
 

 

INTRODUCTION  

Crime has traditionally been examined through legal frameworks that emphasize punishment, 

deterrence, and offender accountability. Contemporary criminological scholarship increasingly 

recognizes that criminal behavior is influenced by a complex interaction of social, economic, 

environmental, and psychological factors. The exclusive focus on punitive responses often overlooks 

the structural conditions that contribute to criminal conduct. Criminology has consequently shifted 

toward broader analytical approaches that investigate the underlying determinants shaping criminal 

behavior across different social settings (Bansal et al., 2023). 

The study of criminal behavior requires an examination of factors extending beyond individual 

decision-making. Social inequality, family instability, educational disadvantages, unemployment, 

community disorganization, and social exclusion have been identified as important contributors to 

criminal activity. These determinants influence opportunities, motivations, and behavioral patterns 

associated with offending. Zabarniy et al. (2023) and Mezghiche (2025) argue that criminal behavior 

emerges through interactions between personal characteristics and social environments rather than 

through isolated individual choices. 

Contemporary societies present new challenges for understanding criminal behavior due to rapid 

social transformation, technological development, and changing patterns of social interaction. 

Urbanization, migration, economic restructuring, and digital communication have altered traditional 

mechanisms of social control. These developments create new opportunities for crime while 

simultaneously affecting social cohesion and informal community supervision. The changing social 
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Abstract 
Criminal behavior has traditionally been examined through punishment-oriented frameworks that 

emphasize individual responsibility and legal accountability. Contemporary criminological 

scholarship increasingly demonstrates that crime is strongly influenced by social determinants 

operating within broader structural environments. This study analyzes the relationship between 

social determinants and criminal behavior in contemporary society using a normative 

criminological approach supported by conceptual, sociological, and criminological analyses. The 

findings indicate that socioeconomic inequality, social exclusion, educational deprivation, family 

dysfunction, structural discrimination, community disorganization, and technological 

transformation constitute significant factors contributing to criminal conduct. These determinants 

create criminogenic conditions that increase vulnerability to offending and facilitate the persistence 

of criminal activities across different social contexts. The study further finds that punishment-

centered criminal justice policies possess limited effectiveness in addressing the underlying causes 

of crime, particularly regarding recidivism and long-term behavioral change. Preventive strategies 

emphasizing rehabilitation, social inclusion, educational development, community strengthening, 

and institutional reform demonstrate greater potential for sustainable crime reduction. Effective 

criminal justice systems therefore require integration between substantive criminal law, preventive 

social policies, and evidence-based criminological interventions to address both legal violations 

and their structural causes. 
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landscape requires criminological analysis capable of explaining how structural conditions shape 

criminal behavior in modern societies (Simes et al., 2023). 

Socioeconomic inequality remains one of the most frequently discussed determinants within 

criminological literature. Limited access to education, employment opportunities, housing, and social 

services may increase exposure to criminogenic environments. Communities experiencing persistent 

deprivation often encounter higher levels of crime, victimization, and criminal justice intervention. 

McCausland and Baldry (2023) demonstrate that social disadvantage significantly influences patterns 

of incarceration and criminal justice outcomes, reflecting broader inequalities within society. 

The relationship between social structures and criminal behavior is also evident in discussions 

concerning systemic discrimination and institutional inequality. Structural barriers affecting access to 

resources and opportunities may contribute to conditions associated with criminal involvement. 

Research examining housing inequality, racial disparities, and mass incarceration highlights the 

interconnected nature of social exclusion and criminal justice outcomes. Blankenship et al. (2023) 

identify structural inequalities as important social determinants influencing both criminalization 

processes and broader social harms. 

Group dynamics represent another important dimension in understanding criminal behavior. 

Criminal conduct frequently occurs within social networks that provide support, opportunities, and 

normative justification for illegal activities. Organized criminal groups, gangs, and peer networks often 

facilitate participation in criminal behavior through social learning and collective identity formation. 

Campana and Varese (2023) demonstrate that social relationships and network structures play 

significant roles in shaping patterns of criminal group membership and participation. 

