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ABSTRACT

In order to explore the criminal psychological mechanism of burglars, this study adopts the qualitative research
method of grounded theory to conduct in-depth interviews with 41 burglars in two prisons in Jiangxi Province,
China. Nvivo 11.0 was used to code-construct and qualitatively analyze the interview content in order to refine
the influencing factors and psychological evolution process of burglary behavior. The findings revealed that (1)
burglary risk factors include burglary cognition, burglary motivation, burglary decision-making, delinquent peers,
burglary opportunity, and incomplete reformation. (2) There are three stages in the psychological evolution pro-
cess of burglars: cognitive formation, motivational dominance, and behavioral decision. (3) The interpretation of
the criminal psychological mechanism of burglars is a comprehensive and dynamic outcome of the interaction of
internal and external factors that shape the individual. Participants’ inspection and non-participants’ inspection
were adapted to verify the research results’ validity, which showed that the results were reliable.
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1 Introduction

With the advancement of socialization, China’s economy has been growing steadily and rapidly, but
crime remains a major problem in social governance. According to the most recent data from the
National Bureau of Statistics, China’s public security departments accepted and investigated as many as
2.285 million and 1.872 million theft crimes in 2019 [1]. In China, property theft cases accounted for
30.3% of the total number of criminal cases from 2018 to 2019, with theft cases comprising more than
half (62.2% of the total number of property theft cases). The incidence rate of burglary cases is the
highest among theft cases (67.4%) [2]. A theft crime is also one of the crimes with the highest incidence
rate in global property crime. As reported by the FBI, burglary accounted for 62.1% of all property
crimes in 2018, with 376 burglary cases per 100,000 people [3]. Crime survey reports indicate that
burglary is one of the most terrifying types of crime [4]. In spite of the fact that burglaries do not cause
as much damage as violent crimes such as murder, rape, and robbery, burglary cases occur frequently
with low clear-up rates, high recidivism rates, diverse locations, and easy commitment [5], which not

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which
permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original
work is properly cited.

DOI: 10.32604/ijmhp.2023.027321

ARTICLE

echT PressScience

mailto:zsdybo@sina.com
https://www.techscience.com/journal/IJMHP
http://dx.doi.org/10.32604/ijmhp.2023.027321
https://www.techscience.com/
https://www.techscience.com/doi/10.32604/ijmhp.2023.027321


only cause negative effects such as loss of citizens’ property, the decline in quality of life and anxiety at the
personal level but also seriously endangering social order and public security [6]. Therefore, studies on
burglary crimes and other problems have attracted a great deal of attention from scholars around the world.

Burglary is the act of repeatedly or repeatedly stealing a large quantity of public or private property for
illegal possession [7]. The perpetrator of a burglary enters the residence of another person with the intention
to commit theft [8]. The British “Theft Act” stipulates that it is theft to maliciously occupy the property of
another and knowingly deprive him of his rights permanently. In Japanese criminal law, theft is the most
common form of crime [9]. Burglary, on the other hand, refers to the act of illegally breaking into other
people’s houses to steal their valuables [10]. It is stated in Article 242 of the German Criminal Code that
burglary must take place “for the purpose of illegal possession by oneself or a third party”, that is,
committing theft from another person’s house [11]. Currently, China’s academic circles focus primarily on
the criminal subject, criminal behavior, sentencing, and other legal research and judgment on the crime of
burglary in order to assist with the trial and detection of theft cases [12–14]. From the perspective of
criminal law, burglary is a social phenomenon, and its genesis is a combination of socially established
facts and legal considerations. The occurrence of burglary is the result of the interaction of situational
factors and multiple causal factors, from a criminological standpoint. From a psychological perspective,
burglary is the result of individual criminal psychological activity and is influenced by the offender’s
psychological factors; thus, burglary is the result of the combined influence of the offender’s psychology
and behavior [15]. Professor Fang Bo believes that criminal psychology emerges from a multilevel
system. On the basis of his theory, Professor Luo Dahua proposed the synthetic agent theory of crime.
This theory also considers the dynamic, structural, hierarchical, and holistic nature of individual crime
causes. The internal and external factors of the offender, which interact and constrain one another, are
responsible for the development of criminal psychology [16].

In Western countries, there have been a number of relatively systematic theoretical perspectives on
burglary crimes, including rational choice theory, situational crime prevention theory, crime form theory,
and the “center eight” criminal behavior risk factor framework, for instance [17–20]. In “Center Eight”, the
framework of risk factors for criminal behavior proposes that personality, cognition, social connections, and
history of behavior are the four most important factors for individuals to engage in criminal behavior,
referred to as the “big four” risk factors [21]. A personality trait is a unique pattern that constitutes a
person’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. This unique pattern contains the stable and unified psychological
qualities that distinguish a person from others and often determine the consistent behavioral tendency of an
individual. Cognition is the thought schema formed in the brain by the experience acquired through the
cognitive process, and it is a kind of knowledge and experience network, which usually plays a role in
facilitating individual behavior. Social connection mainly refers to the interaction among individuals, the
external environment, and the interpersonal network that has an impact on individual behavior. Behavior
history reflects the individual’s bad behavior history or criminal history. For burglars, a high recidivism rate
is a common situation among burglars. Thus, the behavioral history of burglars and the evolution of their
psychological processes of repeated theft are areas worthy of further research in the future.

