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ravis Hirschi has dominated control theory for four decades. His influence today
is undiminished and likely will continue for years, if not decades, to come (see,
e.g., Britt & Gottfredson, 2003; Gottfredson, 2006; Kempf, 1993; Pratt & Cullen, 2000).
Beyond the sheer scholarly talent manifested in his writings, what accounts for
Hirschi’s enduring influence on criminological theory? Three interrelated considerations appear to nourish the appeal of his thinking.
First, Hirschi’s theories are stated parsimoniously. This means that his theory’s core
propositions are easily understood (e.g., the lack of social bonds or of self-control
increases criminal involvement). Second, Hirschi is combative and thus controversial.
He stakes out a theoretical position and then argues that alternative perspectives are
wrong. Hirschi (1983) has long been antagonistic to attempts to integrate theories.
Good theories, he believes, have assumptions and an internal consistency that make
them incompatible with other approaches. Attempts to mix them together result in
fuzzy conceptual frameworks and inhibit the growth of the individual theories. Third,
because Hirschi’s theories are parsimoniously stated and make claims that other theories are wrong, they are ideal to test empirically. One (but not the only) reason that
theories flourish is that they are able to provide scholars with opportunities to conduct research and gain publications—the very accomplishment that allows for tenure
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and career advancement (Cole, 1975). Hirschi’s theorizing has thus been a rich
resource that criminologists have mined for numerous publications (Gottfredson,
2006; Kempf, 1993; Pratt & Cullen, 2000; Sampson & Laub, 1993). There is little evidence that this vein of research ideas will soon run dry.
This is not to say that Hirschi’s theorizing has been universally popular. His frameworks are bold—critics would say pretentious (Geis, 2000)—because they claim to be
“general theories” that explain crime across types of crime and types of people. Hirschi
also has shown little interest in race,class,and gender inequalities that others—especially
those from more critical perspectives—see as fundamental to any explanation of crime
(see, e.g., Miller & Burack, 1993). Regardless of their merits, these critiques have done little to dim Hirschi’s influence; if anything, the controversy has sparked further research
(see, e.g., Blackwell & Piquero, 2005).
In his career, Hirschi’s thinking has evolved rather substantially. In fact, he has proposed two related but ultimately competing theories. The first perspective, social bond
theory, was presented in 1969 in his book Causes of Delinquency. The second perspective, self-control theory, was presented in 1990 in his book A General Theory of Crime—
a work he coauthored with Michael Gottfredson. In this chapter, we review each theory
and also attempt to show how they are best considered rival theoretical perspectives.
Hirschi’s pervasive influence, however, should not mask the theoretical contributions of other scholars who have focused on the role of control in crime causation. In
many ways, these alternative theories are richer in that they explore more carefully how
control is shaped by context and can have diverse consequences. In short, they illuminate the complexity of control. Accordingly, we review three important contemporary
control theories: Hagan’s power–control theory, Tittle’s control balance theory, and
Colvin’s coercion theory.

Hirschi’s First Theory: Social Bonds and Delinquency
The central premise of Hirschi’s first theory is that delinquency arises when social
bonds are weak or absent. By itself, this proposition seems rather technical and not
something that would stir much theoretical controversy. But Hirschi’s intent was not
simply to identify another variety of control theory—his social bond theory—but in
doing so to challenge the two major paradigms of his day: Sutherland’s differential association theory (which he termed cultural deviance theory) and Merton’s strain theory.
His goal was to start a theoretical fight; he succeeded (see also Kornhauser, 1978).
Again, as a control theorist, he argued that these two perspectives asked the wrong
theoretical question: Why are people motivated to commit crimes? For differential
association theory, the answer was that youths are enveloped by a deviant culture that
they learn in interaction with others. This positive learning—that is, learning to value
crime—is what moves them to break the law. For strain theory, the blockage of goals
creates a frustration that is the engine that drives individuals into crime. Hirschi, however, asserted that these theories were explaining something that did not require explanation—motivation. If humans would by their natures seek the easy and immediate
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gratifications inherent in crime, then they did not need to learn to want to commit
crimes or be driven into crime by unbearable strains in order to break the law. In effect,
such criminal cultural values and strains were redundant and thus did not explain who
would be a delinquent and who would not be a delinquent.
For Hirschi, of course, the proper theoretical question was: Why don’t people break
the law? What differentiate offenders from non-offenders are the factors that restrain
people from acting on their wayward impulses. The theoretical task thus was to identify the nature of the social controls that regulate when crime occurs. Hirschi (1969)
called these controls “social bonds.”

HIRSCHI’S FORERUNNERS
Hirschi’s (1969) theoretical position was expressed with special clarity through a critique of alternative perspectives, an exploration of the differences between his own formulation and those of his predecessors in the development of control theory, and an
examination of his position in the light of empirical data. A review of his approach may
provide a clear example not only of the way in which criminological theories reflect contexts of time and place but also of the manner in which they are shaped by special considerations aside from the orientations of the particular theorists.Hirschi himself showed
an appreciation of this and unusual candor in admitting just how certain considerations
affected the way in which he set forth his position. These included the nature of the data
available to him and the current unpopularity of one specific tradition through which he
might have expressed his ideas—the social disorganization theme of the Chicago school.
Hirschi pointed out the significance of the data factor in an interview:
Control theory,as I stated it,cannot really be understood unless one takes into account the
fact that I was attached to a particular method of research. When I was working on the
theory,I knew that my data were going to be survey data; therefore,I knew that I was going
to have mainly the perceptions, attitudes, and values of individuals as reported by
them. . . . Had I data on other people or on the structure of the community, I would have
had to state the theory in a quite different way. (quoted in Bartollas, 1985, p. 190, emphasis added)

The problem with the social disorganization theme was that it had lost a great deal
of its popularity as an explanation of social problems in general and of crime in particular (Rubington & Weinberg, 1971). Like the older concept of social pathology, it had
come under intense criticism as a matter of vague generalities masking a lack of value
neutrality. As Clinard (1957) commented:
There are a number of objections to this frame of reference. (1) Disorganization is too
subjective and vague a concept for analyzing a general society. . . . (2) Social disorganization implies the disruption of a previously existing condition of organization, a situation which generally cannot be established. . . . (3) Social disorganization is usually
thought of as something “bad,” and what is “bad” is often the value judgment of the
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observer and the members of his social class or other social groups. . . . (4) The existence of forms of deviant behavior does not necessarily constitute a major threat to the
central values of a society. . . . (5) What seems like disorganization actually may often
be highly organized systems of competing norms. . . . (6) Finally, as several sociologists
have suggested, it is possible that a variety of subcultures may contribute, through their
diversity, to the unity or integration of a society rather than weakening it by constituting a situation of social disorganization. (p. 41)

These and other criticisms of the concept of social disorganization were widely
accepted during the 1960s, and Hirschi was equally candid in describing how he deliberately avoided linking his theory to the social disorganization tradition because of its
unpopularity at the time:
For example, I was aware at the time I wrote my theory that it was well within the social
disorganization tradition. I knew that, but you have to remember the status of social disorganization as a concept in the middle 1960s when I was writing. I felt I was swimming
against the current in stating a social control theory at the individual level. Had I tried to
sell social disorganization at the same time, I would have been in deep trouble. So I shied
away from that tradition. As a result, I did not give social disorganization its due. I went
back to Durkheim and Hobbes and ignored an entire American tradition that was
directly relevant to what I was saying. But I was aware of it and took comfort in it. I said
the same things the social disorganization people had said, but since they had fallen into
disfavor I had to disassociate myself from them. Further, as Ruth Kornhauser so acutely
points out, social disorganization theories had been associated with the cultural tradition. That was the tradition I was working hardest against; so in that sense, I have compromised my own position or I would have introduced a lot of debate I didn’t want to get
into had I dealt explicitly with social disorganization theory. Now, with people like
Kornhauser on my side and social disorganization back in vogue, I would emphasize my
roots in this illustrious tradition. (quoted in Bartollas, 1985, p. 190)

So, Hirschi (1969) was especially careful to avoid working explicitly out of the social
disorganization tradition and to ground his position instead in the thought of other
forerunners such as Durkheim and Hobbes. Concentrating on a search for the essential variables providing control through bonds to conventional society, he developed
his own position and presented a body of systematic research in support of it. This
combination seemed to represent the epitome of tightly reasoned and empirically
grounded control theory.

