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CHAPTER ONE

Social network analysis and criminology

1.1 Introduction

This study employs a network analytical approach to examine co-offending.
The aim is to test whether a network perspective can provide new
approaches and fresh insights into the character of juvenile crime in a met-
ropolitan area.

The most fundamental difference between traditional social science and
research which employs a network perspective is that network analysis stip-
ulates the existence of observable relationships among the objects under
study. Over the past few decades, social network analysis has become an
increasingly common approach within the social sciences in general.1 It is
still employed only rarely in criminological studies,2 however, despite the
fact that clear parallels exist between a network perspective and many
aspects of criminological thought.

Many of the classics of criminological literature contained formulations
consistent with the use of a social network perspective long before this
approach became popular within social science. Shaw and McKay (1942),
for example, in their Juvenile Delinquency and Urban Areas state that ‘delin-
quent boys in these areas have contact not only with other delinquents who
are their contemporaries but also with older offenders, who in turn had
contact with delinquents preceding them, and so on . . . This contact means
that the traditions of delinquency can be and are transmitted down through
successive generations of boys, in much the same way that language and
other social forms are transmitted’ (Shaw and McKay 1942: 174).

It is well established that juvenile crime is to a large extent a group phe-
nomenon. Young people often commit offences with members of their peer
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group (see for example Breckinridge and Abbot 1917; Shaw and McKay
1931, 1942; Sveri 1960; Short and Strodtbeck 1965; Klein and Crawford
1967; Gold 1970; Hood and Sparks 1970; Elliott, Huizinga and Ageton 1985;
Sarnecki 1986; Short 1998a; Reiss and Farrington 1991).3 We know too that
delinquent juveniles often have friends who have themselves committed
several offences.4

In an ‘everyday’ sense, social ties among criminally active young people
are seen as a means whereby the young people in question exert an influ-
ence over one another to commit offences. Many parents express concern
about the possibility that their teenagers may fall into ‘bad company’, for
example.

In the scientific community too, the group-related characteristics of juve-
nile crime are often seen in causal terms. This is particularly true of learn-
ing and neutralisation theories such as those presented by Sutherland,
Akers and Matza (Sutherland 1939; Matza 1964; Sutherland, Cressey and
Luckenbill 1992; Akers 1998).

At the same time, we might also claim that all those theories which asso-
ciate crime with a working class, or perhaps a more generally lower-class
culture, or with different forms of subculture (e.g. Cohen 1955; Miller 1958;
Cloward and Ohlin 1960; Ferrell and Sanders 1995) as well as the research
tradition that has grown up around the American ‘gang’ (e.g. Thrasher
1927; Short and Strodtbeck 1965; Klein 1971, 1995), all stipulate the exis-
tence of a mechanism which both facilitates the spread of norms and values
conducive to the commission of crime, and enables individuals to exert
influence over one another. Even though the representatives of these tradi-
tions do not usually discuss how the process might operate in practice,5

research of this kind requires an assumption about the existence of such a
mechanism. Cohen, for instance, writes: ‘The crucial condition for the
emergence of new cultural forms is the existence, in effective interaction
with one another, of a number of actors with similar problems of adjust-
ment’ (Cohen 1955: 59).

The most widespread view of the effect on crime of friendships among
young people however is that having criminally active friends is one of several
factors which increase the likelihood that an individual will commit
offences.6 The view expressed by Loeber and Farrington in this regard
seems to be fairly typical. In summing up the most reliable predictors of
serious and violent offending in youths aged between 12 and 14, they
mention a ‘lack of strong social ties, antisocial peers, non-serious delinquent
acts, poor school attitude and performance and psychological conditions
such as impulsivity’ (Loeber and Farrington 1998: xxii). Associating with
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antisocial peers is also mentioned as being among the strongest predictors
of serious and violent offending among those aged between 6 and 11 years.

Like any other social activity then, delinquency can be explained, at least
in part, with reference to the relationships an individual establishes with
others. And it is just this quality that makes the network perspective so
potentially useful in the analysis of crime.

The following section takes up the question of why studies focusing on
relationships between delinquent juveniles may be more relevant in the
context of modern society than they were in the past. Following on from this
general discussion, the basic principles of social network analysis are briefly
introduced, and the relevance of the network approach for a number of the
classical criminological perspectives is explained.

1.2 Changes in the social significance of the juvenile peer group

As has been mentioned, the central axiom of network analysis, namely that
the propensity to commit criminal offences is affected by an individual’s
social relations, is compatible with most of the central criminological per-
spectives specified above. The social relations that constitute the principal
focus for the current study are those existing between young delinquents
and their peers. It is my contention that relations among youths and their
peers are of considerably greater significance in the context of modern
society than they have been before and, this being the case, it is important
that such relations become the focus of serious research.

There is much to suggest that the changes witnessed by western society
during this last century have increased the peer group’s influence on the
behaviour of young people, at the expense of the influence previously
exerted by adults (Sarnecki 1997). The reasons underlying this change are
to be sought in the social changes common to late industrial societies, which
have led to the exclusion of young people from the labour force and the
prolongation of their stay in the education system.

