
why do people break the law
why do people break the law is a question that has intrigued sociologists,
psychologists, legal experts, and policymakers for decades. Understanding the
reasons behind unlawful behavior is essential to developing effective crime
prevention strategies and fostering a safer society. People break laws for a
variety of reasons, ranging from economic necessity and social pressures to
psychological factors and cultural influences. This article explores the
multifaceted causes behind illegal actions, highlighting individual
motivations, social dynamics, and systemic issues. By examining these
factors, we can gain a clearer insight into the complexities of criminal
behavior and the challenges faced in law enforcement and rehabilitation. The
discussion will cover psychological motivators, economic and social factors,
cultural influences, and the impact of law enforcement and legal systems on
crime rates.

Psychological and Individual Motivations

Economic and Social Factors

Cultural and Environmental Influences

The Role of Law Enforcement and Legal Systems

Psychological and Individual Motivations
One of the primary reasons why people break the law lies in psychological and
individual motivations. Human behavior is influenced by a complex interplay
of mental health, personality traits, and cognitive processes. Understanding
these internal factors sheds light on why some individuals are more prone to
engage in illegal activities.

Impulsivity and Risk-Taking Behavior
Many individuals who break the law exhibit impulsivity and a propensity for
risk-taking. These traits often lead to poor decision-making without
consideration of the consequences. Such behavior is common among adolescents
and young adults, whose brains are still developing, particularly in areas
related to self-control and judgment.

Mental Health Disorders
Certain mental health conditions can contribute to unlawful behavior.



Disorders such as antisocial personality disorder, substance abuse, and
untreated trauma can impair judgment and increase the likelihood of criminal
acts. While mental illness does not excuse illegal behavior, it is a
significant factor in understanding why some individuals break the law.

The Influence of Peer Pressure and Social Identity
Individuals often conform to the norms and behaviors of their peer groups.
When surrounded by others who engage in illegal activities, a person may
break the law to gain acceptance, assert identity, or avoid rejection. This
social influence can be especially powerful during adolescence and early
adulthood.

Economic and Social Factors
Economic hardship and social inequalities are critical drivers of crime. Many
people break the law due to financial necessity, lack of opportunities, and
social exclusion. These factors create environments where illegal activities
may appear as viable means for survival or advancement.

Poverty and Financial Desperation
Poverty is strongly correlated with higher crime rates. Individuals facing
economic challenges may resort to theft, drug trafficking, or other illegal
means to meet basic needs or improve their financial situation. The scarcity
of resources and limited access to education and employment opportunities
exacerbate this trend.

Social Inequality and Marginalization
Disparities in wealth, education, and social status contribute to feelings of
injustice and alienation. Marginalized communities often experience systemic
barriers that limit their legal avenues for success. This social exclusion
can lead some individuals to reject societal norms and laws, resulting in
higher incidences of criminal behavior.

Family and Community Environment
The environment in which a person is raised significantly affects their
likelihood of breaking the law. Dysfunctional family settings, exposure to
violence, and lack of positive role models can increase the risk of criminal
involvement. Conversely, strong family support and community engagement serve
as protective factors.



Cultural and Environmental Influences
Cultural norms and environmental conditions can also shape attitudes toward
the law and influence criminal behavior. Understanding these broader societal
influences is essential to addressing the root causes of why people break the
law.

Norms and Values Surrounding Lawfulness
In some cultures or subcultures, certain illegal behaviors may be normalized
or even valorized. When laws conflict with cultural values or traditional
practices, individuals may choose to follow their cultural norms rather than
legal statutes. This divergence can create challenges in law enforcement and
community relations.

Urbanization and Environmental Stressors
Urban environments, with their density and anonymity, can foster conditions
conducive to crime. Environmental stressors such as overcrowding, noise, and
lack of recreational spaces contribute to tensions and conflicts. These
stressors may increase the likelihood of both opportunistic and premeditated
crimes.

Media Influence and Social Learning
The portrayal of crime in media can influence perceptions and behaviors.
Repeated exposure to violence or criminality through television, movies, and
online platforms may desensitize individuals or glamorize unlawful conduct.
Social learning theory suggests that individuals can acquire criminal
behaviors by observing and imitating others.

The Role of Law Enforcement and Legal Systems
The effectiveness and fairness of law enforcement and the legal system play a
crucial role in shaping why people break the law. Perceptions of justice, the
likelihood of punishment, and the quality of legal institutions influence
compliance and defiance.

