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union of both worlds. This central truth of the 
incarnation of God was so important to the 
early church, that it was the center of 
theological discussion and occupied a whole 
series of church councils for nearly 500 years. 
In the incarnation of Christ, the one and the 
many are permanently conjoined. And in the 
incarnation of Christ, including his permanent 
incarnation through resurrection, God and 
man can be permanently conjoined.  
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Crimes are behaviors that defy official, 
written norms, or laws (Bartol & Bartol, 
2014). Because the quality of a community is 
largely defined by its deterioration and crime 
rates (Lei & Beach, 2020), it is important to 
learn how to prevent crime. For successful 
crime prevention, forensic psychologists must 
be able to identify possible causes of 
deviance, or behaviors that defy societal 
norms (Bartol & Bartol, 2014). For the 
purpose of this analysis, these explanations are 
described as socio-psychological theories of 
deviance, or the theoretical application of 
society’s effect on an individual’s psyche 
(King & Noerr, 2020). Though not all 
deviance is criminal and vice versa, most 
offenders have had a history of deviance, 
which can include anti-social behavior like 
cheating on a test or even speeding. 
Researchers seek to identify causal factors for 
deviant behaviors in an attempt to reduce 
crime and prevent recidivism (Wojciechowski, 
2020). The present analysis reviews the most 

updated socio-psychological (learning, strain, 
and control) and biblical theories of deviance 
in an attempt to establish a more effective 
criminological theory.  

 
Learning Theories 

 
Differential Association Theory (1939) 

Rather than describing the criminality 
of a community by the goals of its individuals, 
Sutherland set out to describe the criminality 
of individuals by the goals of their community 
(Bartol & Bartol, 2014). He found that people 
tend to develop the qualities of the groups in 
which they belong. In psychology, this 
phenomenon is known as “associating,” 
because the individual is learning and 
adopting the behaviors that are associated with 
the people they share emotional bonds with 
(Brewer et al., 2019). Sutherland believed that 
deviance in adolescence was learned by the 
peers the youth associate with. He named this 
theory “differential association theory,” 
(DAT) (Bowan et al., 2019).  

If deviance is learned by peer 
influence, then it could be implied that there 
are methods for negative influence. One study 
has shown that there are four primary 
persuasion techniques individuals use to 
convince their peers to deviate: persistent 
offers to offend; coercion; simple suggestions; 
and minimizing the possibility of 
consequences (Costello & Zozula, 2018). 
Each of these methods are most commonly 
explained through the idea of “peer pressure.” 
No matter what persuasion method is used, as 
soon as an individual associates an offense 
with more positive attributes than negative, 
they are extremely likely committing that 
crime (Boman et al., 2019).  

Though a seemingly flawless theory 
for the field of criminal socio-psychology, 
DAT does not fully explain behavior. It is 
simple to acknowledge that people will 
develop the behaviors of those they spend the 
most time with (Costello & Zozula, 2018). 



The Journal of Christianity in the Social Sciences 
 

17 

However, this theory does not consider how 
different individuals positively influence one 
another (Wojciechowski, 2020). 
 
Operant Learning Theory (1964) 

After analyzing the behavior of rats 
when posed with rewards and punishments, 
Skinner devised the operant learning theory, 
or operant conditioning. In his experiment, he 
watched rats change their routine based on the 
stimuli presented to them. When faced with a 
shock, the rats would devise a way to avoid or 
get rid of the punishment. When faced with 
food, the rats would devise a way to receive 
the reward (Schultz & Schultz, 2012). When 
applying operant conditioning to humans, all 
behavior is learned and can be persuaded to 
change (Bartol & Bartol, 2014). Skinner 
outlines four ways that behavior can be 
altered: positive reinforcement, or reward by 
offering a positive stimulus; negative 
reinforcement, or reward by removing a 
negative stimulus; punishment, or the offering 
of a negative stimulus; and extinction, or the 
failure to offer an expected prize. By 
rewarding, punishing, or refusing to give in to 
an individual’s desires, it is highly likely that a 
voluntary change in behavior would occur 
(Alderman & Wood, 2013).  