The introduction of compulsory education was in the first instance
intended to compensate a shortfall in control which young people were
experiencing at the time as a result of their new position in society
(Bauman, 1992). This process then continued with the vigorous expansion
of both school education (which in most western countries today lasts for
at least twelve years) and other institutions such as the social services, the
police, organised leisure-time activities for young people and so on. At the
same time, the control over young people exerted by the family, the work
environment and the neighbourhood has become less important. The type
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of formal social control exercised by authorities, however, has not been
able to compensate for the reduced levels of informal control which
resulted from the transition to new forms of production, urbanisation and
so forth.

During the 1960s and 1970s this process was on the whole regarded as a
positive development, since it was seen to have freed youth from the oppres-
sion of patriarchal society. Today the negative aspects of the process are
more often those that receive the attention of social commentators, not least
the low level of social control to which young people are exposed, and their
lack of integration into mainstream society (Sarnecki 1997).

Many criminologists (e.g.; Clarke and Cornish 1983; von Hofer 1985; von
Hofer and Tham 2000) feel that during the twentieth century the economic
developments witnessed by the western world have increased opportunities
for crime and thus led to an increase in the crime level itself. Such changes
in the criminal opportunity structure cannot by themselves explain why the
delinquency of young people has increased more than that of other age
groups in most western countries, however. In my opinion (Sarnecki 1997)
the remarkable increase in the delinquency of young people7 seen in the
West is related not only to the increase in criminal opportunities but also to
the way that the vertical ties linking youths and adults have been weakened,
whilst the horizontal ties linking young people to their peers have become
stronger. Two visible results of this process have been the reduction in the
control of youth exercised by parents and the emergence of the many so
called ‘youth cultures’ so characteristic of the second half of the twentieth
century. Young people today, excluded from the labour force and lacking
the firm control exercised over earlier generations by adult society, have
considerably more opportunity to participate in youth cultures which are
often oppositional in terms of the mainstream culture.

There is thus good reason to believe that the altered position of young
people in modern society has meant that they have to some extent been able
to free themselves from the control (and probably also from the oppres-
sion) of the adult establishment, and have at the same time been given
much more space in which to establish and develop relations with members
of their peer group. This situation is described in the following somewhat
uncompromising terms by Dishion et al: ‘. . . we have become a society where
many children are essentially raised by peers’ (1995: 821).

This is probably one of the macro-level factors underlying the observed
increase in delinquency among youths in a large part of the western world.
Against this background, I believe that micro-level studies of the social ties
between young people are of particular interest for criminologists.
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1.3 Network analysis and criminological theory

1.3.1 The network perspective
Since the network perspective remains relatively unknown within criminol-
ogy, what follows is a short presentation of some of the concepts basic to this
field of enquiry.

Stated simply, social network analysis looks at relations between social units
(individuals or organisations), the patterns displayed by such relations and
also at their implications (Wasserman and Faust 1994: 6). One of the most
important tasks of network analysis is to attempt to explain, at least in part, the
behaviour of the elements in a network by studying specific properties of the
relations between these elements. Elements (in the context of this study, indi-
viduals) which are found to be close to one another (physically or socially) and
which interact are generally assumed to affect one another’s behaviour. It
should be stressed, however, that ‘face-to-face’ encounters are not essential for
this inter-individual influence to work, nor is it necessary that the interactions
are intended to exert such influence (Marsden and Friedkin 1994).

Theories and empirical studies in this field appear to have developed in
parallel and to some degree independently of one another in several differ-
ent areas within social science. According to Borell and Johansson (1996)
and Wasserman and Faust (1994) two different approaches are to be found
behind the origins of the network perspective: the social-psychological and
the anthropological.8

Barnes (1954) is widely held to be the first to have used the concept ‘social
network’, but the research tradition in this area stretches back a good deal
further than this. The network approach was first used in social-psycholog-
ical research around the 1920s and 1930s, when the first sociograms were
drawn up (Moreno 1934). Sociograms were used primarily to study relation-
ships between individuals in a group, often a class of school children. The
sociograms made it possible to see which of the pupils enjoyed the greatest
popularity in a class, for example, and which of them were completely
lacking in social contacts.

Sociometric techniques have also been used on occasion in the field of
criminology (by among others Yablonsky 1962, Short and Strodtback 1965,
Klein and Crawford 1967, and Sarnecki 1986). Klein and Crawford, for
example, used this method to study how often the members of a thirty-
strong Los Angeles gang had contact with one another in the space of a six-
month period.

With time, analyses of this type were allowed to evolve thanks to the intro-
duction of directed graphs (Cartwright and Harary 1956). Sociometric
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analyses could now differentiate among types of relation and the direction
in which the relations went. Relations can thus be either reciprocal, such as
when two individuals commit an offence together, or one-way, such as when
one individual victimises another without provocation.