HIRSCHI’S SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE
The control theorists examined to this point tended to distinguish between control
exerted from sources external to the individual and control exerted from within the
individual. Indeed, Reckless (1961) argued that the individual is so isolated in contemporary society—so free to move from one context of external control to another
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or even to escape from most of it—that internal control is the more basic factor in
conformity. Hirschi’s position was much more sociological in nature. The characteristics that other control theorists took to be aspects of the personality were considered
by Hirschi to be factors sustained by ongoing social relationships that he termed social
bonds.
Other control theorists gave great weight to the notion of internalization, the
process by which social norms are taken so deeply into the self as to become a fundamental part of the personality structure. Citing Wrong’s (1961) critique of this “oversocialized conception of man,” Hirschi (1969, p. 4) insisted instead that what seems to
be deeply rooted internalization of social expectations actually is much too superficial
to guarantee conformity. First, he rescued Durkheim from the strain theorists. Pointing
out that “because Merton traces his intellectual history to Durkheim, strain theories
are often called ‘anomie’ theories,” Hirschi (1969) showed that “actually, Durkheim’s
theory is one of the purest examples of control theory” (p. 3). Next he turned to the
question posed by Hobbes—“Why do men obey the rules of society?”—observing
that an assumption of internalization commonly was used as a means of avoiding
Hobbes’s own conclusion that conformity was based essentially on fear. Here there was
an echo of Reiss’s distinction between conformity resulting from acceptance of the
rules and conformity based on mere submission.
This willingness to acknowledge that conformity might be based on simple submission to the forces of social regulation without internalized acceptance of the norms
became fairly clear in Hirschi’s first citation of Durkheim as a control theorist. Hirschi
(1969) remarked that “both anomie and egoism are conditions of ‘deregulation,’ and
the ‘aberrant’ behavior that follows is an automatic consequence of such deregulation”
(p. 3); he made this remark without noting Durkheim’s complementary stress on integration as a factor in conformity. Turning immediately to Hobbes, he put the matter
with stark clarity as follows:
Although the Hobbesian question is granted a central place in the history of sociological theory, few have accepted the Hobbesian answer. . . . It is not so, the sociologist
argued: There is more to conformity than fear. Man has an “attitude of respect” toward
the rules of society; he “internalizes the norms.” Since man has a conscience, he is not
free simply to calculate the costs of illegal or deviant behavior. . . .
Having thus established that man is a moral animal who desires to obey the rules,
the sociologist was then faced with the problem of explaining his deviance. (p. 5)

For Hirschi (1969), then, the problem of explaining deviance was a false problem
based on the mistaken assumption that people are fundamentally moral as a result of
having internalized norms during socialization. He insisted, however, that it was an
“oversimplification” to say that “strain theory assumes a moral man while control theory assumes an amoral man”because the latter “merely assumes variation in morality:
For some men, considerations of morality are important, for others they are not”
(p. 11). Unlike Matza, who believed that it was necessary to suggest forces of preparation and desperation as a way of explaining why the mere loss of control might result
in delinquency, Hirschi suggested no motivational factors and simply noted that loss
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of control sets the individual free to calculate the costs of crime.“Because his perspective allows him to free some men from moral sensitivities, the control theorist is likely
to shift to a second line of social control—to the rational calculational component in
conformity and deviation” (p. 11).

WHY SOCIAL CONTROL MATTERS
Again, Hirschi was a control theorist who believed that the key issue is to explain
why people, who are all motivated to seek immediate gratification in the easiest way
possible, refrain from doing so.Why don’t they do it? Why don’t they commit crimes to
get what they want?
Here is another way of putting this issue. Hirschi believed that each potential criminal act has benefits and consequences (also called costs). In his view, most people in
society see pretty much the same benefits in crime, because such acts allow them to
get what they want (e.g., take something), feel something they like (e.g., get high on
drugs), or stop something they find unpleasant (e.g., hit someone aggravating them)
(Marcus, 2004). Importantly, Hirschi never showed empirically that people see the
same benefits in crime; he just assumed this to be the case. However, this is a key
assumption.
If most people see crime as having the same benefits—that is, if crime is gratifying
or tempting to most people—then it logically follows that most people are equally
motivated to offend. As noted, other criminological theories dispute the equal motivation thesis; in fact, they spend a great amount of time explaining why some individuals are more motivated to offend than others (e.g., they are under more strain; they
have internalized criminal values). But if we assume, as did Hirschi, that motivation to
offend is universal, then motivation cannot explain who is or is not a criminal.
Think of this issue methodologically: an independent variable—in this case motivation to offend—has to vary if it is to explain variation in the dependent variable—
in this case involvement in criminal conduct. What, then, does vary? Of course, it is
social control. Thus, for Hirschi, variation in the strength of social control is what
explains variation in the extent to which people engage in crime.
Importantly, Hirschi did not just emphasize control but rather social control. As
noted, he set forth a sociological theory of crime. Control did not reside in some psychological trait or permanently entrenched set of beliefs. Instead, for Hirschi, the control resides in a person’s ties to conventional society—to its adult members (parents,
teachers), its institutions (family, school), and its beliefs (laws, normative standards).
The control thus lies in a person’s relationship to society. Hirschi called these different
kinds of ties or relationships social bonds. He identified four social bonds: attachment,
commitment, involvement, and belief; these are discussed below in detail.
For Hirschi, variation in social bonds thus explains variation in crime. The stronger
the bond, the more likely criminal enticements will be controlled and that conformity
will ensue; the weaker the bond, the more likely individuals will succumb to their
desires and break the law. This returns us, then, to the question,“Why don’t they do it?”
The answer should be clear: People do not engage in crime—they do not act on their
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desire for gratification—because they are stopped from doing so by their social bonds.
In short, social bonds control their attraction to illegal temptations and ensure their
conformity. Much like a dam holding back floodwaters, social bonds keep individuals
safe from crime. But if the dam cracks or breaks, then criminal motivations can flood
these individuals and no barrier exists to prevent them from offending.
Importantly, the stability of the social bond is not a given. The social bond remains
strong only so long as it is nourished by interaction with conventional others. If youngsters become distant from parents, give up on going to college and caring about grades,
or are cut from sports teams, their bonds can attenuate. And if bonds weaken, crime
can take place. Because bonds can vary in strength across time—for example, weaker
in the teenage years, stronger before and after—people can move into and out of illegal conduct. Adult offenders might desist from crime if they enter a quality marriage
or get a good job. In short, the presence and strength of social bonds can explain
change in offending. As we will see in Chapter 15, this insight forms the basis of
Sampson and Laub’s (1993) life-course theory, which uses variation in social bonds to
explain why people enter and desist from crime across various points in their lives.
Finally, in his social bond model, Hirschi rejected the view of the classical school of
criminology and of later rational choice theorists (see Chapter 13) that crime is simply
due to a weighing of costs and benefits. As noted, Hirschi saw the choice of crime as
involving costs (or consequences) and benefits (or gratifications). But he differed from
the classical school in two important ways. First, he did not see the benefits of crime as
varying across individuals, as the classical school would, but rather as easily available
to everyone.
Second, the cost of crime was not, as the classical school implied, mainly a matter
of legal sanctions, such as imprisonment. Although a simplification, the classical
school and some rational choice theorists implicitly suggest that people faced with the
decision to commit a crime calculate (1) how much money they will get versus
(2) their chances of being arrested and sent to jail. For Hirschi, such a position truncates reality. Indeed, Hirschi’s delinquents in Causes of Delinquency made choices but
did so within a rich social environment populated with parents, teachers, homework,
grades, school activities, and so on. Only when youths were loosened from the ties that
bound them to the conventional order were they free to choose to pursue the benefits
crime had to offer. Again, this attention to relationships within social institutions is
what made Hirschi’s theory fundamentally sociological.

THE FOUR SOCIAL BONDS
What, then, are the bonds that form the basis of Hirschi’s delinquency theory? They
include attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief. They are summarized in
Table 6.1.
The Social Bond of Attachment. In Hirschi’s delinquency theory, attachment is the emotional closeness that youths have with adults,with parents typically being the most important. This closeness involves intimate communication, “affectional identification” with
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Table 6.1

Summary of Hirschi’s Social Bond Theory of Delinquency
Nature of Social Control: Why Don’t
They Do It?

Social Bond

Nature of the Social Bond

Attachment

Emotional closeness to others,
especially parents.

Indirect control—closeness leads
youths to care about parents’ opinions,
including their disapproval of “bad
behavior.” Youths do not offend
because they not want to disappoint
their parents (or others to whom they
are attached, such as teachers).

Commitment

High educational and
occupational aspirations and
good grades in school.

Stake in conformity makes the cost of
crime too high. This is thus the rational
component of the social bond.

Involvement

Participation in conventional
activities, including homework,
work, sports, school activities,
and other recreational pursuits.

Lack of unstructured or leisure time
limits opportunities to offend.

Belief

An embrace of the moral
validity of the law and of other
conventional norms (e.g., school
rules).

Moral beliefs restrain impulses to
offend; conversely, crime occurs when
such conventional beliefs are
weakened.

parents (i.e.,wanting to be like their parents),and a sense that parents know what they are
doing and where they are. This bond is rooted in the extent to which children spend time
with parents and “interact with them on a personal basis” (Hirschi, 1969, p. 94).
When close to parents, youngsters care about their opinions and do not wish to disappoint them. As a result, parents are able to exercise indirect control. Direct control is
when parents supervise their offspring while in their presence (e.g., discipline them for
misconduct). Indirect control, however, occurs when children are not in the same location—that is, are physically separated from parents. Hirschi (1969) also referred to
this as “virtual supervision.” Where, then, does the control come from? According to
Hirschi, youngsters refrain from offending because their attachment makes parents
psychologically present. They do not skip school, vandalize, or take drugs because, as
the saying goes,“my parents would kill me.” As Hirschi (1969) stated:
So-called “direct control” is not, except as a limiting case, of much substantive or theoretical importance. The important consideration is whether the parent is psychologically present when temptation to commit crime appears. If, in the situation of
temptation, no thought is given to parental reaction, the child is to this extent free to
commit the act. (p. 88)

