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Week Five Paper: Essay
Introduction

This essay explores the influence of two prominent criminological theories—Conflict
Theory and Behavioral Theory—on developing police patrol procedures and other crime
prevention strategies. Conflict Theory, rooted in the works of Karl Marx and expanded by
criminologists like Richard Quinney and William Chambliss, examines how societal power
dynamics and economic inequalities contribute to criminal behavior and influence the creation
and enforcement of laws—behavioral Theory, derived from the principles of psychology and
emphasized by scholars such as B.F. Skinner and Albert Bandura focus on learning and
reinforcing behavior through interactions with the environment.

By comparing and contrasting these theories, we can better understand how theoretical
frameworks in criminology inform practical approaches in law enforcement. Conflict Theory
suggests that police patrols are tools for maintaining social order and controlling marginalized
groups. At the same time, Behavioral Theory emphasizes modifying environmental factors to
reinforce pro-social behaviors and deter criminal activities. This essay aims to analyze how these
theories have shaped policing strategies, assess their effectiveness, and discuss the broader
implications for crime prevention. Understanding these perspectives allows for developing more
nuanced and comprehensive approaches to policing and public safety, ultimately contributing to
more just and effective crime prevention policies.

Conflict Theory: An Overview

Conflict Theory, rooted in the works of Karl Marx, views society through the lens of

social conflict and posits that crime arises from the inherent inequalities and power struggles

between different social classes. According to this theory, society is structured to benefit the
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ruling class at the expense of the lower classes. It emphasizes that laws and criminal justice
systems are not neutral or impartial but tools used by the ruling class to control and oppress the
lower classes (Albertus, 2020). The primary assumption of Conflict Theory is that crime results
from social and economic inequalities and that the law is inherently biased in favor of the
powerful.

Key proponents of Conflict Theory in criminology include Richard Quinney and William
Chambliss. Quinney's "The Social Reality of Crime" theory argues that crime is a social
construct defined by those in power to maintain dominance (Albertus, 2020). He suggests that
the ruling class's interests determine criminal behavior and that laws are created to protect those
interests. This perspective highlights how the definition of crime can be manipulated to serve the
needs of the powerful while criminalizing the behaviors of the less powerful.

William Chambliss's work on the "Law of Vagrancy" further illustrates how laws are
designed to serve the ruling class's interests, often at the expense of the disadvantaged.
Chambliss demonstrated how vagrancy laws in medieval England were used to control the
movement and labor of people with low incomes, ensuring a steady supply of cheap labor for the
ruling elite (Howard & Gibson, 2023). This historical example underscores the idea that laws are
not created for the general good but to maintain the existing power structure.

Conflict Theory suggests that crime prevention should address social inequalities and
injustices. It argues for systemic changes that reduce economic disparities, improve social
welfare, and ensure equal access to resources and opportunities (Howard & Gibson, 2023).
According to this theory, efforts to prevent crime should not solely focus on punishing individual
offenders but should also aim to dismantle the structural inequalities contributing to criminal

behavior. By addressing the root causes of crime, such as poverty, lack of education, and limited
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access to social services, Conflict Theory advocates for a more equitable and just society where
the underlying conditions that foster crime are significantly reduced (Kazansky, 2020).

Behavioral Theory: An Overview

Behavioral Theory, in contrast to Conflict Theory, is rooted in the principles of
psychology and focuses on observable behaviors. This theory posits that all behaviors, including
criminal behaviors, are learned through environmental interactions. The theory suggests that
individuals are not inherently predisposed to criminality but acquire criminal behaviors through
learning from their surroundings (Hayden, 2022). Critical concepts in Behavioral Theory include
conditioning, reinforcement, and modeling. Conditioning involves learning through association,
while reinforcement and punishment increase or decrease the likelihood of a behavior being
repeated. Modeling involves learning by observing and imitating the behavior of others.

Key proponents of Behavioral Theory in criminology include B.F. Skinner and Albert
Bandura. Skinner's operant conditioning theory highlights the role of reinforcement and
punishment in shaping behavior. According to Skinner, behaviors followed by positive outcomes
are likely to be repeated, whereas behaviors followed by adverse outcomes are less likely to be
repeated (Rachmad, 2024). This concept of operant conditioning explains how behaviors can be
encouraged or discouraged through systematic reinforcement or punishment.

