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Over the last century, the link between crime and socio-economic disparities has been widely studied. Some of the earliest work which looked at how economic conditions affects the prevalance of crime includes Willem Bonger’s (1916) book “Criminality and Economic Conditions.” In his book, which was first published in 1905, Bonger specifically examines how social and economic factors impact crime, as opposed to criminal culpability. Bonger’s research stresses the importance of addressing the economic motivations behind criminal behavior instead of focusing solely on punishment. He advocates for a society that fosters altruism and economic equality as a means to lower crime rates. 

Since then, three prevailing theories have emerged as ways to undertand the relationship between crime and poverty. These are Merton’s (1938) strain theory, Shaw and McKay’s (1942) social disorganisation theory, and Becker’s (1968) theory of economic crime. 

Merton’s strain theory argues that individuals who are of a lower socio-economic status, face strain as a result of the pressures placed on them by society to achieve financial success, and thus gain acceptance. He discusses how every society sets specific goals for its members to pursue, and in Western cultures in particular, these goals typically involve success, wealth, and social mobility. However, access to the means of achieving these goals—like education, job opportunities, and familial support—is not uniform for everyone. When individuals encounter barriers that prevent them from reaching these objectives through traditional avenues, they may feel strain or frustration, which can lead to behaviours deemed deviant or criminal. He described how the United States is a key example of a society where the high value placed on achieveing individual success, e.g. “The American Dream”, has led to increased levels of deviant behaviour. When individuals consider themselves to be disadvantged, they may resort to criminal actvitivites such as theft or the illegal drug trade as a way of achieving success or dealing with their frustration as a result of the unequal opportunities that they may have experienced. 

Similar to this is the social disorganisation theory by Shaw and McKay (1942).  Social disorganisation can be defined as the inability of members of a community to achieve shared values or to solve jointly experienced problems (Bursik, 1988). According to Shaw and McKay, whose study was focused on urban areas in North America, a person’s physical and social environment plays a significant role in the behavioural decisions that they make.  The authors suggest that communities marked by economic deprivation, ethnic diversity, and high levels of residential mobility struggle to organise effectively in order to achieve the shared goals of their residents. They posit that delinquency is not produced on an individual level but is instead a natural reaction by normal people to abnormal circumstances. The authors introduced the concept of “social cohesiveness” and argued that communities which have stronger social ties tend to have lower crime rates. They also argued that in areas where social controls are compromised, it can become more difficult to manage crime. 

Becker’s (1968) theory of economic crime meanwhile, suggests that those who commit crime weigh up the costs and benefits of doing so, and consider whether the potential benefit of commiting the crime is likely to outweigh the possible punishment and social stigma. Under this theory, Becker posits that criminals essentially take a gamble whereby they can either choose to commit a crime in the hopes that they will receive a criminal benefit, whilst risking a subsequent punishment, or they can choose not to commit a crime, which does not pose the same risk but will also not produce any criminal benefit. Becker also considers that people of lower economic status are at substantially higher risk of committing crime than the overall population. He considers that this is particularly true where people who are on a low income and live in close proximity to individuals with a much a higher income. In this situation, those with lower incomes are more likely to commit crime in an attempt to improve their financial situation. 

Across the literature, whilst varying motivations have been theorised for the positive correlation between poverty and crime, the general consenus amongst authors is that poverty is one of the most stable predictors of crime rates. This is particularly true in urbanised areas (Wilson, 2012). Much of the studies that have been conducted on this topic have been focused on poorer or developing countries. A 2010 study by Keshavarz Haddad and Moghadam for example, which focused on homicide and buglaries in Iran, concluded that whilst economic and social conditions do have an influence when it comes to buglaries, the same cannot be said for the number of homocides committed. Another study by Anderson (2007) focused on the effect of poverty and crime in South Africa. This study looked at a range of different crimes including robbery, murder and rape. The study concluded that there was a clear link between poverty and rates of crime. However, the study suggested that as South Africa became more affluent, it was possible that the number of thefts could actually increase due to the number of opportunities increasing. 

There have been some studies conducted on more affluent countries however. For example, as well as the previously mentioned studies focused on North America, there have been other studies based within the USA, including an article by Taylor (2006) entitled “Poverty and Crime.” Within his study, which again is focused on urban areas, Taylor found that holding the other variables constant, a 1% increase in poverty lead to a 2.16% increase in total crime. Meanwhile, violent crime rates increased by 2.57%. 

However, there have been some studies conducted which indicated that the link bewteen poverty and crime does not occur everywhere. For example, 
Chioda’s (2016) study focused on Latin America found that whilst economic growth was experienced in the region since the turn of the millenium, this was not accompanied by any notable decrease in crime rates. This therefore incidcates that whilst there is typically a link between crime and poor socio-economic status, it is often not the only determinant of the level of crime an a particular area. 

In respect of how crime rates may be reduced as a result of this link, the research indicates that the most effective interventions to decrease community violence focus on specific urban areas and target low-income youth who have previously exhibited anti-social behaviors. Among the most successful strategies identified is the reduction of concentrated poverty (USAID, 2016). Other strategies that have been identified primarily focus on singular aspects of urban poverty such as youth unemployment and participation in organised criminal gangs (Gaitán-Rossi & Velázquez Guadarrama, 2021).  

In conculsion, having reviewed some of the vast array of literature that is available on this subject, it would appear that the general consenus amongt academics is that there is a clear link between crime and poverty, in that as poverty levels within area increase, so do the crime rates. However, it cannot be said that poverty is the only reason that crime rates in a particular area may be high. Other reasons for high crime rates relative to other areas are outside of the scope of this review, but is an area for further research. 
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