The Social Bond of Commitment. Commitment involves youths’ stake in conformity
(Briar & Piliavin, 1965). Because they invest so much in school success, for example,
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they would not want to“blow their future”by doing something wrong. This is the rational component of the social bond because commitment is part of a cost-benefit calculation. Those highly committed would find delinquency irrational to commit. They are
thus controlled by this consideration.
Commitment was defined not in terms of a surrender of self-interest but rather as
the degree to which the individual’s self-interest has been invested in a given set of activities. For Hirschi (1969), this was the “rational component of conformity,” essentially a
matter of the rational calculation of potential gains and losses, so that the individual
contemplating a deviant act “must consider the costs of this deviant behavior, the risk
he runs of losing the investment he has made in conventional behavior” (p. 20). In this
sense, a youth who has invested much time and energy in conforming to the expectations of parents and teachers, working hard, and perhaps graduating with honors has
a tighter bond with society because he or she has a powerful “stake in conformity” and
much to lose by getting out of line.
Of course,“in order for such a built-in system of regulation to be effective, actors in
the system must perceive the connections between deviation and reward and must
value the rewards society proposes to withhold as punishment for deviation” (p. 162).
Hirschi went on to point out that “the stance taken toward aspirations here is virtually
opposite to that taken in strain theories” because in control theory “such aspirations
are viewed as constraints on delinquency” (p. 162). Although strain theory tended to
see high aspirations as leading to frustration and consequent deviance, Hirschi, like
Reckless, maintained that the opposite was true: Legitimate aspirations gave a “stake
in conformity” that tied the individual to the conventional social order, at least when
he or she had invested in the pursuit of such goals instead of merely wishing for them.
The Social Bond of Involvement. Involvement is, in effect, another way of proposing that
denial of access to criminal opportunities makes delinquency less likely. Discussions
of Hirschi’s theory do not typically frame involvement in terms of opportunity, but it
is useful to do so. He is pointing to the fact that structured conventional activities takes
away chances to offend. This insight is now common in environmental or opportunity
theories of crime (see Chapter 13).
Thus, as for involvement as a factor in social control, Hirschi (1969) did not stress the
psychological theme of emotional entanglement; rather,he stressed the sociological observation that “many persons undoubtedly owe a life of virtue to a lack of opportunity to do
otherwise”(p. 21).Acknowledging that the old thesis“idle hands are the devil’s workshop”
and the commonsense suggestion that delinquency could be prevented by keeping young
people busy and off the streets had so far found little support in research, he went on to
examine the possibility that involvement defined in terms of sheer amount of time and
energy devoted to a given set of activities might represent a key factor in social control.Aside
from findings such as those relating time spent on homework to extent of delinquency,
however, Hirschi’s data failed to lend much support to the hypothesis that involvement, as
he conceptualized it, represented a variable crucial to preventing wayward behavior.
The Social Bond of Belief. Hirschi’s (1969) use of the term belief also was much more
sociological than psychological. He did not use the term to indicate deeply held
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convictions; rather, he used it to suggest approbation in the sense of assent to certain
values and norms with some degree of approval. Used in this way, beliefs are seen not
as profoundly internalized personal creeds but rather as impressions and opinions that
are highly dependent on constant social reinforcement. If the degree of approbation is
slight, then the belief becomes a matter of simple assent—of a willingness to submit
and “go along,” at least for the present. If the degree of approbation is greater, then it
may amount to a belief to which the individual gives eager approval and wholehearted
cooperation. The point is that such beliefs were not taken to be inner states independent of circumstances; instead, they were taken to be somewhat precarious moral positions much in need of social support based on the ongoing attachment to conventional
social systems described earlier.
Hirschi (1969) was careful to point out that he was not accepting that approach to
control theory in which “beliefs are treated as mere words that mean little or nothing
if the other forms of control are missing” (p. 24). He was equally careful to reject the
other extreme represented by Sykes and Matza’s (1957) insistence that delinquents
“believe” in the conventional morality to the extent that techniques of neutralization
become necessary before violations can occur. Hirschi (1969) took the position that
individuals differ considerably in the depth and power of their beliefs and that this
variation is dependent on the degree of attachment to systems representing the beliefs
in question. As he put it,“The chain of causation is thus from attachment to parents,
through concern for the approval of persons in positions of authority, to belief that the
rules of society are binding on one’s conduct” (p. 200). In this view, it is not that people lack consciences or that they are, in truth, totally amoral beings who simply babble on about how much they think they “believe in” things. Rather, it is that
“attachment to a system and belief in the moral validity of its rules are not independent” (p. 200); what is called belief depends on the strength of attachment and will
decline with it.
Thus, belief is best seen as the extent to which adolescents embrace the moral validity of the law and other conventional normative standards. For Hirschi, youths do not
commit crime because, as Sutherland or Akers would suggest, they have learned delinquent values supportive of stealing or fighting. Rather, they know right from wrong. It
is just that for wayward juveniles, laws and rules do not have their allegiance. Whereas
conforming kids obey the law because they respect it and see it as legitimate, delinquent kids have no belief in the moral validity of such standards; thus belief in the law
is too weak to control their desires to gratify their needs through illegal means.
“Control theorists,” in Hirschi’s (1969) words, are“in agreement on one point (the point
which makes them control theorists): delinquency is not caused by beliefs that require
delinquency but is rather made possible by the absence of (effective) beliefs that forbid delinquency” (p. 198).
This issue of belief is critical in understanding the long-standing feud between differential association/social learning theory and control theory. Recall that Travis
Hirschi and Ronald Akers both started their careers on the same sociology faculty at
the University of Washington.They have had cordial personal relations for the past four
decades. Nonetheless, during these years they have been arch rivals theoretically
(Akers, 2011). The crux of the argument is that Akers asserts that beliefs or definitions
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favorable to crime can be learned and lead people to offend. That is, individuals offend
because they are socialized to embrace criminal cultural beliefs. By contrast, Hirschi
asserts that such “cultural deviance” is a myth (see also Kornhauser, 1978). He denies
that any positive learning is needed to commit crime. That is, youths—or adults—do
not need to learn criminal beliefs and skills because (1) as gratification-seeking beings,
the motivation to offend already exists within them and (2) crime is easy to commit
and thus no acquisition of special skills is required.
Instead, Hirschi contends that crime occurs when people are not socialized properly
into conventional beliefs. For Hirschi, criminals do not live in some isolated, selfcontained criminal subculture where they learn a different way of seeing the world that
requires conformity to crime. Rather, they grow up within the dominant society where,
from early in life onward, they have received the message from parents, teachers, and
clergy that breaking the law is wrong. Hirschi thus observes that criminals violate laws
they believe in. What he means by this is that offenders know that crime is wrong
because they have been socialized into the dominant culture. Why, then, do they break
the law? It is because their socialization has been defective. As a result, their belief in
the moral validity of laws or rules is weak or “attenuated.” And when bonds are weak,
criminal conduct becomes possible.
So, let us put this matter simply. For social learning theorists such as members of
the Chicago school and Akers, people go into crime because they learn criminal beliefs
that define such acts as required, good, or permissible. For Hirschi, people go into
crime because they fail to internalize conventional beliefs to the degree needed to control them from succumbing to the seductions of vice, violence, or thievery.

ASSESSING SOCIAL BOND THEORY
Since its publication in 1969 in Causes of Delinquency, Hirschi’s social bond theory
has been one of the most, if not the most, tested theories in the field of criminology
(Kempf, 1993). Results from the myriad of studies are difficult to interpret. As Kempf
(1993) pointed out, the existing research has been characterized by diverse and at
times weak measures of the four social bonds and by inconsistent findings. Still, the
fairest assessment is that there is evidence that the presence of social bonds is inversely
related to delinquency and to adult crime (Gottfredson, 2006; Sampson & Laub, 1993).
According to Akers and Sellers’s (2004, p. 122) review of the existing research, the magnitude of this relationship between bonds and offending appears to range “from moderate to low” (see also Kubrin et al., 2009).
These findings thus suggest that social bonds are implicated in crime, but that they
are not the sole cause of offending. This observation prompts us to ask what might be
missing from Hirschi’s control perspective. One potential limitation to his theory is
that it was based on the assumption that humans are naturally self-interested and thus
need no special motivation to break the law. Again, as a control theorist Hirschi
asserted that the key theoretical problem was to explain what restrains people from
acting on their natural inclination to gratify their desires by stealing, hitting, driving
fast, becoming inebriated, and other such wrongdoing. However, it seems unlikely that
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all individuals are, in fact, equally motivated to commit crimes. And if not, then a
complete theory must include factors—such as exposure to strain and the learning of
criminal definitions—that make some people more strongly predisposed or “motivated” to offend than other people.
Another limitation to Hirschi’s perspective is his failure to explore how social bonds are
potentially affected by the larger social forces in American society. Theorists may legitimately choose to restrict their focus to a limited problem. In this case, Hirschi chose to
focus on the emergence of bonds within a youth’s immediate or proximate social context
of the family and school. Still, in staking out this explanatory territory, Hirschi did not
explore how the formation of social bonds is affected by factors such as changing gender
roles, neighborhood disorganization, enduring racial inequality, the deterioration of the
urban industrial economy (for an example of a more contextualized use of social bond
theory, see Sampson & Laub, 1994).Despite having an analytical elegance,his theory thus
tends to be detached—to stand at arm’s length—from many of the pressing realities of
American society. Notably, this contrasts sharply with Shaw and McKay who tried to illuminate how the breakdown of control was shaped by large social forces (e.g.,immigration,
urbanization) that were placing communities at risk of social disorganization.
Finally, Hirschi argued that social bond theory applied equally to African Americans
and to Whites. Based on limited data analyses, he concluded that unjust deprivation
from racial discrimination—a factor that strain theorists Cloward and Ohlin (1960)
linked to delinquency—was not criminogenic for minorities. As a result, there was no
need to develop a theory that was race-specific—that is, that explored whether some
experiences might have a unique crime-inducing effect for African Americans but not
for Whites. According to Hirschi (1969, p. 79–80),“there is no reason to believe that the
causes of crime among Negroes are different from those among whites. . . . It follows . . .
that we need not study Negro boys to determine the causes of their delinquency.”
Recently, however, James Unnever and colleagues revisited the Richmond Youth
Project data set, generously supplied to them by Hirschi, which was the basis for
Hirschi’s dissertation and, eventually, for Causes of Delinquency (Unnever, Cullen,
Mathers, McClure, & Allison, 2009). This data set was originally collected in 1964 under
the direction of Alan B. Wilson. Then a graduate student, Hirschi rose from an unpaid
assistant to the project’s deputy director. He was allowed to place questions on the survey and to use the data for his dissertation (Laub,2002).As is common practice in criminology, Hirschi included in his empirical analysis only those variables that seemed to
measure the theories he was assessing (strain, cultural deviance, and control). Unnever
et al.’s inspection of the Richmond Youth Project survey instrument, however, revealed
a range of other questions that more directly measured perceived racial discrimination
by African American boys in the sample. More noteworthy, when they reanalyzed
Hirschi’s data, they found that perceived racial discrimination was a robust predictor of
delinquent involvement whose effects rivaled those of the social bond measures.
This discovery is important for two reasons. First, if Hirschi had expanded his
investigation to include these items in the mid-1960s, the future of criminology might
have been quite different. Hirschi might have concluded that, while social bonds have
similar effects across race, perceived and real racial discrimination is a distinctive risk
factor experienced by African American boys. Given Hirschi’s stature, a whole line of
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inquiry might have been undertaken, in the context of the civil rights movement, that
explored how the racial animus faced by minorities places a special criminogenic burden on them.
Second, Unnever et al.’s findings are not idiosyncratic. There is now a small but
growing body of research showing that perceived racial discrimination leads to delinquency and other problems among African Americans (Agnew, 2006b; Unnever et al.,
2009; see also Brody et al., 2006; Gibbons, Gerrard, Cleveland, Wills, & Brody, 2004;
Simons, Chen, Stewart, & Brody, 2003; Simons et al., 2006). This is an issue that criminologists—whether control theorist or not—need to explore in the time ahead (see,
more generally, Gabbidon, 2007).

