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Characteristics of Good 
Theories
Parsimony is attained by explaining a phe-
nomenon, such as criminal activity, in the
simplest way possible. Other characteristics
being equal, the simpler the theory, the bet-
ter. The challenge with criminal behavior 
is that it is highly complex; however, some 
criminologists have attempted to explain 
this complex phenomenon using rather 
simplistic approaches. For instance, the 
theory of low self-control maintains that
one personality factor—low self-control—is
responsible for all criminal activity. As will 
be discussed in a later chapter, the origina-
tors of this theory, Michael Gottfredson and 
Travis Hirschi, contend that every act of 
crime and deviance is caused by this same 
 is better than a more complex one. Given

, it is likely that a simple explana-
tion, such as identifying one factor to explain all types of criminal and deviant behav-
ior, will not be adequate.

Scope is the trait that indicates how much of a given phenomenon the theory attempts 
to explain. Other traits being equal, the larger the scope, the better the theory. To some 
extent, this is related to parsimony in the sense that some theories, such as the theory of 
low self-control, seek to explain all crimes and all deviant acts. Thus, the theory of low 
self-control has a very wide scope. As we will discuss later, other theories of crime may 
attempt to explain only property crime, such as some versions of strain theory or drug 
use. However, the wider the scope of what a theory can explain, the better the theory.

Logical consistency is the extent to which a theory makes sense in terms of its concepts 
and propositions. Sometimes it is easier to illustrate this point with an example. Some 
theories do not make sense simply because of the face value of their propositions. For 
instance, Cesare Lombroso maintained that the most serious offenders are born crimi-
nals; they are biological throwbacks to an earlier stage of evolutionary development and 
can be identified by their physical features.53 Lombroso, who is discussed later in this 
book, maintained that tattoos were one of the physical features that distinguished these 
born criminals. This does not make sense, or lacks logical consistency, because tattoos are
not biological physical features (i.e., no baby has been born with a tattoo).

Testability is the extent to which a theory can be empirically and scientifically tested. 
Some theories simply cannot be tested. A good example of such a theory is Freud’s theory
of the psyche, discussed in more detail later in this book. Freud described three domains 
of the psyche—the conscious ego, the subconscious id, and the superego. None of these 
domains, however, can be observed or tested.54 While some theories can be quite influ-
ential without being testable (e.g., Freud’s theory), a theoretical model that is untestable 
and unobservable is at a considerable disadvantage. Fortunately, most established crimi-
nological theories can be examined through empirical testing.

Empirical validity is the extent to which a theoretical model is supported by scientific 
research. This is closely associated with the previous characteristic of testability. While 
almost all accepted modern criminological theories are testable, this does not mean they 
are equal in terms of empirical validity.

How would Lombroso 
classify this person?

parsimony:
a characteristic of a 
good theory, meaning
that it explains a certain 
phenomenon, such as 
criminal behavior, with 
the fewest possible 
propositions or concepts.

scope: refers to the range 
of criminal behavior that a 
theory attempts to explain.

logical consistency: the 
extent to which concepts 
and propositions of a
theoretical model make 
sense in terms of face 
value and consistency 
with what is readily known 
about crime rates and 
trends.

testability: the extent 
to which a theoretical 
model can be empirically 
or scientifically tested 
through observation and 
empirical research.
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