Albert Bandura's Social Learning Theory expands on these ideas by emphasizing the
importance of observational learning. Bandura demonstrated through his famous Bobo doll
experiment that individuals, especially children, learn behaviors by observing others and the
consequences of those behaviors (Conner, 2020). According to Bandura, people can learn new

behaviors by watching others without directly experiencing reinforcement or punishment. This
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concept underscores the significant impact that role models, peers, media, and societal norms can
have on behavior.

Behavioral Theory suggests that crime prevention should focus on modifying
environmental factors that reinforce criminal behavior. This can be achieved through strategies
such as positive reinforcement for pro-social behaviors, effective punishment for criminal
behaviors, and modeling desirable behaviors through community programs and media (Howard
& Gibson, 2023). For example, community programs that reward positive behavior, such as
academic achievement or community service, can reinforce pro-social behaviors and reduce the
likelihood of criminal activity. Similarly, effective and fair punishment for criminal behaviors
can deter individuals from engaging in illegal activities.

Moreover, media campaigns and public education programs that showcase positive role
models and promote pro-social values can help shape behavior through observational learning
(Hayden, 2022)Such initiatives can influence individuals to adopt more positive behaviors by
highlighting the benefits of lawful behavior and the consequences of criminal activity.

In conclusion, Behavioral Theory provides a framework for understanding how criminal
behaviors are learned and maintained through environmental interactions. By focusing on the
mechanisms of learning and reinforcement, this theory offers practical strategies for crime
prevention that involve modifying ecological factors to promote pro-social behaviors and
discourage criminal activities.

Comparison of Conflict Theory and Behavioral Theory

While Conflict Theory and Behavioral Theory offer valuable insights into the causes of

crime, they differ significantly in their assumptions and focus areas.

Assumptions and Focus Areas
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Conflict Theory views crime as a social construct resulting from economic and social
inequalities, positing that crime arises from the inherent disparities between different social
classes. This theory emphasizes the role of power dynamics and the ruling class's interests in
defining what constitutes crime (Howard & Gibson, 2023). According to Conflict Theory, laws
are created and enforced to protect the interests of the powerful while oppressing the lower
classes. This perspective suggests that crime is not an objective phenomenon but is constructed
based on what the ruling class considers threatening to their interests. For instance, activities that
threaten property or economic stability are often criminalized, while white-collar crimes
committed by the powerful may be overlooked or lightly punished. Conflict Theory highlights
how the criminal justice system serves as a mechanism of social control, maintaining the status
quo by disproportionately targeting marginalized groups and reinforcing social hierarchies
(Kazansky, 2020).

In contrast, Behavioral Theory views crime as a learned behavior influenced by
environmental factors and individual experiences. This theory focuses on observable behaviors
and the learning and reinforcement processes, arguing that criminal behavior is not inherent but
acquired through environmental interaction (Hayden, 2022). Behavioral Theory posits that
individuals learn behaviors through conditioning, reinforcement, and modeling. For example, if a
person grows up in an environment where criminal behavior is rewarded or goes unpunished,
they are likelier to engage in similar behavior. This theory underscores the importance of
external stimuli in shaping behavior, suggesting that changes in the environment can lead to
changes in behavior. Behavioral Theory also emphasizes the role of social learning, where

individuals imitate behaviors observed in others, especially if those behaviors appear to have
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positive outcomes. This perspective highlights the potential for crime prevention through
environmental modification and behavior reinforcement strategies.

Approach to Crime Causation and Prevention

Conflict Theory argues that to prevent crime, society must address the root causes of
social and economic inequalities. This involves implementing systemic changes such as wealth
redistribution, social welfare programs, and policies that promote social justice. According to
Conflict Theory, reducing economic disparities and ensuring equal access to resources and
opportunities are essential for addressing the conditions that foster criminal behavior (Howard &
Gibson, 2023). For instance, providing quality education, affordable housing, and healthcare can
mitigate the factors contributing to crime. Conflict Theory also advocates for legal reforms that
eliminate biases in the criminal justice system and promote fairness and equality. By addressing
structural inequalities, Conflict Theory suggests that society can create conditions that reduce the
likelihood of criminal behavior and promote social harmony (Kazansky, 2020)This approach
emphasizes the need for collective action and policy interventions to create a more just and
equitable society and reduce the social tensions that lead to crime.