Hirschi’s Second Theory: Self-Control and Crime
As we have seen, Hirschi’s social bond theory has continued to be a major paradigm
since it was set forth in 1969 in Causes of Delinquency. A little over two decades later,
however, Hirschi joined with Michael Gottfredson to set forth a related but different
control theory: self-control theory. This perspective created considerable controversy
and generated considerable research on its central premise that self-control had “general effects”—that is, that it was the key causal factor in crime and deviance across an
individual’s life and across social groups. For this reason, they claimed to have set forth
a “general theory of crime.”
Gottfredson’s first contact with Hirschi came as an undergraduate at the University
of California at Davis, when he took Hirschi’s course on juvenile delinquency.
Gottfredson would later pursue his doctorate at, and be invited to join the faculty of,
the University at Albany (then known as the State University of New York at Albany).
Hirschi also moved to Albany’s School of Criminal Justice, where Gottfredson and he
developed a working relationship. This collaboration would continue at the University
of Arizona where they would both serve on the faculty (Gottfredson, 2011).
In the sections that follow, we first review the central ideas of self-control theory.We
then assess the theory’s empirical status and conceptual challenges. Finally, we
consider how, despite sharing some common views, Hirschi’s two control theories—
social bond and self-control—represent incompatible, if not competing, explanations
of crime.This discussion includes Hirschi's largely problematic effort to reconcile the
constructs of self-control and social bonds through his revised social control theory.

SELF-CONTROL AND CRIME
In A General Theory of Crime, Michael Gottfredson and Travis Hirschi crafted an
explanation of crime that departs significantly from Hirschi’s earlier work.As noted previously, social bond theory rejected the attempt to explain crime through internalized
control. Instead, taking a distinctively sociological approach, Hirschi (1969) emphasized
that control is sustained by individuals’ continuing relationship with the conventional
order—by their bonds to family, school, work, everyday activities, and beliefs. By contrast, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) abandoned the idea that continuing social bonds
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insulate against illegal involvement in favor of the proposition that self-control, internalized early in life, determines who will fall prey to the seductions of crime.
It is perhaps instructive that Gottfredson and Hirschi’s conception of control as a
permanent internal state rather than as an ongoing sociological product reflects a
broader trend in criminological theory, encouraged by the context of the 1980s, to revitalize individual theories of crime (see Chapter 12). In any case, Gottfredson and
Hirschi contended that their approach was formulated for a more important reason: It
explains what we know about the nature of crime.
Gottfredson and Hirschi claimed that much criminological theorizing pays virtually
no attention to the facts about the nature of crime uncovered by empirical research:
Crime provides short-term gratification such as excitement, small amounts of money,
and relief from situational aggravations. People who engage in crime also engage in
analogous behaviors that furnish short-term gratification such as smoking, substance
abuse, speeding in automobiles, gambling, and irresponsible sexual behaviors.
Criminals do not plan their conduct. Their crimes are not specialized or sophisticated
but rather are responses to whatever easy illegal opportunities present themselves.
Similarly, offenders fail in social domains—school, work, marriage, and so on—that
require planning, sustained effort, and delayed gratification. Finally, and importantly,
involvement in crime appears to be stable: Children manifesting behavioral problems
tend to grow into juvenile delinquents and eventually into adult offenders.
Gottfredson and Hirschi derived their theory from these facts about crime. If crime
and analogous behaviors provide easy gratification, then why does not everyone
engage in these acts? Logic suggests that something must be restraining law-abiding
citizens from taking advantage of the ubiquitous temptations they confront in their
daily routines. Furthermore, if crime is stable and its roots are planted early in life, then
this restraint must be inculcated during childhood and be capable of operating across
time and social situations.
Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) proposed that self-control is the restraint that allows
people to resist crime and other short-term gratification. Because the path toward or
away from crime starts early in life, they contended further that the inculcation of selfcontrol depends on the quality of parenting during a child’s early years. Those with the
misfortune of having parents who are neglectful and ineffectual in child rearing will
“tend to be impulsive, insensitive, physical (as opposed to mental), risk-taking, shortsighted, and nonverbal, and they will tend therefore to engage in criminal and analogous acts” (p. 90). In fact, their futures are bleak. Lacking self-control, they not only will
be attracted to crime but also are likely to fail in and drop out of school, to lose jobs, and
to be unable to sustain meaningful intimate relationships. By contrast, children with
parents with enough caring and resources to supervise and punish their misconduct
will develop the self-control needed to resist the easy temptations offered by crime and
to sustain the hard work necessary to succeed in school, work, and marriage.

ASSESSING SELF-CONTROL THEORY
Empirical tests of Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) perspective generally support
the theory’s conclusion that low self-control is related to criminal involvement
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(Brownfield & Sorenson, 1993; Burton, Cullen, Evans, & Dunaway, 1994; Chapple, 2005;
Chapple & Hope, 2003; Evans, Cullen, Burton, Dunaway, & Benson, 1997; Grasmick,
Tittle, Bursik, & Arneklev, 1993; Keane, Maxim, & Teevan, 1993; Nagin & Paternoster,
1993; Sellers, 1999; Vazsonyi, Pickering, Junger, & Hessing, 2001; Ward, Gibson, Boman,
& Leite, 2010; Wood, Pfefferbaum, & Arneklev, 1993; for a more general assessment, see
Goode, 2008). Indeed, a meta-analysis of the existing empirical literature found that
self-control is an important predictor of crime (Pratt & Cullen, 2000). In a narrative
review of over 15 years of research, Gottfredson (2006) has put the matter more forcefully (see also Britt & Gottfredson, 2003; Kubrin et al., 2009):
In the context of the theory, however, the claims for self-control are quite strong. As
a general cause, it should predict rate differences everywhere, for all crime, delinquencies and related behaviors, for all times, among all groups and countries. . . . A
very large number of high quality empirical studies published since the theory was
developed now, in the aggregate, provide very significant support for these strong
claims. (pp. 83–84)

