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Question 

Discuss the psychological factors that cause crime 

Answer

Psychological factors of criminal behavior which focus on the psycho-analytic and personality theories specific reference would be made to the relationship between mental disorder and crime. 

Criminal behavior 

Criminal behavior is a function of norms which are discriminative for criminal behavior, the learning of which takes place when such behavior is more highly reinforced than noncriminal behavior. Serious Psychiatric Illness.

Criminal behavior is not, itself, indicative of mental illness. If it were, perhaps it could be treated medically. However, some criminals are motivated to engage in illegal and antisocial behavior by underlying psychiatric conditions, especially those conditions that manifest themselves in symptoms such as lack of impulse control and lack of inhibition, hallucinations and delusions, paranoia, hyper-activity, and inability to concentrate or possession of impaired communication skills. Persons suffering from personality disorders, schizophrenia, bipolar affective disorder, aggression, depression, adjustment disorders, and sexual disorders such as paraphilias are prone to criminal behavior, according to “Psychiatric Illness Associated with Criminality,” by William H. Wilson, MD, and Kathleen A. Trott, MD (www.emedicine.com/med/topic3485.htm). Illegal conduct can also stem from drug- or alcohol-induced psychosis or conditions caused by traumatic brain injury.

It might be easier for such persons to hide their mental illness in the online community, where they don't have to come into physical contact with others, than in the offline world. Cybercrime that is motivated by psychiatric illness can be difficult to investigate and solve, precisely because the criminal's motivations don't seem logical or rational. We can understand why a money-motivated offender commits crimes, even though we don't approve of the behavior. However, we might not be able to easily understand the actions of a mentally ill person. Biological Determinants of Criminality

Criminal behavior can be explained on sociological or anthropological terms or as responding to biological determinants. Criminal behaviors with a psychopathological substratum require a biological layer of explanation through biological mechanisms that involve personality aspects, genetic and hereditary factors, physiological alterations, cerebral damage caused by perinatal insults or head trauma, or acute intoxication.

1. Personality

Some physiological correlates of personality are also related to criminality, especially by individuals with antisocial and psychopathic personalities. Higher thresholds for excitability and higher impulsivity accompanied by lower levels of skin conductance, pulse, and electroencephalographic markers for excitability than found among normal individuals are found among psychopaths which could explain their thrill-seeking behaviors (Hare 1982). Similarly, low pulse has been found to be related to regulatory patterns of inhibitory conduct among adolescents, juvenile delinquents, and those diagnosed with conduct disorders.

2. Cerebral Damage

Neuropsychological tests could demonstrate cerebral damage, but this is best done with imaging. MRI, PET scans, and SPECT examinations have demonstrated frontal lobe damage among extremely violent individuals, serial murderers, and non-psychotic personality disordered persons (Goyer and Semple 1996). Cerebral pathology is related to intermittent explosive disorders, and frontal lobe insults have been associated with levels of impulsivity (Barratt 1987) which in turn have been related to levels of serotonin (Brown et al. 1989).

3. Genetics and Heredity

A familiar component has been described relating antisocial behavior, criminality, and violence, which in turn are related to paternal violence, poverty, single parent families, and rough neighborhoods. These interfamily variation factors, as known in genetic epidemiology, change from family to family but remain constant as a load in one single family. It is not possible, yet, to differentiate within members of a family the quantities that could be attributed to the genetic load (genotype) from that attributed to the environment and that result on a particular form of behavior (phenotype). Link and association studies demonstrate that some genetic disorders such as alcoholism, Gilles de la Tourette syndrome, and the fragile-X syndrome could be related to antisocial behavior and violence (Carey 1994). Furthermore, adoption studies of twins indicate that there exists a genetic relation between antisocial personality and alcoholism (Cadoret et al. 1986).