Behavioral Theory, on the other hand, suggests that crime prevention should focus on
modifying environmental factors and behaviors. This can be achieved through community-based
programs, positive reinforcement, and punishment to deter criminal behaviors. Behavioral
Theory advocates for interventions that change the environmental stimuli influencing behavior.
For example, community programs that offer positive reinforcement for pro-social behaviors,
such as rewards for academic achievement or participation in community service, can encourage
individuals to engage in lawful activities (Howard & Gibson, 2023). Effective punishment for

criminal behaviors can deter individuals from engaging in such activities when applied
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consistently and fairly. Behavioral Theory also supports modeling desirable behaviors through

community programs and media, where individuals can observe and imitate positive behaviors.
By altering the environmental factors that influence behavior, Behavioral Theory suggests that

society can reduce the incidence of criminal behavior and promote positive social outcomes.

Explanatory Power

Conflict Theory provides a macro-level crime analysis, focusing on societal structures
and power dynamics. It explains how laws and criminal justice systems perpetuate inequalities
and control marginalized groups. Conflict Theory examines the broader social context in which
crime occurs, highlighting how economic and social disparities influence the distribution of
power and the creation of laws. This theory suggests that crime reflects society's broader social
conflicts and power struggles. By examining the role of economic inequality, political power, and
social control, Conflict Theory provides insights into how the criminal justice system reinforces
the interests of the powerful and maintains social order. This macro-level perspective helps to
understand the systemic nature of crime and the need for structural changes to address its root
causes. Conflict Theory's emphasis on social context and power relations offers a comprehensive
framework for analyzing the social dynamics contributing to criminal behavior.

Behavioral Theory provides a micro-level analysis, focusing on individual behaviors and
the processes through which they are learned and reinforced (Hayden, 2022). It explains how
specific behaviors are acquired and maintained through environmental interactions. Behavioral
Theory examines the mechanisms of learning and behavior modification, emphasizing the role of
conditioning, reinforcement, and modeling in shaping behavior. This theory suggests that
criminal behavior results from learned responses to environmental stimuli and can be changed

through behavioral interventions (Howard & Gibson, 2023). Behavioral Theory provides
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practical behavior modification and crime prevention strategies by focusing on observable

behaviors and learning processes. This micro-level perspective helps to understand the

immediate factors influencing individual behavior and offers targeted interventions to address

criminal behavior. Behavioral Theory's emphasis on learning processes and environmental

influences provides a detailed framework for understanding how behaviors are acquired and

maintained and how they can be altered through systematic interventions (Rachmad, 2024).
Influence of Conflict Theory on Police Patrol Procedures

Conflict Theory has significantly influenced the development of police patrol procedures
by emphasizing the role of law enforcement in maintaining social order and exerting control over
marginalized groups. According to Conflict Theory, police patrols are not merely a mechanism
for preventing and responding to crime but also serve as tools of social control employed by the
ruling class to sustain the existing power dynamics and social hierarchies (Howard & Gibson,
2023). This perspective suggests that police practices are often designed to target disadvantaged
communities more intensively, thereby reinforcing social inequalities and perpetuating the status
quo.

In practice, this can be seen in the implementation of patrol strategies that focus
disproportionately on low-income neighborhoods and communities of color. These areas are
often subjected to higher levels of surveillance and more frequent stops, searches, and arrests.
Such practices can lead to a cycle of criminalization and marginalization, where individuals in
these communities are more likely to be labeled as criminals and less likely to trust law
enforcement. Policies like stop-and-frisk and zero-tolerance policing are often justified as
necessary for maintaining public safety. However, according to conflict theory, they primarily

control populations perceived as threats to social order.
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This focus on marginalized groups underscores the broader implications of Conflict
Theory in understanding the role of law enforcement in society. It highlights the need for
critically examining policing practices and policies, advocating for reforms that address the root
causes of social inequality rather than simply reinforcing them. By drawing attention to how
police patrol procedures can perpetuate social inequities, Conflict Theory provides a framework
for advocating for more equitable and just law enforcement practices.