Deterrence and Perceived Risk of Punishment
The deterrence theory posits that people obey laws when the perceived costs
of breaking them outweigh the benefits. Strict enforcement, timely
apprehension, and appropriate sentencing increase the perceived risk of
punishment and can reduce criminal activity. Conversely, weak enforcement and



corruption diminish deterrence effects.

Fairness and Legitimacy of the Legal System
When citizens perceive the legal system as fair and legitimate, they are more
likely to comply with laws. Conversely, if the system is viewed as biased,
unjust, or discriminatory, individuals may lose respect for legal authority
and feel justified in breaking laws. Building trust in legal institutions is
vital for promoting lawfulness.

Rehabilitation and Recidivism
Law enforcement alone cannot address the root causes of criminal behavior.
Effective rehabilitation programs that address underlying issues such as
addiction, mental health, and education are essential to prevent repeat
offenses. The absence of such programs increases the likelihood that
individuals will break the law multiple times.

Summary of Key Reasons Why People Break the Law

Psychological Factors: Impulsivity, mental health disorders, and peer
influence.

Economic Pressures: Poverty, lack of opportunity, and social inequality.

Cultural Influences: Norms conflicting with legal standards and media
portrayal.

Environmental Stressors: Urban stress, family dysfunction, and community
environment.

Legal System Factors: Perceived fairness, deterrence, and rehabilitation
effectiveness.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why do people break the law despite knowing the
consequences?
People may break the law due to factors such as financial pressure, peer
influence, lack of awareness, or a belief that they can avoid punishment.



How does social environment influence why people
break the law?
A person's social environment, including family, friends, and community, can
impact their likelihood of breaking the law by shaping their values,
opportunities, and exposure to criminal behavior.

Do psychological factors contribute to why some
people break the law?
Yes, psychological factors such as impulsivity, mental health disorders, or a
history of trauma can increase the risk of someone engaging in illegal
activities.

Can economic inequality lead to more people breaking
the law?
Economic inequality can contribute to crime rates as individuals facing
poverty or lack of resources might resort to illegal means to meet their
needs or improve their situation.

How does the perception of law enforcement affect
why people break the law?
If people perceive law enforcement as unfair, corrupt, or ineffective, they
may be less likely to respect laws and more likely to break them.

Does cultural background play a role in why people
break the law?
Cultural norms and values influence behavior; in some cases, cultural
acceptance of certain actions may conflict with legal standards, leading to
lawbreaking.

What role does opportunity play in why people break
the law?
The availability of opportunities to commit crimes, such as weak security
measures or lack of supervision, can increase the likelihood that individuals
will break the law.

Additional Resources
1. Why People Break the Law: Understanding Criminal Behavior
This book delves into the psychological, social, and economic factors that
influence individuals to commit crimes. It examines various theories of



criminal behavior, including strain theory, social learning, and rational
choice. Through case studies and research, readers gain insight into the
motivations behind unlawful actions and the complexities of human behavior.

2. The Social Roots of Crime: Exploring Deviance and Lawbreaking
Focusing on the societal influences that lead to criminal acts, this book
explores how environment, culture, and social structures contribute to
lawbreaking. It discusses the impact of poverty, inequality, and peer
influence on criminal tendencies. The author also looks at how communities
can work to prevent crime through social reform and support.

3. Breaking the Rules: Psychological Perspectives on Crime
This book offers a deep dive into the psychological aspects of why
individuals break the law. It covers topics such as personality disorders,
cognitive development, and the role of mental illness in criminal behavior.
Readers will find explanations of how early life experiences and trauma can
predispose people to engage in illegal activities.

4. Crime and Economics: The Incentives Behind Lawbreaking
Examining crime through the lens of economics, this book analyzes how
financial incentives and economic conditions can drive people to commit
crimes. It discusses the cost-benefit analysis offenders perform before
engaging in illegal acts. The book also investigates how economic disparity
and unemployment rates correlate with crime rates.

5. The Sociology of Lawbreaking: Norms, Deviance, and Control
This text explores the sociological theories that explain why individuals and
groups violate laws. It focuses on the role of social norms, deviance, and
social control mechanisms. The author explores how societal reactions to
crime can either deter or encourage further lawbreaking.

6. From Temptation to Transgression: The Moral Psychology of Crime
This book investigates the moral and ethical dimensions behind criminal
behavior. It looks at how people justify their illegal actions and the
internal conflicts they face. Through psychological research, the author
explains the processes that lead individuals to cross moral boundaries.

7. Criminal Minds: The Neuroscience of Lawbreaking
Offering a cutting-edge perspective, this book explores how brain function
and neurological factors influence criminal behavior. It covers topics like
impulse control, decision-making, and the impact of brain injuries. The book
highlights recent scientific studies that link neuroscience with tendencies
to break the law.

