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ABSTRACT

The Legal Trap Game, as a novel model in analytical criminology, provides a framework for understanding the interactive
behavior between law enforcement agencies and potential offenders in crime-conducive situations. The central issue of this study
is to examine how levels of surveillance, punishment costs, and the characteristics of social situations influence offenders’
rational decision-making and the effectiveness of preventive policing approaches within Iranian criminal policy. The objective
is to develop a theoretical model for redefining the strategic relationship between offenders and the supervisory system in order
to enhance situational deterrence and advance intelligent crime prevention. The present study is theoretical-modeling in nature
and is grounded in the conceptual integration of game theory and the principles of situational criminology. The model is designed
based on the interaction between two primary actors (the offender and the police), employing a decision matrix and Nash
equilibrium to analyze behavioral mechanisms and preventive policies. The research sources include theoretical data, domestic
legal texts, and comparative studies concerning prevention models based on situational analysis. The findings of the model
indicate that the relationship among the intensity of surveillance, the probability of crime detection, and the costs of punishment
is nonlinear and interactive. Increasing the costs of offending, enhancing the probability of surveillance, and strengthening the
legitimacy of legal institutions can shift the behavioral equilibrium of the game from law violation toward cooperation and legal
compliance. Consequently, dynamic and data-driven surveillance strategies demonstrate the highest effectiveness in reducing
crime-conducive situations. The Legal Trap Game provides a conceptual instrument for redesigning Iran’s preventive criminal
policy. By integrating game theory and situational criminology, the model enables a rational analysis of offender behavior and
police decision-making. The adoption of dynamic surveillance policies, targeted resource allocation, and the redefinition of
reward and punishment structures can facilitate the creation of a new social equilibrium in which the likelihood of criminal
behavior is minimized and the effectiveness of the prevention system is enhanced.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY
The present study develops an extended criminological model titled the “Legal Trap Game” for
analyzing the strategic interaction between potential offenders and law enforcement institutions
within Iranian criminal policy. The main premise of the study is that crime should not be understood
merely as the result of individual intention, moral deviation, or psychological impulse, but as the
outcome of a rational and situational interaction among offender motivation, environmental
opportunity, surveillance intensity, perceived risk, and expected punishment. In this regard, the
Legal Trap Game is conceptualized as an analytical framework grounded in game theory, rational
choice criminology, and situational crime prevention. It assumes that a potential offender evaluates
the expected benefits of offending against the costs of detection, punishment, and social exclusion,
while the police and legal system attempt to maximize deterrence with limited institutional
resources. This approach is particularly relevant to Iranian criminal policy, where preventive
strategies have often been shaped by reactive penal measures rather than systematic modeling of
offender decision-making. Prior studies on criminal rationality, penal calculation, and the limits of
deterrence show that offenders’ decisions are strongly affected by perceived costs, probability of
detection, and situational opportunity, although these variables do not operate in a purely linear
manner (Allahverdi & Mehrabi, 2019; Maddah, 2020; Rezaei-Shourki, 2020). Accordingly, the study
seeks to redefine prevention as a dynamic interaction between the offender and the supervisory
system, rather than as a one-sided governmental response after the occurrence of crime.
The theoretical foundation of the model rests on the integration of three intellectual traditions: game
theory, rational choice theory, and situational criminology. Game theory provides the formal logic
for analyzing reciprocal decision-making between two or more actors whose choices depend on
expectations about each other’s behavior. In this study, the two principal players are the potential
offender and the law enforcement institution, although the model can be expanded to include
victims, witnesses, local communities, media, and civic actors. Rational choice theory explains the
offender’s internal calculus, emphasizing the comparison between expected gain and anticipated
cost, while situational criminology explains the external structure of opportunity, including suitable
targets, absence of capable guardianship, and environmental vulnerabilities. In the Iranian legal and
criminological context, studies on criminal mentality and penal rationality suggest that the offender’s
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behavioral orientation is shaped by the perceived certainty, severity, and legitimacy of legal response
(Rezaei-Shourki, 2020; Rezaeinejad & Rezaei-Shourki, 2021). Similarly, research on crime-prone
urban spaces demonstrates that physical and environmental conditions can increase or reduce the
perceived feasibility of offending, thereby changing the offender’s strategic calculation (Saffar
Sabzevar, 2025). The Legal Trap Game therefore links the subjective rationality of the offender with
the objective structure of the crime situation, making it possible to analyze both the decision to offend
and the institutional decision to supervise, intervene, or deter.

