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Understanding Social Control Theory in Sociology

Social control theory sociology is a significant framework within the field of sociology that seeks to

explain the mechanisms and processes by which society regulates individual behavior. This theory

posits that social structures and institutions play a crucial role in maintaining social order and

conformity among individuals. By examining the factors that influence behavior, social control theory

helps to elucidate why individuals may choose to conform to societal norms or deviate from them.

The Roots of Social Control Theory

Social control theory emerged primarily from the works of sociologists in the early to mid-20th century.

Notable figures associated with this theory include:

Emile Durkheim

Travis Hirschi

Albert Cohen

Walter Reckless

These scholars contributed to a broader understanding of how societal expectations and structures

influence individual behavior. Durkheim's work on anomie, for example, highlighted the disconnection



individuals may feel from societal norms, leading to deviance. Hirschi, on the other hand, focused on

the bonds that tie individuals to society, which can prevent deviant behavior.

Key Concepts of Social Control Theory

Social control theory revolves around several key concepts that help elucidate how societal norms and

values are maintained. These concepts include:

1. Social Bonds

Travis Hirschi's social control theory identifies four elements of social bonds that help explain why

individuals conform to societal norms:

Attachment: The emotional connections individuals have with others, particularly family and1.

peers, which influence their behavior.

Commitment: The investment individuals have in conventional activities (e.g., education, career)2.

that they risk losing if they engage in deviant behavior.

Involvement: Participation in conventional activities that occupy time and reduce opportunities for3.

deviance.

Belief: Acceptance of social norms and values that guide behavior.4.

These elements suggest that stronger social bonds lead to a lower likelihood of deviant behavior.



2. Social Norms

Social norms are the unwritten rules and expectations that govern behavior within a society. They can

vary greatly between cultures and communities. Social control theory posits that adherence to these

norms is crucial for maintaining social order. Norms can be categorized into:

Folkways: Informal norms that govern everyday behavior (e.g., manners).

Mores: Formal norms that carry moral significance (e.g., laws against theft).

Laws: Codified norms that are enforced by formal institutions (e.g., legal system).

3. Deviance

Deviance refers to behavior that violates societal norms. Social control theory emphasizes that

deviance is not merely an individual choice but a reflection of the social context. Factors contributing to

deviant behavior may include:

Poverty and economic instability

Lack of education and access to resources

Peer pressure and social influences

Understanding the social context surrounding deviance is crucial for addressing and preventing it.



Applications of Social Control Theory

Social control theory has practical applications in various fields, including criminology, education, and

public policy. Its insights can be utilized to develop strategies aimed at promoting social order and

reducing deviant behavior.

1. Criminology

In criminology, social control theory is used to understand the factors that contribute to criminal

behavior. By identifying weaknesses in social bonds, criminologists can develop interventions to

strengthen community ties and encourage conformity to societal norms. For example, programs that

focus on family engagement and youth mentorship can help build stronger attachments, reducing the

likelihood of deviance.

2. Education

Educational institutions play a vital role in socialization and the establishment of social norms.

Educators can utilize social control theory to create environments that promote positive behavior and

discourage deviance. Strategies may include:

Implementing character education programs

Encouraging parental involvement in school activities

Fostering a sense of belonging among students



By cultivating strong social bonds within the school community, educators can help reduce instances of

bullying and other forms of deviant behavior.

3. Public Policy

Governments and policymakers can draw on social control theory to design policies that promote

social cohesion and reduce crime rates. Initiatives may include:

Investing in community development and support services1.

Enhancing access to education and job training programs2.

Supporting family-oriented programs to strengthen family bonds3.

By addressing the root causes of deviance through policy interventions, societies can create

environments that facilitate conformity to social norms.

Critiques of Social Control Theory

While social control theory has been influential in understanding behavior, it is not without its critiques.

Some of the main criticisms include:

1. Overemphasis on Social Bonds

Critics argue that social control theory places too much emphasis on social bonds as the primary



determinant of behavior. They contend that individual choice, biological factors, and psychological

influences also play significant roles in shaping behavior.

2. Neglect of Structural Inequalities

Another criticism is that social control theory may overlook the impact of structural inequalities, such as

race, class, and gender, on behavior. Critics argue that these factors can significantly influence an

individual's ability to form social bonds and comply with societal norms.

3. Simplistic View of Deviance

Some scholars suggest that social control theory presents a simplistic view of deviance, failing to

account for the complexities of human behavior. Deviance can be a response to various social,

economic, and political factors, and reducing it to a lack of social bonds may not capture its full scope.

Conclusion

In summary, social control theory sociology provides valuable insights into the ways in which society

regulates individual behavior. By examining the role of social bonds, norms, and deviance, this theory

helps to explain why individuals conform to societal expectations or engage in deviant behavior.

Despite its critiques, the applications of social control theory in criminology, education, and public

policy underscore its relevance in contemporary society. Understanding social control mechanisms can

ultimately lead to more effective strategies for promoting social cohesion and reducing deviance, thus

contributing to a more harmonious society.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is social control theory in sociology?

Social control theory posits that people's relationships, commitments, values, and norms encourage

them not to break the law. It emphasizes the role of social institutions in regulating behavior.

Who developed social control theory?

Social control theory was primarily developed by sociologist Travis Hirschi in his 1969 work 'Causes of

Delinquency'.

What are the main components of Hirschi's social control theory?

The main components of Hirschi's social control theory include attachment, commitment, involvement,

and belief. These factors are thought to prevent individuals from engaging in delinquent behavior.

How does social control theory explain deviant behavior?

Social control theory explains deviant behavior as a result of weak social bonds. When individuals lack

strong attachments to family, school, or community, they are more likely to engage in deviant acts.

What role do social institutions play in social control theory?

Social institutions such as family, schools, and religious organizations play a crucial role in social

control theory by fostering social bonds and instilling values that discourage deviance.

How does social control theory differ from strain theory?

While social control theory focuses on the absence of social bonds leading to deviance, strain theory

emphasizes how societal pressures and expectations can lead individuals to commit deviant acts when

they cannot achieve socially approved goals.



Can social control theory be applied to contemporary issues?

Yes, social control theory can be applied to contemporary issues such as crime rates, juvenile

delinquency, and substance abuse, as it highlights the importance of social ties in preventing deviant

behavior.

What criticisms exist regarding social control theory?

Critics argue that social control theory oversimplifies the complexities of human behavior and ignores

the impact of structural inequalities and economic factors on crime and deviance.

How does social control theory relate to community policing?

Social control theory relates to community policing by emphasizing the importance of community

engagement and building relationships between law enforcement and citizens to strengthen social

bonds and reduce crime.
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