In the aspect of empirical research, questionnaires or behavioral experiments are used nowadays in
China to investigate the psychological and behavioral characteristics of burglars [22,23]. Based on the
current research on the influencing factors of criminal behavior, it is found that individual personality,
family-rearing style, social support, self-control level, coping style, and decision-making behavior are all
important factors in the system of factors that constitute criminal [24–27]. However, due to the late kick-
off of empirical research on burglars in China, the current research on the psychological and behavioral
traits of burglars lacks systematization and depth. In terms of criminal correction, there is little attention
and investment in burglars. In contrast, the theoretical research systems on burglary crimes in western
countries are comparatively advanced. There are more empirical research findings [28–30]. Among them,
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the study of burglars’ spatial-geographic travel behavior (Journey-to-Crime) is an area that has received a lot
of attention from western scholars. It focuses on the burglars’ selection of distance, location, geographic
location, and travel tools during the commission of the crime. The objective of the research is to
comprehend burglars’ behavioral patterns in order to provide an effective theoretical foundation for the
prevention, control, and investigation of burglary cases. Why do burglars have such a high recidivism
rate? How can burglary offenses be effectively prevented? In many aspects, it is still necessary for
empirical research to determine whether the theoretical and practical experience of Western burglars is
applicable to China’s local circumstances. In today’s society, it is difficult to prevent burglaries, and the
problem of organized, gang-based, and diverse burglary crimes is prevalent. To effectively prevent the
occurrence of burglary, in the first place, it is to comprehend the causes and processes of behavior
formation; therefore, it is imperative to study the psychological and behavioral mechanisms of burglary.

Coleman has said, “The key to effective deterrence and control of criminal behavior is to understand the
perpetrator’s process” [31]. Burglary, as a typical deviant behavior, cannot be induced by controlling the
psychological variables to get the psychological variables associated with burglary in a way that induces
individuals to commit crimes. Previous studies on deviant behaviors usually adopt a retrospective
research approach, in which people with deviant behaviors are used as the research objects to invert the
risk factors that are closely related to deviant behaviors. Based on this, this paper adopts the qualitative
research method of Grounded theory to comprehensively explore the psychological mechanisms of burglars.

In recent years, qualitative research has been widely used in the fields of criminal psychology,
psychological counseling and health care abroad, and starts to gain momentum in China. There are three
reasons for adopting the qualitative research method in this study. First, the qualitative research method is
exploratory and can well reveal the psychological process of burglars. Second, the researcher is
participatory in qualitative research, which is conducive to obtaining deep information related to burglary
behavior. Third, Grounded Theory, as a means of qualitative research, has unique advantages in theory
construction [32]. This paper takes burglars as the research object, explores the risk factors closely related
to burglary behavior through in-depth interviews, combines the research method of Grounded Theory,
clarifies the inner mechanism of burglary behavior, and tries to construct an explanatory model of the
psychological mechanism of burglary crime in order to provide a theoretical basis and correction basis for
preventing and controlling burglary crime.

2 Subjects and Methods

2.1 Subjects of the Study
According to the principle of “purposive sampling,” the 41 most representative and information-rich

inmates from two prisons in Jiangxi Province of China were chosen as interview subjects [33]. The
requirements for inclusion in the group of burglary offenders must be at least 18 years old. Subjects who
had experienced mental illness or were currently experiencing an episode of mental illness, as well as
subjects with severe traumatic brain injury and brain disease were excluded.

Basic information about the subjects of the study: There are 10 women (coded F1 to F10) and 31 men
(coded M1 to M31). The mean age of the subjects was 40.46 ± 9.06 years, with males having a mean age of
41.97 ± 8.53 years and females having a mean age of 35.18 ± 9.25 years. 19 people obtained an elementary
school education, representing 46.3% of the total number, 19 people had junior high school education,
representing 46.3% of the total number, 1 person had a high school education, representing 2.4% of the
total number, and 2 people had university education or higher, representing 4.8% of the total number.
There were 21 rural residents, representing 51.2% of the total population, and 20 urban residents,
representing 48.8% of the total population. There were 5 first-time burglars, representing 12.2% of the
total, and 36 multiple burglars, representing 87.8% of the total. There were 11 drug addicts, representing
17.7% of the total population.
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2.2 Methods

2.2.1 Interview Procedures
Initially, an interview outline was developed. The interview outline included family environment and parenting

style, growth experience, employment history, financial status, history of substance abuse, criminal history, and
burglary behavior. A semi-structured interview outline containing 38 questions was the result of multiple stages
of development, including a first draft, expert feedback, a pre-interview, and a supervisor’s approval.

Second, the pre-interview preparation work. The basic information and criminal history of the
interviewees were initially determined by retrieving their sentence files, which included registration
forms, indictments, and judgments. Before the formal interview, the interviewee was asked for permission
to record the entire conversation and to sign a consent form.

Third, in-depth interviews were conducted. During the formal interview, the researcher and interviewee
engaged in in-depth, one-on-one conversations. Based on the respondent’s responses and emotional state, the
researcher modified the interview’s questions and sequences, and even paused or ended the interview. As
compensation for the study, daily necessities were provided following the interview.

