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This student workbook features detailed study notes and a range of activities 
covering the whole of the Crime topic in GCSE Sociology. Exam and revision 
advice and practice is featured throughout. 

The book can be used to complement classroom learning or as a self-directed 
study booklet for learning at home.
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INTERACTIONISM 

FEMINISM 

Functionalist explanations
Functionalist explanations of crime and deviance focus on the work of three individuals: 
Emile Durkheim, Robert K Merton and Albert Cohen.

EMILE DURKHEIM
Durkheim argued that crime and deviance was a result of the changing norms 
and values of society, and that crime and deviance performed several functions for 
society. Firstly, he argued that society is based upon a value consensus of shared 
norms and values which society’s members agree upon. This acts as a form of 
social control and allows society to function harmoniously. However, if people 
deviate from these norms and values, it impacts on wider society. This has both 
positive and negative functions. 

Negative functions Positive functions 

Too much deviance from the norms and values of society 
can lead to anomie – the breakdown of norms that 
control social behaviour – this acts as a warning sign 
that there is too much deviance in society. 

If there is not enough deviance, then society’s norms 
and values are too controlled, and this will stop society 
from evolving and generating positive changes. Instead, 
excessive control will cause society to stagnate. 

Crime and deviance helps to ensure that there is 
boundary maintenance. Members of society will react 
when people break the norms and values of society 
and unite to restore common bonds of the collective 
conscience (society’s moral code).  

Some deviance is desirable as it helps society to adapt 
and change. If society is too controlled, new views and 
ideas on how people should live would be rejected. Some 
deviance will lead to others accepting the changes in 
society and a new set of norms and values will be 
established. 
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Subcultural explanations                 
Subcultural explanations (most of which fall under the functionalist approach) focus on the idea that crime is not 
committed by individuals, but rather by groups that have their own norms and values that differ from those of mainstream 
society. These subcultures often turn to crime as a reaction to the way in which society has treated them. Albert Cohen 
found this was the case in his research into criminal subcultures.

As a functionalist, Cohen thinks that everyone learns the same values and goals 
through socialisation, part of creating a value consensus. In that way, working-
class boys have the same life goals as middle-class boys. However, Cohen notes 
that working-class boys are much less likely to achieve at school than middle-
class children. For Cohen this is down to cultural deprivation - working-class 
attitudes to school and education - rather than a structural issue relating to 
capitalism or material deprivation.
Because pupils do not get the status they crave, they instead form delinquent 
subcultures. A subculture is a group with its own norms and values, separate 
from those of mainstream society. For Cohen, it was not that the members had 
not been socialised into mainstream values - they had - but to gain status they 
turned them on their head. They adopted an alternative status hierarchy. 
This meant that things that would be viewed as bad in mainstream society - like 
vandalism and truancy - are viewed as good within the subculture. In some 
ways this is similar to Paul Willis’ study of “the lads’’ (even though he was 
coming from a Marxist perspective, rather than a functionalist one).
Cohen’s theory is often referred to as status frustration and is used to explain 
why young working-class males are more likely to commit crimes than other 
people, why they do it in groups, and why it includes crimes that do not materially 
benefit them (i.e. why they might commit vandalism or fight). It was inspired 
by Merton’s strain theory, but Cohen developed it further to explain crime by 
groups.

Classic Texts

Albert Cohen   
“Delinquent Boys” 1955
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A promising medical student was spared prison after stabbing her 
boyfriend. Despite pleading guilty to the assault, the Oxford student 
was spared time in prison as being in prison would damage her 
promising career as a surgeon. 
At the time of the attack, the student had been drinking and had a history of drug 
abuse. She attacked  her boyfriend as he was about to telephone her mother in 
order to get her some professional help. 

Following her arrest, the student suspended her studies at Oxford to concentrate 
on the allegations against her. Following her sentence, she attempted to appeal 
the conviction, but was unsuccessful. She later left Oxford university having 
failed to complete her studies. 

