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Abstract
Situational Action Theory (SAT) postulates that personal crime propensity and the setting’s 
criminogenic features are direct causes of crime. This perspective also places a central focus on 
the moral factors involved. The moral norms of settings have not yet been exhaustively examined 
in regard to the aspects that may influence them. This theoretical article applies SAT to the 
particular case of settings including a group. Building upon previous literature on social cohesion 
in groups (such as team spirit/esprit de corps), the group present in the setting is presumably 
more likely to be identified by the individual if such group cohesiveness is high. When perceived, 
the moral norms of the group and deterrence should have an influence through becoming part 
of the setting in the causation of crime, according to SAT. This application suggests that SAT is a 
fruitful approach for explaining the impacts of groups on crime.
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Introduction

The Situational Action Theory (SAT) is an actor-based theory of crime. As a general 
theory it is applicable to all kinds of crime. Since its notion refers to individual actions, 
the question arises: How can SAT explain the corporately committed crimes of group 
members? The importance of this question can be illustrated by Kammigan et al. (2019), 
whose application of SAT shows that being a member of a group that condones drugs can 
increase the likelihood of overreporting drug use (in a survey). Such results in regard to 
the reporting of deviance (for example, drug use), indicate that behaviour that is deviant 
according to general norms may be stated, even exaggerated, by members of groups 
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when it corresponds with the group’s norms. In SAT, ‘[t]he moral norms of a setting will 
vary in the degree to which they correspond with the rules of conduct stated in law’ 
(Wikström et al., 2012: 16). This draws attention to the issue that, in some settings, the 
moral norms may be more than exclusively general norms. On the basis of this supposi-
tion, for settings including a group it might be presumed that group norms play a role. 
Such group norms could support the general rules and norms (for example, laws) or be 
conducive to crime.

In SAT, the setting is the individual’s immediate environment, including other per-
sons. According to Wikström (for example, 2004) settings can vary in their criminogene-
ity, that is, in how conducive they are to a specific crime. It is postulated that the moral 
norms are a central aspect of the criminogenic features of the setting (for example, 
Wikström and Treiber, 2007). Most empirical studies utilizing SAT assume settings with 
moral rules that are in accordance with the general rules and norms (for example, laws) 
of a society (Schulz, 2018) and, therefore, crime prohibitive. There are some exceptions 
such as those mentioned in Wikström et al. (2012) as well as Cochran (2016). Furthermore, 
a number of researchers have addressed this aspect and made a call for research on pos-
sible crime-conducive moral norms of the setting (see, for example, Jordanoska, 2018; 
Pauwels, 2018). Despite this, the field of research is not yet exhaustive, especially in 
regard to theoretical discussions on particular applications. Such a specific application 
could be, for instance, considering settings with certain social features within the frame-
work of SAT. Hardie’s (2017, 2019) research, for instance, shows that the (perceived) 
physical and psychological presence of parents can reduce the likelihood of adolescent 
misconduct. The social bonds between adolescents and parents can increase the salience 
of the latter’s (typically law-conforming) moral norms in a setting and, therefore, their 
impact on the adolescents’ behaviour (Hardie, 2017, 2019). When there is high social 
cohesion (for example, in the form of an esprit de corps) in a group, strong social bonds 
also exist between its members. Therefore, I similarly assume that the perception of 
one’s group in a setting can influence the (perceived) moral norms and deterrence.

In this context, the question arises of how the moral norms of the setting might be 
constituted (how criminogenic they are) in settings in which several moral rules are pre-
sent and perceived by the individual. It appears likely that there are both (perceived) 
general norms as well as particularistic ones in at least some situations. How would the 
moral rules of the setting be in such an instance? It seems likely that they would be con-
stituted of both universalistic and particularistic norms. In order to elucidate this, it is 
expedient to apply SAT to a particular setting in which both forms of norms are present 
and likely to be perceived by the individual. As a first step towards this, a theoretical 
application will be presented and discussed, using the example of a group directly pre-
sent in the setting (and of which the individual is a member). In accordance with SAT, the 
necessary condition for this theoretical approach to be applicable is that the individual 
must perceive the group in the setting. A theoretical assumption that will be proposed is 
that the perception of the group in the setting, as well as the strength of the norms’ influ-
ence, should be higher for groups with strong social (group) cohesion – such as a team 
spirit or esprit de corps. The current application utilizes previous literature on social 
cohesion in groups, focusing on esprit de corps (for example, Boyt et al., 2005), as an 
application in which individuals necessarily perceive themselves as group members and 
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feel the influence of the group setting’s conditions. From the perspective of this theoreti-
cal approach, esprit de corps is expedient – for settings in which groups are present – for 
looking at the moral rules of the setting. This application of SAT to settings with a group 
also follows the call for research by Pauwels (2018: 143): ‘Future studies should pay 
attention to other setting characteristics that have relevance, . . . future studies might also 
want to look at . . . aspects such as the presence of deviant peer groups.’