2.2.2 Data Processing and Analysis
The grounded theory was adopted to collect, analyze, and theoretically construct the raw materials [34].

The processing and analysis of data were divided into three sections: (1) Audio data collection and text
transcription. (2) Textual data tertiary coding. (3) The generation and testing of theories [35].

Following the above steps, 41 subjects were interviewed for a total of 67 h, and each interviewee spent
approximately 80 to 100 min with the researchers. The collected speech data were imported using Nvivo
11.0, and the non-numerical, unstructured textual data were indexed and theorized to create a 380,000-
word draft verbatim [36]. The textual material was accordingly coded at the first, second, and third levels.
Three researchers participated in the discussion during the entire coding process, including a professor, a
lecturer, and a postdoctoral fellow, to ensure the objectivity of information extraction. Firstly, the
postdoctoral researcher analyzed the manuscript word by word, stating the sentences and paragraphs of
the same question objectively and completely. The first level of encoding is to convert these similar
statements into generalized items (a1, a2, a3…), that is, the initial encoding. Afterward, the lecturer and
researchers extracted semantic repetitions and similar expressions from the first-level codes and merged
them, and then separated and classified the compound semantic words based on a comprehensive analysis
of the remaining independent entries, identified and established the relationships between the first-level
codes, summarized, integrated, and named the first-level codes (A1, A2, A3…), i.e., the second-level
codes (focused codes). Lastly, the postdoctoral researcher extracted the core concepts from the secondary
coding and named them (B1, B2, B3…) [37], which was the tertiary coding (axis coding). To ensure the
independence and scientific validity of the items, three researchers reviewed and summarized the above
items and extracted the influencing factors and psychological evolution process of theft from the logical
relationship between the core concepts and other items. Fig. 1 displays the particular research procedure.

3 Results

3.1 Coding Results
The extracted, analyzed, and organized word-by-word transcribed text yielded a total of 748 reference

points. Each piece of information was conceptualized, and 83 initial codes were extracted, including parental
absence during childhood (a2), difficult living conditions (a11), unstable job and insecure life (a19), lack of
self-control (a54), lack of legal awareness (a66), and careless friendships (a83) (a73). The interview materials
were reorganized based on the results of the initial coding, with the 83 initial codes summarized into 19 focus
codes. The core concepts were extracted from the focused codes during the selection coding phase to form six
axial codes (see Table 1).
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Figure 1: Flow chart of data analysis

Table 1: Three-level coding table of the psychological evolution of burglars

I Initial coding (Reference points) II Focused coding (Reference points) III Axial coding (Reference
points)

a1 Dysfunctional family structure
in childhood (17)

a1 poor family upbringing (a1, a2, a3,
a4,…, a10)

a2 Absence of parents during
upbringing (8)

a2 poor living conditions (a11, a12)

a3 Many children in the family
and uneven distribution (23)

A3 Low educational level (a13, a14,
a15, a16,…, a18)

B1 Irrational cognitive style

a4 Family members with
experience of imprisonment (3)

A4 Weak social support (a19, a20,
a21)

(a1, a2, a3, a4, a5, a6)

a5 Poor relationship with parents
(16)

a5 Low self-control (a22, a23, a24)

a6 Lack of care and support from
family members (20)

A6 Negative coping style (a25, a26,
a27, a28)

a7 Overly strict tutoring at home
(8)

A7 Meeting basic survival needs
(a29)

a8 Family indulgence (5) A8 Pursuit of pleasure (a30, a31, a32,
a33, a34,…, a36)

B2 Demand initiation
motivations

a9 Left-behind children,
unattended (4)

A9 Venting negative emotions (a37,
a38, a39)

(a7, a8, a9, a10)

a10 Parental preference for other
siblings (5)

a10 Driven by addictive behaviors
(a40, a41, a42)

a11 Hard living conditions (28) A11 Internal attribution pattern of
blame (a43, a44, a45,…, a48)

B3 Internal motives combined
with external stimuli

a12 No pocket money, stealing
from others (19)

A12 External attributive thinking
patterns (a49, a50, a51,…, a57)

(A11, A12)

a13 Poor learning, parents giving
up on nurturing (18)

a13 Rationalization of criminal
behavior (a58, a59, a60,…, a62)

(Continued)
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3.2 Analysis of the Elements Influencing Burglary Behavior
Diverse influencing factors have led to a complex situation in the interpretation of the psychology of

burglary.

To increase the study’s explanatory power and generalizability, semi-structured interviews were used to
systematically delve deeper into the factors that influence individual burglary. By sorting the core concepts
and other items in logical relationships, it was determined that the factors influencing burglary behavior
consisted of six major components: burglary cognition, burglary motivation, burglary decision-making,
delinquent peers, burglary opportunity, and incomplete reformation.