8. Peer Pressure and Crime: The Influence of Social Groups
This book examines how peer groups and social networks can affect an
individual's likelihood to commit crimes. It discusses the role of
conformity, group dynamics, and social identity in lawbreaking. The author
provides examples of how positive and negative peer influences shape
behavior.



9. Opportunity and Crime: Environmental Factors in Lawbreaking
Focusing on the situational aspects of crime, this book explores how
environment and opportunity create conditions for lawbreaking. It covers
concepts such as routine activity theory and crime prevention through
environmental design. The author argues that reducing opportunities for crime
can be an effective strategy in crime reduction.
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  why do people break the law: Why Do People Commit Crime? Alex Woolf, 2005 Explores
issues related to criminal behavior, including discussion of society's role in crime, capital
punishment, and history of policing.
  why do people break the law: Why People Obey the Law Tom R. Tyler, 2021-06-08 People
obey the law if they believe it's legitimate, not because they fear punishment--this is the startling
conclusion of Tom Tyler's classic study. Tyler suggests that lawmakers and law enforcers would do
much better to make legal systems worthy of respect than to try to instill fear of punishment. He
finds that people obey law primarily because they believe in respecting legitimate authority. In his
fascinating new afterword, Tyler brings his book up to date by reporting on new research into the
relative importance of legal legitimacy and deterrence, and reflects on changes in his own thinking
since his book was first published.
  why do people break the law: Christianity and Social Issues Michael Keene, 1995 Provides
clearly designed material with text and activities that will interest and stimulate pupils of all
abilities.Designed for use with GCSE syllabuses.Genuinely accessible to a wide range of abilities at
GCSE.Can also be used for general RE and PSE courses at Key Stage 4.Written by a popular, reliable
author, who is experienced in writing Religious Studies texts which work in the classroom.
  why do people break the law: Formal Theories of Politics P. E. Johnson, 2014-06-28 Formal
Theories of Politics demonstrates the role of formal mathematical models in political science, and
aims to convey a sense of the questions and methods which govern the political science research
agenda. While there is still much interest in empirical patterns of voting behaviour and public
opinion data, there has been substantial growth in emphasis on mathematical theory as a technique
for the derivation of testable hypotheses. Topics discussed include: optimal candidate strategies and
equilibria in competitive elections; voting agendas and parliamentary procedure in the
multidimensional events; revolution, repression and inequality as outputs of dynamics systems. The
mathematical techniques are widely varied, including game theory, functional analysis, differential
equations, expert systems, stochastic processes and statistical models.
  why do people break the law: Young black people and the criminal justice system Great
Britain: Parliament: House of Commons: Home Affairs Committee, 2007-06-15 Young black people
and the criminal justice System : Second report of session 2006-07, Vol. 2: Oral and written
Evidence
  why do people break the law: Food, Animals, and the Environment Christopher
Schlottmann, Jeff Sebo, 2018-09-14 Food, Animals, and the Environment: An Ethical Approach
examines some of the main impacts that agriculture has on humans, nonhumans, and the
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environment, as well as some of the main questions that these impacts raise for the ethics of food
production, consumption, and activism. Agriculture is having a lasting effect on this planet. Some
forms of agriculture are especially harmful. For example, industrial animal agriculture kills 100+
billion animals per year; consumes vast amounts of land, water, and energy; and produces vast
amounts of waste, pollution, and greenhouse gas emissions. Other forms, such as local, organic, and
plant-based food, have many benefits, but they also have many costs, especially at scale. These
impacts raise difficult ethical questions. What do we owe animals, plants, species, and ecosystems?
What do we owe people in other nations and future generations? What are the ethics of risk,
uncertainty, and collective harm? What is the meaning and value of natural food in a world reshaped
by human activity? What are the ethics of supporting harmful industries when less harmful
alternatives are available? What are the ethics of resisting harmful industries through activism,
advocacy, and philanthropy? The discussion ranges over cutting-edge topics such as effective
altruism, abolition and regulation, revolution and reform, individual and structural change,
single-issue and multi-issue activism, and legal and illegal activism. This unique and accessible text
is ideal for teachers, students, and anyone else interested in serious examination of one of the most
complex and important moral problems of our time.
  why do people break the law: Truth, Spirituality and Contemporary Issues Richard Beck,
David Worden, 2002 This title covers many of the key topics taught in classrooms today.
  why do people break the law: DRE AD HE AD Gary Oliver, 2023-01-16 Fact and fantasy
blend into a heady mix known as the Dread Head coffeeshop, it’s as if it was all meant to happen the
false wall of convention transverse by a bunch of students led by a Rasta raver MC Ragga. Oh, my
word, what had been unleashed…? It was time to come in for a crafty. Each day was an eye opener,
each event astonished and each customer was a star… man, feel too much and you will go insane
feel too little, and you will drown it was easier to just go with the flow and blend with the
kaleidoscopic insanity. Everything was there- speed coffees, psychedelic chocolates, and magic
mushroom, herbal and cream teas, pills, tabs, and weeds of all varieties with clubbers, ravers,
pub-goers, pimps, prostitutes, and top tunes. In the blink of an eye a prostitute picked up a punter as
the drugs squad ordered coffees and hundreds of people happily skinned up left, right and centre.
You could get sky high by liking the walls and ceiling dry. Read this amazing story of the UK’s first
and longest running Cannabis Coffeeshop and discover how our protagonist MC Ragga defies
conventions to bring his dream of a UK Cannabis coffeeshops to life.
  why do people break the law: The Cincinnati Police-juvenile Attitude Project University
of Cincinnati, 1968
  why do people break the law: People in Society Helen Grant, Stephen Sinclair, 2003 This
extensive Activity and Assessment File supports the Modern Studies Student's Book. Together they
provide complete coverage of Modern Studies at S1 and S2 and match the new 5-14 guidelines for
this subject.
  why do people break the law: An Introduction to Criminological Theory Roger Hopkins
Burke, 2017-11-27 This book provides a comprehensive and up-to-date introduction to criminological
theory for students taking courses in criminology at both undergraduate and postgraduate level.
Building on previous editions, which broadened the debate on criminological theory, this book
presents the latest research and theoretical developments. The text is divided into five parts, the
first three of which address ideal type models of criminal behaviour: the rational actor, predestined
actor and victimized actor models. Within these, the various criminological theories are located
chronologically in the context of one of these different traditions, and the strengths and weaknesses
of each theory and model are clearly identified. The fourth part of the book looks closely at more
recent attempts to integrate theoretical elements from both within and across models of criminal
behaviour, while the fifth part addresses a number of key recent concerns of criminology:
postmodernism, cultural criminology, globalization and communitarianism. All major theoretical
perspectives are considered, including: classical criminology, biological and psychological
positivism, labelling theories, feminist criminology, critical criminology and left realism, social