The effectiveness of punishment as a mechanism for crime reduction remains a subject of 

continuing debate. Traditional criminal justice systems frequently rely on incarceration and punitive 

sanctions to deter offending behavior. Evidence from criminological research suggests that punishment 

alone may have limited effectiveness in addressing the social conditions associated with criminal 

conduct and recidivism. Khan et al. (2023), Clegg et al. (2024), and Mensah and Gyamfua Akuoko 

(2023) emphasize the importance of rehabilitation, reintegration, and social support mechanisms in 

reducing repeated criminal behavior. 

Criminal behavior also manifests across diverse social environments and forms of victimization. 

Violence against children, cyber-related offenses, and community-based crimes illustrate the 

multifaceted nature of contemporary criminality. These forms of offending are influenced by specific 

social and institutional conditions that cannot be adequately explained through punishment-centered 

approaches alone. Imran (2024) and Bokhari (2023) demonstrate that emerging forms of crime require 

analytical frameworks capable of integrating social determinants, institutional responses, and changing 

patterns of social interaction. This study examines the social determinants of criminal behavior in 

contemporary society through a criminological perspective, focusing on how structural conditions 

contribute to criminal conduct and how such insights may inform more effective responses beyond 

punishment-oriented approaches. 

 

RESEARCH METHODS  

This study employs a qualitative normative criminological research design to examine the social 

determinants of criminal behavior in contemporary society. The research focuses on analyzing 

criminological theories, social factors, and empirical findings that explain the relationship between 

social conditions and criminal conduct. A normative criminological approach is applied to evaluate how 

existing criminological perspectives interpret the influence of social structures on offending behavior. 

The study further explores the limitations of punishment-oriented responses and the relevance of 

preventive and rehabilitative approaches within contemporary criminal justice systems. 

The research utilizes three analytical approaches: the conceptual approach, the sociological 

approach, and the criminological approach. The conceptual approach examines major criminological 

concepts related to criminal behavior, social determinants, social control, rehabilitation, and recidivism. 

The sociological approach analyzes the influence of social environments, inequality, education, 

employment, housing conditions, and community structures on patterns of offending. The 

criminological approach evaluates theoretical explanations concerning the causes of crime and the 

interaction between individual and structural factors in shaping criminal behavior. 
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The sources of data consist of secondary data obtained from academic literature and scientific 

publications relevant to criminology, criminal behavior, and social determinants of crime. These 

materials include peer-reviewed journal articles, criminology textbooks, research reports, policy 

analyses, and scholarly publications discussing crime, punishment, rehabilitation, social inequality, and 

criminal justice systems. Particular attention is given to studies examining the relationship between 

social disadvantage, institutional conditions, and criminal conduct. The selected literature provides the 

empirical and theoretical foundation for analyzing contemporary patterns of criminal behavior. 

Data collection is conducted through a comprehensive literature review. Relevant publications 

are systematically identified, classified, and examined according to their contribution to understanding 

social determinants of criminal behavior. The review focuses on themes such as socioeconomic 

inequality, social exclusion, family conditions, educational opportunities, community disorganization, 

incarceration, rehabilitation, and recidivism. These materials are organized to facilitate comparative 

analysis of different criminological perspectives and empirical findings. 

Data analysis employs qualitative descriptive and analytical techniques. The collected literature 

is interpreted through criminological reasoning to identify recurring patterns, theoretical relationships, 

and explanatory factors associated with criminal behavior. The analysis examines how social 

determinants influence offending behavior across different social contexts and evaluates the 

effectiveness of punishment-centered approaches in addressing these underlying causes. The findings 

are presented systematically to provide a comprehensive criminological understanding of criminal 

behavior beyond traditional punitive frameworks. 

 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

Social Determinants as Structural Drivers of Criminal Behavior in Contemporary Society 

Contemporary criminological scholarship demonstrates a significant shift from offender-centered 

explanations toward structural analyses of criminal behavior. Crime is increasingly understood as a 

product of interactions between individuals and their social environments rather than solely as the 

consequence of personal choice or biological predisposition. This perspective recognizes that criminal 

conduct frequently emerges within social conditions characterized by inequality, deprivation, exclusion, 

and institutional weakness. Theoretical developments in modern criminology therefore position social 

determinants as central explanatory variables in understanding patterns of offending behavior 

(Mezghiche, 2025; Zabarniy et al., 2023). 