In the generation of burglary behavior, burglary cognition plays a pioneering role. The unreasonable
cognition of burglars manifests itself primarily in the following aspects: (1) Inappropriate self-positioning.
Intruders frequently attributed their criminal behavior to a lack of self-control, an inability to overcome
their desire for money, and the influence of drug (gambling) addiction. (2) Externally attributed model.
Respondents emphasized external factors as the primary cause of their own criminal behavior. (3)
Rationalization for burglary. Some interviewees viewed burglary as a way to “rob the rich to help the
poor” and minimize the victim’s suffering. (4) Disregard legal consequences. Some interviewees stated
that they cared more about the immediate benefits of burglary than the legal repercussions.

Motivation for burglary is the internal driving force behind the commission of a burglary. The interviews
revealed that burglars’ primary motivations fell into four categories: (1) Meet basic living needs. Some of the
interviewees lived in extreme poverty and improved their lives through burglary. (2) Seek pleasure. Some
burglars were greedy for pleasure, burglary has become the lowest-cost means to eat, drink, and entertain.
(3) Revenge in society. Some burglars vented their dissatisfaction with society by violating other people’s
property. (4) Addictive conduct (drug use, gambling, etc.). Individuals are under the control of addictive
behavior and indirectly satisfy the addictive behavior by stealing sufficient funds.

According to interviewees, burglary is preceded by analysis, evaluation, and selection of burglary
behavior, i.e., burglary decision-making. The decision to commit a burglary is influenced not only by the

Table 1 (continued)

I Initial coding (Reference points) II Focused coding (Reference points) III Axial coding (Reference
points)

a14 Expelled from school (5) A14 Decreased perception of risk of
theft consequences (a63, a64)

B4 Irrational behavioral
decision making

a15 No intention to continue
school education (9)

A15 Weak willpower (a65, a66, a67,
a68)

(A13, A14, A15)

a16 Family too poor to afford (17) a16 Specialization of behavioral
trajectory (a69, a70, a71)

a17 Fighting with classmates,
expulsion from school (6)

A17 Formed a fixed mindset of theft
(a72, a73)

B5 Incomplete reformation

a18 Stealing from classmates,
expulsion from school (10)

A18 Addicted to exciting feelings
(a74, a75, a76,…, a78)

(A16, A17, A18)

a19 Job instability and life
insecurity (24)

A19 Creating conditions for burglary
(a79, a80,…, a83)

B6 Looking for opportunities
(A19)

…

(83 primary concepts in total)
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external environment and the timing of the crime, but also by the offender’s personality traits, cognitive level,
personal experience, and other internal factors. For instance, interviewee M7 stated that: “I used to enjoy
gambling and owed a lot of money to others. Once I went out to dinner with a friend and heard that all
of the valuables in his house were kept in a safe. It was my intention to steal the safe. Before opening the
safe, I checked online what tools are available for prying it open.” The investigation results show that
burglars plan to purchase the master key, the hanging rope, the window chisel hammer, and some other
theft tools. To accurately identify the target of the crime in the nearby community, and to avoid the peak
of the flow of people, a clear monitoring range must be established from the monitoring dead end into the
residence. They also gave adequate consideration to the time of the crime, the method of operation, and
the escape route. It should be noted that the recidivist of burglary is more decisive and resolute in
behavior decision-making than the first offender based on his rich experience in burglary, and his
“success rate” of burglary is higher.

Delinquent peers emphasize the influence of peer groups on burglary. Peer groups are more attractive
and influential to individuals who enter society at a younger age, and their group norms and values are
crucial to the socialization of individuals. In general, groups at the bottom of the social hierarchy are
susceptible to subcultures. Long-term exposure to their value system may result in the development of
deviant behavior. Most burglars are unable to obtain a positive acknowledgment from the dominant
culture and turn to subcultures to find their own values as a result of structural family dysfunction,
economic hardship, and academic failure. This study found that the majority of burglars committed their
crimes in groups comprised primarily of their peers, demonstrating the influence of bad peer groups on
individual burglary behavior.

Burglary opportunity refers to the potential criminal’s search for an appropriate occasion to commit a
crime. Inadequate supervision of daily living environments or objects and security system flaws create
ideal conditions for burglars and prompt the occurrence of burglary. In addition, burglars plan ahead and
select cunning times to avoid the supervision of others, destroy the surveillance system, or with the help
of others to keep a lookout to complete the burglary successfully.

Incomplete reformation is the root cause of the high recidivism rate associated with property theft.
Several studies have demonstrated that the concept of delinquency significantly influences the recidivism
of released prisoners [38]. As proved by the survey results, the majority of recidivists have a low level of
education, an inability to distinguish between right and wrong, good and evil, a profound subjective evil,
and a psychology of getting something for nothing while ignoring the law; therefore, prison reform is
insufficient to convince them of the gravity and harm of their crimes. It is easy to take the risk of
committing crimes again after returning to society and encountering discrimination or other obstacles.

3.3 The Psychological Process of Burglary Formation

3.3.1 Cognitive Formation Stage
According to Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, the interaction of innate genetics and acquired

environment influences cognitive formation [39]. The interviewers revealed that the environment of one’s
upbringing, one’s life experiences, and one’s personality traits play a significant role in the cognitive
formation of an individual burglar. Concerning the growth environment, the majority of respondents
reported dysfunctional family structure during childhood (a1) and inappropriate family parenting style
(a2) (a7). School and social experiences were included in life experiences. They had generally poor
academic performance (a13) and poor relationships with classmates during their school years (a17).
Individuals lack stable jobs and income (a19), are not respected by others (a20), and even complain about
unfair social allocation (a21). Some individuals gradually develop hostility toward society and others and
pathological thoughts of revenge against society in the space between reality and their dreams (a25). In
terms of individual personality characteristics, burglars tend to be impulsive (a21), risk-taking (a23), and
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emotionally unstable (a24). Individual perceptions gradually deteriorate as a result of the interaction of
negative upbringing, disillusioning life experiences, and negative personality traits, resulting in the
germination of a seed that teeters on the edge of morality and law.

