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The purpose of this literature review is to examine whether crime is a social construct by analysing factors that influence criminality within communities. This topic was chosen to demonstrate the importance of understanding how these factors shape the social perceptions of crime. The review will explore how social disparities contribute to the prevalence and nature of crime committed within specific socioeconomic groups.  In addition, the review will assess the impact of institutional practices such as policing and judicial processes in reinforcing or challenging the perceptions of crime. By evaluating the role of social and cultural narratives in defining crime, this review aims to deconstruct the narrative that criminal behaviour originates from deprived areas and is committed by specific socioeconomic groups.  It will also identify gaps in the literature proposing directions for future research and practices. The study will examine how these factors collectively contribute to the social construction of crime and its influence on criminality within communities. An analysis of current research demonstrates an insufficient knowledge of the relationship between poverty, discrimination, and systematic bias and their combined influence on shaping criminal behaviour.  This review will further assess how these factors influence or reinforce one another.

Objective 1: 

Socioeconomic disparities can influence criminal behaviour within communities. This includes factors such as poverty, education, employment opportunities, and housing inequalities. Socioeconomic resources play a crucial role in addressing poverty and inequality. The research of De Courson and Nettle (2021) suggests that crime and reduced social cohesion are associated with increased levels of inequalities or limited accessibility to socioeconomic recourses. An increase in the number of individuals experiencing poverty may further contribute to the prevalence and nature of crimes committed within specific socioeconomic groups. Newburn (2016) implies that income inequality significantly influences violent and property crime, more specifically in deprived areas. This can be further supported by the research of the Trust for London (2025), which recorded forty percent more crime in low-income areas in 2023. It is thought that violent crimes occur in disadvantaged communities due to an increased level of exploitation with individuals presenting deviant behaviour to assert dominance and avoid being victimised (De Courson et al., 2023). 

Materialism also plays a crucial role in influencing criminality, where the desire to possess luxurious items entices individuals to resort to crime (Shek et al., 2022). Merton’s theories of anomie and strain provide context for this, explaining that crime is committed by those who cannot achieve means legitimately (Murphy and Robinson, 2008). Theories of such propose that specific groups and individuals are more likely to engage in antisocial or criminal behaviour. Despite this, Savolainen et al. (2013) reinforce the principle that socioeconomic disparities should not account for crime in modern-day society. The article suggests that the association between criminality and socioeconomic disparities is a result of heritable and acquired characteristics and competencies. Therefore, demonstrates the importance of studying the influence of socioeconomic disparities alongside other factors such as social and cultural narratives. 

Limited research into the relationship between socioeconomic factors and crime does not provide context to explain why crime occurs in thriving communities. However, the House of Commons (2014) implies that institutional attitudes are influencing how police officers approach crime resulting in some offences being overlooked. This further emphasises the research of the Police Foundation (2017) which suggests that neighbourhood policing teams are compromising a high volume of data by over-policing certain offences. In addition to this, the complexity of organised crime may affect the ability to effectively investigate these offences. The Police Foundation (2017) suggests that this is further impacting offending rates, which contributes to disparities among figures. This will then further contribute to the narrative that specific socioeconomic groups commit more offences.

