
self control theory of crime

self control theory of crime is a prominent criminological theory that
explains criminal behavior through the lens of individual self-regulation and
impulse control. Developed primarily by Michael Gottfredson and Travis
Hirschi in the early 1990s, this theory posits that low self-control is a
significant predictor of criminal and deviant acts. The self control theory
of crime emphasizes the role of early childhood socialization and parenting
in shaping an individual's capacity for self-control, which, when deficient,
increases the likelihood of engaging in unlawful activities. This article
explores the foundational principles, key components, and criticisms of the
self control theory of crime, as well as its applications in crime prevention
and policy development. Understanding this theory is essential for
criminologists, sociologists, policymakers, and law enforcement professionals
seeking to address the root causes of criminal behavior effectively. The
following sections provide a detailed overview of the theory's origins,
conceptual framework, empirical support, and practical implications in
contemporary criminal justice systems.
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Origins and Development of the Self Control
Theory of Crime

The self control theory of crime was formulated by Michael Gottfredson and
Travis Hirschi in their seminal 1990 work, aiming to unify various strands of
criminological thought into a comprehensive explanation for criminal
behavior. Their approach was largely a response to the limitations perceived
in earlier theories that focused on social structures or environmental
factors alone. They argued that while social environments influence behavior,
the internal capacity for self-control was the critical factor determining
whether an individual would engage in crime.

This theory builds upon Hirschi’s earlier social bond theory but shifts the
focus from social attachments to a psychological trait: self-control.



Gottfredson and Hirschi contended that individuals with low self-control are
more prone to impulsive behavior, seeking immediate gratification without
considering long-term consequences. This perspective represented a
significant paradigm shift, highlighting the role of personality traits and
early childhood experiences in criminality.

Key Concepts and Components

The self control theory of crime centers on several core ideas that explain
why some individuals are more likely to commit crimes than others. These
concepts provide a framework for understanding the relationship between self-
control and criminal behavior.

Definition of Self-Control

Self-control, within this theory, refers to the ability to restrain oneself
from engaging in short-term, risky, or harmful behaviors that provide
immediate pleasure but have negative long-term consequences. It encompasses
impulse control, risk assessment, and the capacity to delay gratification.

Role of Early Childhood Socialization

The theory highlights the importance of effective parenting during early
childhood as the primary mechanism through which self-control is developed.
Parents or guardians who monitor behavior, recognize deviant actions, and
consistently apply discipline help inculcate self-control in children.
Conversely, lack of supervision, inconsistent discipline, and neglect can
lead to low self-control.

Characteristics of Individuals with Low Self-Control

According to the theory, people exhibiting low self-control often share
certain traits that predispose them to criminal behavior:

Impulsivity and a preference for simple tasks

Preference for physical rather than mental activities

Risk-taking tendencies



Self-centeredness and a lack of long-term planning

Volatility and quick temper

Empirical Evidence Supporting the Theory

Since its introduction, the self control theory of crime has been subjected
to extensive empirical testing across various populations and crime types.
Numerous studies have sought to validate the theory’s central premise that
low self-control is a robust predictor of criminal and deviant behavior.

Research findings generally support the theory, demonstrating significant
correlations between measures of self-control and likelihood of engaging in
criminal acts ranging from petty theft to violent offenses. Longitudinal
studies also indicate that self-control levels established in childhood tend
to remain relatively stable throughout life, reinforcing the theory’s
emphasis on early socialization.

Moreover, the theory has been applied to explain a wide array of behaviors
beyond traditional crime, including substance abuse, risky sexual activity,
and traffic violations, underscoring its broad explanatory power.

Applications in Crime Prevention and Policy

The practical implications of the self control theory of crime extend to the
development of crime prevention strategies and public policy. By focusing on
the enhancement of self-control, interventions aim to reduce criminal
tendencies from an early age.

Parenting Programs and Early Childhood Interventions

Programs designed to improve parenting skills, promote consistent discipline,
and increase supervision have been advocated as effective methods to foster
self-control in children. Such initiatives are often implemented in at-risk
communities where neglect and poor socialization are more prevalent.

Educational and Community-Based Strategies

Schools and community organizations play a vital role in reinforcing self-



control through social and emotional learning curricula, mentorship, and
structured activities that encourage delayed gratification and impulse
management.

Policy Implications

Policymakers have considered the self control theory of crime when designing
juvenile justice systems, emphasizing rehabilitation and skill-building over
punitive measures. The theory suggests that addressing underlying self-
control deficits can reduce recidivism and promote long-term prosocial
behavior.

Critiques and Limitations

Despite its influence, the self control theory of crime has faced several
criticisms and identified limitations within criminological discourse.

Overemphasis on Individual Traits

Critics argue that the theory places excessive weight on individual self-
control while underestimating the impact of structural and environmental
factors such as poverty, social inequality, and peer influence in shaping
criminal behavior.

Measurement Challenges

Measuring self-control accurately remains a methodological challenge, as
assessments often rely on self-reports or indirect indicators that may be
biased or incomplete.

Determinism and Stability Assumption

The theory assumes that self-control is a stable trait formed early in life,
which some researchers contest by highlighting evidence of personality change
and the role of life experiences in modifying behavior.



