
Psychological Causes of Crime

Psychological Causes of Crime are when someone’s crime can be attributed 
to a psychological cause.
Some such causes could be  schizophrenia, bi-polar, psychopathy or 
sociopathy. 

This may be a genetic issue, that people were born with or it could be as a 
result of injuries or continued drug use. 

Chemical imbalances, lessened emotional awareness and inability to feel pain 
can  impact on decisions that someone will make as to whether or not they 
commit a crime. 

An example of  Crimes that could be attributed to  psychological causes of 
crime could be Ted Bundy who was a known Psychopath. He was a  serial 
killer. 

Environmental Causes of Crime

Environmental Causes of Crime are when someone environment can be 
attributed to the environment in which they live or work. 
This could be linked to someone's upbringing – where they are surrounded 
by crime and criminals growing up meaning that they have a skewed sense 
of morality and what is right. 
This can be both being brought up in a poverty filled environment but also 
could be the wealthy  have a skewed sense of morality and greed. 

Examples of these crimes could be Gang Members joining a gang for a 
sense of protection and being part of a community.  

Moral Issues Arising

Can we Prevent these Causes of Crime
• One moral issue that arises is can there be preventative methods to 

prevent both psychological and environmental cause s of crime. 
• Yes, there are different ways in which we can prevent causes 

of crime. By looking at the root causes we can medicate 
some psychological causes of crime. But not all. This relies on 
there being an initial diagnosis as well. Some psychological 
causes cannot be medicated, cured or even in  some cases 
diagnosed until it is too late. 

• In terms  of Environmental causes of crime.  There can be 
initiatives put in place to look at reducing access to crime –
such as youth centres or skills development but these rely on 
community ‘buy in’ and people opting to engage with them. 

Can people be held accountable if their crime is due to factors out of 
their control? 
• One issue may be that can we hold people accountable for their 

crimes if the causes of them are out of their control. We cannot 
choose our genetics or where we are born. 

• Some might agree  with this, for example there are case 
studies of criminals assaulting or killing people whilst having 
episodes of psychosis or seizures. 

• If a child is brought up in the circumstances that lead to 
them being surrounded by criminals and therefore it is 
assumed that they will follow their role models. Can they be 
blamed?

• However, there are examples of people who have been 
brought up in poor environments with poor  morality 
instilled on them and they do not become criminals. 

• There is also the issue that medical advances mean that 
many biological causes of crime – can be treated or the 
impact minimized. 

Religious Views
Christianity
• Christians have a whole range of views on why crimes may 

be committed. Some may say it is because nature has fallen 
and humans are sinners. But many would say it goes much 
deeper than just being sinners and accept there are 
psychological and environmental factors as well.

• Christians would look to the 10 commandments and the 
rules in the bible to see what would constitute a crime but in 
Scotland, Christians would also support the law of 
Scotland.

• Christians would agree that there are many causes of crime 
such as poverty and would work to respond to these causes 
to prevent crime from happening.

• Salvation Army - helps those who are at risk of 
committing crime or have recently been released to 
community from prison - with back to work 
schemes.
Cross Reach is a Church of Scotland charity that 
supports people in time of need. They provide 
services such as drug rehabilitation, family support 
and counselling, help for those with mental health 
issues, support for young people who have adverse 
childhood experiences.

• Analysis
• The Salvation Army and Cross Reach programmes that 

respond to crime are very much in line with their Christian 
teachings. Helping those in need is a very Christian action. 
For example, drop-in centres offering support is a very 
positive Christian scheme to run and may be the saving of 
certain ‘could be’ criminals. The responses they offer give 
hope to the individual criminals and to the people of the 
community around them.

• However, It is not sure how deep into the problem their responses 
reach. They may just be scraping the surface of the problem.
Although they have funding from donations they perhaps do not 
have enough of the right resources to make a real difference.
Faith is not always enough to solve what is a very complex 
problem. Many would argue that the government should be 
helping to tackle crime not charity.