control theories, the risk society. The new edition also features comprehensive coverage of recent
developments in criminology, including situation action theory, desistance theory, peacemaking
criminology, Loïc Wacquant’s thesis of the penal society, critical race theory and Southern theory.
This revised and expanded fourth edition of An Introduction to Criminological Theory includes
chapter summaries, critical thinking questions, a full glossary of terms and theories and a timeline of
criminological theory, making it essential reading for those studying criminology.
  why do people break the law: Why Do Communities Need Rules? Martha E. H. Rustad, 2020
No matter their size, all communities need rules to keep their members safe, healthy, and happy. A
question-answer format and kid-friendly photos show how both written rules (e.g., traffic laws) and
unwritten rules (e.g., character values such as honesty) help communities grow and thrive. A simple
activity promotes active community participation.
  why do people break the law: The Measurement of Moral Judgement: Volume 2,
Standard Issue Scoring Manual Ann Colby, Lawrence Kohlberg, 1987-09-30 This work was
originally issued as a two-volume set, published in 1987 and 1988. It constitutes a definitive
presentation of the system of classifying moral judgment built up by Lawrence Kolberg and his
associates over a period of twenty years. Researchers in human development and education around
the world, many of whom have worked with interim versions of the system - indeed, all those
seriously interested in understanding the development of moral judgment - will find it a useful and
accessible resource. Volume 2 includes the scoring systems for three alternate, functionally
equivalent forms of Kohlberg's moral judgment interview.
  why do people break the law: The Measurement of Moral Judgment Anne Colby, Lawrence
Kohlberg, Anat Abrahami, John Gibbs, Ann Higgins, 2011-02-17 This volume reviews Kohlberg's
stage theory of classifying moral judgment and issues of reliability and validity are addressed.
  why do people break the law: Why People Cooperate Tom R. Tyler, 2013-02-24 Any
organization's success depends upon the voluntary cooperation of its members. But what motivates
people to cooperate? In Why People Cooperate, Tom Tyler challenges the decades-old notion that
individuals within groups are primarily motivated by their self-interest. Instead, he demonstrates
that human behaviors are influenced by shared attitudes, values, and identities that reflect social
connections rather than material interests. Tyler examines employee cooperation in work
organizations, resident cooperation with legal authorities responsible for social order in
neighborhoods, and citizen cooperation with governmental authorities in political communities. He
demonstrates that the main factors for achieving cooperation are socially driven, rather than
instrumentally based on incentives or sanctions. Because of this, social motivations are critical when
authorities attempt to secure voluntary cooperation from group members. Tyler also explains that
two related aspects of group practices--the use of fair procedures when exercising authority and the
belief by group members that authorities are benevolent and sincere--are crucial to the development
of the attitudes, values, and identities that underlie cooperation. With widespread implications for
the management of organizations, community regulation, and governance, Why People Cooperate
illustrates the vital role that voluntary cooperation plays in the long-standing viability of groups.
  why do people break the law: PSHE and Citizenship Judy Hunter, Sheila Phillips, 2002 For
primary teachers, this book covers the core and foundation subjects for National Curriculum PSHE
and Citizenship courses. The photocopiable activities cover key topics that are linked to the
outcomes identified in the Crick report.
  why do people break the law: Crime Robert D. Crutchfield, 2007-09-13 Designed for
undergraduate criminology courses, this book actively involves students in the literature of the
discipline, presents the field in a format that is accessible, understandable, and enjoyable, and is
edited by well-known scholars who are experienced researchers and teachers. The readings in this
anthology have been very carefully edited and pruned by the Editors so that undergraduate students
can easily read them without getting bogged down or confused and lost in the technical,
methodological details.
  why do people break the law: A People's Curriculum for the Earth Bill Bigelow, Tim



