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Preface

“The aim of science is to find satisfactory explanations of whatever
strikes us as being in need of explanation’ (Popper 1985: 132, orig-
inal emphasis). In this book, we aim to contribute to the explana-
tion of acts of crime by advancing the understanding of the social
and situational dynamics of crime.

People are different, but so are the environments in which they live
and take part. There is little doubt that the social environment plays
an important role in how we act: it shapes and forms personal char-
acteristics and experiences that influence how we react (propensity)
and it provides circumstances to which we react (exposure). However,
our understanding of the role of the social environment in crime
causation is still rudimentary and leaves much unexplored. A par-
ticular aim of this research is to employ new theory developed to
capture the person—environment interaction in crime causation, and
advance more adequate methods for studying it.

This book is the first major presentation of key findings from
the ESRC-financed Peterborough Adolescent and Young Adult
Development Study (PADS+). The study follows a cohort of approx-
imately 700 young people randomly selected from the UK city
of Peterborough, focusing on the role of the interplay between
their personal characteristics and experiences, and the features of
the environments in which they live and take part, in their crime
involvement. The studyisguided by the recently developed Situational
Action Theory {(SAT), an action theory specifically created to account
for the person—environment interaction in the explanation of moral
action such as crime (see, eg, Wikstrom 2006, 2010a, 2010b,
2011a).

In this book we will concentrate on the role of the social environ-
ment and its interaction with personal factors in the explanation
of young people’s involvement in acts of crime during the early to
mid-adolescent period (ages 13-17). A second book will focus on
the role of the social environment in young people’s development
and change, dealing with questions such as how young people
acquire different crime propensities, and how environmental fac-
tors (exposure) shape and form the extent and nature of their crime
involvement and its changes.



vi Preface

The present research aim is to expand beyond conventional
neighbourhood and place-based approaches in the empirical study
of environmental effects on crime by utilizing new methodologies
(and new combinations of methodologies) that capture (1) young
people’s exposure to different kinds of environments (their activity
fields), and (2) the crime propensity—criminogenic exposure inter-
action in crime causation (the analysis of crime occurrences by
kinds of people in kinds of settings).

We hope that the theory (SAT), the new methodologies, and
the substantive findings presented in this book will help stimulate
new integrated ways of thinking about crime and its causes
and new avenues for integrated research and thinking about crime-
prevention policies.

Per-Olof H. Wikstrém
University of Cambridge
3 September 2011



Foreword

Clarendon Studies in Criminology aims to provide a forum for
outstanding empirical and theoretical work in all aspects of crimi-
nology and criminal justice, broadly understood. The Editors
welcome submissions from established scholars, as well as excel-
lent PhD work. The Series was inaugurated in 1994, with Roger
Hood at its first General Editor, following discussions between
Oxford University Press and three criminology centres. It is edited
under the auspices of these three criminological centres: the
Cambridge Institute of Criminology, the Mannheim Centre for
Criminology at the London School of Economics, and the Centre
for Criminology at the University of Oxford. Each supplies members
of the Editorial Board and, in turn, the Series Editor.

Breaking Rules: The Social and Situational Dynamics of Young
People’s Urban Crime is a major contribution to criminology.
Per-Olof Wikstrém, Dietrich Oberwittler, Kyle Trieber and Beth
Hardie have set themselves the task of remedying what they see
as the fragmented and poorly integrated state of theorizing
about the causes of crime. In so doing, they advance criminological
knowledge in two related ways. First, the book presents a full and
systematic statement of ‘situational action theory’, a theory of why
individuals break moral rules that Wikstrém has developed in
several important papers over recent years. The theory aims to inte-
grateindividual and environmental perspectives on crime causation
by proposing that acts of crime (which are defined as moral rules
stated in law) are the result of a perception-choice process guided
by the interaction between a person’s propensity to commit
crime and their exposure to criminogenic settings. Secondly, the
book offers a first major presentation of key findings from the
Peterborough Adolescent and Young Adult Development Study
(PADS+) - an ongoing longitudinal of a cohort of 700 young people
in Peterborough which combines interviews with young people
and parents, analysis of official data, time-space diaries and a com-
munity survey. The result is a rich, detailed dissection of the distri-
bution and causes of youth offending in Peterborough, and a major
empirical demonstration of the explanatory power of situational
action theory.
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Theoretical and empirical studies of the causes of crime have in
recent years been relatively under-represented in the Clarendon
Studies in Criminology. The Editors are pleased to be able to
go some way to making good this imbalance and welcome this
important addition to the Series.

Ian Loader
University of Oxford
March 2012
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