
165Chapter 5  •  An Introduction to Criminological Theory

whether juveniles are involved in extracurricular activities may not prevent 
delinquency. Although involvement was not significant, Hirschi’s research 
suggested that individuals who are strongly invested in their families, jobs, 
and societal goals are not as likely to commit crime. Research showing  
that married individuals and employed individuals are less likely to com-
mit crime has been used to illustrate support for social control theory. The 
assumption is that individuals who are married are attached to their spouses 
and do not want to weaken that bond by offending, whereas those who are 
employed are attached to their jobs and have too much to lose by offending.

Various criminal justice practices are designed to strengthen bonds between 
individuals and their communities; the idea is that these bonds will prevent 
crime. Requiring probationers to maintain jobs, allowing community-based 
offenders to live with their families, and trying to teach offenders why they 
should abide by the law are but a few examples of these practices.

Self-Control Theory
In A General Theory of Crime, Michael Gottfredson and Travis Hirschi 
outlined what is known as self-control theory.80 Based on the assump-
tion that crime and all human behavior are the result of “the self-interested 
pursuit of pleasure or the avoidance of pain,”81 the theorists suggested that 
self-control influences criminal behavior and defined self-control as “the 
individual characteristic relevant to the commission of criminal acts.”82 
According to Gottfredson and Hirschi, those with low self-control are more 
likely “impulsive, insensitive, physical (as opposed to mental), risk-taking, 
short-sighted, and non-verbal.”83 They suggest that self-control levels stem 
from parenting practices and that bad parenting strategies lead to low levels 
of self-control, whereas appropriate parenting practices lead to higher lev-
els of self-control. They also suggested what is now known as the stability 
hypothesis: Levels of self-control are stable throughout one’s life after early 
childhood. The theorists do not technically see lower self-control as always 
leading to crime. They wrote, “The link between self-control and crime is 
not deterministic, but probabilistic, affected by opportunities and other con-
straints”84 (see Figure 5.5).

Numerous studies have demonstrated at least some support for the prem-
ise that self-control is tied to criminal behavior and other negative social 
consequences.85 Research shows that males tend to exhibit lower levels of 
self-control than do females.86 Recall that research shows that males have 
higher offending rates. In line with Gottfredson and Hirschi’s recognition 
of the importance of opportunity,87 Teresa Lagrange and Robert Silverman 
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self-control theory: The 
theory that a lack of self-
control is the main factor 
behind deviant behavior.


