























A critical evaluation of the nature of offending and if the impact of early intervention can help to curve offending.
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Nature versus nurture – the argument which, for decades, has attempted to understand and solve whether people have a psychological and biological predisposition to criminality or whether crime occurs because of social factors such as poverty and Adverse Childhood Experiences (Webster, 2018). Nurture arguments arise proposing that crime could be the result of sociological factors which see individuals living in poverty with limited access to opportunities and therefore experiencing a form of status frustration, as represented by Albert Cohen’s Subcultural Theory and Robert Merton’s Strain Theory (Thompson, 2016). Whereas the nature argument was initially led by Cesare Lombroso, who drew upon the ideas of Charles Darwin by proposing that criminals are in-fact ‘evolutionary throwbacks’ as his studies identified that criminals held similar characteristic attributes and therefore, suggested that criminals were products of biological qualities (Cullen and Wilcox, 2010).  Since these initial theories were proposed, further research has taken place – which is critically reviewed in this essay in attempt to develop an understanding of the nature of offending. Naturally, the topic then leads to another complex question – can early intervention reduce the extent of, or even prevent offending behaviour? This essay compromises of two parts. The first part explores criminological theories in attempt to understand the nature of offending. Due to the complexity involved and ongoing debated relating to what causes offending behaviour, the nature versus nurture argument is explored. Subsequently, the second element of the essay analyses crime prevention strategies and the effectiveness of early intervention on youth offending behaviour. 
Franz Joseph Gall, a neuroanatomist, hypothesised that certain areas of the brain were linked to different forms of criminal behaviour (Wijdicks, 2020). Gall, who subsequently invented the cranioscopy, believed the brain was made up of several units, each of which corresponded to distinct forms of behaviour (Eiling and Finger, 2020). Additionally, Gall also believed that pressure beneath the human skull generated visible bumps and unevenness on the human skull, which would explain a person's character – including whether they were prone to criminality or not – because of biology (Wijdicks, 2020). As mentioned in the introduction, individual qualities, according to Cesare Lombroso, would make people vulnerable to criminality because criminals, according to his views, were biologically under-evolved (Gibson and Raffer, 2006). Recently, Chinese scientists published a study that demonstrated that, as Lombroso suggested in the 19th century, it is potentially possible to determine whether someone is a criminal based on their physical traits (Wu and Zhang, 2017). Characteristics like the curvature of one's lip and the space between their eyes, according to Wu and Zhang (2017), can help determine whether someone is a criminal or is susceptible to criminality. The findings go on to explain that offenders appear to have a higher incidence of variance in face traits than the general population (Wu and Zhang, 2017).
In 1995, Stephen Mobley was convicted for murder following a motiveless attack (Mobley v State, 1995). Mobley's legal counsel contended that his criminality had been the result of a genetic disposition bequeathed from his predecessors (Denno, 2006). A research study conducted in Scandinavia reviewed the familial history of one family and discovered a genic mutation that caused a chemical imbalance in the brains of some of the male members, explaining why the same men were prone to unprovoked violent outbreaks (Metsel, 1993) – comparable to what was discovered in Mobley's family history and used as a defence in his case. Additionally, since offending is commonly encountered in groups such as families, there is considerable evidence that inherited genetic variations play a role in criminal behaviour (Morley and Hall, 2003). Further research has indicated that two genes discovered in a cohort of European convicts are linked to extremely violent behaviour (Tiihonen et al. 2014).

Furthermore, Rhee and Waldman (2002) analysed trends in criminal behaviour among twins and adoptees in a review of research. However, they discovered that, while there is a substantial correlation to genetic predispositions, environmental factors also play a role. Such findings show that even if a person has a 'criminal chromosome,' they are aware that they will not engage in criminal behaviour if they are not exposed to the essential elements and instances of behaviour (Rhee and Waldman, 2002). Enrico Ferri, a former pupil of Lombroso, provide backing to the theories, by agreeing that the environment has an impact on whether someone commits a crime (Ferri, 1896) – which leads to the opposing argument that contends crime is a biological product and instead, offers that criminality is a result of sociological factors which one is exposed to overtime.