Objective 2: 
Institutional practices such as judicial systems and law enforcement influence the development of criminality. It is believed that an individual’s behaviour is influenced by their environment. This can be demonstrated by the research of Schubert et al. (2011) which discovered that young offenders’ behaviour is significantly influenced by their experience of the criminal justice system and this will impact their behaviour as adults. Ineffective rehabilitation strategies and early deterrence strategies are impacting offending rates with an estimated 29% of offenders re-offending (Taylor, 2022). In addition to this, it is estimated that young offenders typically re-offend and commit around four offences each (Youth Justice Board, 2024).
 Implementing more effective strategies and developing different approaches to rehabilitate offenders may significantly contribute to reducing re-offending rates. The Ministry of Justice (2022) proposed that they will introduce new measures to improve rehabilitation in prisons, these include addressing the requirements of different cultures, providing access to recourses, and creating safer modern rehabilitation facilities. However, Bullock and Bunce (2020) criticise both existing and proposed rehabilitation strategies for their limited effectiveness following release from prison and probation services. Their research highlights the need for additional support and early-stage preparation to guide individuals in transitioning back into the community. Add more 
Criminological research has informed the criminal justice system of preventative measures to challenge criminality within communities. An example of this includes the Rational Choice Theory (1979) which implies that a likely offender, a suitable target, and the absence of a capable guardian constitute criminality. Therefore, effective deterrence strategies have been implemented to reduce offending. An approach that has been utilised by police services to challenge criminality is problem-oriented policing, more specifically hot spot policing. This concept focuses on increasing the number of police and deterrence methods within a specific area and has been proven effective at reducing violent crime and disorder (College of Policing, 2021). 
A limitation of this approach is spatial crime displacement, which occurs when a significant focus on reducing crime in a specific area results in the relocation of criminal activity (Weisburd, 2016). In addition, increasing police presence in specific areas may result in non-conformity and distrust amongst specific communities. This is especially evident in disadvantaged communities, where existing perceptions of police legitimacy are insufficient (Bolaji and Metcalfe, 2024). Add more 
Expanding on this, systematic bias can reinforce criminality within some communities. The most prominent bias that appears within institutional practices is racial bias. Institutionalised racism can be defined as the failure of an establishment to offer suitable and professional behaviour or service to individuals based on their race, culture, or ethnicity (Macpherson, 1999). This can be reflected through practices such as stop-search procedures and a delayed response to racially aggravated assaults. Recent data demonstrates the disparities in stop-search procedures as black individuals were detained four times more than those who are white (Home Office, 2024). This can be attributed to high volumes of crime within specific areas and other crime characteristics. 
 Focusing on specific events such as the Brixton Riots, illustrates the effect institutional racism has on reinforcing crime within communities. The existing socioeconomic disparities and prejudiced conduct led to extreme violence, arson, and looting (Letizia, 2007).  Alongside the riots themselves, the relationship between minority communities and the police worsened. To improve this, several suggestions were made to implement community policing modules to reduce conduct between the criminal justice system and the public (Bhushan, 1982). These methods promote collaborative relationships between the police and the public to address the catalyst of the crime rather than focus on punitive policies. 
Objective 3: 

Social and cultural narratives are an essential aspect of defining crime within communities by influencing how societies identify crime, label individuals as criminals, and the perception and punishment of crime. These refer to a system of beliefs and values that shape the behaviour and perceptions of a community (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018). These narratives are influenced by social norms, media portrayals, and cultural values which contribute to the social perception of crime. Although similar, they influence the perception of criminality differently. This can be attributed to the different types of norms, values, and historical influences within different communities. 

The social disorganisation theory further highlights how these narratives influence a community’s ability to regulate crime. It explains that factors such as poverty, frequent relocation, and family instability diminish a community’s ability to establish relationships and enforce social norms (Schroder et al., 2014). When social sanctions are not able to be enforced, the community’s ability to collectively cooperate and implement social norms to deter crime is compromised. Social sanctions are an essential aspect of regulating and maintaining order within a community by enforcing social norms through reactions of approval or disapproval (Claridge, 2020). Therefore, communities with disrupted social structures are more likely to present criminal or deviant behaviour. 

The Cycle of Violence provides context for the influence of cultural and social narratives on crime within communities. This theory suggests that the repetitive nature of abusive relationships can significantly impact the victim, potentially influencing them to either become violent perpetrators or remain in abusive situations as victims (Widom, 1989). It has three main elements that explain the cycle including escalation, incident, and reconciliation. This is especially relevant when examining patterns in domestic abuse relationships, child abuse, and community violence. Intimate partner violence has become an epidemic that is affecting approximately thirty percent of women globally (World Health Organization, 2024). 

The research of Sangeetha et al. (2022) has explored the effect of intimate partner violence and its effect on victims. Their research defines intimate partner violence as a critical social issue that violates women’s rights and represents a global health concern, affecting the well-being of women across diverse countries and cultures. Walker (1977) expands on this, suggesting that traditional social narratives have conditioned individuals, predominantly women to remain in violent relationships. Traditional social norms reinforce gender stereotyping, preventing women from attaining equal status and portraying them as the property of men. This issue is particularly evident across cultures where violence against women is condoned (Yonfa et al., 2021). Thus, emphasising the influence of social structure and its effectiveness in enforcing control amongst a community.