Given the existing level of empirical support, it seems likely that this perspective
will continue to influence criminological thinking in the time ahead. It is clear that
Gottfredson and Hirschi have identified a factor in self-control that has wide-ranging
effects. At the same time, self-control theory appears to be overstated in places.
Thus, although self-control explains variation in criminal involvement, this does not
mean that causes identified by rival theoretical models, such as differential association,
are unimportant (Baron, 2003; Brownfield & Sorenson, 1993; Burton et al., 1994; Nagin
& Paternoster, 1993; Pratt & Cullen, 2000). In fact, in a study of middle-school students,
Unnever, Cullen, and Agnew (2006) found that low self-control and aggressive attitudes
not only both independently predict delinquency but also have a significant interactive
effect on violent and nonviolent offending. It appears that both low self-control and attitudes supportive of aggression (a social learning theory variable) are criminogenic risk
factors (Andrews & Bonta, 2003). Similarly, it seems unlikely that individual differences
in self-control and misconduct, established early in life, will always remain stable across
the life-course; change is possible. In research we will revisit in Chapter 15, Robert
Sampson and John Laub (1993) presented longitudinal data showing that adult social
bonds, such as stable employment and cohesive marriages, can redirect offenders into
a pathway to conformity well beyond their childhood years. Furthermore, the relationship among self-control, crime, and analogous behaviors is potentially problematic. It is
doubtful that criminal and analogous (or deviant) behaviors will be strongly correlated
among all offenders—including, for example, white-collar criminals who have evidenced delayed gratification in acquiring high-status occupational positions (Benson &
Moore,1992).And some (but not all) evidence suggests that,contrary to theoretical predictions, self-control is not strongly related to all types of analogous behaviors, such as
smoking (Arneklev, Grasmick, Tittle, & Bursik, 1993), or to all forms of crime, such as
intimate violence (Sellers, 1999; cf. Gottfredson, 2006).
Another thesis that has merit but is likely overstated is Gottfredson and Hirschi’s
contention that ineffective parenting—the failure of parents to care enough to monitor, recognize, and punish wayward conduct—is the chief source of low self-control. A
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number of studies have been conducted that support the impact of parenting on levels
of self-control in the predicted direction (for a review, see Cullen, Unnever, Wright, &
Beaver, 2008). But research also shows that the origins of self-control are likely more
complicated than Gottfredson and Hirschi theorized. One study revealed, for example,
that the exertion of parental controls might decrease self-control among girls but
increase it among boys in non-patriarchal homes (Blackwell & Piquero, 2005). There
also is evidence that, beyond parental management, levels of self-control are increased
by effective school socialization and decreased by adverse neighborhood conditions
(Pratt, Turner, & Piquero, 2004; Turner, Piquero, & Pratt, 2005). Even more important,
research suggests that parents may affect levels of self-control less by their parenting
styles and more by genetic transmission (Wright & Beaver, 2005; see also Unnever,
Cullen, & Pratt, 2003). These findings are consistent with studies in psychology reporting that personality traits—including those similar to the construct of low self-control
(e.g., impulsivity)—are modestly influenced by parenting but have approximately half
their variance attributable to heredity (Harris, 1995, 1998).
Beyond contentions that might be overstated, it also is relevant to consider what
might be missing from self-control theory. In this regard, Gottfredson and Hirschi
(1990) failed to resolve a hidden inconsistency in their thinking. On the one hand, they
implied that social class is an unimportant correlate of crime and that crime is found
across the class structure. On the other hand, the logic of their model seemingly predicts a strong correlation between class and crime. Their image of offenders is that of
people who are social failures. Lacking self-control, offenders do poorly in school and
in the job market. They inevitably slide into the lower class.Furthermore, offenders can
be expected to be inadequate parents themselves, passing on low self-control and economic disadvantage to their offspring. Over generations, then, crime should be concentrated increasingly in the bottom rungs of society. In the future, this inconsistency
will require systematic attention.
Relatedly, although Gottfredson and Hirschi may have identified a crucial link in
the chain of conditions causing crime, they remained silent on the larger structural
conditions that might affect family well-being, the ability to deliver quality parenting,
and the inculcation of self-control. Currie (1985) called this omission the “fallacy of
autonomy—the belief that what goes on inside the family can usefully be separated
from the forces that affect it from outside: the larger social context in which families
are embedded for better or for worse” (p. 185). A more complete understanding of
crime, therefore, would place parents and children within the context of a changing
American society. In particular, it seems essential to examine the structural forces and
government policies that have shredded the social fabric of many inner-city neighborhoods, impeded the development of stable and nurturing families, and placed many
youths at risk for early involvement in crime (Currie, 1985, 1989, 1993; Panel on HighRisk Youth, 1993).
Finally, Tittle, Ward, and Grasmick (2004, p. 166) have illuminated the “conceptual
incompleteness”of self-control theory. They proposed that the construct of self-control
is not a single trait or predisposition but rather involves two elements: the capacity for
self-control and the desire for self-control. Gottfredson and Hirschi have largely theorized about how people differ in their capacity or ability to exercise self-control. Tittle
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et al. suggested, however, that individuals may also vary in their interest in exercising
self-restraint. Although a beginning study, Tittle et al. (2004) present evidence drawn
from a community survey of Oklahoma City adults showing that self-control capacity
and desire can have independent and interactive effects on forms of misbehavior (see
also Cochran, Aleska, & Chamlin, 2006).
In developing the concept of desire for self-control, Tittle et al. (2004) made an effort
to bring motivation—what Hirschi had always taken for granted—back into control
theory. They noted that one type of motivation is the desire to commit a crime; this is
the kind of motivation that traditional theories, such as strain and social learning
approaches, try to explain. By contrast, Tittle et al. contended that the desire for selfcontrol was a qualitatively distinct kind of motivation; it was the motivation to resist the
lure of offending. These two types of motivation—the desire to offend and the desire to
exercise restraint—are not two ends of the same continuum. Rather, Tittle et al.
asserted that they are likely competing motivational forces whose comparative strength
may determine whether a criminal act occurs. This fresh view of the complexity of
motivation is a line of inquiry that future research might profitably investigate.

SELF-CONTROL AND SOCIAL BONDS
As noted, Hirschi set forth two of the most important control models of crime: his
early work on social bond theory and his later work, with Gottfredson, on self-control
theory. With only limited exceptions (Gottfredson, 2006; Laub, 2002), Hirschi and
Gottfredson refrained from detailing precisely how the two perspectives converged
and diverged. Thus, in A General Theory of Crime there is no attempt to explain the
limitations of social bond theory and why they believed that self-control theory would
advance our understanding of criminality. Thus, as Laub (2002, p. ix) points out, the
“field has been struggling to reconcile” the two perspectives (see, e.g., Longshore,
Chang, & Messina, 2005; Taylor, 2001). Below, we add our insights to this controversy
(see also Table 6.2).
Hirschi based both perspectives on the notion that the motivation to deviate was
rooted in the natural human inclination to pursue immediate gratification in the easiest way possible and without regard for others. Thus, for both theories, the key factor
separating wayward and conforming people was whether the controls existed to
restrain them from acting on these impulses. How, then, did Hirschi’s control theories
differ from one another? As suggested previously, the distinguishing feature was the
source of the control—social bonds in one case, self-control in the other.
This difference is consequential. Indeed, it is so fundamental that it makes Hirschi’s
models rival theoretical perspectives (cf. Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1995, to Sampson &
Laub, 1995). Self-control theory is a sociological explanation in the sense that the effectiveness of early parenting is held to determine the level of self-control that children
develop. After this point, however, Hirschi and Gottfredson’s perspective becomes a
theory of stable individual differences.Across the life course, the level of self-control will
influence virtually every aspect of a person’s life, from involvement in crime to success
in all institutional domains (e.g., family, school, employment, marriage). By contrast,
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Table 6.2

Hirschi’s Two Theories of Crime

Dimension of
the Theory

Gottfredson and Hirschi's
Self-Control Theory

Hirschi's Social Bond
Theory

Nature of control

Self-control

Social bonds

Type of control

Internal

Social: due to quality of
relationships to society

Stability of control

Established in childhood;
individual differences in selfcontrol persist throughout life

Control may change across
life as the strength of the
social bonds change

Relationship of
bonds to crime

Spurious; quality of bonds and
level of crime both caused by
level of self-control

Causes crime; quality of
bonds determines level of
crime

Hirschi’s original social bond theory is more of a pure sociological theory. The development of social bonds is not limited to childhood; rather, bonds are potentially
formed at any age. The theory implies that when bonds are formed, they will restrain
deviant motivations and prevent criminal involvement (Sampson & Laub, 1993).
Hirschi’s two control theories diverge, then, on a critical point. His second perspective argues that social bonds have no influence on criminal involvement. Instead, the
relationship between social bonds and crime is spurious (Evans et al., 1997). For example, take the social bond of attachment to parents. Social bond theory would contend
that the bond of attachment reduces delinquency. By contrast, self-control theory
would argue that children high in self-control are more likely to be attached to parents
and to avoid delinquency, whereas children low in self-control have difficulty in forming attachments and are free to break the law. Therefore, attachment and delinquency
are related only because both are caused by a third underlying factor—self-control.
Phrased differently, Hirschi changed his mind over the years. He once thought that
social bonds were the main determinant of crime. Later, however, he (and Gottfredson)
came to believe that social bonds were merely a manifestation of a person’s level of selfcontrol and thus had no independent causal relationship to criminal involvement. This
issue will surface in Chapter 15, where we revisit Gottfredson and Hirschi and explore
the implications of their theory for life-course perspectives, especially the work of
Sampson and Laub (1993).

HIRCHI’S REVISED SOCIAL CONTROL THEORY
In 2004, Hirschi reflected on his social bond and self-control perspectives. He was
confronted with two theoretical difficulties. The first we have just mentioned: his failure to reconcile his two control theories that seemed fundamentally at odds with one
another. The second involved the tendency of scholars to interpret self-control theory
as a “trait” explanation of criminal conduct. It is unclear whether these relatively brief

