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Most empirical tests of power-control have pro-
vided moderate support for the theory, while more 
recent studies have further specified the validity of 
the theory in different contexts.103 For example, 
one recent study reported that the influence of 
mothers, not fathers, on sons had the greatest 
impact on reducing the delinquency of young 
males.104 Another researcher has found that dif-
ferences in perceived threats of embarrassment
and formal sanctions varied between more patri-
archal and less patriarchal households.105 Finally, 
studies have also started measuring the effect of 
patriarchal attitudes on crime and delinquency.106

Power-control theory is a good example of a 
social control theory in that it is consistent with 
the idea that individuals must be socialized and 
that the gender differences in such socialization 
affect how people will act throughout life.

We will revisit this  theory again in Chapter 12.

In 1990, Hirschi, along with his colleague Michael Gottfredson, proposed a general
theory of low self-control, which is often referred to as the general theory of crime.107

This theory has led to a significant amount of debate and research in the field since its 
appearance, more so than any other contemporary theory of crime. Like the previous 
control theories of crime, this theory assumes that individuals are born predisposed
toward selfish, self-centered activities and that only effective child rearing and social-
ization can create self-control among persons. As shown in Figure 10.10, without
such adequate socialization (i.e., social controls) and reduction of criminal oppor-
tunities, individuals will follow their natural tendencies to become selfish predators.
Furthermore, the general theory of crime assumes that self-control must be established
by age 10. If it has not formed by that time, according to the theory, individuals will 
forever exhibit low self-control.

Although Gottfredson and Hirschi still attribute the formation of controls to the social-
ization process, the distinguishing characteristic of this theory is its emphasis on the indi-
vidual’s ability to control himself or herself. That is, the general theory of crime assumes 
that people can take a degree of control over their own decisions and, within certain 
limitations, “control” themselves.

The general theory of crime is accepted as one of the most valid theories of crime.108 This 
is probably because it identifies only one primary factor that causes criminality—low 
self-control. But low self-control may actually consist of a series of personality traits, 
including risk taking, impulsiveness, self-centeredness, short-term orientation, and quick 
temper. For example, recent research has supported the idea that inadequate child-rearing
practices tend to result in lower levels of self-control among children and that these low 
levels produce various risky behaviors, including criminal activity.109

Psychological Aspects of Low Self-Control
Criminologists have recently claimed that low self-control may be due to the emo-
tional disposition of individuals. For example, one study showed that the effects of 

Power-control theory 
focuses on the patriarchal 
attitudes and structure in 
the household.

low self-control:  
a theory that proposes 
that individuals either 
develop self-control by 
age 10 or do not. Those
who do not will manifest 
criminal or deviant 
behaviors throughout life.

©
iS

tockphoto.com
/P

am
ela M

oore