This socio-psychological theory 
fundamentally provides an effective method 
for correcting deviant behavior. In a study 
applying operant learning theory to the 
intervention of challenging behaviors, 
researchers discovered it is important that the 
practitioner make an exhausted list of possible 
third variables for deviance while making the 
interventions specific to the trigger event. By 
doing this, there is a higher likelihood of the 
behavior being successfully altered (Alderman 
& Wood, 2013). For behavior modification to 
be successful, a practitioner must be able to be 
adapt to the individual’s progress to try and 
reinforce desired behaviors. This theory was 
among the first to provide a legitimate method 

for correcting deviance (Harmening & Gamez, 
2016).  
 
Social Learning Theory (1973) 

In an experiment studying 
observational learning, Dr. Albert Bandura 
recognized the effect that the behavior of 
trusted adults has on children. In the study, an 
adult would show aggression toward a bobo 
doll and not receive any negative consequence 
as a result. When the children were later put in 
the room with the bobo doll, the most 
common reaction was aggression – just like 
they observed with the unpunished, trusted 
adult (Schmalleger, 2019). Thus, Bandura 
proposed the social learning theory, stating 
that behavior was molded by observing the 
unpunished behaviors of respected individuals 
(Brewer et al., 2019). The presence of a 
negative consequence would delineate 
misconduct, whereas the absence of a negative 
stimuli would identify a just behavior (Bartol 
& Bartol, 2014). 

Early socio-psychological theories of 
deviance implied that black community 
members were more criminogenic because 
they learned to dislike slavery. Though an 
invalid and outdated hypothesis, it is an 
acceptable example for expounding upon 
social learning theory. Because of the nature 
of slavery and the civil rights eras, close 
family ties were undoubtedly critical for black 
individuals to maintain their psychological 
well-being. When applied to the social 
learning theory, if a child was raised with an 
emotional dependency on their parents and 
then witnessed their parents fight for freedom, 
the child is likely to mimic that behavior. To 
many whites at the time, this behavior was 
considered criminogenic (Barmaki, 2020).   

Similar to operant learning theory, 
social learning theory in itself provides a 
solution for deviant behavior. In order to get 
an individual to abstain from deviating, one 
would need to provide a positive, trusted role 
model to demonstrate the proper behavior and 
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its lack of negative consequences (Boman et 
al., 2019). However, this theory only explains 
how initial behaviors are formed and fails to 
acknowledge the development of future 
behavioral patterns.  
 
Differential Association-Reinforcement 
Theory (1977) 

American criminologist, Ronald 
Akers, developed the differential association-
reinforcement theory (DAR). To do so, Akers 
combined all the salient points of pre-existing 
learning theories: DAT, operant learning 
theory, and social learning theory (Bartol & 
Bartol, 2014). Expounding upon these, Akers 
claimed that initial behaviors are the result of 
social learning, while the adaptation of those 
behaviors is reliant upon operant learning. 
This behavior is then reinforced by the 
different groups that the individual associates 
themselves with (Costello & Zozula, 2018).  

DAR has potential to create and 
reinforce both positive and negative behaviors 
(Levenson, 2018).  For example, religious 
beliefs and participation have been found to 
reduce crime and even promote rehabilitation. 
By spending time participating in church 
activities, an individual will mimic a behavior 
through social learning and then reinforce and 
adopt it through some form of intrinsic reward 
and consistent exposure to that group (Jones & 
Sims, 2016). Similarly, in romantic 
relationships where one individual is tolerant 
of criminality, it is likely that the other will 
adopt deviant behavior as a result. In fact, 
romantic relationships have been known to 
exhibit a positive correlation between 
tolerance of deviance and offending 
(Wojciechowski, 2020). This socio-
psychological theory, like others in the 
learning perspective, fails to account for the 
effect of adverse circumstances, namely that 
of strain.  

 
 
 

Strain Theories  
 
Anomie Theory (1893) 

 In 1893, French sociologist Émile 
Durkheim proposed a theory explaining 
deviant behavior in his work, Suicide 
(DeAngelis, 2020). In this theory, Durkheim 
used the term “anomie” to describe the 
condition where people grow disconnected 
from the guiding morals of their community 
(Henslin, 2014). This “anomie theory” was the 
first theory that claimed the well-being of a 
community could be defined by the alignment 
of societal goals and individual perceptions of 
self-efficacy (DeAngelis, 2020).  