3.3.2 Motivational Dominance Stage
Under the influence of negative cognition, the urge to steal is triggered in varying degrees by different

individuals [40]. Some interviewees assert that inadequate social assistance and severely-ill family members
compel them to steal to meet their basic needs (a29). Some interviewees are dissatisfied with their boring life
and seek corrupt pleasure through burglary (a30). Long-term exposure to negative influences has ended in a
deformed antisocial personality, the violation of moral and legal boundaries, and making use of burglary to
express their dissatisfaction with society and real life (a38). Even those whose pathological needs are driven
by addictive behaviors such as drug abuse, gambling, and kleptomania have been known to steal others’
properties (a41). At this stage, burglary motivation caused by different needs is the most direct force
affecting individual burglary behavior.

3.3.3 Behavioral Decision-Making Stage
At this stage, the majority of respondents have irrational decision-making preferences prior to

committing a crime, i.e., they make irrational behavioral predictions based on the integration of multiple
pertinent data. After the motivation for burglary becomes apparent, individuals typically evaluate whether
to commit a crime, how to commit a crime, the benefits of the crime, and the repercussions of the crime.
Yang et al. [41] discovered that individual psychological characteristics and risk context variables have a
significant impact on the decision to commit a crime. Some interviewees highlighted an inability to self-
regulate emotions when confronted with unexpected events (a45), risk-taking and impulsive behavioral
traits (a43), and a preoccupation with immediate benefits. Individuals have a tendency to justify burglary
(a63) and attribute criminal behavior to external factors such as poor life circumstances (a52) and low
social inclusion (a55). After individuals are exposed to extreme cognition and inappropriate motivational
cues, irrational coping styles drive behavior to the verge of delinquency. Compared to first-time burglars
without practical experience, the recidivists of burglary are more composed during the behavioral
decision-making stage, specialize in theft methods, and gradually improve their anti-surveillance ability
(a67). Quite a few recidivists of burglary even enjoy the thrill of committing crimes (a75).

3.3.4 The Psychological Evolution of Burglars
The burglary is not achieved overnight, but a process of mutual influence of cognition, motivation and

behavior. In the case of first-time burglaries, the psychological evolution of burglary proceeds is as follows:
burglary cognition, burglary motivation, and burglary behavior. According to the majority of burglars, a lack
of family education and negative school experiences during childhood motivate individuals to want to escape
from such a trap. Due to a lack of desirable social skills, entering society at a young age makes it difficult to
obtain a desirable job and compensation. Long-term, under severe economic pressure and actual oppression,
individuals are susceptible to criminal behavior if they are inducted or stimulated by undesirable peers.
Consequently, early adverse experiences can easily result in cognitive deficits and an inability to tell right
from wrong. The motivation to commit burglary stems from real needs or the influence of others, and
burglaries arise when a suitable opportunity presents itself.

In this study, recidivists of burglary accounted for 87.8% of the total number, which confirmed once
again the high recidivism rate of burglary crimes in China. Why do burglars relapse after completing
rehabilitation? This issue appears more pertinent for investigation. According to interviews with
recidivists, incomplete correction of offenders is a significant reason why individuals commit crimes
again. For instance, recidivism M3 stated that: “When I went to prison, I was surrounded by people who
were good at burgling, and when they were free, they were talking about what they had stolen, how they
had stolen it, how they were going to protect themselves from the police. Some of my friends agreed to
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commit burglary together after they got out of prison.” Recidivism F5 stated that: “I am addicted to drugs. My
main objective is to make money, whether it is by stealing or robbing. Anyway, I would like to make money and
purchase drugs”. Not only did she not repent while serving her sentence, but she also held a grudge against the
public security police, and she was determined to exact revenge. It is evident that a negative rehabilitation
experience has a direct effect on a person’s burglary motivation. Recidivists of burglary exhibit a marked
antisocial behavior in contrast to first-time burglars. Recidivists of burglary possess a calmer mentality, more
skilled burglary techniques, more vigilance to the external environment, and improved anti-reconnaissance
methods due to previous burglary experience. As time has passed, the manner in which burglaries committed
has changed from independent action in the early stages to committing crimes in partnership with others,
from accessory to principal, etc. Changes in the method of burglary and in burglary behavior reflect the
process of recidivism from being unskilled in the methods of burglary at the beginning to gradually becoming
professional in the methods of burglary over the course of time. Additionally, this is a manifestation of the
motivational changes occurring during the behavioral decision-making stage of recidivism. The recidivists of
burglary stole more money, the antisocial personality gradually developed, and the individual even
normalized their burglary behavior. Contrary to initial burglaries, recidivism results from a change in
motivation stemming from the act of burglary. The burglary motivation affects burglary cognition, and
burglary cognition determines the burglary behavior process. In conclusion, the psychology of burglary is the
interaction between cognitive formation, motivation dominance, and behavioral decision-making (see Fig. 2).