Non-Religious Views

Scottish Government
• The Scottish Government has introduced a range of policies to try and tackle the causes of Crime. This includes poverty, homelessness, human trafficking 

and cyber crime. They also have invested in more policing and drugs and alcohol action. There are measures such as the Pupil Equity Fund, investments in 
Food schemes. Training in schools on ACE awareness. The minimum pricing alcohol law - which saw a drop in the amount of alcohol that was being bought 
in Scotland.

• Analysis
• More money is being invested into the root causes of crime, which in turn should hypothetically reduce the amount of crime. By investing in youth 

projects it will hopefully stop the cycle of criminality. By investing in rehabilitation programmes hopefully this will stop repeat offenders.
• It is too early to make judgements on how laws such as minimum pricing have worked at reducing crime and it isn’t always clear to see how effective 

these laws may be at reducing crime. Many types of crime, such as knife crime is still on the rise. Many of these policies will take years before we see the 
impact. Many say that laws such as stop and search make people wary of the police and they cause further unrest.

Humanism
The British Humanist Association has commented that actions can be morally wrong without being illegal and illegal without being wrong but clearly there 
can be both morally wrong and illegal actions. Humanists believe they should challenge unfair or unjust laws such as the right for everyone to be married 
regardless of gender or sexual orientation. But agree that everyone in the country should follow laws set out by the government.

Analysis
Humanists do not believe there is one fundamental cause of crime but instead it is a combination of many factors and should be looked at on a case-by-case 
basis. Some may say this is how everyone should look at crimes and criminals. They should look  at all the circumstances and then make that call. 
However, humanists do not approach what should be done about causes of crime and how much this should be taken into account. 

Evaluation

You will need to be able to come to a judgement on Religious, Non-
Religious Responses to crime as well as your own  personal view. Your 

evaluation will be based on what the question is asking. Use the 
wording of the question in your response.

Past Paper Questions
2017 – Analyse the moral issues arising from the Causes of  Crime 
10A
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Purposes of Punishment

Reformation
• Reformation is when the intention of the punishment is to change the

criminals behavior in order to prevent further crimes. This might be 
through rehabilitation, community service or classes. 

Retribution
• Retribution is when the criminal should ‘pay  back’ to society or in some 

cases the victim as a result of their crime. This might be time served in 
prison, a fine or even the Death Penalty.

Protection
• Protection is when the criminal is removed from society in order to 

protect themselves, their victims and society. This might be through use 
of an  electronic tag, prison or Death Penalty. 

Deterrence
• Deterrence is when you punish someone so harshly it puts others off of 

committing a crime. This might be a prison sentence, removal of limbs, 
death sentence or a fine. 

Moral Issues Arising
Is reformation possible?
• One moral issue that arises is it possible to reform criminals and how do we know when they are reformed.

• Yes, there are many examples of case studies of  criminals who have been reformed. They have used their time in prison to learn new skills 
and make a change to their life. Many learn a trade that they can then seek legitimate employment when out of prison. Some may even go 
on to work in prisons or in prison outreach preventing others from committing future crimes. 

• However, reformation doesn’t always work. Many have shown that they have reformed in prison, however when leaving have returned to 
criminal activity. For some it is impossible to reform – for example psychopaths such as Will Jordan has continued to  commit theft and 
bigamy. 

Is it morally justifiable to base a justice system on ‘revenge’?
• Retribution is the aim of punishment whereby the criminal must pay in some way for their actions. Is this morally justifiable?

• Some would agree and say yes it is. In order for victims and wider society to have faith in the justice system  - they must be able to see that 
justice has been served. The punishment received must be severe enough to match the suffering the victim or society has had. 

• However, others would argue it is not justified because this becomes cyclical with the criminal and criminals family feeling aggrieved at the 
justice system. By simply punishing a criminal without any form of rehabilitation the criminal may not fully understand the extent of their 
crimes.