The ensuing sections proceed as follows. First, an overview of Situational Action 
Theory will be given. Second, the literature on social cohesion in groups (with a special 
focus on esprit de corps) as well as empirical results on its positive and negative effects 
are presented. Third, SAT is applied to the specific case of settings including a group (of 
which the individual is a member). Finally, the implications and theoretical utility of 
such an application of SAT are reflected on in the conclusion section.

Situational Action Theory

SAT is considered to be a general theory of crime because it aims to explain all acts of 
crime (Wikström, 2006). According to SAT, ‘Crime may be defined as an act of breaking 
a moral rule defined in criminal law’ (Wikström, 2006: 63). A focus lies on acts that 
break laws (Wikström, 2006). However, SAT assumes that laws are merely one specific 
type of moral rule. The explanatory process for both why people break laws and why they 
break (other) moral rules is the same. It follows that SAT is also a theory of moral action 
(Wikström, 2010; Wikström et al., 2012). The specific moral rules that are relevant for a 
particular action may differ. It is not the type of action but that the action breaks the law 
that makes it a crime (Wikström, 2010). According to SAT, ‘all crimes, in all places, and 
at all times have in common, the breach of a moral rule (defined in law)’ (Wikström, 
2010: 216).

This section explicates SAT’s central concepts and processes. The theory places a 
strong emphasis on moral rules, stating that these explicitly prescribe the ‘right’ and the 
‘wrong’ course of action in a given situation (Wikström et al., 2012). It assumes that 
moral rules differ from each other in how generally applicable they are across settings 
(Wikström, 2006). In addition to its focus on the role of moral rules in the explanation of 
how crimes happen, controls are relevant in SAT. The suggestion is that, when an indi-
vidual perceives crime as a possible action, they may habitually commit a crime or delib-
erate on whether or not to commit a crime. The latter occurs when the guiding moral 
rules in a specific situation are in conflict with one another (Wikström et al., 2012; 
Wikström and Treiber, 2017).

According to Wikström (for example, 2006), the setting is a subsection of the environ-
ment and always refers to what a person is immediately exposed to, because their senses 
have access to it: ‘setting is the part of the environment to which the individual is directly 
exposed and reacts to (e.g., other persons, objects, and events)’ (Wikström, 2004: 18). 
When individuals take part in settings, they necessarily perceive specific alternatives for 
acting when exposed to a particular motivator (temptation or provocation). From this 
viewpoint, the choice that an individual then makes is based on these perceived alterna-
tives (Wikström et al., 2018). It follows that a situation is seen as consisting of the per-
ception of action alternatives as well as the choice process. In accordance with this 
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assumption, a situation is generally defined as the result of an interaction between fea-
tures of the setting and of the person. This interaction between the setting and the person 
is what presumably leads to the individual perceiving (and choosing) particular action 
alternatives (for example, Wikström, 2004). Therefore, it is of interest to the theory what 
combinations of which features of the person and the setting cause particular actions 
(such as acts of crime) (Wikström et al., 2012; Wikström and Treiber, 2016).

As previously addressed, SAT incorporates the elements ‘person’ and ‘setting’ into its 
conception of situations. These categories lead to two constructs: crime propensity (of 
the person) and criminogeneity (of the setting). Both of these vary (Wikström, 2014), 
depending on the exact composition (for example, the perceived motivation, interactions 
between personal and environmental features) that leads to the situational action.

In SAT, the personal element crime propensity is the predisposition to perceive and 
then choose to commit an act of crime (as opposed to non-criminal action alternatives) 
(for example, Wikström, 2004; Wikström et al., 2012; Wikström and Svensson, 2010) – a 
tendency that appears to be dependent upon how strongly a person’s morality and their 
abilities in respect to self-control facilitate breaking the law (Wikström et al., 2012). 
Personal morals are defined as ‘value-based rules of conduct about what it is right or 
wrong to do in a particular circumstance’ (Wikström and Treiber, 2017: 78). According 
to Wikström et al. (2012), the morality of a person is dependent on their personal rules of 
how to act appropriately, as well as on the intensity of their emotions about how impor-
tant following the corresponding moral rule is. The theory posits that, while personal 
morality already plays a main part in the perception process, self-control becomes rele-
vant in the choice process but only when there is a conflict between the person’s morality 
and the moral norms of the setting (Wikström, 2014; Wikström and Treiber, 2007). 
Moreover, self-control is defined as the person’s ability (when affected by temptations or 
provocations) to make the choice to act according to their personal morality (Wikström, 
2004). There are two aspects of a person’s self-control: (1) their general ability (execu-
tive capability) to exercise self-control and (2) the exercising of self-control in a specific 
situation (Wikström and Treiber, 2007). The former implies more stability whereas the 
latter could vary owing to situational differences.