3.4 Explanatory Model of the Psychological Mechanism of Burglary Crimes
According to the theory of ecosystems, individuals do not passively accept the influence of their

environment, but rather actively interact with the outside world and construct their own world. This paper
attempts to construct an explanatory model of the psychological mechanism of burglary by integrating the
risk factors influencing burglary with the psychological evolution process (see Fig. 3). The model is
framed by a dynamic change process along the lines of human-environment interaction and consists of
three components: (1) Risk factors and protection factors from the environment. (2) The subject
characteristics of burglars. (3) The individual reaches a negative developmental outcome alongside life
adversity as a result of numerous dynamic processes that mediate between the individual and the
environment and the outcome. Specifically, this includes environmental history, adverse experiences,
individual traits, behavioral outcomes, and the dynamic processes of interaction between the environment
and the individual, and the individual and the outcome.

Figure 2: Psychological evolution and axial coding distribution of burglary crimes
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Specifically, adverse environmental factors (e.g., family, school, society, etc.) can disrupt an individual’s
internal dynamic equilibrium and lead to thoughts of burglary. Once the risk factor, which is essential for the
individual’s development, outweighs the protective factor, the individual actively or passively attempts to
confront the dilemma, explain and overcome it, and create a safer environment. In other words, when
individuals are exposed to a series of negative circumstances, such as dysfunctional family structures,
inappropriate family upbringing, poor education, poor friendships, and lack of material security, the desire
to commit crimes is intensified. The dynamic interaction between the individual and the environment, in
which the individual’s characteristics transform an unfavorable environment into a more dangerous
outcome. For instance, the perception that burglary is an improvement to one’s material life. Cognitive
deconstruction reinforces the irrational belief that burgling is a means of achieving a more equitable
distribution of wealth in society. After release from prison, friendship with delinquent peers who conspire
to commit burglary. Negative coping, conforming to adversity rather than attempting to alter their lives
through their own efforts. Individual characteristics, including burglary cognition, burglary motivation,
burglary decision-making. Individuals rationalize their motivation to burgle based on extreme cognitive
styles when confronted with an unfavorable situation, and when they perceive that the benefits of
burgling outweigh the costs, they are likely to act on their inner thoughts once fetch a suitable
opportunity to burgle. Intruders are categorized as first-time burglars or the recidivists based on whether
they commit burglary again after their release from prison. Individuals repeat criminal behavior due to
insufficient reformation and entrenched criminal attitudes. In conclusion, burglary is a comprehensive and
dynamic consequence of the individual’s internal and external factors.

4 Validity Test

In contrast to quantitative studies, qualitative research results can extrapolate from sample characteristics
to general characteristics. Numerous researchers have employed “validity” tests to determine the
dependability of qualitative research findings. This study employed participant and nonparticipant validity
tests to evaluate the dependability of coding results, psychological evolutionary processes, and
explanatory models of burglars’ psychological mechanisms.

Figure 3: Explanatory model of the psychological mechanism of burglary
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4.1 Validity Tests of Participants and Non-Participants
Participant testing is the feedback of coding results to the study’s participants after the researcher has

repeatedly read, labeled, coded, classified, and extracted themes from the transcribed textual material. To
prevent bias in the research findings resulting from the researcher’s subjective assumptions, validity
testing was conducted in terms of both description and interpretation. From the study population, four
burglars of different genders, educational levels, and occupations were selected to provide feedback on
the coding results.

The non-participant test is to feedback the preliminary results of the study to other subjects who did not
participate in the study. Four burglars who did not participate in this interview were selected from prison A
and prison B. In addition, two PhDS, one of whom was a criminal psychology PhD, were invited to make
comments and suggestions on the study’s findings.

These 10 examiners’ comments were summarized (see Table 2). When the testers’ feedback was
consistent with the study’s initial findings, the initial findings were kept. In the contrary scenario, this
section was repeated for validation. In this instance, the original source material is reviewed to assess the
adequacy of the basis for the distillation of this result. If the reliability of this result can be demonstrated,
the original conclusion is maintained; otherwise, it is modified based on the testers’ feedback [42].

Table 2: The testers’ opinions on the preliminary findings of the qualitative interviews and their processing

Research results Feedback from examiners Follow-up on opinions

1. Burglary risk factor:
combination of internal
motivation and external
stimuli

Burglars: I do not comprehend the
significance of this combination of
internal motivation and external
stimuli. Can you explain it?

In terms of the textual material, the
combination of internal motivation
and external stimuli in code
B4 represents the overall association
between external stimuli, such as
upbringing, social experiences,
delinquent peers, and the individual’s
internal motivations and needs. The
testers agreed with the original
formulation after explanation.

2. Focused coding entry:
A11 internal attribution
model

Non-burglars: Are motivation and
attribution concepts duplicated and
can they be merged into a single
entry?

Reorganize the two codes to explain
to the examiners that burglary
motivation is the primary internal
motivation for burglary. Burglary
attribution is the subjective reason
considered by the burglar during the
behavioral decision stage. There is a
significant difference between the
two, so the original description will
be maintained.

