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William Sheldon (1949) The Varieties of Delinquent Youth
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Evidence for Sheldon?
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Genetic Explanations for Criminality
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A Criminal Gene?















Twin Studies as Explanations for Criminality
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How exactly do genes influence our behaviour?
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Family Studies
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Adoption Studies
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Genes Criminality and Free Will
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Neurotransmitters and Hormones
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Evidence?
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Testosterone does not directly "cause" or manufacture 
aggression from scratch in a passive animal; it 

reactivates or amplifies established behavioural 
patterns.



The Frontal Brain Hypothesis
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The Frontal Brain Hypothesis and Neuroimaging

MRI – Magnetic Resonance Imaging: 
3D structural pictures.

MRS - Magnetic Resonance 
Spectroscopy: measures chemical 
and metabolic changes 
(metabolites) such as NAA, Creatine, 
Choline, Lactate, and Lipids. I.e. 
indicators of healthy/unhealthy brain 
tissue activity (produces line graphs).

DTI - Diffusion Tensor Imaging: maps 
the microscopic movement of water 
molecules along the brain's white 
matter tracts to explore neural 
integrity (produces colourful maps).



The Frontal Brain Hypothesis
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Evidence
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Reduced amygdala and lateral orbitofrontal volumes in 
pre-trial murderers: The role of psychopathy - 
ScienceDirect

More recently 
(2026):

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1359178926000352?casa_token=DbpVPTYmCZoAAAAA:2_tOQNyepFpcH6UWHsKgg-6fas84CfvnoGOYTmySn7f9xFPXkJGMxFRnhtFHsoZnRCaIC2ys7w
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1359178926000352?casa_token=DbpVPTYmCZoAAAAA:2_tOQNyepFpcH6UWHsKgg-6fas84CfvnoGOYTmySn7f9xFPXkJGMxFRnhtFHsoZnRCaIC2ys7w
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1359178926000352?casa_token=DbpVPTYmCZoAAAAA:2_tOQNyepFpcH6UWHsKgg-6fas84CfvnoGOYTmySn7f9xFPXkJGMxFRnhtFHsoZnRCaIC2ys7w
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1359178926000352?casa_token=DbpVPTYmCZoAAAAA:2_tOQNyepFpcH6UWHsKgg-6fas84CfvnoGOYTmySn7f9xFPXkJGMxFRnhtFHsoZnRCaIC2ys7w
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1359178926000352?casa_token=DbpVPTYmCZoAAAAA:2_tOQNyepFpcH6UWHsKgg-6fas84CfvnoGOYTmySn7f9xFPXkJGMxFRnhtFHsoZnRCaIC2ys7w
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1359178926000352?casa_token=DbpVPTYmCZoAAAAA:2_tOQNyepFpcH6UWHsKgg-6fas84CfvnoGOYTmySn7f9xFPXkJGMxFRnhtFHsoZnRCaIC2ys7w


The MAOA Gene :
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 https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0808376106

The MAOA Gene Explained | Behavioural Genetics & 
Psychology

https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0808376106
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0808376106
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0808376106
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w11HBKmc0To
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w11HBKmc0To


The Role of MAOA

 An excellent article from 2024

 The-Tale-of-Warrior-Gene-The-MAOA-

upstream-Variable-Number-Tandem-

Repeat-MAOA-uVNTR-Polymorphism-

and-Its-Role-in-Shaping-Aggressive-and-

Violent-Behaviour.pdf









A Killer's Genes | Are You Good or Evil? | Horizon | BBC 
Studios (youtube.com)
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Points to remember

Plomin (1990,1994) has argued that genetics alone cannot explain adult behaviour and we should focus 
on the way genes interact with the environment. 

He suggests that the environment cannot be taken as a constant and that the ‘nonshared environment' is a 
crucial factor in determining adult outcomes for children in the same family.

I.e. what most affects children are the things they do not share with their siblings, their own unique 
individual experiences. 

Parents think they raise their children in the same way, but families alter over time, sometimes quite 
significantly, e.g. chronic illness, unemployment, high mobility, divorce, etc. 

Children’s experiences vary too, e.g. having an influential teacher, developing a new interest, losing a 
friend, etc. Plomin suggests that it is these differences and the way they interact with genetic make-up, 
which produce personality differences. 



One Example – Charles Whitman










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However 















Look back at UT Tower Shooting | Austin, TX 2006 
(youtube.com)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rIbHeHpS8EU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rIbHeHpS8EU


Evaluating Biological Explanations for Criminality
















Part 2: Psychological Explanations for Crime

Intelligence 
and crime 

Developmental 
elements of 
criminality 

Executive 
function and 

crime 

Interpersonal 
skills and crime 

Familial factors 
and crime 

Abuse and 
neglect 

Social factors 
in criminality 

Traditional 
Psychological 
explanations 



Intelligence and Crime













Percentage of population which 
fall in each category. 

* Note these are not percentiles.



Some thoughts








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











Self-regulation Skills and Executive Function


















ADHD and Conduct Disorder

























Deficient Interpersonal Skills and Peer Acceptance













Familial Factors and Crime















Easy as pie: Farrington (youtube.com)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mKLcEp8SJKg


The Farrington Study









Parenting Styles and Child Rearing














Other Considerations















Criminal Parents and Delinquent Friends











Deprivation and Privation















Abuse and Neglect 











Abuse and Neglect













Addiction and Crime


















Addiction and Risk-taking



















Eysenck


















EYSENCK'S PERSONALITY THEORY: A Deep Dive into 
Criminal Propensity (youtube.com)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VHfuRihT_mU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VHfuRihT_mU


Social Factors and Learning theory























Sutherland (1939) Differential Association
























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Bandura: Social Learning Theory

















Rational Choice Theory






















Before we Conclude













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Concluding Comments













Preparing for your Forensic Case Formulation

Presenting Predisposing Precipitating Perpetuating Protective 

Johnstone, L., & Dallos, R. (2014). Formulation in 
Psychology and Psychotherapy: Making Sense of 

People’s Problems (2nd ed). Routledge.

Behaviours 
displayed

ACE`s, Genes
Triggering 

incident
Maintaining 

factors
Relationships, 

self-care, therapy
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