Limited Scope for Explaining White-Collar and
Organized Crime

Some scholars contend that the self control theory of crime is less effective
in explaining white-collar crimes and crimes committed by individuals with
high self-control but different motivations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the self control theory of crime?
The self control theory of crime, developed by Michael Gottfredson and Travis
Hirschi, posits that individuals with low self-control are more likely to
engage in criminal and deviant behaviors due to their impulsivity, risk-
taking tendencies, and preference for simple, immediate gratification.

How does low self-control contribute to criminal
behavior?
Low self-control leads to criminal behavior because individuals are more
impulsive, less able to consider long-term consequences, and more likely to
seek immediate pleasure or relief, which increases the likelihood of engaging
in illegal acts.

What are the key factors that influence the
development of self-control according to the theory?
According to the theory, self-control is primarily developed during early
childhood through effective parenting practices such as consistent
discipline, monitoring, and nurturing. Poor parenting can result in low self-
control.

Is the self control theory of crime applicable to
all types of crime?
The theory generally applies more to impulsive, opportunistic crimes like
theft, vandalism, and assault, rather than to highly organized or
premeditated crimes, which might involve different motivations and factors.

How does the self control theory differ from other
criminological theories?
Unlike theories that focus on social structures or environmental factors, the
self control theory emphasizes individual traits, specifically self-control,



as the main predictor of criminal behavior, suggesting that low self-control
is stable over time and across situations.

Can self-control be improved later in life according
to the theory?
The original theory suggests that self-control is largely established by
early childhood and remains relatively stable throughout life, although some
contemporary research indicates that self-control can be enhanced with
targeted interventions and training.

What criticisms have been raised against the self
control theory of crime?
Critics argue that the theory oversimplifies crime causation by focusing too
much on individual traits, neglects social and environmental influences, and
assumes self-control is stable and unchangeable, which may not reflect real-
world complexities.

How is the self control theory used in crime
prevention?
The theory informs crime prevention strategies that focus on early childhood
interventions, promoting effective parenting, and developing self-control
skills in children to reduce impulsivity and the likelihood of future
criminal behavior.

Additional Resources
1. Self-Control and Crime: Beyond Gottfredson and Hirschi’s General Theory
This book provides an updated perspective on the self-control theory of crime
originally proposed by Gottfredson and Hirschi. It explores empirical
research that supports and challenges the theory, offering nuanced insights
into how self-control develops and its role in criminal behavior. The authors
also discuss policy implications and potential interventions to improve self-
control in at-risk populations.

2. The Development of Self-Control and Its Impact on Delinquency
Focusing on the developmental aspects of self-control, this book examines how
early childhood experiences and parenting styles influence a person’s ability
to regulate impulses. The text synthesizes longitudinal studies that link low
self-control to delinquent behavior and criminality. It is a valuable
resource for criminologists and psychologists interested in prevention
strategies.

3. Crime and Self-Control: An Integrated Approach
This volume integrates self-control theory with other criminological



perspectives to present a comprehensive understanding of criminal behavior.
It addresses criticisms of the original theory and suggests ways to
incorporate environmental and social factors. The authors provide case
studies demonstrating the practical application of self-control theory in
criminal justice settings.

4. Understanding Crime Through the Lens of Self-Control
Aimed at students and scholars, this book offers a clear and concise
explanation of the self-control theory of crime. It breaks down the theory’s
key concepts and examines its empirical support across different populations
and types of crime. The text also discusses how self-control interacts with
other psychological and sociological variables.

5. Self-Control, Crime, and Criminal Justice Policy
This work explores the implications of self-control theory for criminal
justice policy and practice. It evaluates how enhancing self-control can
reduce recidivism and improve rehabilitation outcomes. The book includes
policy recommendations and discusses the ethical considerations of
interventions designed to modify self-control.

6. The General Theory of Crime: A Critical Examination
Offering a critical analysis of Gottfredson and Hirschi’s general theory of
crime, this book reviews its strengths and limitations. It includes
contributions from leading criminologists who debate the theory’s
applicability to various forms of criminal behavior. The text also explores
alternative explanations and complementary theories.

7. Self-Control and Life-Course Criminology
This book bridges the gap between self-control theory and life-course
criminology by examining how self-control evolves over time. It highlights
the dynamic nature of self-control and its influence on criminal trajectories
across the lifespan. The authors present longitudinal data and discuss
implications for timing and targeting of interventions.

8. Impulse Control and Crime: Psychological and Sociological Perspectives
Focusing on the psychological underpinnings of impulse control, this book
relates these concepts to criminal conduct. It combines sociological theories
with psychological research to provide a multidimensional view of self-
control. The book is particularly useful for understanding the cognitive and
emotional processes involved in criminal decision-making.

9. Self-Control Theory in Practice: Case Studies and Applications
This practical guide showcases real-world applications of self-control theory
in crime prevention and criminal justice. Through detailed case studies, the
book illustrates how enhancing self-control can be incorporated into various
programs and interventions. It serves as a resource for practitioners,
policymakers, and researchers interested in applied criminology.
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