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Understanding Control Theories of Crime in the
US

control theories of crime us propose a fascinating perspective on why
individuals commit offenses, suggesting that crime is less about a positive
attraction to deviance and more about the absence or weakening of social
bonds that restrain us from acting out. Instead of asking why people commit
crimes, these theories pivot to inquire why more people don't commit crimes.
They posit that humans are inherently predisposed to self-interest and
potential wrongdoing, and it's the societal controls – the relationships,
institutions, and beliefs that bind us – that keep these impulses in check.
This article will delve into the core tenets of various control theories as
they apply to the United States, exploring their foundational concepts, key
proponents, and how they help us understand criminal behavior within the
American context. We'll examine how factors like attachment, commitment,
involvement, and belief systems play crucial roles in preventing delinquency
and crime, offering a nuanced understanding of the social forces that shape
individual choices.
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The Sociological Roots of Control Theories

Before diving into specific theories, it's essential to appreciate the
intellectual landscape from which control theories emerged. Early
sociological thought, particularly during the mid-20th century in the United
States, was grappling with rising crime rates and a desire to understand the
social, rather than purely individualistic, factors at play. Unlike earlier
theories that often focused on what causes crime (e.g., poverty, strain),
control theories asked a fundamentally different question: what prevents
crime? This shift in perspective was revolutionary, suggesting that
conformity, not deviance, requires explanation. Sociologists began to look at
the everyday institutions and interactions that shape an individual's life
and deter them from breaking the law. Think about it: what stops you from
jaywalking in a busy intersection, even if no police are around? It's likely
a combination of factors like respecting traffic laws, fear of getting hit,
and the social awkwardness of causing a scene. Control theories apply this
same logic to more serious offenses.

This perspective also contrasted with psychological or biological theories
that might focus on inherent traits or individual pathologies. Control
theorists argued that the social environment is paramount. They emphasized
that as individuals are integrated into society through various social
structures – family, school, peers, work – they develop stakes in conformity.
These stakes, the potential loss incurred by engaging in criminal behavior,
act as powerful deterrents. The strength and quality of these social bonds,
rather than any inherent criminal inclination, were seen as the deciding
factor in whether an individual would conform to or deviate from societal
norms.

Key Control Theories and Their American
Applications

Travis Hirschi's Social Bond Theory

Perhaps the most influential voice in control theory is Travis Hirschi, whose
1969 work, "Causes of Delinquency," laid much of the groundwork. Hirschi
proposed that delinquency and crime are more likely to occur when an
individual's social bonds to conventional society are weak or broken. He
identified four key elements of this social bond that work in concert to
inhibit criminal behavior: attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief.

Attachment refers to the emotional connection an individual has to others,
particularly parents, teachers, and peers. When people care about the
opinions of those they are attached to, they are less likely to engage in
behavior that would disappoint or shame them. Think about a teenager who
deeply respects their parents' values; they're less likely to get involved in



shoplifting if they know it would break their parents' hearts or lead to
severe disapproval. This strong emotional tie acts as an internal censor.

Commitment involves the rational, personal investment individuals have in
conventional society. This includes investments in education, career
aspirations, and the pursuit of a good reputation. People are less likely to
risk jeopardizing these investments through criminal activity because the
potential loss is too great. For example, someone who has worked hard to get
into college and dreams of a successful career will likely think twice before
engaging in acts that could lead to expulsion or a criminal record,
effectively derailing their future.

Involvement suggests that keeping busy with conventional, prosocial
activities leaves less time and opportunity for deviance. Hirschi argued that
"idle hands are the devil's workshop." When individuals are engaged in
activities like school, sports, hobbies, or even part-time jobs, their
schedules are filled, reducing the likelihood of them seeking out or having
the time for criminal pursuits. It's about structuring one's life in a way
that inherently minimizes opportunities for crime.