The criminogeneity/criminogenic features (of a setting) refer to the degree to which 
the setting supports acts of crime through facilitating the breaking of law. Settings are 
termed criminogenic if they have a tendency to encourage acts of crime, and some set-
tings presumably have a higher criminogeneity than others (Wikström, 2004; Wikström 
et al., 2012). This is constituted by the setting’s moral norms and their enforcement, the 
second of which affects deterrence (Wikström et al., 2012). Furthermore, in the presence 
of specific motivations, the moral norms of a setting guide how people should conduct 
themselves (Wikström and Treiber, 2017). Moral contexts differ between settings; that is, 
the moral norms of the setting and their enforcement, as well as sanctioning, would differ 
(for example, Wikström, 2004, 2006, 2014; Wikström and Treiber, 2007). Furthermore, 
settings vary in regard to the extent that their moral norms correspond with the law 
(Wikström et al., 2012). Deterrence is defined as ‘the avoidance of breaking a moral rule 
(committing an act of crime) because of the fear of consequences’ (Wikström, 2008: 
347). This is based on the perceived likelihood of interventions (and concomitant possi-
ble penalties such as formal punishments and social sanctions) for acts that break the law 
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or the specific moral norms of the setting (Wikström, 2004, 2008, 2014), such as per-
ceived surveillance (through, for example, the police, private security personnel or secu-
rity cameras) and possible punishments. Deterrence plays an active role in an act of 
crime only when the individual perceives the act as possible and deliberates whether or 
not to act in such a way (Wikström, 2006). Deterrence may prevent something that would 
otherwise have taken place (Wikström, 2008).

The situational model, with its interactions, is fundamental to SAT. A person’s crime 
propensity and the setting’s degree of criminogeneity are central. It follows that personal 
morality and self-control interact with the moral norms and deterrence of the setting, 
leading to an act (of crime): ‘When dealing with action the outcome always depends on 
their interaction’ (Wikström, 2004: 9). In SAT, the ‘[p]erception of action alternatives 
and the process of choice are the suggested key situational mechanisms that link an indi-
vidual and his environment (settings) to his actions (inactions)’ (Wikström, 2006: 92). 
This situational perception–choice process shows mechanisms that may lead to an action 
(crime/no crime) by specific types of individuals in specific types of settings. The situa-
tional model hypothesizes that, ‘for any particular motivation (temptation or provoca-
tion), the resulting action (A) is an outcome of a perception–choice process (→) that 
results from the interaction (×) between relevant personal propensities (P) and exposure 
to relevant setting inducements (E)’ (Wikström and Treiber, 2016: 430). The perception–
choice model presents a structure of how (1) motivation starts the action process, (2) the 
moral filter presents alternatives for actions and (3) controls have an effect on the choice 
process (if there is a conflict between the personal morality and the moral norms of the 
setting) (Wikström, 2014; Wikström and Treiber, 2016).

SAT also addresses the role of systematic (social) features and people’s life stories. It 
asserts that these factors are not direct causes of crime but may be the causes behind 
those named in the theory. In this sense, they ‘may be regarded as the “causes of the 
causes”’ (Wikström, 2006: 62).

SAT is embedded in the empirical context of the Peterborough Adolescent and Young 
Adult Development Study (PADS+; see, for example, Wikström et al., 2012). SAT has 
been tested in numerous empirical studies on specific elements of its models (for exam-
ple, Hirtenlehner and Hardie, 2016) and some on the overall perception–choice model 
(for example, Sattler et al., 2018) – for an overview of the studies published between 
2006 and 2015, see Pauwels et al. (2018). It has also recently been applied to ‘white-
collar crime’ (see Craig, 2019; Jordanoska, 2018). A majority of applications have 
focused on school or university students and, concomitantly, on settings in which they 
tend to spend time. In such an application of SAT, Cochran (2016) studies elements of 
academic settings that may be conducive to cheating, and the results indicate that indi-
viduals who feel pressured towards deviance by their friends, as well as those who are 
members of more than the average number of student groups/organizations, are more 
likely to be involved in academic dishonesty. Similarly, I am suggesting an application 
of SAT to settings including a group of which the individual is a member, assuming that 
the group may have an influence on the setting’s criminogeneity. This requires first 
explicating the background of previous research regarding groups that is of relevance for 
viewing such group influences through the lens of the setting (in SAT). In this context, it 
seems reasonable to primarily consider social cohesion (such as a team spirit/esprit de 
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corps) and its influence on individual group members (for example, pertaining to the 
group’s moral norms).

