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Early Control Theories of Crime
Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, criminologists borrowed and built on some of the ideas 
just discussed. Until that time, most research in the criminological literature was dominated 
by the learning theories discussed earlier in this chapter or by social structure theories, such as 
Merton’s strain theory or the Chicago School perspective (see Chapters 8 and 9, respectively). 
While early control theories may not be particularly popular in this day and age, they were 
vitally important because they laid the groundwork for future theoretical development.

REISS’S CONTROL THEORY. One of the first control theories of crime was proposed by Albert 
Reiss in 1951. Reiss claimed that delinquency was a consequence of weak controls that 
resulted in weak ego or superego controls among juvenile probationers.73 Reiss assumed 
that there was no explicit motivation for delinquent activity; rather, he claimed that it 
would occur in the absence of controls or restraints against such behavior.

Like Freud, Reiss believed that the family was the primary entity through which deviant 
predispositions were discouraged. Furthermore, Reiss claimed that a sound family envi-
ronment would provide for an individual’s needs and the essential emotional bonds that 
are so important in socializing individuals. Another important factor in Reiss’s model 
was close supervision, not only by the family but also by the community. He claimed that 
individuals must be closely monitored for delinquent behavior and adequately disciplined 
when they break the rules.

Personal factors, such as the ability to restrain one’s impulses and delay gratification, 
were also important in Reiss’s framework. These concepts are similar to later, more 
modern concepts of control theory that have been consistently supported by empirical 
research.74 For this reason, Reiss was ahead of his time when he first proposed his control 
theory. Although the direct tests of Reiss’s theory have provided only partial support for 
it, Reiss’s influence is apparent in many contemporary criminological theories.75
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