The Complexity of Control

thoughts published in a forum not widely read by criminologists will define a third
avenue of social control theory (see also Gottfredson, 2006). Even so, his essay—which
may comprise his final thoughts on this subject—is worthy of consideration.
The concept of the social bond presented two interrelated problems for Hirschi
who, writing with Gottfredson in A General Theory of Crime (1990), developed the construct of self-control. First, because social bonds are unstable over time, changes in
their strength cause changes in criminal involvement across the life course. Second, as
Sampson and Laub (1993) would point out, the strength of the social bond at any given
time is affected by the quality of the relationships in which offenders are involved. The
bond is a two-way street; it involves the offender (or potential offender) and those with
whom the individual interacts. Again, because relationships both form and end, social
bonds are a source not only of continuity but also of change in behavior. These
assumptions that bonds are unstable and relationship-based are inconsistent with the
premises of self-control theory, which sees control as stable and internal.
Hirschi (2004) now rejects the instability thesis and asserts that social bonds are stable. He does this by asserting that the “source and strength of ‘bonds’ is almost exclusively within the person reporting or displaying them” (p. 544). Thus, attachment is not
based on the quality of the relationship between a parent and youngster but rather
resides mainly in the youth’s mind. It is not clear what might occur when parent–child
attachments are compromised (e.g., divorce, child abuse), but this possibility recedes to
a minor consideration in Hirschi’s revised social control theory. In any event, if the
social bond is now stable and internal, how does it differ from self-control? It does not,
says Hirschi (2004); “they are the same thing” (p. 543). In this way, social bond theory
is now “saved” and becomes identical to self-control theory.
But in his revised perspective, self-control also changes its character. In its original
statement, those lacking self-control were portrayed as impulsive, risk taking, insensitive
to the needs of others, and unable to defer gratification. These “elements of self-control”
(Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990, p. 89) were hypothesized to constitute a single propensity.
For most scholars, this meant, in effect, that self-control was akin to a stable personality
trait that individuals carried with them across situations and across the life course.
Hirschi (2004), however, was uncomfortable with his self-control theory being
transformed into a psychological trait explanation of crime. In his view, the problem
with linking a bad trait to bad behavior is that it omits the way in which individuals
make choices. People are not simply bundles of impulses that make delayed gratification difficult. Rather, there is a rational or cognitive process that intervenes between
propensity and behavior. People think and then act. Of course, there are individual differences in how people think. Some pay attention to consequences whereas others do
not (see also Gottfredson, 2011).
As Hirschi (2004) observed, his theory seemed to suggest—or was interpreted to
suggest—that“offenders act as they do because they are what they are (impulsive, hotheaded, selfish, physical risk takers), whereas nonoffenders are, well, none of these”
(p. 542). Put another way, self-control was a trait that either prevented or permitted the
gratification-seeking side of human nature to seek fulfillment. But for Hirschi, control
theory was not meant to strip people of human agency. This was Hirschi’s long-standing
criticism of positivism in which bad traits were said to equal bad behavior,with the actor
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somehow disappearing from the equation. Hirschi had meant to retain the classical
school idea of people as rational actors—as seeing the world, assessing options, and
then acting in their self-interest (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990). This feature of his selfcontrol theory, however, was lost in its translation and testing by criminologists. In his
2004 essay, Hirschi intended to reinsert the actor and agency back into the crime equation. Thus, he asserted that “self-control involves cognitive evaluation of competing
interests—an idea central to control theories. The theory requires an explanatory
mechanism that retains elements of cognizance and rational choice” (p. 542; see also
Marcus, 2004).
Thus,in his revised social control theory,Hirschi (2004) redefines self-control as“the
tendency to consider the full range of potential costs of a particular act” (p. 543, emphasis in original). In short, some people refrain from crime and analogous deviant behaviors because they are able to see the diverse consequences such conduct will have. They
do so,Hirschi observes,in large part because they have something to lose—attachments,
commitments, involvements, and beliefs they cherish. Social bonds are the costs they
weigh that inhibit offending. Other individuals, those with low self-control, think little
about consequences and hence are free to pursue immediate gratification.Weak in social
bonds, there is little about their lives that inhibits going into crime.
Hirschi’s revised theory is provocative and has earned some empirical support
(Piquero & Bouffard, 2007). Even so, it suffers from two major shortcomings. First,
Hirschi provides no clear explanation of the origins of social bonds. By implication, he
seems to be saying that social bonds are not established through social relationships
but rather reflect a youngster’s internal orientation. Very early on, some children are
cooperative and eager to please whereas others are lazy and inattentive (Hirschi, 2004,
p. 544). If we have bonds, it is because we are the architects, through the choices we
make, of these ties to the conventional order.Apparently, individuals differ in their natural capacity to establish social bonds, which in turn are the costs that make
self-control more likely. The causal scheme seems to be that self-control creates social
bonds, which in turn creates self-control. Second, Hirschi simply asserts that
social bonds are stable and thus the “same” as self-control. But these two constructs—
social bonds and self-control—cannot be made the same by theoretical fiat.
Indeed, in the end, the stability or instability of social bonds, where they come from,
and the effects that they have independent of self-control are empirical questions. In
this regard, the work of Sampson and Laub (1993), whose age-graded social bond theory we discuss more fully in Chapter 15, casts doubt on the central claims of Hirschi’s
revised social control theory.

The Complexity of Control
Although Travis Hirschi has been the dominant figure in contemporary control theory,
other scholars have also explored the way in which social controls are related to criminal behavior. At its core, control theories traditionally have linked conformity to the
presence of control and crime to the absence of control. More recent perspectives,
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however, have illuminated that social control is a complex phenomenon that may have
differential effects depending on its quality, its magnitude, and the context in which it
is applied. In the sections below, we review three prominent theories that explore the
conditions under which control not only restrains offending but also might well prove
criminogenic. These include John Hagan’s power–control theory, Charles Tittle’s control balance theory, and Mark Colvin’s coercion theory.

HAGAN’S POWER–CONTROL THEORY
Gender and Delinquency. John Hagan’s power–control theory shares common aspects
with Gottfredson and Hirschi’s perspective. First, Hagan (1989) contended that delinquency is more likely when a person has a preference for taking risks, an orientation
that Gottfredson and Hirschi saw as central to a lack of self-control. Second, both
approaches believe that personal orientations, whether risk taking or self-control, are
established by the nature of parenting. In short, families are incubators for or prophylactics against criminal involvement.
At this juncture, the two theories diverge. For Gottfredson and Hirschi, parenting is
either good or bad, and this determines whether self-control is or is not inculcated. For
Hagan, the critical issue is how the balance of power between parents affects the nature
of parenting and, in turn, risk preferences and crime. That is, power relations between
husbands and wives shape how children are controlled (hence power–control theory).
Hagan contended that in patriarchal families, parents exercise greater control over
female children than over male children. The family, in effect, tries to reproduce gender relations in the next generation. Daughters are socialized to be feminine and to
value domesticity—in short, to prepare for their futures as homemakers. Sons are
encouraged to develop boldness and to experience the world—in short, to prepare for
their futures as breadwinners. The result is that boys have stronger preferences for risk
taking that, in turn, increase their involvement in delinquency.
In egalitarian families, however, parents supervise female and male children more
similarly.“In other words,” observed Hagan (1989),“as mothers gain power relative to
husbands, daughters gain freedom relative to sons” (p. 157). Again, parents tend to
reproduce themselves. Daughters—not just sons—are seen as potentially entering the
occupational arena and as being equal partners in future relationships. Unlike girls in
patriarchal families, they are not socialized as fully into the “cult of domesticity” and
are given more latitude to engage in risky activities. The result is that daughters’ and
sons’ risk preferences become more alike and, therefore, their rate of involvement in
delinquency converges.
Assessing Power–Control Theory. Although power–control theory has not been without
its critics and may be in need of some qualification, the perspective is amassing a fair
amount of empirical support as a useful theory of delinquency (Blackwell, 2000;
Blackwell & Piquero, 2005; Grasmick, Hagan, Blackwell, & Arneklev, 1996; Hagan, 1989;
Hagan, Gillis, & Simpson, 1990; Hagan & Kay, 1990; Hill & Atkinson, 1988; Jensen &
Thompson, 1990; McCarthy, Hagan, & Woodward, 1999; Singer & Levine, 1988).
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Furthermore, the theory advances criminological thinking by illuminating the need to
consider how gender-based power relations in society influence parental control and,
ultimately, delinquent involvement.
Several considerations, however, have yet to be addressed systematically by
power–control theory. First, perhaps the theory’s principal limitation is that it
remains largely silent on how other structural conditions affect the nature and effectiveness of parenting. In particular, the theory must address the intersection of class
and gender and must comment more clearly on how other types of power relationships in society affect crime. For example, the theory is unclear about how delinquency is affected by the parenting practices of single mothers within the context of
impoverished communities. Second, the perspective originally was developed more as
an explanation of “common” delinquent behavior than as an explanation of chronic
and/or serious offending (Hagan, 1989, p. 160). But if a theory cannot account for the
kinds of crime that most concern criminologists and policy makers, then its significance is decreased commensurately. Third, although empirical support for the theory
exists, most studies have not tested the theory versus competing theories such as
social learning theory and theories of individual differences (e.g., low self-control
theory). Unless power–control theory enters into such a theoretical “competition,” it
will be unclear whether the effects of its variables are real or spurious (i.e., their
effects will disappear once the effects of other theories’ variables are taken into
account in statistical tests).

