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It has been a long-standing debate amongst scholars whether one’s biological makeup or
environmental factors influence an individual to indulge in criminal activity. Which is more
prevalent in an individual’s outcome, nature or nurture? Is it an individual’s genetics that turns
them to criminal behavior, or is it the environment that they grew up in that determines their
criminal future? The answer is both genetics and the environment play a role in determining the
outcome of an individual. However, research has found that it’s more about the interaction
between the two rather than genetics and environment acting as separate entities. Just because an
individual has the genetic predisposition for criminal behavior does not mean they will definitely
commit a crime (Jones, 2005). The same can be said for an individual who grows up around a lot
of crime. Individual factors do not determine the actions of a person, but if someone with the
genetic disposition is also exposed to the right type of environment, then their chances of
engaging in criminal behavior increases.

Young people under the age of eighteen who commit a crime in the U.S. run the risk of
entering one of the biggest prison systems in the world. According to data from the Bureau of
Justice Statistics, In 2018, an estimated 1.5 million people were imprisoned in the U.S. In the
span of 40 years, the U.S. prison population increased by 375% (Carson, 2020). According to the
U.S. Department of Justice, an average of 2.7 million youths under the age of 18, were arrested
in 1996. A record high for the U.S., however, since then juvenile arrests have decreased by 74%
(Puzzanchera, 2021). Despite the dramatic decrease still, an estimated 696,620 juveniles are
being arrested every year. When we dig deeper into the data, we can see there is a correlation
between a youth’s socioeconomic status and delinquency rates (Rekker et al., 2015). Previous
studies have found that youths from lower socioeconomic status families are more likely to
engage in delinquent behavior than their higher socioeconomic status counterparts (Bjerk, 2006).
Upon further inspection, there is also a relationship between lowest income earning states and
juvenile delinquency. Again, according to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, West Virginia has one
of the highest rates of juvenile delinquency. Interestingly enough, West Virginia also suffers from
having one of the lowest-earning income states in the U.S., with a median household income of
$48,850 a year (Williams, 2021). From this data plus previous research, we can conclude
geography has an impact on juvenile delinquency.

However, additional research in the debate between nature versus nurture on criminal
behavior has found that age is a significant factor. Consistent research has discovered that
genetics may influence an adult more than their environment, but for children, their environment
plays a bigger role than their genetics in influencing their behaviors. This is due to a lack of
control in the environment a child is placed in, but as adults, we have more say in the
environment we choose to engage in thus, the environment plays less of a role in influencing
adult behavior (Rhee & Waldman, 2002). Therefore, this paper will examine the different
functions that an environment plays in the criminal behavior of individuals. There are many
social factors that influence high crime rates in certain areas. Impoverished communities,
commonly linked to lower socioeconomic status, see the highest rates of crime. Previous
research has shown what happens both inside and outside of the home are big indicators of crime
(Taylor & Harrell, 1996). This means that a variety of aspects influence criminal behavior. So, by
looking at family dynamics, as well as the community youth is exposed to, delinquency can be
determined.
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Previous research has proven that one’s genetics do, in fact, influence criminal behavior.
Researchers and scholars agree that genes influence certain personality traits or disorders that
make someone more prone to commit crimes (Jones, 2005). However, they also agree that
environmental exposures can not be dismissed in this equation. As a child, your family impacts
your development by a great deal. Therefore, if there are issues occurring within the household,
the child will likely suffer consequences (Jones, 2005). Prior research that examines the
relationship between family dynamics and the development of child behavior characterizes a
child’s well-being with a caring and positive child-parent relationship. The home environment
also must be stimulating, paired with consistent disciplinary action. These characteristics are
often outlined as an authoritative household (Schmitz, 2003). In contrast, families with a lack of
communication and weak bonds have been shown to produce aggressive and criminal behavior
(Garnefski & Okma, 1996). From this research, we are able to conclude that those families who
have a lower socioeconomic status and who are not able to punish their children consistently will
likely have greater chances of fostering an environment that will influence delinquent behavior.
Other indicators for future criminal behavior include abuse, of some kind, or neglect in
childhood. Statistics show that children suffer a fifty percent increased risk of criminal behavior
if they were abused or neglected (Holmes et al., 2001). In terms of family influencers, these have
been some of the most popular explanations as to why youth engage in criminal activity.