Can we fully have a protective punishment system?
• In the UK, the main form of protection is prison. This removes criminals from the environment however we know that that prisons are not fully 

protective. 
• Prisons do protect society by removing the criminal from the society in which they live or commit the crimes. They are locked up and away, 

with minimal contact with the outside world. 
• However, we do know that within prisons there are issues with protection of inmates. There is still organized crime within prison, there is a 

large population of prisoners that become drug addicts whilst in prisons. This is not fully protective care.
Does Deterrence Work?
• There is much debate about whether deterrence actually works as a form of punishment. 

• Yes, for many deterrence works. It is hard to fully judge how well it works as you cannot measure statistics on crimes that did not happen 
and the reasons for this. However, some would also argue the majority in society don’t commit crimes just because the law says not to but 
instead because morally they are aware it is wrong. For example – Covid 19 lockdown laws – many will choose to follow them not for fear 
of getting a fine but because they understand the reasons the law is in place. Others will choose to break them, for a variety of reasons not
just because of the fear of a fine.

• For others deterrence doesn’t work. Many commit crimes for reasons of passion and therefore do not think of the consequences. Others 
may believe that they are above the law or the law doesn’t apply to them. Others may believe they won’t be caught. If there was a 
guarantee that every time a crime was broken a punishment would be given , deterrence may be more effective.

Religious Views
Christianity
The Bible states that – people should be treated fairly and the world should 
be ruled justly. Different parts of the Bible can be looked at when looking
for how justice should be served. 
Retribution
• In the Old Testament, when talking of justice there is the phrase “an eye 

for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a life for a life”. This here is saying that if 
you have been wronged you should seek justice in the same way. Many 
Christians believe this and will use it to justify harsh punishments and 
the Death Penalty. 

• However, Jesus directly referred to these and told his followers not to 
follow an eye for an eye – but instead invited them to ‘turn the other 
cheek’ and look to forgive. 

Reformation
Jesus taught of reformation and helping others in a non judgmental fashion. 
He believed that no one was perfect and therefore we should not judge 
others for their sins but instead reflect on how we can help change. Many 
Christians follow this and will work with former inmates to help reform 
them back into society. 
Islam
Islamic law sets out how Muslims should behave in order to live the life 
that Allah intends them to live, in harmony with others and their 
environment. If a person breaks a law it is seen as going against the 
principles and rulings set by the Qur'an and Sunnah. Some countries have 
legal systems based on Shariah Law, eg Saudi Arabia and Iran. Most 
Muslims believe that if a person commits a crime they should be punished 
by law, but they will also have to answer to Allah on the Day of Judgement. 
However, some very harsh punishments are given in the Qur'an and Hadith, 
and some Muslims believe that appropriate retaliation should be carried 
out against those whose guilt is proven.

Non-Religious Views
Scottish Government
• The Scottish Prison Service  motto is unlocking potential – transforming lives. This shows that they are committing to making a change and want to 

focus on reformation. The government have changed the sentencing laws meaning inmates can no longer be given prisons sentences of 6 months as 
these have proven to be ineffective when it comes to being able to make a meaningful change to prisoners. 

Humanism
• Humanists support reformation as they believe that this is the most important purpose of punishment. Humanists believe all humans are equally 

capable of good and evil acts. They believe education and fairness in society leads to people being good and doing good deeds. If you are changing 
someone’s life whilst in prison then they are less likely to re-offend. 

• Humanists do agree with using deterrence as a form of punishment; however they acknowledge that you must make it clear that the deterrent 
value matches the crime that has been committed. You cannot use people to set an example to others. All punishments should be fair and should 
have looked at all the circumstances as no two crimes are ever the same.

United Nations
Article 5 No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.
This is from the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights. Many would therefore argue that forms of punishment such as the removal of limbs is 
unnecessary torture and therefore is against the UNHRC. Conditions in prisons should allow inmates to be treated with respect and dignity. 
Utilitarianism
Peter Singer is a Modern Utilitarian. Utilitarian's believe an action is good if it brings the greatest amount of happiness to the greatest amount 
of people. “If somebody came up with convincing evidence that the death penalty was a uniquely effective deterrent—let's say that for every murderer 
who was executed, there would be ten fewer murders—then, as a utilitarian, I would have to accept the death penalty. ” However there is not evidence 
to say so.