The introduction of directed graphs paved the way for the use of network
analysis in epidemiological research, looking at different stages in the
spread of disease. And it was soon realised that this type of scientific tool
could be used to study much more than just the spread of illness. The
method was also suitable for the study of the diffusion of different types of
ideas and social behaviours. Coleman, Katz and Menzel (1957, 1966), for
example, used this method to examine how attitudes to the use of new med-
icines are spread among doctors.9 They found that informal networks were
decisive, especially to begin with while there still existed a great deal of
uncertainty as to the new medication’s usefulness.

The other social-psychological approach that contributed to the develop-
ment of network analysis originated during the 1930s and 1940s primarily
at Harvard University, where different aspects of ‘informal relations’ in large
systems were being studied (Scott 1991: 16). Among the research produced
by this tradition, we find the classic study of the Hawthorn Western Electric
Company in Chicago (Roethlisberger and Dickson 1934), which pointed to
the significance of patterns of informal organisation in a workplace. For
Scott, this was the first study to use the sociogram to describe ‘actual rela-
tions observed in real situations’ (Scott 1991: 18).

The anthropological tradition of network analysis has its origins in a
group of researchers working at Manchester University during the 1950s.
One of the names emerging from this tradition is Barnes (1954), referred
to above, who produced the first scientific definition of the network concept
in connection with his field study of a fishing community on a Norwegian
island. Barnes describes the small Norwegian village in terms of the rela-
tions among the people living there. Each of the inhabitants in the village
had contacts with a number of other people, who in turn had contacts with
still others. One of the study’s important discoveries was that the social net-
works found in the village had no obvious organisation and no clear leader-
ship structure.

Another anthropologist active within this tradition was Bott (1955), who
examined families in metropolitan areas and their contact networks. Bott’s
results showed that ‘external networks’ affected relationships within the
family.

Mitchell (1969) was an important figure in the evolution of the anthro-
pological network analytical tradition. Mitchell saw society as an enormous
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network of interpersonal relations. He felt that research should be focused
on the study of the partial networks that together make up the complete
societal network. The choice of which of these partial networks to study
could be based either on individuals, whose personal (ego-centred) net-
works could then be examined, or on networks which served special func-
tions, such as the relations within the extended family, between business
contacts, friendship ties or other similar examples. In the present study,
both of these options are employed. In some instances, the personal net-
works of actively delinquent individuals are examined, whilst at other times
the focus shifts to complete networks comprising all directly or indirectly
connected co-offenders.

Mitchell also introduced a number of concepts that are now common-
place in network analytical studies, and some of these will be used here. He
made a distinction between two types of network characteristic:

morphological characteristics, which refer to the patterning of relations in 
the network, such as anchorage, the person or persons who constitute
the centre of a network, reachability, the extent to which an individual
can be contacted by others in the network either by direct links, for
example, or via mediating others, density, the number of links that are
actually present in a network compared to the maximum possible
number of links if all network members were maximally connected to
one another and range, the number of persons to whom a certain indi-
vidual is linked.

interactional characteristics which refer to the nature of the relations, such 
as the content of the interactions (e.g. family, friendship or co-offend-
ing), the direction of the interaction (one-way or reciprocal), durability
(how long the relation lasts) intensity and frequency.

The anthropological tradition within network analysis has focused much of
its attention on personal (ego-centred) networks. One study using this
approach is that of Granovetter (1974) which examines the ways in which
educated men from a suburb of Boston find themselves jobs. The study shows
that information relating to job opportunities is gleaned not in the first
instance through close relations such as those with family and close friends,
but rather through the considerably weaker ties formed in the course of one’s
working life. Another classic study of personal networks focused on women
looking to obtain an illegal abortion (Lee 1969). In this instance it was found
that women found abortionists through contacts with female friends of the
same age. In order to find subjects for the study, Lees used similar techniques
to those employed by the women to find an abortionist.10
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Over the last few decades, the use of network analysis has spread to many
other areas. This diffusion has been made possible by, amongst other things,
the development of statistical methods with special relevance for the treat-
ment of network data (see for example Frank 1991; Frank and Nowicki
1993; Wasserman and Faust 1994).

One area where the network approach is widely used today is in the treat-
ment of individuals with various kinds of social and psychological distur-
bances. Network therapy is now an established form of treatment employed
by both social workers and psychiatrists (e.g. Svedhem (ed.) 1985, and
Svedhem 1991).

The network perspective is today firmly established within sociological,
anthropological and economic thought. In sociological research, for
example, the concept of social mechanisms (Hedström and Swedberg
1998) builds to a large extent on such social phenomena as diffusion and
other factors affecting collective behaviour. Even though criminological
thought seldom takes account of group behaviour, criminological theory
does contain a number of perspectives that can be said to employ a network
approach to the analysis of crime. These theoretical perspectives, as men-
tioned above, see the causes of crime as partially or completely associated
with the individual’s ties to different types of social network. The following
sections discuss the network analytical aspects of a number of the classic
criminological theories.

1.3.2 Differential association
Of the classic criminological theories, Sutherland’s theory of differential
association (Sutherland 1939 and 1947; Sutherland, Cressey and Luckenbill
1992) is perhaps the one that is closest to modern network analytical
thought.