3. Psychological evolution
of burglars

Non-burglars: Since the three stages
of the psychological evolution of
theft are influenced by each other,
they cannot be represented by a
single path diagram.

The process diagram was
reconsidered, and the examiner’s
recommendation to replace the
single-path diagram with a triangular
diagram of bidirectional paths was
adopted.
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A comparison of the test results from participants and non-participants revealed that the feedback from
the eight burglars represented the perspective of “crime perpetrators,” whereas the feedback from the two
normal people represented the perspective of “crime interpreters.” The feedback dissected the
psychological evolution of the burglars from multiple perspectives, which significantly improved the
validity of the qualitative findings.

4.2 Validity Risk in Qualitative Research
The first thing is the associated validity risk with purposive sampling. Qualitative research emphasizes

the population’s representativeness. In order to ensure the validity of the sampling, police officers in the
prison area were fully informed of the purpose of the study prior to the selection of interviewees. In an
effort to maximize interview data, typical burglars were chosen as study subjects with the assistance of
the police.

Secondly, the risks associated with the researcher’s perspective as a “crime interpreter” in terms of
validity. To fully investigate information regarding burglary, the researcher must earn the full confidence
of the respondent. Prior to the formal study, the researcher conducted a number of legal lectures and
group counseling sessions in the prison, which diminished the interviewees’ sense of unfamiliarity and
apprehension towards the researcher.

Again, there was a risk of validity associated with the process of material collection and text analysis. In
this regard, prior to the formal interview, the researcher had multiple conversations with the prison warden
and the head of the education section to gain a foundational understanding of the burglars and their offenses.
For a full restoration of the true crime process, the researcher maintained a neutral and objective attitude
during the interviews and communicated in the language that was familiar to the burglars.

5 Discussion

5.1 Psychological Evolution of Burglars
The stages of a burglar’s psychological development are cognitive formation, motivational dominance,

and behavioral decision-making. Individuals exhibit distinct psychological characteristics based on their
developmental stage. The following discussion focuses on the impact of these psychological traits on
criminal behavior.

For the cognitive formation stage, the results of the study revealed that the vast majority of respondents
lived in difficult circumstances during adolescence, in families with financial difficulties, and achieved a low
education level on average. The parents of burglars have a polarized parenting style that is either overly strict
or overly permissive. In a study of 599 school-aged children, Prinzie et al. [43] discovered that negative
family parenting styles were a significant factor in the development of poor cognition. According to a
study conducted by Zheng et al. on adult male burglars, inconsistent parenting styles were associated
with the development of delinquent behavior and delinquency problems [44]. The family is where a
person’s socialization begins and has a profound and lasting impact on his or her life. Love and emotions
within the family are essential for the development of a healthy personality and the acquisition of good
character in individuals. This interview revealed that the parents of burglars are unable to fulfill their
educational responsibilities due to financial, parental bias, or capacity constraints. Individuals’ perceptions
are easily skewed due to a lack of proper restraint and discipline, their limited ability to distinguish right
from wrong, and the influence of bad habits and desires.

Motivation is the premise of individual behavior during the stage of motivation dominance. Motivation
is the driving force that produces behavior, and it is the primary internal motivation that causes behavior,
maintains behavior, and directs behavior towards a particular goal [45]. The loneliness and helplessness
inside, after repeated setbacks in employment, emotions, family, and other aspects, it is very easy to
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become hostile to society and develop the psychology of revenge. Under such circumstances, it is quite easy
to generate burglary motivation when coming across a bad person, plus embarrassed material needs.
Motivation can push an individual from a state of rest to action [46]. The motivation for burglary
dominates the cognitive formation and behavioral decision-making stages in this study. Under the
influence of undesirable thoughts, it rouses individuals in a resting state and propels them into a state of
behavioral activity. The strong motivation of burglary encourages individuals to take risks and to
gradually approach the decision-making stage where burglary occurs.

Burglary is the consequence of burglary-related choices. As a result of their limited rationality, burglars
are only able to consider one or a few of the factors when determining whether or not to burgle. The study
conducted by Lerner revealed that negative personality, impulsivity, and emotionalism are associated with
high-risk behavior [47]. Guo et al. [48] also discovered that individuals with impulsive characteristics
have enhanced responses to immediate reward signals and decreased responses to delayed punishment
signals during behavioral decision making. This partially explains why the burglars in this study
disregarded legal and moral constraints and pursued a life of crime. In general, burglars lack self-control
and are risk-taking and impulsive. The motivation of burglary and the influence of irrational behavioral
decisions make it simple for individuals to pursue delinquency for immediate benefits. In contrast to
typical thieves, burglars usually have a more comprehensive criminal plan in mind when making their
behavioral decisions. Several researchers have examined the factors that influence the burglar’s choice of
target [49]. A recent study concluded that when burglars are looking for the best target, they consider the
target and various environmental variables surrounding it, try to enter the house with a shorter and more
convenient path, and plan how to clear out all obstacles which may prevent them from entering the
house, and stole more valuable items as much as possible [50]. Crimes of theft can be committed at
various times depending on the type of theft [51]. In general, pickpocketing occurs between 10 a.m. and
noon, as well as between 3 p.m. and 6 p.m., when commercial activities are relatively busy. Most
burglaries occur between 9:00 a.m. and 11:00 a.m., between 3:00 p.m. and 5:00 p.m., when people go to
work, and during sleep between 12:00 a.m. and 3:00 a.m.