Methodologically, the study is theoretical-analytical and model-based. It constructs an inferential
model by combining legal analysis, criminological reasoning, and game-theoretic logic. The model is
designed around a decision matrix in which the potential offender may choose either to commit or
not to commit a crime, while the law enforcement institution may choose either intensive or limited
surveillance. These strategic combinations generate four possible outcomes: commission of crime
under intensive surveillance, commission of crime under limited surveillance, non-commission of
crime under intensive surveillance, and non-commission of crime under limited surveillance. Each
outcome is associated with different payoffs for both players, including criminal profit, punishment
cost, social harm, institutional expenditure, and public order. The analytical objective is to identify
the equilibrium point at which neither actor has an incentive to change strategy unilaterally. In this
regard, the concept of Nash equilibrium is central, because it explains how stable behavioral patterns
emerge from reciprocal expectations. Previous applications of game theory in decision-making and
social interaction show that even slight changes in payoff structures, perceived risk, or institutional
credibility can shift the equilibrium from conflict to cooperation (Golparvar & Shahabi, 2011; Kiani-
Qalehno, 2022; Salimi et al., 2022). In the Legal Trap Game, the desired policy goal is to move the
equilibrium away from crime commission and weak supervision toward law-abiding behavior and
efficient, proportionate, data-driven surveillance.

The findings of the model indicate that the relationship among surveillance intensity, probability of
detection, punishment severity, target vulnerability, and offender motivation is interactive and
nonlinear. Increasing punishment alone does not necessarily produce deterrence if the probability
of detection remains low or if the legitimacy of the legal institution is weak. Conversely, moderate
punishment combined with high certainty of detection, environmental redesign, civic participation,
and institutional credibility can significantly reduce the rational attractiveness of crime. This finding
is especially important in relation to white-collar crimes, organized crimes, and urban crimes, where
offenders often act on the basis of calculated risk rather than immediate impulse. Studies on white-
collar crime in Iran emphasize that weaknesses in criminal policy, legal loopholes, and inadequate
preventive structures can reduce the perceived cost of offending and increase the strategic advantage
of offenders (Ghaffari, 2021; Habibzadeh Momen & Varvaei, 2018; Yari-Haj-Atalu, 2013). Likewise,
analyses of organized crime reveal that the effectiveness of criminal justice depends not only on penal
severity but also on institutional coordination, certainty of enforcement, and intelligent monitoring
mechanisms (Milani et al., 2016). The Legal Trap Game therefore shows that preventive criminal
policy should not simply intensify punishment, but should redesign the payoff structure of crime by
increasing detection probability, reducing criminal opportunity, strengthening capable
guardianship, and making lawful behavior more rational than unlawful conduct.

From a policy perspective, the model suggests that Iranian criminal policy can become more effective
by moving from reactive punishment to strategic prevention. In the current structure, many
preventive responses remain fragmented, resource-intensive, and dependent on post-crime
intervention. The Legal Trap Game proposes a shift toward dynamic surveillance, targeted resource
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allocation, and data-driven policing. In this approach, law enforcement institutions should identify
crime-prone situations through empirical data, environmental indicators, social vulnerability, and
offender opportunity structures. Rather than distributing police resources uniformly, the system
should concentrate preventive capacity where the probability of crime is strategically higher. At the
same time, prevention should include both hard and soft mechanisms: environmental design,
technological monitoring, certainty of legal response, public awareness, civic cooperation, and
reinforcement of legal legitimacy. Research on state crime and strategic interaction shows that game-
theoretic analysis can clarify how institutional behavior, actor incentives, and legal structures shape
patterns of compliance or violation (Gholami & Gholami, 2021). Accordingly, the Legal Trap Game
views criminal policy as a “meta-player” that redesigns the rules of interaction, modifies the expected
payoffs, and guides both offender and police behavior toward a more socially desirable equilibrium.
The model thus supports an adaptive, intelligent, and participatory form of prevention in which
deterrence is achieved through rational restructuring of choices rather than through punishment
alone.

In conclusion, the Legal Trap Game offers a conceptual and analytical framework for rethinking
preventive criminal policy in Iran. It demonstrates that crime prevention is most effective when the
legal system understands the offender not only as a violator of norms, but also as a strategic decision-
maker operating within a specific environment of opportunities, risks, and incentives. The model
shows that the optimal point of prevention is not necessarily maximum punishment or maximum
surveillance, but a balanced equilibrium in which the expected cost of offending exceeds its perceived
benefit, while the cost of institutional control remains socially sustainable. By integrating game
theory with situational criminology and rational choice analysis, this framework enables a more
precise understanding of how police behavior, offender calculation, environmental conditions, and
legal legitimacy interact. Its practical value lies in helping policymakers design smarter, more
flexible, and more efficient preventive strategies. Ultimately, the Legal Trap Game transforms
criminal policy from a reactive mechanism of punishment into a proactive system of behavioral
engineering, where law, surveillance, social trust, and rational deterrence work together to reduce
crime opportunities and strengthen lawful social order.
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