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Reckless described a visual image of containment theory, which we present in  
Figure 10.7. The outer circle (Circle 1) in the figure represents the social realm 
of pressures and pulls, whereas the innermost circle (Circle 4) symbolizes a person’s  
individual-level pushes to commit crime. In between these two circles are the two layers 
of controls—namely, external containment (Circle 2) and internal containment (Circle 3).  
The structure of Figure 10.7 and the examples included in each circle are those  
specifically noted by Reckless.82

While some studies have shown more general support for containment theory, other 
studies have shown that some of the components of the theory, such as internalization of 
rules, seem to have much more support in accounting for variation in delinquency than 
do other factors, such as self-perception.83 In other words, external factors may be more 
important than internal ones. Furthermore, some studies have noted weaker support for 
Reckless’s theory among minorities and females. Thus, the model appears to be most 
valid for white males.84

One of the problems with containment theory is that it does not go far enough toward 
specifying the factors that are important in predicting criminality. For example, an infi-
nite number of concepts exist that could potentially be categorized as either a “push” or 
“pull” toward criminality, or as an “inner” or “outer” containment of criminality. Thus, 
the theory could be considered too broad and not specific enough to be of practical value. 
To Reckless’s credit, though, containment theory has increased the exposure of control 
theories of criminal behavior. And although support for containment theory has been 
mixed, there is no doubt that it has influenced other, more recent control theories.85

Reckless’s Containment Theory
FIGURE 10.7
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