Socioeconomic inequality remains among the most influential determinants of criminal behavior. 

Economic disparities create unequal access to employment, education, housing, and social mobility, 

generating circumstances in which some individuals experience persistent structural disadvantage. 

Criminological analyses indicate that economic deprivation does not directly produce criminality, yet 

it increases vulnerability to unlawful activities when legitimate opportunities are restricted. The 

relationship between inequality and crime consequently reflects broader failures in social and economic 

distribution systems (Raj & Rahman, 2023; McCausland & Baldry, 2023). 

The economic theory of crime explains that individuals often evaluate available opportunities 

within their social environment. Where legal avenues for advancement are limited, criminal activities 

may appear as alternative mechanisms for achieving economic objectives. This condition becomes 

particularly evident in communities experiencing chronic unemployment and social exclusion. 

Criminological research consistently identifies correlations between economic marginalization and 

elevated levels of property crime, organized crime participation, and recidivism (Raj & Rahman, 2023; 

Bansal et al., 2023). 

Social exclusion further strengthens criminogenic conditions by reducing participation in 

mainstream social institutions. Individuals who experience exclusion from educational systems, labor 

markets, and community structures frequently develop weaker attachments to conventional social 

norms. Such circumstances align with social control theory, which argues that weakened social bonds 

increase the likelihood of deviant behavior. The erosion of social integration therefore represents a 

significant pathway through which structural disadvantage influences criminal conduct (Dewi, 2025; 

McCausland & Baldry, 2023). 

Rapid social change has also transformed traditional crime patterns. Technological innovation, 

urbanization, migration, and globalization have altered social interactions and expanded opportunities 

for offending. Contemporary criminal behavior increasingly includes cybercrime, digital fraud, identity 
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theft, and technology-assisted offenses that transcend territorial boundaries. These developments 

indicate that evolving social environments continually reshape criminogenic opportunities and require 

corresponding adaptations within criminal justice systems (Insani et al., 2026; Bokhari, 2023). 

 

Table 1. Major Social Determinants of Criminal Behavior and Their Criminological 

Implications 

 

Social Determinant Criminological Impact Legal Implications 

Socioeconomic inequality Increased offending risk 
Social welfare and crime 

prevention policies 

Social exclusion Weak social integration Inclusive justice programs 

Educational deprivation Limited lawful opportunities 
Educational intervention 

measures 

Family dysfunction Weak socialization processes Child protection regulations 

Structural discrimination Unequal justice outcomes Anti-discrimination legislation 

Community disorganization Reduced informal control 
Community crime prevention 

policies 

Technological change Expansion of cybercrime Cybercrime regulations 

Criminal networks Organized offending patterns Organized crime enforcement 

 

Family conditions remain among the strongest predictors of criminal involvement. 

Criminological studies consistently demonstrate that exposure to neglect, domestic violence, parental 

criminality, and inadequate supervision contributes to delinquent behavior. Family institutions function 

as primary agents of socialization responsible for transmitting social norms and behavioral expectations. 

When these functions deteriorate, children and adolescents become more vulnerable to deviant 

influences and criminal participation (Mezghiche, 2025; Imran, 2024). 

Educational deprivation constitutes another significant criminogenic factor. Educational 

institutions provide not only academic development but also mechanisms of social control, social 

integration, and normative regulation. Individuals with limited educational attainment often face 

restricted employment opportunities and increased economic insecurity. These disadvantages may 

contribute to criminal behavior by reducing access to legitimate means of achieving social and 

economic goals (Bansal et al., 2023; Dewi, 2025). 

Structural discrimination and systemic inequality have received increasing attention within 

contemporary criminology. Research indicates that unequal access to housing, healthcare, employment, 

and legal protections contributes to the reproduction of social disadvantage across generations. 

Structural racism and discriminatory institutional practices influence both criminalization processes and 

criminal justice outcomes. These inequalities create conditions in which marginalized populations 

experience disproportionate exposure to both criminal victimization and penal intervention 

(Blankenship et al., 2023; Baranauskas, 2022). 