Evaluation
You will need to be able to come to a judgement on Religious, Non-Religious Responses to crime as well as your own  personal view. Your evaluation 

will be based on what the question is asking. Use the wording of the question in your response.

Past Paper Questions
2017 – Choose a non religious response to the purpose of punishment. To
what extent do you agree with this? 10AE
2019 – ‘Retribution is as morally acceptable as any other purpose of 
punishment.’ How far do you agree? 20AE
SQP – ‘Of all the purposes of punishment , reformation is the most
important.’ To what extent do you agree? 20AE
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Responses to the Causes of Crime
Custodial Sentences
• Prisons Prisons are custodial sentences where a criminal is held without civil 

liberties for a period of time. Prisons can be either closed, high security 
buildings or open prisons that allow criminals some freedoms to help them 
rehabilitate back into society. 

Non Custodial Sentences
• Tagging  An electronic tag is usually worn around the ankle and communicates 

with a home monitoring unit via a radio frequency signal. The information that 
the tag sends to the home monitoring unit provides information about a 
person’s compliance with curfew times imposed at any address.

• Community Payback Order This Order is given as an alternative to a custodial 
sentence. It can be made-up of one or more parts. There is a wide range of 
requirements which can be part of this Order. Unpaid work is the most 
common part. 

• Fines The offender must pay money to the court within a certain amount of 
time. The amount of the fine is based on the severity of the crime.

Capital Punishment
• UK – The UK abolished the Death Penalty in 1969. After many cases such as 

Timothy Evans, Ruth Ellis and Derek Bentley who were sentenced to death 
despite their innocence being argued.

• USA – The USA still has the death sentence in many states and still sentences 
many criminals to death using a variety of methods such as electric chair, lethal 
injection and firing squad.

Moral Issues Arising
Are custodial sentences effective?
The main purpose of prison is retribution – your freedom is taken away from you as a result of your crime. This is society’s chance of taking something 
away from you as a result of your wrongdoing. Prison should act as a powerful deterrent – if you know a crime will lead to prison you may be less likely 
to commit it. Prison is a form of protection as the criminal is taken away from society. Furthermore many prisons complete work in reformation 
equipping prisoners with skills to help them break the cycle of crime. The Scottish prison service motto is “unlocking potential – transforming lives” 
Many would agree that prisons are effective because they Deter Crime – the longer the sentences are the better a deterrent it is. By locking criminals 
away they are no longer committing crime which means society is protected. By having prison sentences available it shows how serious society takes 
breaking the law. Prisons can rehabilitate prisoners by providing education, skills and addiction help. 
Prisons are expensive to run – through staffing, security, resources and inspections. It is estimated to cost £265 million a year in Scotland. It doesn’t 
work as a deterrent for everyone, many may see it as part of their criminal life, if they get caught. Many believe that in order to be effective prisons 
should be horrible places and should not be places of rehabilitation. Some see it as ‘finishing school’ for criminals to learn from each other into how to 
perfect their crime. It may also mean the prisoner is spending their time in prison growing in resentment at society and therefore are more likely to 
commit another crime when out. Although prison protects society it doesn’t protect those in the prison. There is a rise in violence and death in prisons 
in Scotland.
Are non custodial sentences effective?
Non custodial sentences can be effective in some manners. As with all forms of punishment you need to first address in what context are they 
effective? Non custodial sentences tend to be more effective at reformation and less effective at protection or deterrence.
Some would argue that non  custodial sentences are effective - It allows the offender to do something positive which can often be the fresh start or 
sense of purpose they need to not commit crime again. It gives something back to society through the community work. It places restrictions on the 
offender which are severe enough to disrupt the offenders normal behavior . Some may argue if a crime is victimless it is not suitable to send the 
offender to prison 
However others may see non custodial sentences as it doesn’t deter criminals as many would see it as a ‘light’ sentence. It offers little protection to 
society as the criminal remains in the community. The criminal can still commit further crimes. If a crime is partly motivated by financial circumstances, 
a fine will make the situation worse. 