The Rational Choice Theory refers to the idea that offenders make fundamental judgments regarding the variables of carrying out illicit acts – in simple terms, people choose to offend because of choices made (Clarke and Newman, 2016). Criminals would not choose to attack people who were armed and able to defend themselves, according to Wright and Rosi (1983). Instead, they would attack people who were vulnerable and defenceless (Wright and Rosi, 1983). Siegel and McCormick (2006) have argued that, while acts of violence appear to be irrational, they do contain some prior risk and benefit assessment and therefore, support the argument that the nature of offending is due to sociological factors and calculated decisions. However, Goldfield and Gilbert (1995) argue that the whole element of rationality has been overstretched, and as a result, there have been discrepancies on how the theory might apply in situations where individuals were unable to act rationally due to both environmental and psychological reasoning factors. As a result, the Neoclassical movement grew in popularity. Taylor et al. (1973) stated that a criminal will still be held accountable for his crimes within Neoclassicism. However, decisions about their involvement will be made based on considerations that may obstruct said reason (Taylor et al.,1973). Inequalities such as gender, social status, and poverty have been suggested to impact reasoning capacity and increase crime (Pitts-Taylor, 2019). The Broken Glass Theory, a Neoclassical notion, posits that there is an inextricable link between crime and disorder in urban impoverished areas (Wilson and Kelling, 1998). Wilson and Kelling (1998) proved that if a window in a building was damaged and left that way, all other windows in the building would soon be broken as well because the initial damage would have established a standard of behaviour in the community. Because wants are unsatisfied and criminality is easily accessible, Braithwaite (1991) supports the idea that poverty and poor social conditions increase the likelihood of criminality. As a result, criminality becomes increasingly appealing and easier to observe, allowing it to be duplicated — as the theory of differential association suggests (Pitts-Taylor, 2019). Articles relating to the notoriously well-known council estate in Swansea, Townhill, supports that the nature of offending is linked with sociological factors as it is often described to be ‘plagued’ with crime due to unemployment and poverty (Griffiths and Bullen, 2017). Damm and Dustmann (2017) provide support that offending behaviour in high-crime areas stems from observation and association – one may learn to commit crime from their peer, who then teaches another peer and so forth and thus, leading to an increase in crime rates. Maliza (2018) further adds that deviancy occurs in, usually, low-economic areas because people living in such communities tend to be unemployed, facing boredom and encountering a sense of status frustration which leads to criminal behaviour occurring.

The National Youth Agency (2021) provides that to reduce crime, specific and comprehensive early intervention mechanisms need to be enforced with young people who are at risk of or, are already engaging, in delinquency and therefore, are susceptible to adult offending. The Home Office introduced its Serious Violence Strategy in April 2018 (HM Government, 2018). The goal of the strategy is to combine law enforcement, youth services, welfare services, and other agencies to identify and address potential causes for violent crime - experiences or traits that raise the possibility of a negative outcome (HM Government, 2018).

Early interventions have been proposed to prevent violent crime since data from other policy areas, such as education, suggests that they can reduce risk factors for future criminal involvement. Preventing early criminal involvement lowers the risk of later committing a significant crime; beyond the age of 17, people are far less likely to engage in illegal behaviour (Early Intervention Foundation, 2018). Many Agencies and charities provide one-on-one support services to young people. Youth Inclusion and Support Panels were created to identify and support young individuals at high risk of committing crimes and antisocial behaviour (Walker et al. 2007). Over 30 years ago, before the establishment of the Panels in 2002, the United Nations (1990) formally acknowledged the essentiality of early intervention with youths as part of overall crime prevention plans. However, Walker et al. (2007) add that the staff on the Panels felt as if they were being used when all else had failed and that offending outcomes were inevitable – rather than being involved as soon as the youth as identified in need of support when there was still a chance for early intervention and pre-emptive action to take place. Since the introduction of the Youth Inclusion and Support Panels, innovative approaches have later been developed.
 
Detached Youth Teams have been set up across the United Kingdom to work with young people in ‘their’ space to build trusting relationships and attain effective results (Young Brent Foundation, 2021).  Education Wales (2019) supports this approach by explaining that as Detached Youth Workers are out in the field, entering youth’s environments and formulating relationships with them that disregard traditional stances of power (institution versus delinquents), many barriers are subsequently overcome, and engagement levels significantly increase in comparison to the Youth Inclusion and Support Panels. The support delivered is non-traditional – rather than lecturing about the dangers of criminality, drugs and anti-social behaviour, interactions instead include hosting activities, getting involved in community development and regeneration to provide youths with inspiring tasks to keep them busy rather than engage in wrongdoing (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2010). A key focus is the underlying causes of youth crime rather than the symptoms.

According to Liddle and Gelsthorpe (1994), persons who have been involved in or are close to crimes have a good awareness of the causes and what must be done to eradicate the contributing variables. As mentioned previously, there is significant evidence that supports the notion that crime occurs due to social factors (Maliza, 2018). Community Crime Prevention theories believe that early intervention need not be in the form of rebuking youths when they display wrongful behaviour but can also be achieved by changing the social conditions that influence offending in residential communities (Hope, 1995). Cannavino (2016) advances the notion by adding that if public spaces and facilities are better invested in and offer more, then it ought to allow for youths to utilise the facilities accessible to them – such as youth clubs, skate parks, sports pitches – rather than getting involved in crime due to boredom and lack of stimulation. L'aoustet and Griffet (2001) add that well-designed and managed skate facilities have been seen to become a hub for community life and as a catalyst for a reduction in youth crime. L'aoustet and Griffet’s (2001) findings are supported by the fact that an urban sports park was built in Anglesey in 2018 and has since been credited with helping to reduce antisocial behaviour by providing a diversionary activity (BBC, 2018).