Organized criminal activity further illustrates the influence of social determinants on offending 

behavior. Criminal groups frequently recruit members from socially vulnerable populations 

characterized by economic instability and limited institutional support. Network-based criminological 

research demonstrates that criminal participation often develops through social relationships, peer 

influence, and community connections rather than purely individual decision-making. Organized crime 

therefore reflects broader structural conditions that facilitate collective forms of criminal behavior 

(Campana & Varese, 2023). 

From a legal perspective, the significance of social determinants challenges traditional 

assumptions that criminal liability should focus exclusively on individual culpability. Although 

criminal law fundamentally operates through the principles of actus reus and mens rea, contemporary 

criminological evidence suggests that effective crime prevention requires addressing the structural 

conditions that contribute to offending. Substantive criminal law therefore operates most effectively 

when supported by complementary social policies designed to reduce inequality, strengthen social 

institutions, and expand access to legitimate opportunities. The interaction between criminal law and 

social policy consequently becomes essential for understanding and reducing criminal behavior in 

contemporary society (Zabarniy et al., 2023; McCausland & Baldry, 2023). 
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The Limitations of Punishment-Oriented Approaches and the Development of Preventive 

Criminal Justice Policies 

The historical development of criminal justice systems has largely been characterized by a 

reliance on punishment as the primary response to criminal behavior. Retributive sanctions, 

incarceration, and deterrence-based policies have traditionally dominated legal approaches toward 

crime control. These mechanisms are grounded in the assumption that the threat or imposition of 

punishment discourages future offending. Contemporary criminological scholarship increasingly 

questions the effectiveness of punishment-centered models in addressing the underlying causes of 

criminal behavior (Khan et al., 2023; Clegg et al., 2024). 

The expansion of incarceration across many jurisdictions demonstrates the persistence of punitive 

criminal justice philosophies. Despite substantial increases in imprisonment rates, many societies 

continue to experience recurring patterns of criminal behavior and recidivism. Research suggests that 

incarceration frequently addresses the symptoms of crime while leaving underlying social determinants 

unresolved. Consequently, imprisonment alone often fails to produce sustainable reductions in criminal 

activity (Clegg et al., 2024; Simes et al., 2023). 

Substantive criminal law primarily functions to define prohibited conduct and prescribe 

corresponding sanctions. Criminal codes establish legal certainty regarding acts classified as offenses 

and provide mechanisms for punishment following conviction. Such legal frameworks remain essential 

for maintaining social order and protecting public interests. The challenge arises when criminal justice 

systems rely exclusively upon punitive measures without addressing the social conditions that 

contribute to offending behavior (Khan et al., 2023). 

Recidivism represents one of the most significant limitations of punishment-oriented criminal 

justice systems. Studies examining prison populations demonstrate that many offenders return to 

criminal activity following release. Repeated offending frequently reflects unresolved social problems, 

including unemployment, social exclusion, inadequate education, and limited access to community 

support. These findings indicate that punishment alone cannot effectively address criminogenic 

conditions that persist beyond incarceration (Mensah & Gyamfua Akuoko, 2023). 

The relationship between place, policing, and punishment further illustrates structural limitations 

within contemporary criminal justice systems. Research indicates that law enforcement interventions 

are often concentrated within disadvantaged communities experiencing high levels of social 

vulnerability. Such patterns may contribute to cycles of criminalization without substantially improving 

underlying social conditions. Consequently, policing strategies require integration with broader 

preventive and social development initiatives (Simes et al., 2023). 