As we know, Sutherland is of the opinion that criminality, just like other
forms of behaviour, is learned during interaction with other individuals,
principally within primary groups. The learning process applies not only to
the techniques necessary for the commission of offences but also to such
aspects of offending as motivation, attitudes to crime, values and also to ways
of rationalising what has happened. According to Sutherland, ‘A person
becomes delinquent because of an excess of definitions favourable to viola-
tion of law over definitions unfavourable to violation of law’ (Sutherland,
Cressey and Luckenbill 1992: 89). These definitions are learned primarily
in the course of contacts with other individuals. In western society
(Sutherland refers to the situation in America) one always has relations both
to individuals who feel that legal norms should be adhered to uncondition-
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ally and to individuals who feel that non-compliance with such norms is
more acceptable. It is this variety of relational content that Sutherland refers
to as differential association. He writes: ‘Differential associations may vary
in frequency, duration, priority and intensity’ (Sutherland, Cressey and
Luckenbill 1992: 89).

These characteristics of Sutherland’s conceptualisation of differential
association correspond well with the interactional characteristics ascribed to
the links between network members by Mitchell (1969), who wrote that such
links can vary in durability, intensity and frequency.

As I have argued, we can assume that in modern western society, it is prin-
cipally the peer group, made up of friends of the same age (and slightly
older), that contains models for deviant or delinquent behaviour in young
people. Seen from this perspective, membership in a network of delinquent
youths should thus be seen as having considerable significance for whether
or not a young person begins and continues to commit criminal offences
(Sarnecki 1986).

Sutherland also wrote of ‘definitions favourable to the violation of law’. If
an individual’s perception of the law as something that can be broken is
stronger than the same individual’s perception of the law as something to
be obeyed then, according to Sutherland, this will result in the commission
of crime (Sutherland 1947). Sutherland never goes any deeper into the
question of how the learning of criminal/conformist behaviour takes place.
For this reason Burgess and Akers (1966) integrated Sutherland’s theory
from 1947 with ‘modern learning theory’ (Akers 1998). Akers describes in
some detail the processes which lead to the reinforcement of pro- and anti-
social behaviours at the individual level. In the matter of the conditions in
which the learning of antisocial behaviour takes place, Akers too sees differ-
ent types of primary groups, and not least groups consisting of peers, as the
central factors.

The reinforcement can be nonsocial (as in the direct physiological effects of drugs
or in unconditioned reinforcers such as food). But the theory posits that the prin-
cipal behavioural effects come from interaction in or under the influence of those
groups with which one is in differential association and which control sources and
patterns of reinforcement, provide normative definitions, and expose one to
behavioural models. The most important of these are primary groups such as peer
and friendship groups and the family, but they also include work, school, church,
and other membership and reference groups. (Akers 1998: 63)

The approach to the learning of criminal/conformist behaviour formu-
lated in the above quotation is fully compatible with the modern network
perspective. It should nonetheless be emphasised that the model is
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applicable not only to delinquency but to all forms of behaviour, of which
criminality is but one. Methods used to study interactions between individ-
uals and their networks are thus on the whole the same, regardless of
whether it is a question of examining how membership in a ‘professional’
network affects doctors’ choices in relation to new medicines (Coleman,
Katz and Menzel 1957) or how young people choose to commit certain types
of offence or to use certain types of drug.

Finally, it is worth mentioning that the term ‘differential association’ is
today used even outside the field of criminology. Morris (1994: 27) for
example talks of differential associations in connection with his description
of the epidemiological spread of contagious disease. He makes the point
that the methods of network analysis are particularly suited to this area of
study.

1.3.3 Subcultures
Discussions touching on the significance of social networks in the aetiology
of criminal behaviour highlight the issues of deviant subcultures and delin-
quent gangs. Criminological theory contains two different models for
explaining the formation of deviant subcultures and gangs. The first
explains these phenomena as the result of social disorganisation, the other
in terms of strain.

Shaw and McKay (1942) saw the causes of crime in the social disorganisa-
tion prevalent in those parts of metropolitan areas populated by the poor,
who often came from ethnic minorities. In these neighbourhoods, the pre-
dominant societal culture exerts only a weak influence and inhabitants
choose a deviant rather than a conventional lifestyle relatively often. Such
choices of lifestyle are often collective in nature. Young people, antagonis-
tically disposed towards societal norms, and even their own parents, can
thus find support for deviant lifestyles among their contemporaries. This
sometimes leads to the formation of gangs. In turn, gangs evolve a delin-
quent tradition of their own which is then passed on to new recruits. Once
a gang tradition has been established, it will often continue irrespective of
any changes taking place in the neighbourhood. The tradition is thus
passed on from one generation of juveniles to the next, or from one ethnic
minority to another, as new groups come to predominate when the older
inhabitants move away (Einstadter and Henry 1995: 133).

Shaw and McKay (1942) suggest that in such areas, a tradition of delin-
quent behaviour can evolve to become an established norm. Youngsters
growing up in the area see a number of the older youths making a success
of their delinquent lifestyle and use these as role models for their own
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behaviour. Alternative models for success are unlikely to be available in
such areas.

