
from previous experiences will be pertinent to the study. However, these sensitising
concepts can be used as ‘points of departure’ (Charmaz, 2010; p17) for research, rather

than prescribing strict rules to follow.

With an awareness of these sensitising concepts and the application of Grounded
Theory principles as a tool to access the reality of the participant, this study aims to
explore the offender experience of offending in order to assess the evidence of a decision

making calculus, or process, that the offender engaged in prior to the offence.

Although the research questions posed here were influenced by existing Rational
Choice Theory, the aims of this study are supported by the adoption of Grounded Theory
principles. These principles further the aims of the study, foremost amongst them being
the aim to access offender experiences and use the emerging concepts to develop Rational
Choice Theory, using emergent data obtained through Grounded Theory methodology and
analysis. Despite previous research having already identified potential factors that may
influence or define a decision making process, these factors have not been found to be
consistent across offences or individuals. In the absence of any ‘ground truth’ or

established reality of what happens when, or indeed if, an offender decides to offend, this
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study aims to access the ‘truth’ of the experience of decision making (or lack thereof) as

grounded in the offenders’ reality.

The manner in which the principles of Grounded Theory are applied is discussed
in further detail below, in the context of sampling and data analysis, but prior to this, it is

appropriate to explain and describe the actual methods employed within this study

Section 2.3.1: Accessing the offender experience

The epistemological approach that the ‘reality’ of the offending experience can only be
experienced by the offender is central to the Grounded Theory methodology employed
within this project. For the purposes of this study a methodology is required that can view
events through the perspective of those being studied, or through their eyes (Bowling,
2002). As befits the Grounded Theory tradition, qualitative methods are particularly well

placed to answer these questions. As Mason says, qualitative methods are;

“Grounded in a philosophical position that is broadly interpretivist, that is,
concerned with how the social world is interpreted, understood, experienced,

produced and constituted’ (Mason, 2002; p.3).

It is the assumption of this study that the evidence of the ‘social’ world and
internal worlds of the offend