Durkheim defined the goals of society 
as relating to social status, pleasure, and 
conformity. Anomie theorists would likely 
argue that when an individual no longer shares 
the desires of the community nor feels capable 
of conforming to societal norms, then they 
may experience intense feelings of despair 
(Schmalleger, 2019). Durkheim went so far as 
to state that these individuals are likely to 
channel those negative emotions into deviant 
behavior, specifically suicide (DeAngelis, 
2020).  

This theory, though impactful, is 
extremely vague. It provides no 
recommendations for positive societal 
intervention, nor does it make an attempt to 
explain this dysregulation of goal pursuits. For 
Durkheim, suicide was a main concern for 
research (Henslin, 2014). It should be noted 
that this theory is used to explain suicide rates, 
and not to explain general deviance and 
criminality (Harmening & Gamez, 2016). 
However, it provides an effective theoretical 
foundation for subsequent socio-psychological 
considerations (DeAngelis, 2020).   
 
Strain Theory (1938) 

 Nearly half a century later, American 
sociologist Robert Merton declared anomie 
theory problematically broad. He believed that 
in order to be more impactful, this theory 
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would need to be narrowed down to a specific 
topic, namely the “American Dream” and its 
effect on deviance. Merton would go on to call 
his theory the “strain theory,” (DeAngelis, 
2020).   

To Merton, the “American Dream” 
was highly controversial. This ideology 
implies that in America, anything is possible 
with a little bit of hard work. People from 
across the earth emigrate to the United States 
in pursuit of this dream, only to fail. The 
unfortunate truth is that unless an individual is 
a white male belonging to a relatively high 
socio-economic status, this American Dream 
is unlikely (DeAngelis, 2020). Even after 
devoting a significant amount of effort to the 
pursuit of material wealth and happiness, a 
majority of individuals are likely to 
experience financial instability. Merton 
describes this inability to achieve the 
American Dream of material wealth as 
“strain,” and implies that it can drive people to 
use deviant or illegitimate means on the 
pursuit of happiness (Bartol & Bartol, 2014).  

Merton went on to explain four paths 
of deviance: innovation, ritualism, retreatism, 
and rebellion (Henslin, 2014). Innovators 
accept the goals of American society, but they 
refuse to utilize the proper channels to achieve 
them. These individuals deviate in order to 
fulfill the American Dream. They may be 
shoplifters stealing petty items or even 
individuals making their money through the 
sale of illicit substances. Ritualism occurs 
when an individual experiences occupational 
burnout (Harmening & Gamez, 2016). These 
individuals continue their employment for the 
paycheck, but do not share the values of the 
organization. This misalignment of intrinsic 
desires is considered deviant. When an 
individual disconnects from the goals of 
society and experiences a reduction in self-
efficacy, they may retreat to maladaptive, or 
deviant, coping mechanisms, like substance 
use. This path of deviance is called 
“retreatism,” (Chon, 2020). Lastly, the 

disconnect from both societal goals and 
legitimate means to achieve them coupled 
with the desire to instill new societal goals is 
defined as “rebellion,” (Henslin, 2014). For 
criminal justice application, it is critical to 
recognize that though these phenomena are 
deviant, they are not inherently criminal.  

Strain theory, though an improvement 
from anomie theory, is problematic in itself. 
Most importantly: it fails to account for 
anticipatory stressors (DeAngelis, 2020). 
Studies have shown that the pursuit of the 
American Dream impacts people of racial and 
ethnic groups differently than majority groups. 
Individuals belonging to minority groups are 
likely to be raised with the expectation of 
facing adversity on the road to an unlikely 
success. On the contrary, white individuals are 
not as likely to be raised expecting this 
adversity. Additionally, it fails to 
acknowledge how the individual came to 
know how to deviate (Harmening & Gamez, 
2016). This has resulted in Merton’s definition 
of strain being fundamentally flawed. 
 
