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Low Self-Control and Imprudent Behavior

Bruce J. Arneklev,? Harold G. Grasmick,' Charles R. Tittle,”
and Robert J. Bursik, Jr.!

Gottfredson and Hirschi’s 4 General Theory of Crime contends that individual -
differences in involvement in criminal and analogous behavior are due largely to
individual differences in the personality trait they call low self-control. Among
the various behaviors considered analogous to crime are imprudent behaviors
such as smoking, drinking, and gambling. This research explores the generality
of Gottfredson and Hirschi’s theory by examining the link between low
self-control and these imprudent behaviors. The resuits are mixed. In support of
the theory, the data reveal a modest but significant effect of a scale designed to
capture the various components of low self-control on an index of imprudent
behavior., A more detailed analysis, however, reveals that some of the
components of low self-control, specifically those probably linked to low
intelligence, detract from the scale’s predictive power. In fact, one of the
components, risk-seeking, is more predictive than the more inclusive scale.
Furthermore, one of the imprudent acts, smoking, appears to be unaffected by
low self-control. These contradictory findings suggest the need for theoretical
refinements.

KEY WORDS: self-control; criminality; smoking; drinking; gambling.

1. INTRODUCTION

Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) general theory of crime has attracted
much attention. It asserts that the propensity to engage in criminal
behavior, in the presence of opportunity, is caused by a personality trait
they call low self-control. In addition, the theory contends that crime,
which Gottfredson and Hirschi define as acts of force and fraud undertaken
in pursuit of self-interest, is but one manifestation of low self-control. Since
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“crime involves the pursuit of immediate, certain, easy benefits,” other
similar acts can be seen as analogous to crime, and research examining
these noncriminal events “can help elucidate the nature of crime and
criminality” (1990, p. 42).

In this paper we investigate the effect of low self-control on three of
the imprudent behaviors that Gottfredson and Hirschi consider analogous
to crime (smoking, drinking, and gambling) in an effort to test the implica-
tions of their theory as well as to better understand and explain these
frequently self-destructive acts. [For a test of the theory with crime as
the dependent variable, see Grasmick efal. (1993). See also Nagin and
Farrington (1991, 1992).]

1.1. A General Theory of Crime

The Gottfredson/Hirschi theory explains differences among individuals
in criminal and analogous behavior as a product of personal variations in
self-control. Low self-control is itself an outcome of ineffective childhood
socialization wherein parents fail to monitor the child’s behavior, do not
recognize misbehavior when it occurs, and neglect to punish the child for
it (1990, p. 97). Thus, although the theory locates the ultimate causes of
crime in personal irresponsibility within the family, it attributes the
immedidte causes to an individual trait growing out of the childhood
experience. Given the opportunity, individuals with low self-control will
tend to engage in criminal and imprudent acts.

This ultimate focus on child-rearing is consistent with much criminol-
ogical evidence. Glueck and Glueck’s research (1950), for example, found
parental discipline, maternal supervision, affection of both parents, and
family cohesiveness to be correlates of delinquency (see also Cernkovich
and Giordano, 1987; Hirschi, 1969, 1983; Larzelere and Patterson, 1990;
McCord, 1979, 1991; Patterson and Dishion, 1985; Rosenbaum, 1989;
Van Voorhis ez al, 1988; Wells and Rankin, 1988, 1991). Family-linked
variables also have been found to affect criminal behavior in later life
(Formaini, 1990; Maccoby and Jacklin, 1974).

Gottfredson and Hirschi’'s main departure from conventional
criminological thinking is their contention that the causes of crime and of
its prevention are set in early childhood so that later life experiences have
little import. Most theories designed to explain individual criminal
behavior assign a prominent place to more proximate causes. Differential
association theory (Sutherland, 1947) focuses mainly on crime favorable
messages in the recent interpersonal field; social learning theory (Akers,
1985), while not ignoring childhood reinforcements, emphasizes the reinforce-
ments in the more immediate environment; strain theory (Agnew, 1992;
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Merton, 1968) gives priority to stresses currently encountered; deterrence
and rational choice theory (see Cornish and Clark, 1986; Gibbs, 1975;
Grasmick and Bursik, 1990; Tittle, 1980) point to the costs and benefits in
the situations where misbehavior occurs; and social disorganization theory
(see Bursik and Grasmick, 1992) and Hirschi’s earlier theory of social
bonds (1969) emphasize the absence of contemporary constraints on
behavior. Finally, the life course perspective recently proposed by Sampson
and Laub (1992, 1993) points to events in adulthood that can alter
previously established patterns, both toward and away from criminal
behavior. In contrast, Gottfredson and Hirschi’s self-control theory views
later life course events as a consequence of levels of self-control while
regarding situational factors as relevant only to the extent that they
provide opportunities for those with low self-control to engage in crime
and analogous behaviors.

1.2. Imprudent Behavior

Of central importance to our research is Gottfredson and Hirschi’s
claim that crime is but one manifestation of low self-control. Others include
lack of success in marriage, in school, and in the labor force. Low self-
control also is proposed as responsible for differential rates of various
irresponsible acts that we refer to as “imprudent” behavior. Gottfredson
and Hirschi (1990, p.90) suggest that persons with low self-control, in
addition to committing more crimes, also tend to “smoke, drink, use drugs,
gamble, have children out of wedlock, and engage in illicit sex.” We test
this proposition, using smoking, drinking, and gambling as examples of
imprudent behavior.