Belief concerns the acceptance of conventional moral values and the rules of
society. When individuals believe that laws are morally binding and that they
should obey them, they are less likely to violate them. This doesn't mean
everyone agrees with every law, but rather that there's a general respect for
the social order and the rules that maintain it. Conversely, if someone
believes that certain laws are unjust or that "everyone does it," their
belief in the obligation to obey may weaken, making them more susceptible to
criminal behavior.

Gottfredson and Hirschi's General Theory of Crime
(Self-Control Theory)

Building upon Hirschi's work, Michael Gottfredson and Travis Hirschi, in
their 1990 book "A General Theory of Crime," proposed a unified explanation
for all types of crime and analogous behaviors, known as the General Theory
of Crime or Self-Control Theory. This theory posits that the primary cause of
crime is low self-control, which is established early in life and remains
relatively stable thereafter. Self-control, in this context, refers to an
individual's propensity to avoid crime and other impulsive, risky behaviors
that provide immediate gratification but long-term harm.

According to Gottfredson and Hirschi, low self-control is characterized by
impulsivity, risk-seeking, preference for physical over mental activities, a
temper, a lack of foresight, and an inability to delay gratification. These
traits make individuals more likely to engage in criminal acts because they
are less able to resist immediate temptations or consider the long-term
negative consequences. The theory emphasizes that while the opportunity to
commit crime is necessary, it is the lack of self-control that makes an
individual choose to act on that opportunity.

Crucially, Gottfredson and Hirschi argue that low self-control is not innate



but is primarily a result of ineffective child-rearing practices. When
parents are unable to monitor their children's behavior, fail to correct
deviant acts promptly and consistently, and are indifferent to their
children's misconduct, children are likely to develop low self-control. This
makes the early years of life, particularly the preschool years, a critical
period for the development of self-control. Once established, low self-
control is thought to be fairly stable, meaning that individuals with low
self-control are likely to continue engaging in various forms of analogous
behaviors throughout their lives, not just crime. This could include things
like smoking, excessive drinking, gambling, and reckless driving.

The implications for the United States are significant. This theory suggests
that crime prevention efforts should focus on strengthening parenting skills
and early childhood interventions to foster self-control. Rather than solely
focusing on punishing offenders after the fact, the emphasis shifts to
nurturing individuals from a young age to develop the internal mechanisms
that prevent them from engaging in criminal or analogous behaviors. It's
about equipping individuals with the inner strength to resist temptation and
make better long-term choices.

Reiss's Early Contributions to Control Theory

While Hirschi is widely recognized, it's important to acknowledge the
foundational work that paved the way for modern control theories. Albert J.
Reiss Jr., in the 1950s, is often credited with one of the earliest explicit
statements of control theory. Reiss examined the factors that prevented
juveniles from engaging in delinquent behavior, even when they were in groups
where delinquency was common. He identified two crucial concepts: "personal
controls" and "social controls."

Personal controls, in Reiss's view, were the "internalized constraints" on
behavior. These were largely shaped by the family and involved an
individual's conscience and ability to resist immediate gratification. This
concept foreshadowed the later emphasis on self-control. Social controls, on
the other hand, referred to the "external controls" exerted by others, such
as parents, teachers, and peers. Reiss argued that a breakdown in either
personal or social controls could lead to delinquency. For instance, a
juvenile who lacked a strong conscience and whose parents did not effectively
supervise them was more likely to engage in delinquent acts.

Reiss's work was groundbreaking because it shifted the focus away from
searching for the "causes" of crime in the individual (like social
disorganization theories might) and instead looked at the factors that
prevent crime. He highlighted the importance of supervision and the ability
of individuals to delay gratification as key to conformity, ideas that would
be significantly expanded upon by later theorists. His early insights
provided a critical stepping stone, demonstrating that the absence of
effective controls, rather than the presence of criminogenic factors, could
be the driving force behind deviance.



