
Chapter 10: Social Process and Control Theories of Crime    269

entitled to mess up by doing something illegal 
(e.g., “cooking the books” or knowingly dis-
tributing a faulty, dangerous product). Many 
of us likely use this latter technique often, 
especially when it comes to studying or writ-
ing a paper right before the test or deadline. At 
times when we know we should be working, 
we may often say something along the lines 
of, “I worked hard yesterday, so even though I 
am not close to being finished, I deserve to go 
out with my friends to the beach today.” This 
is a good example of using the fact that you 
did a good thing to justify doing something 
you know you probably shouldn’t if you want 
to do well on the test or paper. So it is not 
just in corporate climates that these neutral-
izing techniques—seven altogether—are used 
to alleviate guilt. Regular people, especially 
college students and professors, use them all 
the time.

Reaction to  
Neutralization Theory
Studies that have attempted to empirically test neutralization theory are, at best, incon-
clusive. Robert Agnew argued that there are essentially two general criticisms of studies 
that support neutralization theory.60 The first challenge is that several researchers have 
improperly measured the acceptance of neutralization techniques. Based on his research 
on neutralization among incarcerated adults, one researcher noted that

the relationships between vocabularies of motive and criminal behavior are 
more subtle, complex, and situation-specific than previously recognized. The 
major tasks for subsequent neutralization research are to empirically distinguish 
between neutralization and unconventional commitment.61

Second, researchers have expressed concern that criminals may use techniques of neutral-
ization prior to committing a criminal offense. This ordering, they claim, is just as plau-
sible as when neutralization follows a criminal act.62 This uncertain time-order problem 
is due to research conducted at a single point in time. Additional research conducted over 
time could prove supportive of neutralization theory. However, some would argue that 
the temporal ordering problem is not a major criticism of the theory, because some indi-
viduals may be predisposed to make up such rationalizations for their behavior regardless 
of whether they do it before or after the offending act. Such a propensity may be related 
to low self-control theory, which we examine later in this chapter.

Control Theories

The learning theories discussed in the previous section assume that individuals are born 
with a conforming disposition, or at least a blank slate (i.e., tabula rasa). By contrast, con-
trol theories assume that all people would naturally commit crimes if not for restraints 
on the selfish tendencies that exist in every individual. Social control perspectives of 
criminal behavior thus assume that there is some type of basic human nature and that all 
human beings exhibit antisocial tendencies toward being violently aggressive and taking 
from others what they want. Therefore, such control theories are more concerned with 

1. Burgess and Akers, in their differential reinforcement
theory, integrated Sutherland’s work with the learning
models of __________ conditioning and modeling/imitation.

2. The differential reinforcement perspective assumes that
individuals are born with a __________ __________.

3. According to Sykes and Matza, youths engaging in criminal
behavior are still partially committed to the dominant
__________ __________.

4. People use certain methods, or __________ __________,
to justify their criminal behavior.
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