Shaw and McKay’s view of how such deviant cultures are passed on was
influenced by an earlier version of Sutherland’s (1939) theory of differen-
tial association (see above). They write:

Of particular importance is the child’s intimate association with predatory gangs
or other forms of delinquent and criminal organisation. Through his contacts
with these groups and by virtue of his participation in their activities he learns the
techniques of stealing, becomes involved in binding relationships with his com-
panions in delinquency, and acquires the attitudes appropriate to his position as
a member of such groups. (Shaw and McKay 1942: 436)

This quotation contains a description of deviant subculture and delinquent
gang formation of a kind that is relatively rare in the criminological litera-
ture.11 Youths living in the same part of town form contacts with one another
and find in this new group a means of sheltering from the disorganised values
of their surroundings. The interactions within such networks involve the
transference of norms, values and forms of behaviour. It is not unusual for
these interactions to involve co-offending both in terms of individual acts and
as a lifestyle for the members in the network. Coleman et al. (1957) maintain
that networks are of considerable importance for the forms taken by behavi-
our where there is uncertainty as to the norms which apply. This could be rel-
evant for juveniles living in ‘zones of transition’ as Shaw and McKay describe
the poor, immigrant neighbourhoods where this process of neighbourhood
impoverishment coincides with the maintenance of thriving subcultures.

The other model explaining the emergence of deviant subcultures is
rooted in Merton’s (1938) strain theory. This perspective sees subcultures
as emerging as a result of the strain experienced by young members of the
underclass12 when they realise that their chances of achieving the kind of
goals recognised by mainstream society are very limited. Cohen (1955), for
example, suggests that as a result of strain, youths from the underclass reject
the middle-class values that are predominant in society and acquire instead
a set of oppositional and delinquent norms and values. Of the four ways of
dealing with strain described by Merton,13 Cohen appears to be most inter-
ested in the last – rebellion. For him, delinquent subcultures arise in reac-
tion to the strain experienced by underclass youth. Such youths react to
their ‘status frustration’ by turning the middle-class values on their head and
becoming violent and destructive.

Miller (1958), too, felt that the culture of the underclass was for the most
part divorced from the predominant middle-class culture. For Miller, the
underclass culture is characterised by delinquency, violence, the glorification
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of physical strength and masculinity, bravery, risk-taking, excitement and sen-
sation-seeking, as well as freedom from authority and so forth. According to
Miller, the reason youths from the underclass commit criminal offences is to
be found in their socialisation in an underclass value system, in terms of which
such acts do not involve a deviation from norms. For Miller, this underclass
culture is not limited to youth, but rather includes the whole of the under-
class, even if it is among the young that it manifests itself most.

Cloward and Ohlin (1960) write of the ‘conflict gang’. Unlike Cohen’s
gangs, however, the young people described by Cloward and Ohlin seem to
be much more aware of the causes underlying their situation and are there-
fore much more purposeful in their struggles with the unjust societal struc-
ture which denies them the developmental opportunities they need. For
Cloward and Ohlin, underclass youths react in a spirit of anger toward a
society which so limits their chances of achieving established goals.

Agnew (1985), who revised Merton’s strain theory, ascribes anger and
frustration a central role in the causation of crime: ‘Rather then being
rationally directed, however, this anger is more the outbursts of youth frus-
trated by the constraints of a wide range of painful constraining situations
from which they may wish to escape but are only able to with peer support
through delinquent behaviour’ (quoted in Einstadter and Henry 1995: 165,
emphasis added).

In my opinion, this ‘peer support’ is the central factor in the context of
transmission of delinquency. Strain may well have different effects depend-
ing on whether an individual is tied into a network comprising others in the
same situation, has contacts of a different kind, or is socially isolated. It is
likely that the ‘rebellious’ response described by Merton is much more
probable if the anger resulting from social injustices can find a collective
expression, with the individual finding support in a group of like-minded,
contemporary peers. A more isolated individual might perhaps tend to
choose other strategies to cope with strain, such as ‘retreatism’ for example.
In addition, the individual’s way of coping with strain may also be affected
by the behavioural models that are available in his or her network. This last
point is one which can be examined, at least in part, within the framework
of the current project.

1.3.4 Neutralisation

The conception of a separate underclass culture has come in for a fair
amount of criticism.14 Sykes and Matza (1957) produced evidence suggest-
ing that delinquent youths in fact embrace established, conventional norms
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to a considerable degree. They write that ‘there is a good deal of evidence
suggesting that many delinquents do experience a sense of guilt or
shame . . .’ (p. 665).

Sykes and Matza’s argument is based on Sutherland’s perspective, seeing
delinquency as a behaviour that is learned in the course of a process of inter-
action. They write: ‘Unfortunately, the specific content of what is learned –
as opposed to the process by which it is learned – has received relatively little
attention in either theory or research. Perhaps the single strongest school
of thought on the nature of this content has centred on the idea of a delin-
quent subculture’ (Sykes and Matza 1957: 664).