General Strain Theory (1997) 

 In 1997, criminologist Robert Agnew 
proposed that both of these strain theories 
were flawed (Bartol & Bartol, 2014). As a 
result, Agnew developed the general strain 
theory (GST). This theory describes three 
forms of strain: the inability to achieve 
society’s goals; the loss of something valued; 
and the presence of something undesired. The 
theory provides that there are five areas of an 
individual’s life that can be subject to strain: 
self, family, peers, school, and work (Franco 
& Grattet, 2020). People that are severely 
impacted by childhood neglect (Barton-
Bellessa et al., 2015); social disorganization, 
or the theory that states that a community’s 
physical deterioration is positively associated 
with poverty and crime rates (Lei & Beach, 
2020); and even gender disparities in the 
workplace (Broidy & Agnew, 1997); are 
experiencing strain. GST also states that this 
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strain can lead to depression, anger, deviance, 
and ultimately criminal behavior (Franco & 
Grattet, 2020). Coincidentally, victimization, 
mental illnesses and lack of resilience can also 
take the form of strain, again leading to 
criminal behavior (Dierenfeldt et al., 2020). 

As reviewed previously, strain can 
impact an individual in many domains of life 
and in many different ways. Research has 
shown that in order to appropriately cope with 
strain, individuals would require high self-
esteem, material wealth, or even religion. 
According to GST, as long as an appropriate 
coping strategy is in place, then the individual 
is less likely to deviate (Franco & Grattet, 
2020). It is important to note that GST does 
not fully explain misbehavior; it fails to 
account for any behaviors that have been 
learned over time (Bartol & Bartol, 2014).  

 
Control Theory 

 
Social Bond Theory (1969) 

 Hirschi and Gottfredson introduced 
the idea of control theories. Incongruous to 
learning theories, social bond theory (SBT) 
proposes that people are anti-ascetic, dark 
beings. However, it is similar to learning 
theories because it states that individuals must 
associate themselves with positive activities 
and peers in order to develop pro-social 
behaviors (Brewer et al., 2019). Hirschi 
heavily argued that it is no surprise that 
“deviant” behaviors seem inconsiderate and 
selfish; humans are motivated primarily by 
self-interest. As a result, SBT explains 
conformity, not deviance (Costello & Zozula, 
2018).  

Hirschi defines bonds as attachments 
to other individuals that have potential to 
control one’s behavior (Costello & Zozula, 
2018). SBT distinguishes four social bonds or 
controls: attachment, commitment, 
involvement, and belief. Intimate attachments 
to peers in the community such as family, 
friends, or even teachers, are effective 

methods for promoting conformity. 
Commitment drives a person to evaluate the 
possible consequences deviance could have on 
the future they are devoted to earning. 
Involvement in conventional activities like 
sports causes an individual to spend more time 
in a controlled environment with less time to 
offend (Chriss, 2007). Belief, on the other 
hand, instills morals for the ethical 
consideration of possible actions (Morrell, 
2019). According to SBT, when an individual 
experiences weak social bonds, like a lack of 
friends or failure to join a sport, they are at 
risk for deviant behavior (Costello & Zozula, 
2018).  

This theory accurately and 
successfully explains conformity through both 
encouragement of prosocial behaviors and 
discouragement of anti-social behaviors. 
However, this theory does assume that all 
people share the same moral compass 
(Costello & Zozula, 2018). Because of 
differences in ethnic backgrounds, cultural 
identities, and even religious beliefs, peoples’ 
values are destined to be diverse. 
 
Biblical Theory 

 In considering the causes of deviance, 
it is important for Christian criminal justice 
practitioners to acknowledge a biblical 
perspective. In some cases, this perspective is 
not made clear. In order to establish a full 
theory, one must evaluate the content of 
various books. For this instance, two verses 
are reviewed: one from the Old Testament, 
and one from the New Testament. 

The Old Testament: The first of these 
verses discusses that behavior is learned as a 
child, which supports the premise of learning 
theories. “Start the children off on the way 
they should go, and even when they are old 
they will not turn from it,” (Proverbs 22:6, 
NIV). This verse points out that behavior in 
children is both learned and capable of being 
socially reinforced. This provides an excellent 
explanation for deviance in adulthood as well 
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as childhood. The only problem, however, is 
that it proposes no practical solutions for 
preventing deviance other than through 
learning (Life Application Study Bible, 2012). 