TITTLE’S CONTROL BALANCE THEORY
Theoretical Propositions. Control theories generally focus on the factors that restrain or
“control” the behavior of individuals. They do not consider the control exercised by
these individuals over their social environment. Charles Tittle, however, made the innovative insight that people are not only objects of control but also agents of control
(Tittle, 1995, 2000). In his control balance theory of crime and deviance, he argued that
each person has a certain amount of control that he or she is under and a certain
amount of control that he or she exerts.
For some individuals, the relative amount of control is in balance; others suffer from
a control deficit, and still others experience a control surplus. Control balance tends to
be associated with conformity, and control imbalance tends to be associated with
deviance. “The central premise of the theory,” observed Tittle (1995), is that “the
amount of control to which an individual is subject, relative to the amount of control
he or she can exercise, determines the probability of deviance occurring as well as the
type of deviance likely to occur” (p. 135). He called this the control ratio.
If Tittle merely offered the thesis that control imbalance is criminogenic, then his
theory would be parsimonious and easily understood. But for Tittle, the causal process
of wayward conduct is complex and contingent on the intersection of an array of factors. Tittle’s embrace of complexity is a double-edged sword: He sought to capture—
not ignore—the multifaceted conditions that prompt misconduct, but his theory
involves so many variables that interact in so many ways that it is difficult to test. Not
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surprisingly, compared to competing perspectives such as Agnew’s general strain theory and Gottfredson and Hirschi’s self-control theory, empirical research on control
balance theory is limited. Studies published thus far, however, do furnish some supportive evidence for the theory (see, e.g., Baron & Forde, 2007; Piquero & Hickman,
1999; Tittle, 2004, p. 396).
Tittle’s theory begins by exploring why individuals become predisposed to develop a
motivation to deviate. The potential for such a predisposition lies in human nature
because we are creatures that have a strong urge for autonomy—that is, a proclivity to
escape the control that others wish to impose on us. This desire for autonomy is made
even more salient when people are blocked from attaining goals they are seeking and
when their control ratios are unbalanced. The convergence of these factors—autonomy,
goal blockage, and control imbalance—fosters a “state of readiness to experience motivation for deviant behavior” (Tittle, 2000, pp. 319–320).
This predisposition can develop into a clear deviant motivation when two conditions transpire. First, the person must “become acutely aware of his [or her] control
imbalance and realize that deviant behavior can change that imbalance either by overcoming a deficit or by extending a surplus” (Tittle, 2000, p. 320). That is, the functionality or payoff of deviance must become apparent. Second, the person must be
provoked to experience a“negative emotion”—“a feeling of being debased, humiliated,
or denigrated that intensifies the thought that deviance is a possible response to the
provocations” (p. 320). Again, deviance is functional in this situation because it allows
the person to rectify the attempt to degrade him or her.
Once deviant motivation has emerged, deviant behavior still might not occur. For
one thing, a person must have the opportunity to engage in a given act. Constraints also
must be overcome. These might involve situational risks (e.g., getting caught) or an
individual’s moral inhibitions, level of self-control, or social bonds. Also salient is the
control balance ratio, which can shape whether deviant behavior will occur and, if so,
what kind will occur.
Tittle sought to have a “general” theory and thus to explain all forms of deviation.
He proposed a typology of deviance in which seven behavioral categories are arranged
on a continuum. At the midpoint of this continuum lies conformity, which is said to
correspond to a situation where there is control balance. On the left side of the continuum, which he labeled repression, are three categories, each of which involves a control
deficit. Extreme repression yields submission, moderate repression yields defiance, and
marginal repression yields predation. On the right side of the continuum, which he
called autonomy, are three categories that involve a control surplus. Maximum autonomy yields decadence, medium autonomy yields plunder, and minimum autonomy
yields exploitation.
Criminologists would mostly be interested in the category of predation. Tittle contended that serious forms of crime would occur among people with small deficits in
control. When deficits are limited, the individual may well judge that a criminal act
might be successful in erasing the control imbalance that he or she is experiencing. A
youngster’s use of violence, for example, could change his or her control ratio and cause
other juveniles to leave the youngster alone. If faced with a larger control deficit,
however, a person might merely submit or perhaps engage in less serious forms of
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deviance, such as vandalism, that show defiance but do not elicit costly actions from
those capable of exerting control over the person. Control surpluses generally free people to engage in a range of deviant acts without consequences. Tittle noted that many
forms of corporate and white-collar crimes are due to such control surpluses (see
Piquero & Piquero, 2006).
More recently, Tittle (2004) has replaced his typology of deviance with a continuum
along which deviant acts, including crime, can be placed. Thus, he argues that any
deviant act can be rated as to its degree of control balance desirability. This construct
involves two factors. First, deviant acts vary in their “likely long-range effectiveness” in
altering a person’s“control imbalance.” Second, deviant acts vary in the degree to which
committing them requires that a person “is directly involved with a victim or an object
that is affected by the deviance”(Tittle, 2004, p. 405). Long-range effectiveness is desirable because it means that the problem of a control imbalance is resolved, thus making further action unnecessary. Avoiding direct involvement with a victim is desirable
because distance and impersonality lessen the chance that the person will be subjected
to countervailing reactions. For example, if a worker were to assault a boss who humiliated the individual, the assault would have low control balance desirability. Why?
Because the worker would only temporarily alter his or her control imbalance vis-à-vis
the boss. There also would likely be a reaction by the boss that might ultimately make
the control deficit worse (e.g., hit the worker back; fire the worker; have the worker
arrested). In any case, the challenge that awaits is to explore how the core elements of
Tittle’s theory predict when acts of varying levels of control balance desirability will be
committed (see Tittle, 2004).
Assessing Control Balance Theory. Again, Tittle presented a fascinating theory that
revises the core proposition of previous control theories. Traditional control theories
link crime to a breakdown or lack of control.Although Tittle would agree with this thesis (to a degree), he made the poignant suggestion that too much control, which places
a person in a control deficit, also may be a cause of crime (see also Sherman, 1993). His
insight that crime can function to restore a sense of control is consistent with other
theories that emphasize the role of criminal behavior in resolving problems, such as
relieving strain, proving masculinity, and defending self-respect through defiance.
Tittle’s theory, however, has some potential weaknesses. First, Tittle can be admired
for attempting to develop a theory that not only demarcates the causes of crime and
deviance but also links these causal elements to the nature of the phenomena being
explained (i.e., first his typology deviance, which then was replaced by his continuum
of control balance desirability). But this is likely to be an unprofitable line of inquiry. It
seems nearly impossible, for example, to measure what the control balance desirability would be for the endless acts that are seen as being deviant, let alone criminal—
especially since the desirability of an act could vary by a host of situational factors
(thus, threatening a bothersome boss with assault might be more or less desirable
depending on how big the perpetrator was and how scared the boss was). Even if
strides could be made in measuring the control balance desirability of acts, scholars
are unlikely to find this complex and tedious task an attractive use of their time. In the
end, Tittle’s theory will find more adherents if he abandons attempts to define and
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measure deviance and instead concentrates his attention on the conditions under
which control balance leads to crime as opposed to other outcomes. Notably, this is the
strategy of virtually every other theory.
Second, his emphasis on autonomy as the wellspring of human motivation seems
unnecessarily limited. Why not consider, for example, the desire for self-gratification,
a drive that many other control theories claim is universal and central to the motivation to deviate?
Third, Tittle relegated the main causal variables from other theories, such as selfcontrol, social bonds, and social learning, to the secondary role of constraints or contingencies. A competing theorist such as Ronald Akers, for example, would argue
instead that social learning has important “main effects” or independent influences on
criminal behavior apart from any of the processes outlined by Tittle. As with other
newer theories, the challenge is to pit control balance theory in an empirical contest
versus other theories. Only in this way will it be possible to assess whether, relative to
other known predictors of crime, the control ratio factors identified by Tittle exert
strong or weak effects on criminal behavior.

COLVIN’S DIFFERENTIAL COERCION THEORY
Theoretical Propositions. From birth onward, people are exposed to varying levels of
coercion—an experience that is consequential. Thus, some people have the good fortune of living in social environments where compliance is secured largely through
noncoercive means. Other individuals, however, encounter coercive environments
across the life course. Often, this coercion is harsh and erratic, a combination that creates strong criminal predispositions and fosters chronic offending. According to Mark
Colvin:
Chronic criminals are made, not born. They emerge from a developmental process that
is punctuated by recurring erratic episodes of coercion. They become both the recipients and the perpetrators of coercion, entrapped in a dynamic that propels them along
a pathway toward chronic criminality. (Colvin, 2000, p. 1)