Esprit de corps

The previous literature on esprit de corps has two evident opportunities for refinement: 
some inconsistency pertaining to its definition, as well as (in some instances) the absence 
of a demarcation between esprit de corps and closely related concepts, such as social 
cohesion and team spirit (as addressed by Graeff and Kleinewiese, 2020). This section 
provides an overview of the relevant previous literature, showing that, in spite of the 
aforementioned limitations, social cohesion in groups (for example, esprit de corps) 
appears to be a very expedient concept for approaching group processes and effects. One 
reason for this assumption is that such concepts have been theoretically discussed and 
empirically examined from diverse viewpoints (in different research fields). Nevertheless, 
throughout the literature on social cohesion, cohesiveness is considered to be based on 
the members’ attraction to and identification with the group (Boyt et al., 2005). Esprit de 
corps has been described as a subtype of cohesion (containing a high degree of team 
spirit) (Koys and DeCotiis, 1991). This perspective exemplifies possible limits within 
the current literature pertaining to the differentiation between esprit de corps and team 
spirit. A substantial amount of research applies both concepts interchangeably: some 
cases present them as directly equivalent (for example, Pahi et al., 2016; Ratzmann et al., 
2018) whereas others alternate between them while referring to the same concept (for 
example, Jaworski and Kohli, 1993; Shoham et al., 2005). As previously indicated in this 
section, this ‘interchangeability’ can be seen as a lack in regard to the clear delineation 
(and, therefore, differentiation) of esprit de corps and team spirit. However, it is also pos-
sible to take a more positive stance and evaluate this as an indication that the concepts 
may be very similar to each other as forms of social cohesion in groups.

The term ‘esprit de corps’ is historically traceable back to military roots. Rogg (2004) 
maintains that in the 18th century it was ascribed to nobles (especially those engaged in 
military work) as a representation of an exclusive upper class. In the late 19th-century 
German military, it apparently meant having a special nobleness of heart (Elbe, 2004). 
The Brockhaus encyclopaedia states that it is a ‘corps spirit, in corporations, especially 
the military, the most active participation of each individual towards the common good 
of all, . . . under the setting aside/disregard of all egoistic-personal considerations’ 
(Esprit de Corps, 1911). From the perspective of more recent military literature, social 
cohesion is commonly divided into subtypes, such as horizontal bonding (direct col-
leagues) and vertical bonding (superior to subordinates) (Stewart, 1988), or amongst 
leaders and amongst members of a squad (Mael, 1989).

Fayol (1949) uses esprit de corps to refer to employees’ coherence and accord. Esprit 
de corps has been the focus of both organizational and military literature (see an over-
view by Boyt et al., 2005). It is assumed that esprit de corps is oriented towards group 
goals. Jones and James (1979) describe workgroup esprit de corps as a group-level form 
of social cohesion. Furthermore, it looks probable that the esprit de corps of a group 
increases when group members face hostile surroundings (Boyt et al., 2005). Esprit de 
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corps is generally ascribed a particularistic character: it is exclusively oriented towards 
the group’s members (Blau et al., 1991; Parsons, 1951).

Research on concepts of group cohesion has predominantly placed an emphasis on its 
positive consequences. Cohesion within groups is commonly associated with positive 
(work) environments, such as organizational excellence and high adherence to group 
norms (for example, Boxx et al., 1991; Grant, 2007; Johnson and Johnson, 1991). 
Identification with the particular group (for example, Tajfel and Turner, 1986) and how 
attractive a member finds the group (for example, Back, 1951) are believed to be of rel-
evance. Esprit de corps is also prevalently examined in light of its positive effects (in 
organizational studies, for example, Halpin and Croft, 1962; Jones and James, 1979; 
Koys and DeCotiis, 1991). Specifically, it is suggested that (a strong) esprit de corps may 
increase work performance (for example, Flood and Klausner, 2018; Turner, 1933).

Although, overall, most literature on esprit de corps is concerned primarily with its 
positive outcomes, currently the focus on possible negative effects of esprit de corps is 
gaining more attention. As supported by the findings of Urien et al. (2017), the related 
concept group cohesion appears to have a positive effect on job satisfaction. However, 
the results also indicate that group cohesion seems to increase the negative impact that 
role ambiguity has on job satisfaction. Furthermore, a strong esprit de corps may reduce 
people’s disposition to question or criticize other in-group members’ standpoints 
(Ratzmann et al., 2018). Moreover, there is some support for the possibility that high 
social cohesion may be connected to dissociation from people who are not members of 
the group (Waytz and Epley, 2012), and, in consequence, the likelihood of conflicts 
between groups might be heightened (Meier and Hinsz, 2004). These studies indicate 
that strong social cohesion in groups – for instance a high esprit de corps within a work-
group – could have negative effects. Against the backdrop of these findings, it seems that 
social cohesion in groups can make a contribution in a theoretical approach to the effects 
of groups in regard to crime.