The New Testament: Complimentary 
to the beliefs of the Old Testament, the New 
Testament states that it is imperative for 
humans to live a life free of strain (DeAngelis, 
2020).  

Therefore I tell you, do not 
worry about your life, what you 
will eat or drink; or about your 
body, what you will wear. Is 
not life more than food, and the 
body more than clothes? Look 
at the birds of the air; they do 
not sow or reap or store away 
in barns, and yet your heavenly 
Father feeds them. Are you not 
much more valuable than they? 
Can any one of you by 
worrying add a single hour to 
your life? (Matthew 6:25-27, 
NIV) 
 
 

 
 

Image Credit: Pixabay 
 
 

According to this verse, experiencing 
strain will do nothing but harm to an 
individual. The Bible provides that if animals 
of the land can thrive with only resources 
given by God - no employment, credit, 
education, or even clothing - then humans 
should not stress about anything. Everything 
they need to succeed will be provided to them. 
In criminological application, this verse 
prompts Christians to make an effort to 
improve the quality of life of those that 
experience strain. When coupled with the 
belief of the Old Testament, this perspective 
could be extremely useful for preventing 
deviance in a real-world application (Life 
Application Study Bible, 2012). 
 
Discussion 

Previously, the development of 
criminological theory was described through 
both socio-psychological and biblical 
perspectives. These socio-psychological 
theories belonged to three different schools of 
thought: learning, strain, and control. Learning 
theories provide that deviant behavior is the 
result of creating meaningful associations 
(Costello & Zozula, 2018). Most existing 
strain theories rely on the notion that deviant 
behavior is solely influenced by the inability 
to achieve goals (Harmening & Gamez, 2016). 
Control theories, on the other hand, believe 
that conformity must be pushed onto an 
individual in the method of social bonds, or 
controls (Chriss, 2007). The Bible supports 
the claims of each of these socio-
psychological theories (Life Application Study 
Bible, 2012).  

When integrating learning, strain, and 
control theories, the process for understanding 
criminality becomes holistic. Because 
criminality and deviance are such broad terms, 
practitioners should be able to distinguish 
between normal behaviors for society and 
normal behaviors for the individual in order to 
make an educated determination on 
concerning behavior. Most importantly, they 
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should be able to distinguish between learned 
and pressured behaviors. An “integrated 
individual” theory (IIT), mixing socio-
psychological and biblical theories of 
deviance may prove to be more effective in 
explaining and correcting an individual’s 
deviant behavior. 
 
Strengths and Weaknesses 

By reviewing the most renowned 
socio-psychological theories of deviance, the 
present analysis was able to make a solid 
recommendation for forensic psychology 
application. It also provided a framework for 
future research in deviance. However, it is not 
a novel proposal. This analysis moves to 
establish a theory combining multiple other 
theories, which should already be occurring 
within the criminal justice system. In the 
future, research should be done on the 
distinction between individual deviance and 
societal deviance. Only then can IIT be 
properly evaluated. 
 
Conclusion 

Based on available socio-
psychological and biblical theories of 
deviance, the present analysis concludes that a 
neoteric theory be established. Using a 
combination of learning, strain, control, and 
biblical criminological theories as a guide, IIT 
would provide a holistic approach to reducing 
an individual’s deviant behaviors. IIT 
proposes that like stated in DAR and SBT, 
behaviors are influenced and reinforced by 
intimate relationships. This type of learning 
establishes a baseline for how the individual 
acts on a regular basis; it develops their 
personality (Bartol & Bartol, 2014). IIT would 
also apply the workings of GST by implying 
that when faced with strain, an individual is 
likely to deviate from their baseline behaviors; 
they may grow depressed, angry, or even 
socially deviant (Franco & Grattet, 2020). 
Lastly, IIT can be applied to teachings from 
both the Old and New Testaments. By helping 

others live a life free of strain and teaching 
them pro-social behaviors, Christian criminal 
justice practitioners should be able to make a 
lasting reduction on an individual’s 
criminality.  
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