Both men in their early twenties encouraged others to commit crimes in the North-West town of Northwich. 
They posted an event on the social media site suggesting people meet between 1pm and 4pm on the 9th 
August 2011 behind the McDonalds restaurant in the town. 

One of the men jailed over the Facebook messages after admitting an offence under the Serious 
Crime Act of intentionally encouraging another to assist the commission of an indictable offence 
is to appeal against his sentence. The solicitor for the second defendant says he may take the 
same action.

Two men were jailed for four years using Facebook 
to incite disorder during the 2011 riots in the UK, 
despite no disorder taking place as a result of their 
posts. 

Read the two news stories below and identify factors that might explain why the individuals were treated 
differently. 

Evaluations of Interactionist approaches    

• Interactionist approaches are seen as deterministic. They assume that once a label has been applied, that   
 this will lead to a ‘deviant career’. Other sociologists would suggest that criminals can and do change their  
 behaviour over time. 

• They fail to focus on the causes of crime in the first place, rather concentrating on how individuals react 
 to being labelled as criminals. 

• They fail to acknowledge the real victims, those who have been subjected to criminal behaviour. 
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2 Social Control  

Informal Social Control 
This is the way in which individuals are controlled by peers, family and friends. Individuals are often 
controlled by these groups through acceptance or rejection, such as criticism for their behaviour.

Formal Social Control 
This refers to the control of individuals’ behaviour through formal organisations 
whose purpose it is to ensure that individuals abide by the laws, rules and 
regulations of the land, namely the criminal justice system (CJS).  

Sociologists are interested in the ways in which people are controlled by society and this extends to their ability to 
commit criminal and deviant acts. The way in which people are controlled by society can be seen as either informal 
or formal. 

Using the definitions above of formal and informal social control, 
identify which type of social control has been used in each of 
the following scenarios. 

Scenario Formal or Informal Social Control 

James has been late to school several 
times in the last two weeks. He is told 
by his teachers that he has to serve 
detention as a result.

Shuaib has recently been struggling to 
focus on work and as a result has been 
called into his manager’s office. He is 
issued with a verbal warning for his 
performance.

Maddison has recently been involved in 
an environmental protest where she and 
other protestors were caught trespassing 
onto private property. She has been 
issued with a police caution for her 
behaviour.

Ash has been charged with dangerous 
driving and has been sentenced to
community service in a magistrates 
court. 



58  AQA GCSE (9-1) Sociology Crime Student Workbook

From Item, identify and explain one factor… (named research) …including what you know 
of their perspective (1 AO1, 3 A03 marks)           
This type of question is presented alongside an item, which is often an extract from one of the key studies on the AQA 
specification. It is testing your knowledge of the key studies and is asking you to identify a strength or limitation of the 
specific method used by a sociologist OR a specific factor that the sociologist suggested would explain a social issue. 
The ‘including what you know of their perspective’ part is testing your wider knowledge of that piece of research – 
e.g. what perspective it came from / the findings of the research.

Identify and explain one… (1 AO1, 3 AO2 marks)           
These questions are focused on the use of research methods to investigate specific issues in crime and deviance. 
These questions look for students to identify an advantage or disadvantage of using a specified method in order to 
investigate a specific issue. To get full marks on these questions, students need to refer to both the method and why 
using it in the situation specified would be an advantage or disadvantage. Students need to think like a sociologist 
and consider some of the practical and ethical issues they may face if they were to conduct this method. 

Identify and explain one disadvantage of using unstructured interviews to investigate 
youth crime. (4 marks) 

Consider the method: what are some of the disadvantages of using unstructured interviews?  

Consider who you are researching? What are some of the issues you might have with interviewing 
young offenders? 

How might one of the disadvantages outlined in part 1, be particularly relevant to interviewing young 
offenders? 

Item B 
Pat Carlen examined the relationship between gender and crime by conducting unstructured interviews with 
women with criminal records. Carlen suggested that these women had been subjected to the failures of 
society to offer women alternative opportunities to being controlled by either employment or their partners. 
Many of the women interviewed by Carlen had experienced poverty and domestic violence in their lives. This 
impacted upon their opportunities and ultimately led to them turning to crime as a means to survive. 