Literature has also examined esprit de corps’ relationship to norms and rules. Take, for 
instance, an assumption derived by Dungan et al. (2014), which proposes that a person’s 
morality distinguishes between moral norms at the level of the group and generally 
applicable moral norms. In regard to the current research interest of applying SAT to set-
tings including a group, an example that indicates such a relationship can be that a 
group’s particularistic norms and rules may come into conflict with universalistic norms 
and rules; the conflicting norms/rules may simultaneously have an effect on the indi-
vidual (see Graeff, 2012; Pfarrer et al., 2008). In such cases, the individual would pre-
sumably have the inclination to adhere to both of the opposing norms (Lüscher, 2013; 
Merton and Barber, 1963). These competing effects may lead to a trade-off between 
salient norms (Graeff and Kleinewiese, 2020). A strengthening of esprit de corps could 
have negative effects because it may intensify the conflicts between group and general 
norms (see Waytz et al., 2013). Similar to such findings regarding the connection of 
esprit de corps and group norms, it is feasible that esprit de corps influences the indi-
vidual’s perception of a group (and its moral norms) of which they are a member. 
Therefore, a stronger esprit de corps could be accompanied by an increase in the influ-
ence of the group’s particularistic moral norms. Considering these propositions, SAT 
seems expedient for being applied to the specific case of settings including groups.
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Groups as part of the setting in SAT

According to Warr (1996), research in the 20th century has led to the group nature of 
deviant behaviour being well established because offenders tend to commit criminal acts 
in groups. Furthermore, ‘when a situation primes a sense of in-group cohesion or out-
group antipathy, this also may lower thresholds for the collective crime under considera-
tion’ (McGloin and Rowan, 2015: 491). From the SAT perspective, groups that are part 
of the setting could be considered in their influence on the likelihood of a criminal act 
being committed in such specific situations.

In SAT, the individual is connected with the environment by what they actually per-
ceive of it (Wikström, 2004, 2006; Wikström et al., 2018). Therefore, within this theo-
retical framework, it appears reasonable that the esprit de corps of a group that is present 
in the setting (and of which the individual is a member) would increase the perception of 
the group and its moral norms (as well as deterrence). From this perspective, the current 
section proposes that – in SAT for the case of settings including groups – the moral 
norms of the group may contribute to the moral norms of the setting. Following this line 
of argumentation, the setting including a group would have moral norms that could be 
influenced by both the group norms and the general norms and rules (for example, laws). 
Additionally, deterrence of the setting might be constituted by both the group deterrence 
and general deterrence. Therefore, I suggest that, in this specific type of setting, the 
group (norms and deterrence) could influence the moral context (of the setting).

It seems feasible that strong group morality may influence individual members in 
relation to acts of crime, as similarly indicated by Dungan et al. (2014: 109) for the case 
of corruption: ‘group-based morals may also encourage individuals to condone corrupt 
behaviour.’ Moreover, Pinto et al. (2008) reason that the relationship between the indi-
vidual (level) and the group (level) appears to be important for explaining corruption. 
Closely linked to these suggestions, I propose that examining possible impacts of groups 
in a setting where they are present is relevant for explaining particular acts of deviance 
in specific situations. The previous overviews of SAT and the concept of esprit de corps 
have laid a foundation for this step. This theoretical perspective aims to apply SAT to the 
specific case of crime in group settings, with a focus on the possible connection of esprit 
de corps and group norms with the moral norms of the setting. Because groups may be 
conceived of as a part of the immediate environment (the setting), the assumption is 
proposed that groups can have an influence in the causation of crime, from the perspec-
tive of SAT.

Coleman (1990) posits that norms do not occur when the socially determined right to 
act in a given manner lies with the person; instead, he asserts that norms require this right 
to be held by other people. It seems reasonable to suggest that norms enforce the external 
accountability (by others) of an individual regarding adherence to their principles (see 
Brennan et al., 2013). Presumably, norms can be highly relevant for explaining criminal 
acts because, considering crime to be a subtype of acts of deviance, general norms must 
exist for the individual to deviate from them. For instances of corruption, Graeff (2005) 
states that corrupt acts can be controlled by norms of corruption, which explicitly define 
how the individual should proceed. SAT describes moral norms as mutually held rules 
regarding action (Wikström and Treiber, 2017). For particular settings, they specify what 
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the right or wrong course of action is; furthermore, ‘[t]hey are prescriptions held by oth-
ers for what are acceptable reactions and responses to specific motivators’ (Wikström, 
2019: 270). Therefore, from this perspective, the ‘moral’ components of the person and 
the setting are defined by SAT’s emphasis on rules regarding what right and wrong action 
is. Whereas social norms can (depending on the viewpoint) be attitudes that some litera-
ture links to behaviour (see Bicchieri et al., 2018), the moral elements of SAT clearly 
focus on the action.