Furthermore, Sangeetha et al. (2022) review of When I Hit You demonstrates how cultural narratives shape the cycle of violence. Their research summarises how social and cultural narratives like preserving reputation and traditional gender roles contribute to abuse.  Despite this, a limitation of their research is that it exclusively focuses on intimate partner violence in heterosexual relationships. Rollé et al. (2018) imply that researchers have not explored the correlation between LGBTQI+ relationships and intimate partner violence due to existing fears and misconceptions. However, it is apparent that all methods of abuse are more common in homosexual or bisexual relationships (Messinger, 2011). Another limitation of their research is its narrative-based methodology, which generally can be criticised for its reliability. As this method relies on the researcher’s interpretation of the participant's experience, the personal biases involved can affect the accuracy and consistency of the findings (Bell, 2002). 

Additionally, the effect of social and cultural narratives can be reflected through media portrayals.  Baranauskas and Drakulich (2018) explored the construction of crime within the media and its influence on the perception of crime. Their research emphasises that crime is not reported but constructed through framing techniques that influence how audiences perceive criminal behaviour, justice, and punishment. For example, media outlets will often focus on sensationalising violent offences and high-profile cases which results in a false representation of crime.  This can misinform the public of accurate crime rates and create an exaggerated fear of crime. By focusing on particular crimes, media representations can distort the public perception of crime, reinforcing cultural and social narratives that may not accurately reflect reality. 

These misrepresentations are particularly noticeable in the portrayal of certain social groups. According to Leverntz (2012), media outlets often portray young male ethnic minorities from deprived areas as offenders. This research endorses the idea that media portrayals influence the public perception of crime and implies that it further contributes to the development of punitive policies. It is estimated that 71% of the British population believe that the criminal justice system is too lenient when it comes to punishment (House of Commons Justice Committee, 2023). These ideologies are reinforced through political campaigns and informal interactions between the public and law enforcement agencies (Leverntz, 2018).  These campaigns also foster racial stereotypes portrayed by the media to support their narrative and implement stricter deterrence measures.


Szczepan (2024) examined the effect of sensationalising crime and its impact on public fear and perceptions of victimisation. The study proposes that consistent representation of crime through the use of accessible outlets such as documentaries and television shows contribute to the desensitisation of crime. It further predicts that this may result in indifference towards both direct and indirect victims portrayed and their experience of victimization. Despite this, Di Tella et al. (2019) revealed that existing victims of crime are more likely to become desensitised to crime. Thus, emphasising the effect that extended exposure to crime has on individuals, especially those who reside in areas with high crime or weak social cohesion. 

Although media portrayals can significantly influence the public perception of crime, they often support policing strategies and raise awareness about crime-related issues. Walsh et al. (2022) address the concern of framing techniques used by media outlets and acknowledge the impact this has on social and cultural narratives. However, their research also emphasises its relevance in modern-day society suggesting that media sources are an essential aspect of policing. The article highlights multiple benefits of combining policing practice and the media, including improved engagement, transparency, and knowledge. Further focusing on the disparities among representations of black and ethnic minorities, Bjornstrom et al. (2010) suggest that crime characteristics and regional demographics may account for this. This includes the severity of a crime, victim demographics, and the amount of victims. 
 
In conclusion, this literature review has explored the concept of crime as a social construct by examining factors that contribute to the perception of criminality within communities. Through analysing social disparities, institutional practices, and cultural narratives the influence of structural and societal narratives can be demonstrated. The review demonstrates how the correlation between socioeconomic inequalities, systematic bias, and media portrayals reinforces stereotypes of specific communities. Furthermore, institutional practices often reflect and sustain these narratives rather than challenge them. Despite the proposed suggestions to improve this, there is limited research that provides perspective on the collective influence of poverty, discrimination, and systematic bias on criminal behaviour. Addressing how these disparities inform each other will provide further insight. Ultimately, acknowledging the social construction of crime can further inform criminal justice policies and promotes strategies that support marginalised communities and those disproportionally affected by crime.
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