4. Intoxicating Substances

Toxic substances are common correlates of criminal behavior either ingested voluntarily or through exposure in the environment. The impact of alcohol on infants in utero resulting in fetal alcohol syndrome or intellectual damage suffered by normally born babies exposed to high levels of lead in the environment are well documented. Developmental delays and injuries to the developing brain are risk factors for criminality. Alcohol has a well-known impact on the frontal lobes (Baron and Richardson 1994) which are in charge of inhibitory functions, and on the limbic structures in charge of vegetative and instinctive functions. The effects of alcohol and drugs are well known in forensic psychiatry because of violent crimes including sexual attacks committed while intoxicated and the emergence of dissociative and automatic states of mind (Arboleda-Flórez 1999). Figures bear this relationship, 42 percent of arrested individuals are inebriated and 29 percent are under the effects of drugs at the time of arrest. Furthermore, 57 percent had used drugs within one month prior to their arrest, and 83 percent of inmates in state prisons and 73 percent of those in federal prisons had utilized drugs at some time in their lifetimes (Mumola 1998).

5. Biological Reductionism

Some authors have expressed a concern that biological explanations could lead to a fruitless search for easy solutions to the complexities of crime. They point out that such way of thinking could distort the truth because of the weight paid to biological facts, could raise false hopes for easy solutions, and could engender fears, prejudice, and apprehensions in the population worse than the actual dangers represented by crime (Brain 1984). Myths surrounding biological investigations of crime have retarded the development of this profitable area of research (Stoff and Cairns 1996).

Theories of criminal behavior

Criminal behavior, or offending, is generally defined as any overt or covert law-breaking conduct in a given country or state, punishable upon conviction. The two main broad categories are property crimes (e.g., fraud, theft) and violent crimes (e.g., domestic violence, robbery, homicide, and sex crimes). Other categories of crime include public order crime (e.g., public disturbance, illegal drug use, prostitution) and white-collar crime (i.e., offenses committed by public officials, or offenses against a corporate entity by individuals who are employed by the corporation). The term delinquent behavior (or delinquency) generally refers to offenses committed by adolescents, while the term criminal behavior refers to adult offending. The definition of criminal behavior is limited in that it only makes reference to offenses that are detected by the criminal justice system.

The aforementioned types of criminal behavior can be explained in four dimensions: reckless behavior (e.g., substance use, risky sexual behavior, risky motor vehicle use, gambling, etc.), authority conflict (e.g., at home, at school, etc.), covert delinquency (e.g., theft, fraud, etc.), and overt delinquency (e.g., violence, vandalism, etc.). In turn, the covariation among these four factors can be explained by a general factor or dimension, which is referred to as general deviance or antisocial syndrome (Le Blanc, 2009). The distinction between different forms of antisocial behavior is important for developmental criminology, due to the potentially distinct etiologies underlying these different behaviors (Tackett, Krueger, Iacono, & McGue, 2005) and the fact that their development may closely interact across the life course (Le Blanc, 2012).

Domestic violence does not only—or even mostly—consist of acts of physical violence, although these are often present. It includes psychological and emotional tactics, including threats, isolation, and undermining of self-confidence. The severity of its impacts center on the common operation of fear, terror, and control (e.g., Stark, 2007). Domestic violence is a widespread and everyday phenomenon in higher- and lower-income countries alike that appears to cut across boundaries of class, age, ethnicity, and sexual orientation (McCue, 2008). A review of European studies suggests that around one in four women experience domestic violence over their lifetimes, and 6%–10% in any given year (Council of Europe, 2002). Men make up 10%–30% of victims of domestic violence (Hester, 2009; Walby & Allen, 2004). Domestic violence is marked by its repeated and long-term nature, and is a social issue that has serious consequences for the physical and mental health of those who experience it; it is a major cause of family breakup, affects patterns of housing and income, and has far-reaching implications for the well-being, social, and emotional development of children’s mental health (Abrahams, 2010; Hester et al., 2006).