Colvin (2000) defined interpersonal coercion as the“threat of force and intimidation
aimed at creating compliance through fear” (p. 5). Such coercion may involve physical
punishments or the withdrawal of love and support. People also may face impersonal
coercion, which is “pressure arising from structural arrangements and circumstances
that seem beyond individual control such as economic and social pressure caused by
unemployment, poverty, or competition among businesses or other groups” (p. 5).
Frequently, these two forms of coercion intersect, with those subject to interpersonal
coercion living in environments most affected by impersonal forms of coercion.
Colvin called his perspective differential coercion theory because, in his view, people
vary in the extent to which they are exposed to coercion. This is much like Sutherland
used the term differential association to refer to variation in exposure to sources of
criminal learning. Colvin’s use of this term also is similar to Regoli and Hewitt’s (1997)
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differential oppression theory. In any case, Colvin argued that controls aimed at securing compliance—aimed at getting people to obey social norms—vary along two
dimensions. First, the controls can be either coercive or noncoercive. Second, the controls can be applied in a way that is either consistent or erratic. Consistent noncoercive
controls are most likely to create psychologically healthy youths who are unlikely to
break the law. The most problematic combination, however, is when control is exercised in a coercive and erratic fashion. This form of differential coercion, according to
Colvin, produces chronic criminality.
In Colvin’s model, coercive and erratic control produces many of the factors that
other theorists believe cause crime. In this sense, it is an “integrated” theory. Still, the
primary causal factor in this theory—differential coercion—is unique. In any event,
harsh and inconsistent coercion creates a sense of unfairness and “anger” (general
strain theory),“weak or alienated social bonds” (social bond theory),“coercive modeling” (social learning theory), “perceived control deficits with feelings of debasement”
(control balance theory), and “low self-control” (Gottfredson & Hirschi’s general theory) (Colvin, 2000, p. 43). In combination, these factors create a strong overall predisposition for chronic involvement in crime. These forces, which Colvin called social
psychological deficits, also foster within individuals a coercive ideation. Here people
have a worldview that coercion can best be overcome by acting coercively in return.
Harboring such thinking, they risk becoming involved in predatory behaviors, using
violence or the threat of violence to control their environments.
Colvin (2000, p. 87) indicated that the causes of chronic criminality are both intergenerational and developmental. The process begins with parents who come from
coercive backgrounds, are employed in coercive workplaces, and are buffeted by
impersonal coercive forces (e.g., economic recessions, poverty, racism, harsh living
conditions). Such parents then reproduce themselves, so to speak, by using coercive
and erratic child-rearing techniques. Their social psychological deficits and coercive
ideation are thus transmitted to their children. In turn, these youngsters enter social
environments—school, peer groups, and so on—where they experience harsh controls, further reinforcing their deficits and coercive thinking orientations.As they move
into early adulthood, they tend to be employed in the secondary labor market, which
fails to lift them out of poverty and exposes them to coercive working conditions.
Often, they are ensnared in the criminal justice system, where they experience more
coercive treatment. These factors across the life course continually nourish coercive
ideation and criminal predispositions, thereby placing these individuals at risk for
chronic criminality. Eventually, these offenders will reproduce their experiences in a
subsequent generation of youths.
Breaking this cycle, Colvin contended, will require a “theory-driven response.” On a
broad level, Colvin favors creating a less coercive society in which people’s human
needs are given priority by government policies. Moving in this direction requires the
political will to implement a range of supportive social programs (see also Colvin,
Cullen, & Vander Ven, 2002; Cullen, Wright, & Chamlin, 1999; Currie, 1998b). These
might include, for example, programs to help individuals facing crises such as joblessness and homelessness, programs to help parents raise children more effectively, universal Head Start programs, early intervention programs with youths at risk for crime,
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more commitment to public education, efforts to make work environments less harsh
and more democratic, and a criminal justice system that stresses crime prevention,
fairness, restoration, and rehabilitation.
Assessing Differential Coercion Theory. In Crime and Coercion, Colvin (2000) marshals
evidence supporting the various links on his causal model. Empirical tests of this perspective, however, are needed. Even so, beginning evidence across different social contexts exists that is supportive of coercion theory. Thus, based on a sample of 2,472
middle-school students, Unnever, Colvin, and Cullen (2004) provide evidence consistent with core propositions of differential coercion theory. They found that as predicted
by the theory, exposure to coercive environments increased self-reported delinquency
and that these effects were mediated by social-psychological deficits. Similarly, based
on a sample of 300 homeless street youths ages 16 to 24 in Toronto, Baron (2009) discovered that a multidimensional measure of coercion predicted involvement in violent
offenses. In line with Colvin’s theory, the direct effect of coercion on violence was partially mediated by low self-control, anger, coercive modeling, and coercive ideation.

The Consequences of Theory: Policy Implications
Unlike some of the other theories examined in this book, control theory has tended
to reinforce the sorts of prevention and intervention efforts that have been around
for decades and that to many have become a matter of “common sense” (Empey,
1982, p. 268). It is worth noting, however, that the Durkheimian heritage has
emphasized prevention through the strengthening of the institutions of socialization rather than through a policy of deterrence relying primarily on fear of getting
caught. And it is important to stress that control theory has suggested that regulation of the individual must come through policies fostering integration into the
social order rather than through policies of isolation and punishment. That is, these
perspectives teach us that attempts to reduce crime by “get tough” laws and harsh
penalties—that is, through state punitive control—are unlikely to be effective
because they do little to establish any self-control and social bonds that insulate
against offending.
The control theories we have examined have less to say about the prevention and
control of professional crime, organized crime, and corporate and white-collar crime
than about prevention and control of juvenile delinquency or ordinary street crime.
With respect to prevention, they provide considerable support for programs to
strengthen families, particularly with respect to effective child rearing. These efforts
often are labeled early intervention programs.
These programs often target parent–child attachment for improvement, because
weakened bonds are a risk factor for misconduct. To the extent that such programs
focus on development of self-control, they stress the need for policies that assist the
family in inculcating the favorable self-concepts, impulse control, and frustration tolerance that can keep people out of trouble even in situations of weak external control.
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School programs also have been developed that specifically target the need to establish youngsters’ bonds to school who are at risk of academic failure and a lack of educational commitment. A range of successful results have been reported (Catalano,
Arthur, Hawkins, Berglund, & Olson, 1998; Hawkins & Herrenkohl, 2003; Losel &
Bender, 2003). For example, the Seattle Social Development Project was “designed
specifically to prevent antisocial behaviour by promoting academic achievement and
commitment to schooling during the elementary grades” (Hawkins & Herrenkohl,
2003, p. 268). This intervention used multiple methods to improve the ability of students to learn and to solve problems without resorting to anger and aggression, of
teachers to manage behavior and instruct effectively, and of parents to support their
children’s learning. The intervention increased school achievement and commitment
and in turn reduced both the initiation of delinquency and violence in the teenage
years (Hawkins & Herrenkohl, 2003).
Control theory suggests prevention and reintegration policies moving adults into
stable social networks of employment and community activities, but less has been
done here than with programs for youths. Control theory also suggests a search for
policies capable of demonstrating the payoff of hard work toward conventional goals
to draw both adolescents and adults into positions of personal commitment in which
there is too much of a stake in conformity to lose by a return to delinquency or crime.
Unfortunately, such programs tended to become casualties of the shifting political climate of the 1980s and 1990s and the popularity of “get tough” policies. More recently,
however, there has been an inmate “reentry movement” that is illuminating the consequences of severing the ties of offenders from families, community, and work. Part of
this agenda is thus the call to explore ways to foster social bonds that promote prosocial behavior (see, e.g., Travis, 2005).
Control theories are most impressive to the extent that a person accepts the larger
social structure and conventional middle-class values as things to be taken for granted.
For control theory, the systems that are to accomplish the regulation of the individuals
at risk for crime and delinquency through their integration almost always are systems
defined in conventional middle-class terms. Interestingly enough, this seems true even
of approaches such as Hagan’s power–control theory, in which the egalitarian family
really is the new ideal of the middle class, although it is true that this approach faces
up to the possibility that the freedom gained by daughters in such families actually
may represent a weakening of control. The larger question is the following: What if all
of these systems themselves (e.g., families, schools), or at least some of them, are part
of the problem rather than the solution? Integration into a “bad” system may be worse
than no integration at all. As we will see in Chapters 7 and 8, some criminological theorists have argued that the major problems are indeed located in the conventional systems themselves and that these systems, rather than the particular criminals or
delinquents, are the major sources of crime and delinquency. Labeling theorists insist
that the conventional systems tend to aggravate crime and delinquency by overreacting to minor nonconformity, whereas conflict theorists maintain that these systems
really are covert instruments of oppression masquerading as helpful agencies of desirable socialization.
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Even if one is convinced that conventional institutions, such as the middle-class
family and the school, do not create major problems through a tendency to reject and
stigmatize those who do not fit into them well and are not instruments of social
oppression, it does not follow that successful integration and regulation functions will
solve crime and delinquency problems. Speaking of impoverished African Americans,
for example, Empey (1982) remarked: “It is not merely that underclass children are
sometimes in conflict with their parents, or that their academic achievement is low, but
that they are caught in an economic and political system in which they are superfluous” (p. 299). If the basic problem is located in the larger sociopolitical order, then how
can policies focused on strengthening families and schools do much to prevent and
control crime and delinquency in the long run? Is the sociopolitical order to be
accepted as it is, in which case policy must be directed toward inculcating values that
support it? Or must more basic policies be developed that challenge some of the
assumptions on which the conventional order is based? The labeling theorists and conflict theorists to be examined in Chapters 7 and 8 have directed our attention in just
that direction.

Conclusion
It is instructive to note that the control theories that focus on explaining juvenile delinquency tend to locate control influences primarily in the family and secondarily in the
school and that those theories that focus on adult crime tend to put greater emphasis on
inner factors such as self-concept and self-control. Although juveniles might be influenced less by internal factors than by social forces such as peer pressures and parental
control, internal factors might be more important in raising the odds of conformity on
the part of the adult out of school and away from family supervision. In short, the adult
is more on his or her own in the world, complete with a character structure that presumably is crystallized more fully. The relative mix and impact of internal and external
control across the life course is an issue that warrants further investigation.
Even though they vary somewhat in their stress on particular forces of integration
and regulation and in their attachment to a social disorganization perspective, the theories covered in the past two chapters share certain similarities beyond the fact that
they all take the control perspective. Reckless’s stress on goal orientation sounds very
much like the emphasis that Hirschi placed on commitment in his earlier sociologically
oriented social bond theory. Both theories consider legitimate aspirations to be a crucial factor in insulating a potential deviant from nonconformity. Reckless’s concept of
norm erosion as the obverse of norm retention is closely related to Sykes and Matza’s
concept of techniques of neutralization in such a way that the latter can easily be subsumed as one aspect of the former (Ball, 1966). In much the same way, Reiss’s distinction between conformity as a consequence of acceptance and conformity as a
consequence of submission is quite similar to Nye’s distinction between internalized
control and direct control. Gottfredson and Hirschi’s psychologically oriented self-control
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theory shows considerable similarity to Reckless’s notion of inner containment, albeit
with a much more systematic theory of how such control may fail to develop. Hagan’s
power–control theory reads in some ways like an update of Nye’s perspective in terms
of U.S. families during the late 1980s as compared to the more patriarchal families of
the 1950s. There also is an overlap between Tittle’s concept of a control deficit and
Colvin’s focus on coercion. And with a few contemporary exceptions (e.g., the works of
Hagan and Colvin), these theories share a Durkheimian stamp and remain largely
silent on issues of how power and inequality influence the quality and impact of social
control. These issues will occupy our attention in the chapters ahead.