For the specific case of settings including a group, it seems reasonable to consider the 
central propositions of SAT, as presented in the section ‘Situational Action Theory’ above. 
These posit the setting (its criminogeneity) and the person (their crime propensity) to be 
the direct causes of crime, assuming that the criminogeneity of a setting would consist of 
moral norms and deterrence, while the crime propensity of a person would consist of 
personal morality and self-control (see, for example, Wikström, 2014). In the suggested 
perception–choice process,1 a (perceived) motivation – temptation or provocation – initi-
ates the process. The moral aspects then interact in the ‘moral filter’ and the control 
aspects might interact in the ‘controls’ (Wikström, 2014; Wikström et al., 2012; Wikström 
and Treiber, 2017). To illustrate these propositions for the case of settings including a 
group of which the individual is a member, the following hypothetical scenario is described 
and explicated: a moral norm of a group of adolescents with a strong esprit de corps could 
be that stealing is a good way of getting money. Whenever the group is present in the set-
ting and perceived by the individual (a member of the group), this moral group norm, as 
well as the general rules and norms, would constitute the moral norms of the setting. In 
such circumstances, when the individual is confronted with a motivation, these moral 
norms of the setting would interact with the personal morality of the individual in the 
moral filter and would influence whether or not the individual perceived an act of crime 
as an option. If not, this would lead to a ‘no crime’ action. If they do perceive crime as an 
option, this would either habitually lead to a criminal act or to a deliberation in which the 
controls (self-control and deterrence, the latter constituted of both general deterrence and 
the group deterrence) would come into play and lead to either a ‘crime’ or a ‘no crime’ 
action, such as stealing from a stranger in a public space. The influence of the group 
norms would be in opposition to the general norms (in the form of laws) and could be in 
accordance or in conflict with an individual’s personal morality.

This article places an emphasis on the moral elements of SAT because the theory 
proposes them to be of primary importance (see, for example, Wikström, 2006). 
Nevertheless, it assumes that the control elements may also play a role in the causation 
of crime: ‘Controls influence the process of choice when there is conflicting rule-guid-
ance (regarding perceived action alternatives)’ (Wikström et al., 2012: 23). In the cur-
rently proposed application of SAT, this premise would also apply for deterrence of 
settings that contain generally applicable norms as well as group norms. This might 
include presence and/or surveillance as well as possible sanctions both in regard to the 
general norms and rules (through, for example, policemen) and the group norms (through 
members of the group). Likewise, Wikström (2015) states that deterrence may also 
enforce criminogenic norms (in addition to non-criminogenic norms). Therefore, it might 
be suggested that the aforementioned would be conceivable both for settings in which the 
group norms conform to the general norms and for settings in which they differ. Consider, 
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for instance, the following scenario, which exemplifies the aforementioned propositions: 
a policeman sees that a fellow group member has used excessive violence (beyond what 
would be justifiable according to general rules). His personal morality prescribes that it 
is right to report colleagues’ misconduct during work assignments. His workgroup has a 
strong esprit de corps and moral norms that prescribe not reporting the excessive use of 
violence by a fellow group member to a supervisor (conflicting rule guidance). In delib-
eration, he may be affected by his self-control and the group deterrence (for example, are 
other members present?) as well as the general deterrence (for example, external special 
investigators that are present) as the ‘deterrence of the setting’.