 

Table 2. Comparative Assessment of Punitive and Preventive Criminal Justice Approaches 

 

Dimension Punitive Approach Preventive Approach 

Primary objective Punishment of offenders 
Reduction of criminogenic 

factors 

Legal orientation Retribution and deterrence Prevention and rehabilitation 

Main instrument Incarceration and sanctions Social intervention programs 

Focus of intervention Individual offender 
Individual and social 

environment 

Recidivism reduction Limited effectiveness Greater long-term potential 

Social integration Often weakened 
Strengthened through support 

systems 

Policy emphasis Criminal liability 
Crime prevention and 

reintegration 

Long-term outcome Repeated criminal cycles Sustainable crime reduction 

 

Modern criminology increasingly advocates preventive approaches that address social 

determinants before criminal conduct occurs. Prevention-oriented policies focus on improving 

educational access, strengthening family support systems, reducing economic inequality, and enhancing 

community cohesion. Such strategies seek to eliminate criminogenic conditions rather than merely 



  Resocia: International Journal of Applied Research and Innovation 

Vol 1 No 3 July 2026 

 

punishing their consequences. Preventive interventions therefore operate as complementary 

mechanisms alongside substantive criminal law (Mezghiche, 2025; Dewi, 2025). 

Rehabilitation has emerged as a central component of contemporary criminal justice reform. 

Modern legal systems increasingly recognize that offenders remain members of society capable of 

behavioral change and social reintegration. Rehabilitation programs emphasize education, vocational 

training, psychological support, and community reintegration measures. These initiatives aim to reduce 

recidivism by addressing factors associated with criminal behavior rather than relying exclusively upon 

punishment (Khan et al., 2023; Mensah & Gyamfua Akuoko, 2023). 

Juvenile delinquency provides a particularly important context for evaluating preventive 

approaches. Children and adolescents frequently engage in criminal behavior within environments 

characterized by social instability, violence exposure, and inadequate supervision. Contemporary 

juvenile justice principles emphasize diversion, restorative justice, and educational interventions 

instead of purely punitive sanctions. These approaches reflect the recognition that developmental 

factors significantly influence youth offending and require specialized legal responses (Alputila et al., 

2025; Rudi Margono, 2026). 

Contemporary legal frameworks increasingly incorporate specialized regulations addressing 

emerging forms of criminal behavior. Cybercrime legislation, child protection laws, anti-trafficking 

regulations, and organized crime statutes illustrate efforts to adapt substantive criminal law to changing 

social realities. Effective implementation of these laws nevertheless depends upon broader institutional 

capacities and preventive policies capable of addressing underlying criminogenic conditions. Legal 

regulation alone cannot eliminate criminal behavior without corresponding social interventions 

(Bokhari, 2023; Spytska, 2023; Faturrachman, 2026). 

The evolution of criminological thought demonstrates a growing consensus that sustainable crime 

reduction requires integration between criminal law, social policy, and preventive governance. 

Punishment remains an indispensable component of criminal justice because it reinforces legal norms 

and ensures accountability. Nevertheless, contemporary evidence indicates that long-term crime 

prevention depends upon reducing social inequalities, strengthening community institutions, improving 

educational opportunities, and expanding rehabilitation mechanisms. Criminal law therefore achieves 

greater effectiveness when operating within a broader framework that addresses both legal 

responsibility and the social determinants of criminal behavior (Khan et al., 2023; Clegg et al., 2024; 

Zabarniy et al., 2023). 

 

CONCLUSION  

The findings demonstrate that criminal behavior cannot be adequately explained through 

individual-centered perspectives alone. Contemporary criminological evidence indicates that 

socioeconomic inequality, social exclusion, educational deprivation, family instability, structural 

discrimination, community disorganization, and technological transformation function as significant 

social determinants of crime. These factors create criminogenic environments that increase exposure to 

criminal opportunities and weaken mechanisms of social control. The persistence of criminal behavior 

across different social contexts reflects the interaction between individual actions and broader structural 

conditions that influence decision-making, socialization processes, and access to legitimate 

opportunities. 

The study further reveals that punishment-oriented criminal justice approaches possess inherent 

limitations when addressing the root causes of criminal behavior. While substantive criminal law 

remains essential for establishing legal accountability and protecting public order, long-term crime 

reduction requires preventive strategies that target underlying social determinants. Rehabilitation 

programs, educational interventions, social inclusion policies, community development initiatives, and 

institutional reforms provide important mechanisms for reducing criminogenic conditions and 

preventing recidivism. A comprehensive criminal justice framework should therefore integrate legal 

enforcement with preventive social policies to achieve sustainable and effective crime control in 

contemporary society. 
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