For Sykes and Matza, techniques which neutralise the effect of the exist-
ing system of norms are an important aspect of what youths learn in the
course of their associations with models for deviant behaviour (or as one
might put it today, in the context of their social networks). Thus young
people learn ways in which delinquent acts and other breaches of the pre-
vailing norm system, a norm system which they otherwise embrace, can be
justified. Here too Sykes and Matza align themselves with Sutherland by
seeing these neutralisation processes as central to what Sutherland calls
‘definitions favourable to violation of law’. According to Sykes and Matza,
then, an individual becomes deviant by learning techniques of neutralisa-
tion and not by learning attitudes, values and norms which contradict those
of the prevailing mainstream culture.

Matza further develops his view of neutralisation as a mechanism central
to the development of delinquency in his Delinquency and Drift (1964). Here
he introduces the concept of ‘drift’, which we can see as a half-way house
between the positivist, determinist view of delinquency as a result of pre-
existing conditions and the classical ‘rational choice’ view of crime as the
result of an individual’s choosing between alternative ways of acting in a
given situation. According to Matza, the young delinquent drifting towards
crime is neither completely free to make his own choices nor entirely con-
strained by circumstances: ‘Drift stands midway between freedom and
control. Its basis is an area of the social structure in which control has been
loosened, coupled with the abortiveness of adolescent endeavor to organize
an autonomous subculture, and thus an independent source of control,
around illegal action’ (Matza 1964: 28).

The intimated dissolution of the bonds of social control tying the individ-
ual to mainstream society may well take place within groups of peers. Matza
refers in this regard to a collective misunderstanding, which involves the
mistaken belief that one’s friends are accepting of a great deal more delin-
quency, substance abuse and so forth than they actually are. Matza’s point is
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that it is youths with weak bonds to others who run the highest risk of being
affected by this misunderstanding. He adds, however, that the desire for
acceptance and status within the group (network) will limit the degree of
honesty with which even those with a high degree of group involvement can
discuss the acceptability or unacceptability of different types of behaviour
(p. 56).

The desire to be accepted within the group usually weakens as the juve-
niles become older, but there are those, primarily men, who according to
Matza are unable to establish a position for themselves in the labour market
and who fail to establish relations with women of the same age. These indi-
viduals thus remain dependent on their contacts in the gang. These young
adults maintain contact with the group which from Matza’s point of view is
‘Obviously . . . quite functional in the transmission of the subculture’
(p. 56). At the same time, however, older youths cannot continue to asso-
ciate with considerably younger juveniles indefinitely. This is seen by the
young adults as humiliating in the context of their efforts to attain the status
of ‘grown men’.

1.3.5 Gangs
Descriptions of a specific type of criminal network, namely the gang, are
widespread in the criminological literature. Thanks to comprehensive gang
research, we know a considerable amount about the influence that active
members of delinquent gangs have on one another. It should nonetheless
be emphasised that gangs are not the only, and are not even the most
common, form of crime-generative juvenile peer group (Klein and
Crawford 1967; Morash 1983). Even if the definition of what constitutes a
gang varies somewhat in the literature, it is quite obvious that the majority
of group-related offences committed even in the metropolitan areas of
North America are not carried out by gangs (Klein 1995, Short 1998b). In
this context it might be useful to present the distinction made by Knox
(1991) between gang-related crime and other group-related crime. The dif-
ference according to Knox is that the delinquency of gang members (often)
takes place as a result of gang membership and is accepted and encouraged
by the gang. This is not the case with offences committed by members in
other forms of delinquent group (Knox 1991: 6). It should be noted, of
course, that gang members also commit offences that are unrelated to their
gang membership.

As I have already indicated, in spite (or perhaps because) of the compre-
hensive gang literature, academics active in this area have been unable to
agree on a common definition of the gang concept (Thrasher 1927; Empey
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and Stafford 1991; Huff 1991, 1996; Klein 1995; Decker and Van Winkle
1996; Short 1996; Klein et al. 2001).

In a comment on Klein’s (1995: 102–3) statement that variations in police
definitions of gangs are confusing, Short writes:

Unfortunately, definitions used by researchers are only slightly less so. It is no
wonder that many who study youth collectivities do not use the term, choosing
instead to study ‘co-offending’ (Reiss, 1986; Reiss and Farrington, 1991), ‘bands
of teenagers congregating on street corners’ (Skogan, 1990), ‘cliques’ (Sullivan,
1989), ‘unsupervised peer groups’ (Sampson and Groves, 1989), ‘peer groups’
(McLeod, 1987), ‘reference groups’ (Sherif and Sherif, 1964), ‘networks’ of juve-
niles who violate the law (Sarnecki, 1986), or simply ‘delinquent groups’ (Warr,
1996). (Short 1998b: 15)

Some writers even suggest that a common definition will never be agreed
and that its absence may well be productive for gang research. Horowitz
(1991) writes: ‘Agreement will likely never be achieved, and definitions
often obscure problematic areas and may not encourage the development
of new questions . . .’ (p. 38).