Source: Pat Carlen, Women, Crime and Poverty, 1988 
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Crime rate The number of reported crimes per 100,000 of the population. This can be a general rate for all crime, or  
 a specific rate for particular crimes (e.g. the murder rate)

Criminal justice The criminal justice system refers to all the institutions, organisations and people who are involved in the  
system investigation, prosecution and prevention of crime, including the police and the courts.

Criminal subculture The idea of subculture is a group of people with their own norms and values - separate from mainstream  
 society. A criminal subculture is a group for whom crime is normal - for example, a criminal gang.

Dark figure of crime The dark figure of crime refers to the crimes we do not know about - crimes that do not show in the  
 statistics. These are generally crimes that do not get reported. 

Delinquency Delinquency is a term used for rule-breaking and law-breaking, often used in the context of young people:  
 “juvenile delinquents”.

Deviance Deviance refers to all behaviour that does not conform to the norms and values of society: behaviour that  
 breaks the rules. This includes crimes, but also can include behaviour that is legal but seen as abnormal.

Deviancy amplification Sociologists are interested in the idea that the reaction to crime and/or deviance can actually make it  
 worse or increase it. For example, when the media report on criminal actions, it can encourage more  
 people to do them. 

Deviant career While for some people breaking the law might be a one-off, others make a career out of it: it is how they  
 earn their living and choose to live their lives. There are people who are described as “career criminals”.

Discrimination Discrimination is treating people differently because of certain characteristics. 

Ethnic group An ethnic group is a group of people who all share the same ethnicity (see ethnicity)

Ethnic minority An ethnic minority is an ethnic group (see ethnic group) who are a minority group in society.

Ethnicity Ethnicity refers to culture: someone’s ethnicity is a product of people’s race, nationality, culture and  
 perhaps religion, language, etc.

Folk devils Stan Cohen conducted a famous study called “Folk Devils and Moral Panics” all about battles between  
 youth gangs known as “mods and rockers” in the 1960s. Cohen argued that the youths were “folk devils”  
 - they were popular villains in the media but that their crimes were really exaggerated. It helped to sell  
 newspapers to write over-the-top stories about these “devils”.

Gender deal The gender deal is a term used by Carlen to describe the emotional rewards that women receive from 
(in relation to working- marrying and having children. This stops them from committing crime.
class women)  

Identity theft Identity theft is a form of fraud. It occurs when a criminal steals an individual’s personal data, e.g. date  
 of birth, address, telephone number, with the intention of passing themselves off as that person, either in  
 real-life or online in order to benefit from that person’s status. 

Indictable offence This is an offence where the person has the right to trial by jury

Injustice Injustice is when something is not fair. In relation to crime and deviance there is a particular issue of  
 “miscarriages of justice” - that is where people are found guilty of a crime they did not commit.

Institutional racism Racism is discriminating against someone on the basis of the colour of their skin (or more generally on  
 the basis of their ethnicity). While this is often carried out by individuals, the idea of institutional racism  
 is that sometimes it is the policies and procedures of an organisation that are racist, rather than just the  
 behaviour of specific racist individuals. 

Judiciary The judiciary is a collective term used for the courts and judges.

Labelling Labelling is a process of placing a positive or negative label onto an individual or group based upon  
 observations or preconceived ideas about their behaviour. 

Law Laws are the rules that, if broken, are crimes. Most laws are made by parliament, while others have  
 always been in place (such as it being illegal to kill).

Legislation Legislation is a term used to describe laws: parliament passes legislation - laws - which then need to be  
 followed.

Legislative process The way laws are made in parliament (they pass through a number of stages on the way from being a  
 “bill” to becoming an “act of parliament”) is called the legislative process.

Legislature A legislature is an institution that passes legislation - that makes laws. An obvious example is the UK  
 Parliament.

Magistrate A magistrate is a member of the public who has the job of determining whether people have committed  
 crimes or not and what their sentence should be if that crime is not serious. 

Key term Definition


