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Rational deviance  

Antisocial behaviour as a systemic response to injustice 

Ali Aljawabra 

 

Antisocial behaviour, defined in the Antisocial Behaviour Act 2003 and subsequent 

legislation including the Antisocial Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act 2014, refers 

to conduct likely to cause harassment, alarm, or distress to those outside the 

perpetrator’s household (Home Office, 2014).  

 

This definition includes personal behaviours directed at individuals, nuisance 

behaviours affecting the wider community, and environmental behaviours that 

damage shared spaces. Examples range from neighbour intimidation and nuisance 

communications to street drinking, minor vandalism, and other disruptions to 

community life (Home Office, 2023).    

 

This essay argues that antisocial behaviour in deprived areas is often a rational 

adaptation to structural pressures rather than a reflection of individual moral 

deficiency. Drawing on criminology, behavioural economics, sociology and 

political philosophy, it examines how structural drivers restrict opportunities and 

alter decision making.  

 

The DPSIR framework (see picture below) is used to organise this analysis by 

distinguishing the underlying drivers, the pressures they generate, the observed 

behavioural state, the impacts on individuals and communities, and the 

institutional responses that follow.    

 

In England, austerity measures introduced during the 2010s function as central 

drivers of these dynamics. Across that decade, average core funding per person for 
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local authorities fell by about 26 percent in real terms (Institute for Fiscal Studies, 

2024), with reductions reaching approximately 35 percent in the most deprived 

local authorities (Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2024). Spending on many non-

statutory local government services, including culture, leisure, planning, transport 

and community support, declined by more than 40 percent per person (Institute 

for Fiscal Studies, 2019). Youth services were among the most affected areas. 

Between 2010/11 and 2020/21, real-term spending on youth services in England 

fell by around 74 percent (National Youth Agency, 2021), a reduction of roughly 

£1.1 billion (National Youth Agency, 2021). These losses reduced access to 

structured leisure, mentoring relationships, community centres, and early 

intervention programmes that previously moderated risk.    

 

Within the DPSIR model, these cuts represent drivers (D) that create pressures (P) 

by weakening protective social environments. When supportive institutions 

contract, young people in disadvantaged communities encounter a narrower set 

of safe and rewarding opportunities (Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2019). System 

dynamics analyses describe this pattern as a shift from preventive to reactive 

systems. As protective services diminish, antisocial behaviour increases, which 

then places additional strain on the diminished institutions (Institute for Fiscal 

Studies, 2019). This cycle makes it more difficult for communities to maintain 

stability or for individuals to access long-term pathways to social mobility.    

 

Behavioural research helps explain how structural pressures shape individual 

decision making. Scarcity theory shows that chronic financial and social insecurity 

reduce cognitive bandwidth and increase focus on immediate concerns 

(Mullainathan & Shafir, 2013). This produces short-term optimisation in 

environments where long-term planning offers few returns. Ecological rationality 

similarly suggests that behaviours which seem maladaptive in stable 

environments may be rational in unstable ones (Gigerenzer, 2008). Informal 
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economies, peer groups, or gangs may provide income, identity or protection 

when formal institutions fail to do so (Home Office, 2023). These patterns are 

reinforced by sociological findings.  

 

Research by Reay shows how young people from working class backgrounds 

internalise limited expectations when school environments convey restricted 

futures (Reay, 2017). In such contexts, disengagement from mainstream 

institutions is often an adaptation to repeated signalling rather than a rejection of 

aspiration.   These mechanisms explain why antisocial behaviour becomes more 

probable in deprived contexts without implying that such outcomes are inevitable.  

 

A common criticism of structural explanations is that many disadvantaged young 

people do not engage in antisocial behaviour. This does not undermine the 

argument. Structural disadvantage affects the distribution of outcomes by 

changing the opportunity set and altering perceived costs and benefits (Wilkinson 

& Pickett, 2010). Agency remains present, but it is exercised within constrained 

conditions. This is consistent with public health models in which risk factors 

increase probability without determining individual outcomes (Marmot, 2015).    

 

The impacts (I in DPSIR)  associated with these pressures are substantial. There is 

a strong association between school exclusion and later justice involvement. 