Other Notable Control Theories

While Hirschi's and Gottfredson and Hirschi's theories are perhaps the most
prominent, other variations and extensions of control theory have contributed
to our understanding of crime in the US. For example, Walter Reckless's
"Containment Theory" predated Hirschi's work and also focused on the internal
and external factors that keep individuals conforming. Reckless distinguished
between "inner containment" (personal qualities like strong ego, good self-
concept, and strong conscience) and "outer containment" (social pressures and
controls exerted by family, school, and community). He suggested that
individuals with strong inner and outer containment are less likely to
succumb to the pressures of the "pushes" (internal factors like restlessness)
and "pulls" (external factors like delinquent companions) that might lead to
crime.

Furthermore, social reaction theories, while not strictly control theories,
share some common ground by emphasizing how societal responses to deviance
can influence future behavior. However, control theories remain distinct in
their core assertion that it is the presence of social bonds and internalized
controls, rather than the societal labeling or reaction, that primarily
prevents crime. The focus is on the individual's relationship with society
and their internal capacity for self-regulation, rather than how society
perceives and treats them.

Empirical Evidence and Critiques of Control
Theories in the US

Control theories, particularly Hirschi's Social Bond Theory and Gottfredson
and Hirschi's General Theory of Crime, have been subjected to extensive
empirical testing within the United States, and the results are largely
supportive, though not without their nuances and criticisms. Numerous studies
have examined the relationship between the components of the social bond
(attachment, commitment, involvement, belief) and various forms of
delinquency and crime among American youth and adults. Generally, research
indicates that strong attachments to parents and conventional peers,
commitment to education and future goals, and adherence to societal beliefs
are indeed associated with lower rates of offending.

For instance, studies looking at the impact of parental supervision on
adolescent behavior have consistently found that effective monitoring by
parents is a significant predictor of reduced delinquency. Similarly,
research on the role of school engagement shows that students who are more
committed to their education and have positive relationships with teachers
are less likely to be involved in criminal activities. The concept of self-
control has also been widely tested, and meta-analyses of existing research
generally confirm that low self-control is a robust predictor of a wide range
of criminal and analogous behaviors across different populations in the US.

However, control theories are not without their critics. One common critique



is that they tend to downplay or ignore the influence of social and economic
factors, such as poverty, inequality, and discrimination, as direct causes of
crime. While control theorists acknowledge that these factors might
indirectly affect the formation of social bonds or self-control, critics
argue that their direct impact on crime is often underestimated. For example,
it's difficult to maintain a strong commitment to education or a positive
belief in the system if one is constantly facing systemic disadvantages or
discrimination.

Another point of contention is the stability of self-control. While
Gottfredson and Hirschi argue for its early establishment and relative
stability, other researchers suggest that self-control can be modified over
the lifespan through significant life events or interventions. Furthermore,
some critics question the unidimensionality of self-control, suggesting that
different facets of self-control might be more relevant to different types of
crime. Finally, the theory's focus on individual-level factors might overlook
the broader societal structures and cultural contexts that can contribute to
criminal behavior, particularly in a diverse nation like the United States.

Policy Implications of Control Theories for
Crime Prevention in the US

The insights offered by control theories have profound implications for how
policymakers in the United States approach crime prevention and intervention.
If crime is largely a result of weakened social bonds or a lack of self-
control, then effective strategies should focus on strengthening these areas.
This means a significant emphasis on early childhood development and family
support programs. Policies that aim to improve parenting skills, provide
resources for at-risk families, and promote positive parent-child
interactions are directly aligned with the principles of control theory,
particularly the General Theory of Crime.

Schools also play a pivotal role according to control theory. Initiatives
that foster strong student-teacher relationships, encourage academic
engagement, and provide extracurricular activities can help build the social
bonds that deter delinquency. Programs that create a sense of belonging and
commitment to the school environment can reduce the likelihood of students
seeking deviant peer groups or opportunities for crime. Think of after-school
clubs, mentoring programs, and vocational training – these are all excellent
examples of how schools can act as a bulwark against crime.