Biological and trait theories

There are two major categories of theories: biological and trait theories. Biological factors include brain functioning (Séguin, Pinsonneault, & Parent, 2015), neurotransmitters, physiological arousal, neurotoxins, genetic influences, and gene–environment interactions (Beaver, Schwartz, & Gajos, 2015). Raine (2013) proposed that genes influence brain structure and brain structures influence violence. According to Loeber and Pardini (2008), the relationship between biological factors and violence is not always direct. These authors suggest that the impact of biological factors on violence is mediated by personality traits, such as anger and impulsivity (e.g., Blair, 2012).

The trait approach to offending postulates that individual differences originate in childhood, that there is relatively a high stability of behaviors over time, and that individual differences are fairly stable over time. According to Loeber, Byrd, and Farrington (2015), individual differences in violence may be initially modest, then increase and later decline over time. What is less clear is the extent of decline along the age–crime trajectory, whether the decline reflects the influence of other factors, such as the growth of internal controls and the decrease of impulsivity and sensation seeking, and how these changes are associated to changes in brain function. According to Loeber and Farrington (2012), changes in internal controls across time can be attributed to more mature judgment, better decision making, better executive functioning, reasoned abstract thinking and planning, better impulse control and consideration of legal consequences, better emotion and self-regulation, less susceptibility to peer influences, and avoidance of self-harm. Monahan, Steinberg, and Cauffman (2009) suggested that increase of self-control during adolescence may explain desistance from delinquent behavior. Desistence from offending cannot be explained solely on a biological basis (Kazemian, 2015a).

Personality theories of criminal behavior Psychological, and particularly trait, theories are generally known as propensity theories in criminology. There are three kinds of theories suggesting a connection between personality traits and criminal aggressive behavior (CAB). First, there are those postulating that personality traits are essentially descriptive factors (i.e., they are covariates that correlate with antisocial behavior, or differentiate criminals and noncriminals). Second, there are theories positing that personality traits can influence the decision about and perpetration of crimes. Third, there are theories suggesting that early dispositions (temperament or personality traits) have a causal or explanatory contribution, either direct or indirect, in increasing the risk of CAB onset. For these theories, personality traits are risk factors, not simply covariates. Agnew (2005) suggested that two broad personality traits are important factors related to antisocial involvement, namely low self-control and high irritability (or anger). Lahey and Waldman (2003) also proposed a developmental propensity model to explain the onset of CAB. The authors suggested that high negative emotionality and daring (boldness, thrill seeking, and recklessness) and low prosociality (helpfulness, sympathy for others) during childhood increase the risk of developing later antisocial behavior. DeLisi and Vaughn (2014) proposed that children with low effortful control and high negative emotionality are at higher risk for developing a perpetual pathway of antisocial behavior.

Eysenck (1996) also proposed a criminological theory in which personality traits play a central role. He proposed that individuals inherit predispositions to behave or react in predictable ways under specific environmental conditions. According to Eysenck, individuals high on the scale of extraversion, neuroticism, andpsychoticism (which should arguably have been labeled disinhibition or psychopathy) are more likely to commit crimes.

Psychopathy theory is important for understanding the connections between personality traits and CAB (DeLisi, 2009; Lynam & Derefinko, 2006). Psychopathy is a complex construct encompassing an individual’s personality characteristics. For example, factor analyses of Hare’s (2003) Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R) items suggested four correlated factors, namely (1) interpersonal functioning (narcissism, Machiavellianism), (2) affective functioning (callousness, unemotionality), (3) impulsive lifestyle (impulsivity, stimulation seeking), and (4) antisocial behavior (past and current). The first three factors are clearly related to personality traits (Lynam & Derefinko, 2006).

The personal, interpersonal, and community-reinforcement (PIC-R) theory was developed specifically to explain criminal behavior. It integrates control and learning perspectives while giving attention to the strongest predictors of criminal behavior. Central to the PIC-R theory are the major four predictors of criminal behavior: antisocial attitudes, antisocial associates, antisocial personality, and a history of antisocial behavior. One can see the link between this theory and others in some of these predictors.
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