Now, shifting the focus to outside the home, peers are significantly impactful towards one
another. In terms of juvenile delicacies behaviors, your peers can be one of the strongest
influencers. It has been found that there is a correlation between involvement with a delinquent
peer group and problematic behavior (Garnefski & Okma, 1996). One of the primary reasons
why children end up in these groups in the first place is due to aggressive behaviors displayed in
preschool. If a child has aggressive tendencies towards their peers, they would likely be
outcasted, leading to similar aggressive children to therefore group together. As the unhealthy
behavior is perpetuated within the outcast group, the similar behaviors of the group members, in
turn, foster an environment for criminal behavior (Holmes et al., 2001).

However, all this begs the question of where do these childhood aggressive tendencies
even come from in the first place? Using the social learning theory, we can conclude that
aggressive behavior is observed and learned. Most often through the home atmosphere, a child
will observe aggressive behavior between parents, their siblings, or both. As a result, that child
learns that the observed aggressive behavior is socially acceptable, so, therefore, they can engage
in it as well (Miles & Carey, 1997). As it was mentioned earlier, family dynamics are very
influential when it comes to the upbringing of children. Therefore, it is no surprise that children
who are exposed to an aggressive family environment are more likely to be susceptible to
experiences such as a lack of parental monitoring, parental rejection, and inconsistent discipline
(Miles & Carey, 1997). These exposures can later lead to engagement with criminal activity.

Looking at the broader picture here, geographically such adverse environmental
influencers tend to be highly concentrated only in certain areas. If we dig deeper we can see that
it’s more about a perpetuated vicious cycle than anything else. Criminal youth tend to live in
high-crime areas, both finding themselves in a destructive relationship and reinforcing one
another. It has long been recorded by the national survey data, that there is a correlation between
criminal activity, mostly in urban communities, and broken homes. Urban neighborhoods,
characterized by high amounts of single-parent households, suffer from more criminal activities.
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Recent figures show that many urban neighborhoods have a staggering eighty percent of
illegitimate births (Fagan, 1995). Broken homes can also encompass children being raised by
grandparents. Children raised solely by grandparents also experience an increased risk for
emotional and behavioral issues (Dobbin-MacNab & Keiley, 2009). Being that these
communities are socially dysfunctional, oftentimes it’s almost impossible for single-parents or
grandparents to appropriately supervise their children. From this data, current researchers, and
many before them, conclude that neighborhoods with high single-parent households inevitably
are more chaotic, and with this chaos beholds more crime  (Fagan, 1995). Most often the
conditions of these communities only perpetuate crime within them as well. As it was mentioned
before, poverty, which often is present in these communities, could also play a factor in
influencing criminal behavior. When children lack the resources that they need, they learn,
accept, and use behaviors to satisfy their needs and wants.

Childhood delinquency can be heavily influenced by geography. Researchers have found
that both environmental and genetic factors play a role in determining criminal behavior.
However, for children, their environment is more influential than their genetics (Rhee &
Waldman, 2002). Although the number of delinquent youths is decreasing, this is still an issue
we, as a county, need to address (Puzzanchera, 2021). In many of these communities, lower
socio-economic status and adverse family dynamics have been linked with poorer education
(Fagan, 1995). With many children experiencing a negative education, those chains ultimately
weigh them down and keep them from escaping their environment. This is why it is important
for resources to be reallocated towards changing the infrastructure of the educational systems
within these communities. Equipped with adequate education and proper tools, the youth
population in these areas has a better chance of breaking out of the perpetuated cycle of a
criminal future. In certain areas, elements such as family dynamics and socio-economic status,
perpetuate criminal behavior in the youth population, this can be addressed through solutions
focused on education.
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