Short and Horowitz thus contend both that there is a great deal of confu-
sion surrounding the gang concept and that ironing out this confusion
might in fact prove counter-productive. A review of the literature on
American gangs nonetheless provides us with a number of elements which
seem to crop up in the vast majority of definitions of the gang. Curry and
Decker (1998) suggest that the following elements can be found in most of
such definitions:

Gangs are groups of individuals.
Gangs have some form of symbol indicating gang membership (special 

items of clothing, tattoos, hand signals etc).
A specific form of communication15 (which may be verbal or non-verbal 

– such as special words, hand signals or graffiti).
Durability (at least a year).
Territory (turf) which the gang defends. (This may be the area where the 

gang started its life, where most of the members live, or where members
sell drugs, for example.)

Delinquency. (Gangs are deeply involved in criminal activity and see this 
as a feature of membership in the gang: pp. 2–6.)

Curry and Decker point out that it is sometimes easier to define who is
a member of a gang than to define what a gang consists in: ‘The most pow-
erful measure of gang membership is self nomination. By this we mean
that simply asking individuals whether or not they belong to a gang –

SOCIAL NETWORK ANALYSIS AND CRIMINOLOGY 15



“claiming” in gang talk – is the best means of identifying who is a gang
member’ (p. 6).

Despite the lack of a generally accepted definition of the gang concept, a
review of the modern American literature in this area (Hagedorn and
Macon 1988; Sanchez-Jankowski 1991; Huff 1991, 1996; Knox 1991; Moore
1991; Padilla 1992; Klein 1995; Decker and Van Winkle 1996) gives the
impression that the majority of gang researchers would agree on most of the
points included by Curry and Decker in the description cited above of char-
acteristics typical of gangs. The differences in the descriptions of gangs that
can nonetheless be found in the work of these authors have mainly to do
with the degree of organisation and the significance of drugs, primarily of
drug sales, for the life of the gang. Certain of the gangs described in the lit-
erature (e.g. the ‘Diamonds’ studied by Padilla (1992), and the forty or so
gangs from New York, Boston and Los Angeles studied by Sanchez-Janowski
(1991), as well as some of the gangs in Huff’s anthology, such as the Chinese
gangs described by Ko-Lin Chin (1991)) seem to be more well-organised
than others and to assign different roles to members on a much more rigid
basis. This is probably a consequence of such gangs being more strictly
focused on a certain type of crime (most often involving the distribution of
drugs, but other forms of crime such as protection rackets, for example, are
also found) and this focus demands a more rigid form of organisation.16

Over the last few years it has been pointed out that gangs are in no way a
uniform phenomenon. Klein is of the opinion that there is a clear differ-
ence between what he calls ‘street gangs’ and prison or drug gangs, for
example. For Klein, the concept of the ‘juvenile, youth or delinquent gang’
that was previously in common usage is no longer relevant, since gangs
increasingly include individuals of twenty years of age or older (1995: 21).
His The American Street Gang. Its Nature, Prevalence and Control excludes such
delinquent groups as skinheads and motorcycle gangs from its analyses, a
factor which Klein motivates in the following way: ‘Street gangs seem
aimless; skinheads and bikers are focused, always planning. Street gangs’
members get into any and every kind of trouble. It’s cafeteria-style crime –
a little of this, a touch of that, two attempts at something else’ (p. 22).

When Klein defines the characteristics which make a group classifiable as
a street gang, he writes of:

young people, who may range in age from 10 to 30 or occasionally older, whose
cohesion is fostered in large part by their acceptance of or even commitment to
delinquent or criminal involvement. They are principally but not exclusively
male, principally but not exclusively minority in ethnicity or race, normally but
not necessarily territorial, and highly versatile in their criminal offences. These
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offences are not predominantly violent, but they are disproportionately violent
when compared with the activities of other youth groups or individual persons . . .
(p.75)

Klein’s characterisation of street gangs is strikingly similar to the descrip-
tions of gangs to be found in Thrasher’s classic work on this phenomenon,
The Gang (1927).17 Even then, Thrasher saw the relationship between the
emergence of gangs and the conditions in which young people, not unusu-
ally from ethnic minorities, are forced to live in a metropolitan area. For
Thrasher the boys look for membership in this kind of group in order to
experience ‘the thrill and zest of participation in common interest, more
especially in corporate action, in hunting, capture, conflict, flight and
escape. Conflict with other gangs and the world about them furnishes the
occasion for many of their exciting group activities’ (p. 37).

Thrasher suggests that gangs grow out of spontaneously formed groups
of young people when the bonds linking the members of the group to one
another become strengthened as a result of conflict. This process consists
of three stages. During the first stage, the group’s boundaries are diffuse and
its leadership unclear. Such gangs often survive for only a short time. Some
gangs continue to evolve to the next stage, however, where membership
boundaries and the leadership structure become more defined. This tends
to be the result when the group is jointly subjected to some kind of threat.
If, during the period which follows, the group members do not make the
transition to a normal adult life as part of conventional society, the bonds
between them can become further strengthened and the group’s activity
and the whole of its existence become focused on delinquency.

As with many later ‘gang researchers’, Thrasher felt that even though
gang members commit many different kinds of offence, violent crimes play
a central role in the life of the gang. This violence, both that which is
directed at members of other groups, and that which members of other
groups direct at the gang, works as a unifying factor and increases solidarity
within the group. For Thrasher, however, gangs have no homogeneous
structure but instead contain subgroups of members.