Research indicates that around 85 percent of children in custody have been 

excluded from school at some point (Children’s Commissioner, 2021). A 

government data linkage study found that 59 percent of children who had ever 

been permanently excluded were later cautioned or sentenced (MoJ & DfE, 2022), 

compared with a far smaller proportion of the general pupil population (MoJ & 

DfE, 2022). Longitudinal evidence from Finland similarly links early antisocial 

behaviour to reduced life chances and increased marginalisation (Sourander et al., 

2007).  
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In both the UK and the United States, criminal records significantly reduce 

employment prospects (Pager, 2007) and increase family strain (Western & Pettit, 

2010). These impacts feed back into the system by reinforcing the pressures that 

contribute to further deviance.    

 

Political philosophy clarifies the ethical implications of this relationship between 

structure and behaviour. Capability theory emphasises that justice requires not 

only formal rights but real freedoms to pursue valued lives (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 

2011). When structural conditions remove meaningful alternatives, responsibility 

cannot be treated as entirely individual. Fraser’s account of misrecognition 

identifies how institutions may deny social status or dignity, which influences 

behaviour and identification with mainstream norms (Fraser, 1995). Rawls argues 

that punishment should be justified independently of social position (Rawls, 

1971), implying that penalising predictable outcomes of deprivation conflicts with 

fairness. Nagel’s account of moral luck supports the view that full blame is 

inappropriate when behaviour emerges within conditions outside the individual’s 

control (Nagel, 1979).  

 

These frameworks do not eliminate responsibility but contextualise it within 

broader social obligations.   The responses ( R) typically pursued by institutions 

often focus on enforcement rather than prevention. Zero tolerance policies and 

school exclusions remove young people from environments that provide structure 

and support (DfE, 2017).  

 

The evidence for the effectiveness of these approaches is limited, and exclusion is 

linked to poorer long-term outcomes (Children’s Commissioner, 2021). The costs 

associated with punitive responses are also high. A place in a Young Offender 

Institution costs around £120,000 per year (MoJ, 2024), while places in secure 

children’s homes and secure training centres cost between roughly £200,000 and 
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£270,000 annually (MoJ, 2024). The economic and social costs of youth 

reoffending are estimated at around £1.5 billion each year, with a range of 

approximately £1.4 to £1.6 billion depending on assumptions (MoJ, 2019). In 

contrast, evaluations of early intervention programmes show that many deliver 

returns several times greater than their initial cost (EIF, 2019), with some 

programmes generating around £5 to £10 in benefits for every £1 invested 

(Washington State Institute for Public Policy, 2018).  

 

Restorative justice schemes have been found to produce savings of around £9 for 

every £1 spent by reducing reoffending (MoJ, 2016).  Examples from other 

jurisdictions provide further evidence. Scotland pioneered a public health 

approach to violence through its Violence Reduction Unit (Scottish Government, 

2005). Similar units in England and Wales are estimated to have prevented more 

than 3,000 hospital admissions for violent injury since 2018 (Home Office, 2023). 

New Zealand’s family group conferencing model has reduced reliance on formal 

prosecution and improved outcomes for young people (New Zealand Ministry of 

Justice, 2019).  

 

These approaches operate by addressing drivers and pressures rather than 

focusing exclusively on punitive responses.   Financing preventive approaches 

does not necessarily require new infrastructure, since schools, youth offending 

teams, local authorities and the NHS already provide the necessary institutional 

bases (EIF, 2019).  

 

The primary barriers are political prioritisation and the stability of funding, not 

the absence of delivery mechanisms.   Antisocial behaviour in disadvantaged 

communities is best understood as a rational response to constrained 

opportunities, structural pressures and institutional withdrawal. The DPSIR 

framework clarifies how austerity and long-term deprivation act as drivers that 
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create pressures shaping behavioural patterns, leading to harmful impacts and 

often reactive responses. Evidence from economics, sociology, criminology, and 

ethics indicates that addressing these structural drivers is more effective than 

relying on enforcement.  

 

Rebuilding youth services, investing in early intervention and adopting 

approaches that increase real freedoms are more consistent with both 

effectiveness and fairness. Prevention-oriented policy reduces long-term harm, 

improves community stability and provides young people with genuine 

alternatives to antisocial behaviour.      

 

The DPSIR model 
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