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vitally important for the internalization of conventional values. Hirschi claimed that 
“the essence of internalization of norms, conscience, or superego thus lies in the attach-
ment of the individual to others.”92 Hirschi made it clear, as did Freud, that strong early 
attachments are the most important factor in developing a social bond. Commitment,
involvement, and belief, he argued, are contingent on adequate attachment to others.
That is, without healthy attachments, especially early in life, the probability of acting 
inappropriately increases.

Commitment, the second element of Hirschi’s social bond, is the investment a person has 
in conventional society. This has been explained as one’s “stake in conformity,” or what 
is at risk of being lost if one gets caught committing crime. If a person feels that much 
will be lost by committing crime, then he or she will probably not do so. In contrast, if 
someone has nothing to lose, what is to prevent that person from doing something he or 
she may be punished for? The answer is, of course, not much. And this, some theorists 
claim, is why it is difficult to control so-called “chronic offenders” who have nothing 
to lose. Trying to instill a “commitment” to conventional society in such individuals is 
extremely difficult.

Another element of the social bond is involvement, which is the time spent in conven-
tional activities. The assumption is that time spent in constructive activities will reduce 
time devoted to illegal behaviors. This element of the bond goes back to the old adage 
that “idle hands are the devil’s workshop.”93 Hirschi claimed that taking an active role in 
all forms of conventional activities can inhibit delinquent and criminal activity.

The last element of the social bond is beliefs, which have generally been interpreted as
moral beliefs concerning the laws and rules of society. This is one of the most examined, 
and consistently supported, aspects of the social bond. Basically, individuals who feel 
that a course of action is against their moral beliefs are much less likely to pursue it than 
are individuals who don’t see a breach of morality in such behavior. For example, we all 
probably know some people who see drunk driving as a serious offense because of the 
injury and death it can cause. However, we also probably know individuals who don’t 
see a problem with such behavior. The same can be said about speeding in a car, shoplift-

ing from a store, or using marijuana; people
differ in their beliefs about most forms of 
criminal activity.

Hirschi’s theory has been tested by numer-
ous researchers and has, for the most part,
been supported.94 However, one criticism is
that the components of the social bond may 
predict criminality only if they are defined 
in a certain way. For example, with respect
to the “involvement” element of the bond, 
studies have shown that not all conven-
tional activities are equal when it comes 
to preventing delinquency. Only academic
or religious activities seem to have consis-
tent effects on inhibiting delinquency. In 
contrast, many studies show that teenagers
who date or play sports actually have an
increased risk of committing crime.95

“attachments” on crime 
, studies have 

 to delinquent peers is a strong predictor 

According to Hirschi, 
participating in 
conventional activities 
can inhibit delinquent and 
criminal activity.
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