Examples of Patrol Strategies Influenced by Conflict Theory

Targeted Policing in High-Crime Areas: Conflict Theory suggests that police patrols
often focus on high-crime areas, typically disadvantaged neighborhoods. This targeted policing
can increase these communities' surveillance and control, reinforcing social inequalities.

Stop-and-frisk policies involve stopping and searching individuals suspected of carrying
weapons or contraband and are often justified as crime prevention measures. However, Conflict
Theory argues that they disproportionately target minority and low-income communities,
perpetuating discrimination and social control.

Impact on Crime Prevention

While targeted policing and stop-and-frisk policies may lead to short-term reductions in
crime rates, they can also result in negative consequences such as increased mistrust of law
enforcement, social alienation, and further marginalization of disadvantaged communities.
Conflict Theory emphasizes that sustainable crime prevention requires addressing the underlying
social and economic inequalities that drive criminal behavior.

Influence of Behavioral Theory on Police Patrol Procedures

Behavioral Theory has influenced the development of police patrol procedures by

emphasizing the importance of modifying environmental factors and behaviors to prevent crime.
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This theory advocates for strategies that reinforce pro-social behaviors and deter criminal
behaviors through positive reinforcement and punishment (Conner, 2020).

Examples of Patrol Strategies Influenced by Behavioral Theory

Community Policing: This strategy involves building positive relationships between
police officers and community members. By fostering trust and cooperation, police can reinforce
pro-social behaviors and encourage community members to participate actively in crime
prevention.

Problem-Oriented Policing: This approach focuses on identifying and addressing the
underlying causes of specific crime problems. Police officers work with community members
and other stakeholders to develop targeted interventions that modify environmental factors and
reduce opportunities for criminal behavior.

Impact on Crime Prevention

Community policing and problem-oriented policing effectively reduce crime rates and
improve community relations. By focusing on positive reinforcement and addressing the root
causes of crime, these strategies align with the principles of Behavioral Theory and promote
long-term crime prevention.

Strengths and Weaknesses

Conflict Theory provides valuable insights into the systemic causes of crime and the role
of social inequalities in driving criminal behavior. However, its focus on macro-level analysis
can sometimes need to pay more attention to the importance of individual behaviors and
environmental factors. Behavioral Theory, on the other hand, offers practical strategies for

modifying behaviors and environmental factors to prevent crime (Rachmad, 2024). However, it



CMRJ 501 WEEK 5 PAPER 12

may not fully address the broader social and economic inequalities contributing to criminal
behavior.

Evidence and Case Studies

Conflict Theory: Studies have shown that targeted policing and stop-and-frisk policies
can reduce crime rates in the short term. However, these strategies often result in negative social
consequences such as increased mistrust of law enforcement and further marginalization of
disadvantaged communities. For example, a study by the New York Civil Liberties Union found
that stop-and-frisk policies disproportionately targeted minority communities and did not
significantly reduce crime rates in the long term.

Behavioral Theory: Research has demonstrated the effectiveness of community and
problem-oriented policing in reducing crime rates and improving community relations (Conner,
2020). For example, a study by the National Institute of Justice found that community policing
initiatives in cities such as Chicago and San Diego significantly reduced crime rates and
increased community trust in law enforcement.

Conclusion

In conclusion, both Conflict Theory and Behavioral Theory offer valuable insights into
the causes of crime and the development of police patrol procedures. Conflict Theory highlights
the role of social inequalities and power dynamics in driving criminal behavior and emphasizes
the need for systemic changes to address these issues. Behavioral Theory focuses on modifying
environmental factors and behaviors to prevent crime and advocates for strategies such as
community policing and problem-oriented policing.

By comparing and contrasting these theories, we can better understand how theoretical

frameworks in criminology inform practical approaches in law enforcement. While each theory
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has strengths and weaknesses, both contribute to developing comprehensive and effective crime
prevention strategies. Understanding these theoretical perspectives is essential for developing

informed, balanced, evidence-based approaches to policing and crime prevention.
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