During the 1960s a number of studies were carried out in connection with
ongoing crime-prevention programmes aimed at juvenile gang members
(Short and Strodtbeck 1965; Spergel 1966; Klein 1971). In theoretical
terms, these studies were on the whole underpinned by the subculture the-
ories mentioned earlier in this chapter, that is, Cohen (1955), Cloward and
Ohlin (1960) and Miller (1958). These studies give us the chance to better
understand the group processes which take place in a gang and which lead
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to the gang culture being passed on. They can also give us some insight into
the processes which lead to the correlation between underclass culture
and resultant delinquent behaviour. Short and Strodtbeck, for example,
focus on ‘hypotheses relating to mechanisms by which norms and values
associated with structural variation become translated into behaviours’
(1965: 269).

These writers see the behaviour of criminally active gang members as a
result of attempts to adapt to the conditions in which they live. For Short
and Strodtbeck, participation in a delinquent peer group provides a feeling
of belonging that to some degree compensates for all the failures these indi-
viduals have experienced ‘in every strata of society and at every age’ (Short
and Strodtbeck 1965: 271). In turn, such failures result from the inability of
the youngsters’ parents, and of others in their social networks, to equip
them with the social competence necessary to achieve any degree of success
in conventional society. Seeking to compensate this shortfall by means of
membership in a gang, however, often has devastating consequences.
Membership in a group whose culture is predominantly that of the under-
class and often also of ethnic minorities leads to a further worsening of
social competence. In addition, membership in a gang where conflict with
others is an important element (giving an individual status) means that
these individuals are exposed to the risk of physical injury or even death as
a result of violence.

In their study of gangs in Chicago, Short and Strodtbeck find that relations
within these gangs are often short-lived and unstable. They suggest that this
is due to the unstable conditions in which the gang members live, their lives
being characterised by unemployment or by brief periods of employment, a
lack of stability in family life, and unstable housing conditions.

Vulnerable youths thus look to gangs to satisfy a number of needs such as
a need for shelter, identity, excitement, a sense of belonging, and status. The
trouble is that gangs seldom satisfy these needs. Instead of finding shelter,
gang members become even more exposed and vulnerable; instead of
excitement, they find themselves spending day after day on a street corner.
Groups are often very loosely formed, so the need for a sense of belonging
is left unsatisfied, and within the group the individual often finds his social
status being threatened (Short 1990).

It is clear that the youths who look to become gang members want to be
part of a cohesive group. The fomentation of conflicts with other gangs and
the frequent resort to violence are means of increasing group solidarity.
According to a number of researchers (e.g. Klein 1995) cohesiveness is
important both for a gang’s durability and for its criminal activity. As was
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mentioned earlier, however, the level of cohesiveness shown by such delin-
quent groups seems to vary and remains a matter for debate.

Yablonsky (1962) lists a number of characteristics often ascribed to gangs
by social workers and others. Among these are: an ascertainable number of
members; the members are identifiable, that members have specified roles,
that members agree on the rules of the gang, that there is clear leadership
and so on. Yablonsky maintains that these characteristics are often missing
from actively delinquent groups of young people. In his own work, he there-
fore chooses instead to speak of ‘near groups’. If social workers (or
detached workers) expect to find these characteristics in the gang, then this
will contribute to increasing the gang’s cohesiveness which may mean that
such characteristics arise or are strengthened as a result of the workers’
interest. Being seen by others as a unified group will have an effect on a
group’s cohesiveness. The perceptions of social workers, the police and the
local press on such matters can easily become self-fulfilling prophecies
(Klein 1995, cf. Merton 1968).

Klein (1995) states that the number of street gangs in the USA has
increased dramatically over the last few decades. Gangs are no longer a
purely metropolitan phenomenon. Klein sees the causes of this increase in
the expansion of the urban underclass. He refers to Wilson (1987) who in
his The Truly Disadvantaged argues that over the last few decades poor neigh-
bourhoods in American cities have become further impoverished. This
impoverishment is understood in part as a result of the reduction in the
availability of unqualified industrial work, which provided the ghetto popu-
lation’s primary source of income. The simultaneous increase in service
sector jobs has only partly eased the situation, since young men from the
ghetto often lack the necessary qualifications (i.e. social competence) for
such positions, which are often also extremely poorly paid.

In addition to the problem of unemployment, the poor metropolitan
neighbourhoods have been further impoverished as a result of the way in
which better-educated members of the minority groups that populate these
areas (chiefly blacks and Latin-Americans) are now able to move away to
middle-class neighbourhoods which were previously populated more or less
exclusively by whites. As the middle class moves away, many institutions such
as active churches, youth clubs, day-care centres etc., all of which are vital to
the social life of the neighbourhood, also disappear. The school system also
deteriorates (Wilson 1987).

Such a deterioration in the living conditions of people who reside in
neighbourhoods that are increasingly ethnically segregated, correspond-
ingly increases the pressure on family life, which in turn also suffers.
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