A theoretical surplus could be seen in the current approach’s connection to previous 
literature on the universalism–particularism differentiation (see, for example, Blau, 
1962; Blau et al., 1991; De Blasio et al., 2019). It seems reasonable to suggest that this 
perspective is relevant for the presumed importance of moral norms in regard to actions 
as well as the (as shown in the section ‘Esprit de corps’) suggested influences of social 
group cohesion (for example, in the form of an esprit de corps) on individual members. 
These can be considered in the framework of the differentiation between universalism 
and particularism in which the former is assumed to refer to common judgements shared 
by all individuals of a given society, independent of their personal conditions, and the 
latter is posited to indicate those judgements based on individuals’ personal circum-
stances (Blau, 1962). This perspective also foregrounds a presumed relevance of such 
judgements (both universalistic and particularistic) to actions. Blau (1962: 166) gener-
ally posits that ‘[u]niversalistic standards produce social differentiation’ whereas ‘[p]
articularistic standards typically produce segregating boundaries in the social structure’. 
This position expresses the particularism of (in-)group standards, which can be expli-
cated, for instance, by standards as prejudices: ‘A prejudice shared by all, even the 
minority in question, reflects a universal standard; only a bias confined to the ingroup 
reflects a particularistic one’ (Blau, 1962: 165). Furthermore, one might even suggest 
that the differentiation between the in-group and the out-group is central to the definition 
of particularism: ‘particularism refers to the fact that people’s orientations toward the 
ingroup differ from those toward the outgroup’ (Blau, 1962: 164). It follows that, from 
this theoretical perspective, the universalism–particularism differentiation is that fea-
tures (for example, esprit de corps, norms) referring to the group and its members are 
considered to be particularistic whereas features that refer to all individuals of the gen-
eral society (for example, general rules and norms) would be categorized as universalis-
tic. In the current framework of applying SAT to the specific circumstance of settings 
including a group, this could imply that both universalistic moral norms and deterrence 
as well as the group’s particularistic moral norms and deterrence may contribute to the 
influences of the setting on action. It is proposed that the group norms may prescribe 
what ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ action is in a given situation, according to the group. This should 
not be taken to indicate that the group’s norms are postulated to be contrary to general 
norms and rules (for example, laws); however, they might be. Based on the literature 
pertaining to particularism and universalism (Blau, 1962), it looks probable that the gen-
eral norms and rules could not be particularistic because they are potentially aimed at all 
members of the entire society. The (general) moral rules are assumed to include formal-
ized rules (for example, laws) but also informal social norms (for example, not smoking 
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near children; not pushing or skipping ahead in a queue) (see Ehrlich and Ziegert, 2017). 
In the sense of these suggestions, it seems probable that, when the general norms and 
rules are highly effective, the moral norms of the setting should closely correspond with 
them. It is probable that at least some influence on the setting’s moral norms would be 
present in the form of laws. The moral norms of the setting (when groups are present and 
perceived) might be influenced by both the general norms and the group norms, showing 
that in such circumstances groups may play a role in the causation of crime. In regard to 
the presumed influence of groups on acts (of crime) conducted by individual members, 
SAT is a theory of crime causation that has been shown to be suitable for a (theoretical) 
explanation.

Conclusions and future research

As the theoretical application pertaining to group crime shows, the actor-based approach 
of SAT can be utilized by including group influences in the framework of one of its two 
direct causes of crime: the setting. Furthermore, as part of the setting, groups could influ-
ence the perception–choice process, which accounts for the possible steps that result in 
an action (either a crime or not a crime). The setting including a group presents a specific 
case of settings in which the moral rules may be affected by both universalistic and par-
ticularistic norms. Therefore, it is a very specific case that, nevertheless, may illustrate a 
more general reason why settings can vary in their criminogeneity. Consider, for exam-
ple, such propositions in regard to corruption: for some situations that could lead to an 
act of corruption there may be a criminogenic setting, influenced by particularistic moral 
norms that would be highly salient and, hence, increase the criminogenic features of the 
setting – even though the universalistic norms and rules (for example, laws) would also 
be present. Such particularistic moral norms might be those of a group with strong social 
cohesion, even an esprit de corps. As put by an expert on corruption: ‘It is a sense of 
community, a feeling of togetherness, a confirmed fellowship, the pursuit of a common 
goal, . . . so that there is a communal spirit, because these actions allow a better financial 
endowment for everyone’ (Campbell and Göritz, 2014: 304).

To illustrate the expedience of the current endeavour, consider the following two sce-
nario variations, focusing on the moral components: an individual happens upon a situa-
tion in which it would be possible to perceive stealing a purse that is not being closely 
watched by its owner (temptation). In the first variation of the scenario, the setting’s 
(perceived) moral norms would comply with the general laws, dictating that stealing is 
illegal (‘wrong’). If the individual’s personal moral norms were to dictate that stealing is 
a ‘wrong’ action, then they would not be likely to act as a thief (no crime) in this situation 
by taking the purse. However, consider a second variation of this scenario in which the 
individual is the member of a gang (group) with moral norms that dictate that stealing is 
a ‘right’ action. Keeping all other features of the scenario the same as before, if the indi-
vidual were to perceive the gang (group) because of other gang members present in the 
setting, this should increase the (perceived) criminogeneity of the setting and, so, the 
likelihood that the individual would choose to steal the purse (crime).

The importance of considering factors such as groups regarding the criminogeneity of 
settings becomes clear when reflecting upon the question of why individuals with a high 
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personal morality in settings with high general moral norms might still commit criminal 
acts, or, conversely, why individuals with a low personal morality in settings with low 
salience of the general moral norms sometimes do not commit a criminal act (when con-
fronted with temptations or provocations). This is in line with the empirical findings of 
Wikström et al. (2012: 408): ‘even if crime prone young people committed most of their 
offences in criminogenic settings. . ., they did not offend during most of the time they 
spent in such settings. There are apparently also other important factors that affect set-
tings’ criminogeneity and the extent to which they trigger acts of crime. For example, we 
have not yet measured social-psychological factors, such as those that relate to social 
relationships and group dynamics.’