Despite the successes heard, Whitley and Price (2005) state that there is inadequate data to support that community crime prevention programmes can alter the behaviour of those who do not believe crime is wrong. Recreational programmes, guided intervention, social casework, and detached job programmes for juvenile offenders have all been abandoned as unproductive. The observed results are quite variable, so even if more behavioural and skill-oriented programmes were implemented, it would need to be done region by area (Whitley, 2005).

Social Crime Prevention strategies, as mentioned above, oppose Situational Crime Prevention strategies – which are focused on reducing opportunities for crime to occur by increasing associated risks and reducing opportunities (Clarke, 1995). The contrast is seen when one identifies that Social Crime Prevention focuses on addressing root causations – as explored in this essay, boredom and under-stimulation is large factor for youths – whereas Situational Crime Prevention makes it harder for crime to occur in an area (Clarke, 1995). Brooks (2020) says that Situational approaches focus on how, rather than why, crime occurs, and that crime can be deterred by enforcing strategic changes to an environment – such as CCTV, security, Neighbourhood Watch groups, frequent police present and well-lit streets. As further provided by Brooks (2020), Situational Crime prevention can act as an early intervention – a youth decides to commit a crime, there is CCTV present, as a result, the youth is unable to commit a crime and is prevented from doing so. This, as a result, may deter the youth completely from criminality as they have time to reflect on the behaviour, they almost pursued (Brooks, 2020). Tangey, Stuewig and Hafez (2011) add that moral emotions often surface when one reflects on their actions or near-misses in the form of shame and guilt. Therefore, Situational Crime Prevention not only reduces the chances of crime occurring but also potentially could act as a catalyst to ending youths’ involvement in crime (Tangey, Stuewig and Hafez, 2011).

Controversy arises in relation to Situational Crime Prevention since the strategy does not intend to address the causations or predispositions of crime but instead, just prevents crime from occurring where the strategy has been enforced (Wortley, 2010). Therefore, allowing for the crime to move and occur in an environment where there isn’t CCTV, per se (Wortley, 2010). Consequently, failing to act as a full prevention mechanism but rather as a delay does not contribute to reducing offending rates.

Although a wide range of policies and schemes have been introduced to pre-emptively address youth offending and advanced involvement in crime, Goldson (2016) raises concerns that early intervention governs the future through actuarial modes of social control that undermines justice and exposes youths to greater levels of criminalisation, observation, regulation, and – controversially – kinds of oppression. Youth.Gov (2020), directly contests Goldson’s claim by saying that evidence shows that the costs involved with leading prevention strategies are outweighed by the success encountered in the form of prevention of later adult offending behaviour. Additionally, Weisburd et al. (2016) found that all forms of community-based interventions (Social Crime Prevention strategies) achieved a median of 5% reduction in offending behaviours – although a small percentage, a promising one when the reoffending rates for youths in 2019/20 were found to be over 38% (Youth Justice Board, 2021).

Though, many people still advocate the penalty of criminals regardless of their age. There are a variety of community and custodial penalties available if a young person is guilty of an offence. An order can also include an Intensive Supervision and Surveillance Program for young people – which combines extensive community-based surveillance with a thorough and long-term focus on addressing the variables that contribute to a young person's criminal behaviour (Whitley and Price, 2005). The initiative is designed to target the most active repeat offenders as well as those who commit the most serious offences – but, as mentioned, it doesn’t act as an intervention as at this point, offending trajectories may already be aligned to worsen and the risk of being institutionalised only further negates using punishment as a deterrence Many people disregard the penalty of criminals once they have committed an offence, regardless of their age. There are a variety of community and custodial penalties available if a young person is guilty of an offence. An order can also include an Intensive Supervision and Surveillance Program for young people. It combines extensive community-based surveillance with a thorough and long-term focus on addressing the variables that contribute to a young person's criminal behaviour. The initiative is designed to target the most active repeat offenders as well as those who commit the most serious offences. Punishment has deterrent effects, but how much depends on the harshness of the punishment.

In conclusion, as shown by Webster (2018) and Thompson (2016), the nature of offending behaviour is extremely difficult to pinpoint in general terms, although potentially easier on a case-by-case basis where factors can be reviewed to generate a theory as to why one offends. There is significant consensus that crime occurs because of sociological factors and influences, though, in cases such as Stephen Mobley’s – that consensus is questioned (Mobley v State, 1995). However, there is significantly more certainty relating to the effectiveness of early intervention and social crime prevention strategies which are utilised by Detached Youth teams and local councils (Hope, 1995). In a criminological sense, the idea of early restorative prevention by addressing social issues is quite new and therefore, data is still to be accrued to identify whether youths who encountered interventions later offended in their adult lives (Brooks, 2020).
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