Can capital punishment ever be justified?
The aim of retribution states that real justice requires people to suffer for their wrongdoing, and to suffer in a way appropriate for the crime. Each 
criminal should get what their crime deserves and in the case of a murderer what their crime deserves is death. Many would argue that criminals who 
complete the most heinous of crimes should be punished by death. Others would argue that Death Sentences are not humane, we know that they can 
go wrong. Also some say that actually life imprisonment is worse than the death penalty.

Religious Views
Christianity
• Most Christians would support rehabilitation in line with the teachings of Jesus 

on forgiveness. 
• The Church of Scotland recognizes there is a need for prison but that prison 

needs to allow prisoners to opportunity to make a change to their behavior. It 
supports alternative to prisons as well as provides support for victims and 
prisoners families. 

• Regardless of the circumstances throughout sentencing Roman Catholics
believe that human dignity should be respected this is inclusive of victims, 
criminals and their families. They support protection of society but also believe 
that money should be invested in rehabilitation. 

• There is a difference of opinion when it comes to the death penalty. Some 
Christians use the ‘eye for an eye ’argument in the old testament. However 
others look to alternatives and believe that forgiveness should be key. 

Islam
• Muslims believe in justice and therefore believe that criminals should be 

treated justly and be given the chance to reform. One of the Five Pillars of 
Islam is Zakat, which requires all Muslims to give away a percentage of their 
wealth to help the poor, to ensure a level of justice and equality. This principle 
should be applied to the treatment of criminals.

• Muslims accept that the death penalty is a punishment established by God in 
the Qur’an. This Qur'an teaches that although murder is considered a sin, it is 
acceptable to use capital punishment when required by law if it has been 
sanctioned by a government. 

• Some Muslims may argue against the death penalty for the following reasons: 
Although capital punishment is allowed in the Qur'an they do not think it 
is compulsory. Shariah law states that the family of a murder victim can accept 
money as reparation rather than enforce the death penalty. 

• They believe that only Allah has the right to take life, and therefore carrying 
out the death penalty is 'playing God' and committing the sin of shirk.

Non-Religious Views
Look Back at responses to Aims of Punishment. In addition to this we shall look at the Death Penalty.

Utilitarianism  
Capital punishment is justified if it prevents the criminal from repeating the crime, or deters crime by discouraging other potential offenders, as both of 
these reasons add to the greater balance of happiness of society.

Amnesty International
We oppose the use of the death penalty in every single case. No matter what the crime, who the alleged criminal is, or the method proposed to execute 
them – we will always stand against it. Amnesty international are a charity fighting for human rights around the world. They believe that Death penalty 
is inhumane and should never be allowed. 

United Nations
“The death penalty has no place in the 21st century.” The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, with its mandate to promote and protect 
all human rights, advocates for the universal abolition of the death penalty. The UN Human Rights Office argues this position notably in light of the 
fundamental nature of the right to life; the unacceptable risk of executing innocent people; and the absence of proof that the death penalty serves as a 
deterrent to crime. 

Evaluation
You will need to be able to come to a judgement on Religious, Non-Religious Responses to crime as well as your own  personal view. Your evaluation will be based on what the 

question is asking. Use the wording of the question in your response. Remember when thinking about the effectiveness of punishment think about what the aim of the 
punishment is. 

Past Paper Questions
2018 – Capital Punishment can never be justified. To what extent do you agree  with religious responses to this statement? 10AE
2018- Analyse the moral issues arising from UK responses to crime. 10A
2019 - Analyse religious responses to custodial sentences 10A
SQP – Analyse the moral debate surrounding custodial sentences 10A
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