Swinehart, 2014-11-14 A People’s Curriculum for the Earth is a collection of articles, role plays,
simulations, stories, poems, and graphics to help breathe life into teaching about the environmental
crisis. The book features some of the best articles from Rethinking Schools magazine alongside
classroom-friendly readings on climate change, energy, water, food, and pollution—as well as on
people who are working to make things better. A People’s Curriculum for the Earth has the breadth
and depth ofRethinking Globalization: Teaching for Justice in an Unjust World, one of the most
popular books we’ve published. At a time when it’s becoming increasingly obvious that life on Earth
is at risk, here is a resource that helps students see what’s wrong and imagine solutions. Praise for A
People's Curriculum for the Earth To really confront the climate crisis, we need to think differently,
build differently, and teach differently. A People’s Curriculum for the Earth is an educator’s toolkit
for our times. — Naomi Klein, author of The Shock Doctrine and This Changes Everything:
Capitalism vs. the Climate This volume is a marvelous example of justice in ALL facets of our
lives—civil, social, educational, economic, and yes, environmental. Bravo to the Rethinking Schools
team for pulling this collection together and making us think more holistically about what we mean
when we talk about justice. — Gloria Ladson-Billings, Kellner Family Chair in Urban Education,
University of Wisconsin-Madison Bigelow and Swinehart have created a critical resource for today’s
young people about humanity’s responsibility for the Earth. This book can engender the shift in
perspective so needed at this point on the clock of the universe. — Gregory Smith, Professor of
Education, Lewis & Clark College, co-author with David Sobel of Place- and Community-based
Education in Schools
  why do people break the law: Encyclopedia of Criminology J. Mitchell Miller, Richard A.
Wright, 2013-12-17 This three-volume work offers a comprehensive review of the pivotal concepts,
measures, theories, and practices that comprise criminology and criminal justice. No longer just a
subtopic of sociology, criminology has become an independent academic field of study that
incorporates scholarship from numerous disciplines including psychology, political science,
behavioral science, law, economics, public health, family studies, social work, and many others. The
three-volume Encyclopedia of Criminology presents the latest research as well as the traditional
topics which reflect the field's multidisciplinary nature in a single, authoritative reference work.
More than 525 alphabetically arranged entries by the leading authorities in the discipline comprise
this definitive, international resource. The pivotal concepts, measures, theories, and practices of the
field are addressed with an emphasis on comparative criminology and criminal justice. While the
primary focus of the work is on American criminology and contemporary criminal justice in the
United States, extensive global coverage of other nations' justice systems is included, and the
increasing international nature of crime is explored thoroughly. Providing the most up-to-date
scholarship in addition to the traditional theories on criminology, the Encyclopedia of Criminology is
the essential one-stop reference for students and scholars alike to explore the broad expanse of this
multidisciplinary field.
  why do people break the law: Hansard's Parliamentary Debates Great Britain. Parliament,
1884
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