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It is from this perspective that Agnew 
suggests that although virtually everyone 
experiences strain at some point in their 
lives, it is the reaction to strain, rather than 
the mere presence of strain, that leads to 
crime.75 For example, he noted that getting 
angry as a result of strain may help to explain 
why strain is tied to offending.76 Broidy and 
Agnew have also suggested that males and 
females react to anger differently and that 
these varied reactions may help to explain 
differences between the genders in offending 
patterns.77 Males tend to turn anger outward 
and females tend to turn their anger inward, 
resulting in males directing their behaviors 
more toward violent crimes and property 
offenses and females’ strain being “condu-
cive to family violence, to escape attempts 
like running away, and to more self-directed 
forms of crime, like drug use.”78

Social Control Theory
Rather than asking why offenders commit 

crime, social control theory begins with the question of why most peo-
ple don’t commit crime. The answer, according to Travis Hirschi, is that 
most individuals do not commit crime because they have strong bonds to 
society. Hirschi outlined and tested his social control theory in the classic 
book Causes of Delinquency.79 According to Hirschi, individuals are bonded 
to society through four elements: attachment, belief, involvement, and com-
mitment. Attachment refers to the degree to which individuals are attached 
to their parents and positive role models such as teachers. Belief refers to 
whether individuals believe in the rules of society. Involvement refers to 
whether individuals are involved in productive activities so that they don’t 
have time to commit offenses. Commitment refers to whether individuals are 
committed to societal goals (see Figure 5.4).

Hirschi tested his theory by surveying high school students. His study 
found support for the suggestion that stronger bonds reduced the likeli-
hood of offending, though he noted that he overestimated the importance 
of involvement. Clearly, it does not take too long to commit an offense, so 
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social control theory: 
A theory that asserts that 
individuals commit crime 
because of weak bonds to 
societal institutions.
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