Furthermore, control theories suggest that strengthening community ties can
also be an effective crime prevention strategy. When individuals feel
connected to their neighborhoods and have positive relationships with
neighbors, employers, and community organizations, their stakes in conformity
increase. This can translate into greater informal social control, where
community members are more likely to look out for one another and discourage
deviant behavior. Community policing initiatives that foster trust and
collaboration between law enforcement and residents, for example, can be seen
as an application of these principles.



Ultimately, control theories advocate for a proactive approach to crime
prevention that focuses on building positive social capital and fostering
individual self-regulation from an early age. Rather than solely relying on
punitive measures, the emphasis is on nurturing individuals and communities
in ways that naturally discourage criminal behavior. This might involve
investing in affordable childcare, supporting after-school programs,
promoting family strengthening initiatives, and creating environments where
individuals feel connected and valued, all contributing to a more secure and
law-abiding society.

FAQ

Q: What is the core idea behind control theories of
crime in the US?
A: The core idea of control theories of crime in the US is that human beings
are inherently capable of deviance and that it is the presence of social
bonds and internalized controls, rather than the absence of criminogenic
factors, that prevents individuals from committing crimes. They essentially
ask why people don't commit crimes.

Q: How does Travis Hirschi's Social Bond Theory
explain crime in the United States?
A: Hirschi's theory explains crime by positing that individuals are less
likely to offend if they have strong social bonds to conventional society.
These bonds consist of attachment (emotional connection), commitment
(investment in conventional goals), involvement (engagement in prosocial
activities), and belief (acceptance of societal rules). Weakening of these
bonds increases the likelihood of crime.

Q: What is the main argument of Gottfredson and
Hirschi's General Theory of Crime (Self-Control
Theory) regarding crime in the US?
A: The General Theory of Crime, also known as Self-Control Theory, argues
that the primary cause of all crime and analogous behaviors in the US is low
self-control. This low self-control is established early in life, primarily
due to ineffective parenting, and leads to impulsivity, risk-taking, and an
inability to delay gratification, making individuals prone to criminal acts
when opportunities arise.



Q: Are there any specific policy recommendations
that stem from control theories for crime prevention
in the US?
A: Yes, control theories suggest policy recommendations focused on
strengthening social bonds and fostering self-control. This includes
investing in early childhood education and parenting support programs,
enhancing school engagement through mentoring and extracurricular activities,
and promoting community-based initiatives that build social capital and
encourage informal social control.

Q: How do control theories differ from strain
theories of crime in the US context?
A: Control theories differ from strain theories by focusing on the absence of
constraints rather than the presence of pressures that lead to crime. Strain
theories, like Merton's, suggest that crime occurs when individuals cannot
achieve societal goals through legitimate means, leading to frustration and a
strain that may result in deviance. Control theories, conversely, emphasize
that conformity is the norm and that it is the weakening of social bonds or
self-control that explains why individuals deviate from this norm.

Q: What are some common criticisms of control
theories as applied to understanding crime in the
US?
A: Common criticisms include their tendency to underemphasize the role of
social and economic factors like poverty and inequality as direct causes of
crime, questions about the stability of self-control over the lifespan, and
the argument that the theories might be too individualistic, potentially
overlooking broader societal and structural influences on criminal behavior
in the US.

Q: Can control theories explain white-collar crime
or organized crime in the US, or are they mainly
focused on street crime?
A: While control theories have historically been more applied to street crime
and delinquency, their core tenets can be adapted to explain other forms of
crime in the US. For example, low self-control could explain impulsive
financial fraud or risky business practices. For organized crime, the absence
of strong social bonds to legitimate institutions and the presence of strong
bonds to deviant groups could be analyzed through a control theory lens,
though other theories might offer more direct explanations.



Q: How has empirical research supported or
challenged control theories in the US?
A: Empirical research in the US has largely supported control theories, with
many studies finding that strong social bonds and high self-control are
indeed associated with lower rates of offending. However, some research has
challenged the notion of self-control's absolute stability and has pointed to
the need to better integrate the influence of structural factors like social
inequality into control theory frameworks.
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