The aforesaid three stages of psychological evolution of a burglar reflected the interrelationship among
the needs, motivations, and actions. The Maslowian theory of motivation states that when needs reach a
certain level and they can be met in a timely manner, the needs will transform into motivation, which
then controls the behavior of the individual [52]. In the process of growing up, burglars are affected by
poor family upbringing, low education level, and weak social support, which result in individual self-
cognition defects and promote the formation of the initial stage of burglary. A stage of motivational
dominance is the stage in which cognitive defects in burglars influence the development of the burglary
personality. Personality characteristics such as impulsivity, poor self-control, and hedonism result in
different material and spiritual needs in an unfavorable growth environment. In order to meet different
needs, individuals create an incentive to burgle. At the final stage of behavioral decision-making, the
burglar waits for the right moment to burgle, it is therefore necessary to adopt a suitable burglary plan in
order to commit the crime.

5.2 Psychological Mechanisms of Burglary Crimes
Based on the interaction between human and environment, this study develops a model to explain the

psychological mechanisms of burglary offenders. This study contends that the psychology of burglary crimes
is the product of a dynamic and all-encompassing nature. The synthetic agent theory of crime proposed by
Luo Dahua contends that the individual crime causation system is an integrated, dynamic result of the
combined action of psychological and behavioral factors, which is consistent with the perspective of this
study.
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The internal and external factors that contribute to the causes of crime are interconnected and interactive.
The act of burglary is the result of the interaction between a person’s negative psychological traits and an
unfavorable external environment. Children with a lack of moral and legal awareness, emotional apathy,
and a skewed mindset may be the result of inadequate family and school education. All of these give
children opportunities to become delinquent. The disparity between reality and ideal creates tension
within individuals. On the one hand, the beauty of modern society fills their imaginations with visions of
a happy life, while on the other, their desire for a better life is obstructed by the harsh reality. In the
conflict between desire and reality, hope and disillusionment, the stimulation of negative peers or
surroundings piques their interest in the unknown world. In the absence of the ability to distinguish right
from wrong and self-control, their inner desires are likely to exceed the bottom line of morality and law
in certain situations or conditions, and to be satisfied by the most extreme method of burglary when given
the chance. When a burglar commits his first offense, he possesses one or more personality flaws and a
disconnect between his understanding and evaluation of society and the objective reality. If reformation is
incomplete, negative psychological traits will be reinforced. When they return to society and are
confronted with the harsh reality of life, it is easy for them to commit crimes again.

6 Conclusions and Prospects

As a typical property crime, burglary has existed since ancient times and has been one of the crimes that
successive dynasties had vigorously surpressed. Its incidence rate is significantly higher than other types of
crime and poses a significant threat to social security. Punishment and burglary crime prevention must be
based on a thorough comprehension and scientific analysis. In-depth interviews with 41 burglars revealed
that a deprived upbringing is a fertile ground for the development of burglary attitudes. Peers are the
catalyst for the development of perceptions of theft. Individuals shift from a static mental state to a
behavioral state when they are highly motivated to commit burglary. When a person perceives that the
benefits of committing a crime outweigh the costs, he or she becomes determined to burgle. In order to
complete the burglary successfully, the individual takes the initiative to create a burglary-friendly
environment, i.e., opportunities for burglary. Incomplete correction is a significant factor in recidivists’
recidivism. Briefly, the psychology of burglary consists of cognitive formation, motivational dominance,
and behavioral decision making, and is the result of dynamic human-environment interaction. These
findings provide a new perspective for burglary crime research and an empirical foundation for the
reduction of burglary.

In the future, we can establish a diverse social supporting system, including prisons, communities, and
families; improve the psychological cognition level of burglary prisoners; assist them in actively complying
with the reforms during their imprisonment; enhance the utilization of social supporting services; help them
to take positive coping measures to cope with setbacks and difficulties in life in the future; encourage the
family members and friends to visit the prisoner; encourage communication between prison guards and
inmates; encourage family members, friends, prison guards, and inmates to provide care that they can
feel; besides improving the mental heath of burglars, we should also facilitate their smooth return to
society and prevents recidivism in the long run.

This study has the following limitations, which will be addressed in future research: To begin with, the
limitations of sampling. Given the specificity of the offender population, this sample was drawn solely from
men’s and women’s prisons in a certain province, which is insufficient to represent the basic situation of all
burglars. The locality has an effect on the study’s results, reducing their representativeness. According to the
geographical distribution of the sample, the sample of burglars should be expanded to include more countries
in the future. Second, the study’s design limitations. Even though the results of the study’s validity test were
satisfactory, the study’s scientific rigor and the reliability of its findings would have been enhanced if a
combination of quantitative and qualitative research had been used to collect data. Lastly, future research
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can develop and test the efficacy of individualized group counseling or case counseling programs that match
the causal needs of different burglars.
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