My theoretical approach to explaining the group factor in crime in such specific set-
tings by applying SAT also aims at stimulating a theoretical debate on the integration of 
different aspects of the setting for the constitution of its moral norms (and deterrence). 
This may go beyond the current focus on groups and could be examined in regard to 
other elements that are highly relevant in specific situations. It is also mutually comple-
mentary to theoretical and empirical research on SAT such as Hardie’s (2017) discussion 
of differing moral rules in settings as a result of individuals that are present (for example, 
parents and peers) and possible influences on the likelihood of a criminal act.

This approach further aims at presenting the theoretical elements and interrelations in 
such a form that easily allows them to be linked with an empirical research design. The 
specificity of the presented perspective implies that it would be useful for application and 
testing in empirical endeavours. In such studies, it would be possible to test the typical 
relevant situations, but also to explore the limits of the applicability of an element such 
as group features as part of the setting. Similarly, Kroneberg and Schulz (2018) state that 
it would be expedient to extensively measure the moral norms and rules of settings, and 
they suggest that varying them experimentally would be the best option. They argue that 
knowing the places where time is spent and even the number of peers present, of crime 
prone individuals, might not deliver a sufficient amount of information on the norms and 
rules of the settings. Furthermore, they posit that these moral rules strongly depend on 
the moral norms held by the peers present. They call for future research on this topic. 
Conducting a study that takes the moral norms of the present group into account as part 
of the setting could be the next expedient step. Testing the theoretical assumptions in this 
article for members of groups with a strong esprit de corps (such as the military or the 
police) would be particularly interesting. This may possibly lead to results predomi-
nantly supporting the current theoretical propositions or it may imply that some changes 
are necessary (or perhaps even that some of the postulated aspects are irrelevant). This 
would not only broaden our understanding of how groups have an effect in the causation 
of criminal acts but also encourage the debate on other setting elements and the situations 
in which they may be perceived. For instance, another step that might be taken in exam-
ining the role of particularistic moral norms within settings in SAT could be investigating 
organizational cultures, for example in regard to explaining police deviance or sexual 
harassment in the workplace (see Jordanoska, 2018, for a specific call for research).

This application of SAT to groups is also theoretically fruitful in a more general sense: 
it shows how universalistic and particularistic features might be viewed as an important 
factor within the moral norms – in the framework of SAT – and, therefore, how they may 
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simultaneously influence individuals’ likelihood of committing a criminal act. This per-
spective draws on previous literature, assuming the postulated differentiation by Blau 
(1962) and Blau et al. (1991), foregrounding the issue that a particular action may be 
influenced by several features that are all universalistic or all particularistic. In the cur-
rent approach, this perspective is illustrated by the particularistic nature of both the esprit 
de corps and the group’s norms. Furthermore, the application of SAT to group settings 
also proposes theoretical reasons supporting that both universalism and particularism 
may affect an actor, for instance when both are present in a setting. This latter argument 
pertains to the issue that both (universalistic) general moral norms in the setting and 
(particularistic) moral group norms may influence the overall moral norms of such a 
specific setting. This furthers a point posited by Blau (1962: 163): ‘An orientation is typi-
cally influenced by a number of factors, some of which may act as universalistic and 
others as particularistic standards.’ Such combined effects on action could be conceiva-
ble when the universalistic and particularistic features differ, as well as when they are in 
accordance with each other in regard to the action they indicate. In this sense, the current 
approach and the particularism–universalism differentiation indicate a specific theoreti-
cal application of the perception–choice process in which differing processes may lead 
to crime/no crime outcomes (see, for example, Wikström, 2014). Furthermore, the 
approach taken here adds a further angle to literature that suggests that particularism and 
group solidarity are closely linked (for example, Parsons et al., 1953) by showing how 
the related concept of esprit de corps may be closely connected with particularism. 
Through the perspective of a SAT application, this indicates that a group’s particularistic 
features, such as its moral norms and its esprit de corps, may be brought into connection 
in theory on deviance. Blau (1962: 166) posits that ‘[p]articularism is, indeed, both an 
expression and a condition of the solidarity of the subgroup . . . but for this very reason 
it creates some segregating barriers in the larger collectivity’. Following this proposition, 
the current approach of applying SAT to settings including groups theoretically suggests 
that their social cohesion (for example, an esprit de corps) and other particularistic fea-
tures may sometimes have negative effects in regard to the general society and its norms 
and rules.

This article shows that SAT is able to theoretically explain the (corporately) commit-
ted crimes of group members when it is applied to the particular case of settings includ-
ing a group, even taking social cohesion into account. This is an approach that could be 
expedient for application in empirical research that is interested in group effects in the 
causation of crime.
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Note

1. For details on the perception–choice process in SAT, see, for example, Wikström (2014).
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