Many criminologists might argue that imprudent behaviors such as
these are not analogous to crime since they are not currently regarded as
extreme or serious forms of “deviant” behavior. Gottfredson and Hirschi
(1990, p. 16) contend, however, that “the vast majority of criminal acts
(themselves) are trivial and mundane affairs that result in little loss and
little gain.” The pleasures of crime are immediate, and there is little concern
for long-term consequences, as is the case for imprudent behaviors.
Furthermore, since theories of criminal behavior can be regarded as only
partial theories in the larger enterprise of explaining social organization
and human conduct (Meier, 1985; Messner ef al, 1989), the range and
accuracy of all promising theories that purport to account for any form of
human behavior must be evaluated. This is one sense in which Gottfredson
and Hirschi can claim their theory is a general theory: it purports to
explain crime and other behaviors.
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1.3. Elements of Low Self-Control

According to Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990, p. 89), self-control effec-
tively reduces the possibility of crime and imprudent behavior—“that is,
those possessing it will be substantially less likely at all periods of life to
engage in criminal” and imprudent acts.

A careful reading of their work suggests that six essential elements
make up the personality trait called low self-control. First, criminal and
imprudent acts “provide immediate gratification of desires” (Gottfredson
and Hirschi, 1990, p.89). Persons with low self-control will tend to
succumb to the temptation of immediate gratification. Since people with
higher levels of self-control are able to recognize that crimes and imprudent
behaviors “provide few or meager long-term benefits” (Gottfredson and
Hirschi, 1990, p. 89), they will avoid involvement in such activities. This
initial element of low self-control appears to be an impulsivity trait (see also
Wilson and Herrnstein, 1985; Glueck and Glueck, 1950).

Second, their theory suggests that criminal and imprudent acts
“provide easy or simple gratification of desires” (Gottfredson and Hirschi,
1990, p.89). Persons with lower levels of self-control prefer to take
shortcuts and avoid complex tasks. They lack the diligence and persistence
needed for more complicated things. This suggests that low self-control
contains an element of preference for simple tasks.

Third, criminal and imprudent acts are “exciting, risky, or thrilling”
(Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990, p. 89). People with lower levels of self-
control will feel gratified simply by engaging in criminal and imprudent
acts because they enjoy risk-taking. The third component of low self-
control, therefore, seems to be a risk-seeking element.

Fourth, since crimes and imprudent behaviors “require little skill or
planning” (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990, p. 89), persons who tend to be
less mental, verbal, and knowledge-oriented can engage in them easily.
Those possessing higher levels of self-control tend to “be cautious,
cognitive, and verbal” (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990, p. 89), while the
poorly self-controlled will be more physical, as opposed to mental, as well
as adventuresome and active. Therefore, the fourth aspect of low
self-control appears to be a physical activities component..

Fifth, “people with low self-control tend to be self-centered, indifferent,
or insensitive to the suffering of others (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990,
p. 89).” This fifth element of low self-control appears to be a self-centered
trait.

Sixth, and finally, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990, p. 90) suggest that
persons with low self-control will tend to have “minimal tolerance for
frustration and little ability to respond to conflict through verbal as opposed
to physical means.” This final trait appears to be a temper component.
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One point should be noted about the elements comprising low
self-control. The theorists assert that these traits are not alternative ways of
having low self-control, nor are some causes of the others. Rather, the six
traits are constitutive of low self-control and tend to come together to form
a single unidimensional latent trait: “There is a considerable tendency for
these traits to come together in the same people, and since the traits tend
to persist through life, it seems reasonable to consider them comprising a
stable construct useful in the explanation of crime” and “analogous
behaviors” (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990, pp. 90-91). This is a crucial
assertion in the theory that our research explores. We consider whether the
six traits, in fact, reflect a single latent construct and whether the six are
equally predictive of imprudent behavior.

On the surface, Gottfredson and Hirschi’s emphasis on a personality
trait might appear to be incompatible with their critique of positivistic
theories (1990, pp.47-84). Typically, theories that focus on personality
traits view such traits as motivators to crime and analogous behavior. But
this is not the role of low self-control in Gottfredson and Hirschi’s theory.
Low self-control does not “push” people into crime; rather, it removes
the normal constraints against crime experienced by people with high
self-control. Both low- and high-self-controlled actors, in accord with the
classical perspective on crime (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990, pp. 3-14),
prefer cost-benefit analyses, but their calculations lead to different
decisions. People with low self-control, for example, attach greater positive
value to immediate benefits and less negative value to long-term costs than
people with high self-control. Differential weights attached to immediate
benefits and distant costs by actors with low self-control make crime and
analogous behaviors “profitable” since these behaviors, though costly in
the long run, provide immediate pleasure. By treating low self-control as a
personality trait that affects the calculus of decision-making, Gottfredson
and Hirschi seek to align their theory with the classical tradition while
rejecting positivistic theories.

2. METHODOLOGY

2.1. Sample

Data for this research were derived from a 1991 survey of a large
southwestern city with a population of approximately 400,000. A simpie
random sample of adults (18 and older) was drawn from the R. L. Polk
Directory for the city. Respondents were initially contacted with a letter
briefly describing the annual survey. The letter also announced that a
researcher would soon be visiting in order to make an appointment for a
face-to-face interview. Members of the target sample who could not be



Arneklev, Grasmick, Tittle, and Bursik

230

(pL0="2)

— 050 780 997 "AI1INoas uBy} 9UI 01 JueIOdilT 2I0W I8 SINJUIAPR PUR JUSWIOXY
S8L0 LTS0 660  6L1 *a[qnoay u1 198 1St | yorgm 10§ sFuryy op 01 unioxa 11 puyj SoWNIWOoS |
7680 8T 0 SO'1 LeT 31 Jo unj 33 10§ Isnl ySII 8 9)B) [[IM | SSWSWOS
0SL°0 9870 L60 88'C “A5s1I 911] & Sunyplowios SUIop AG USY] PUB MOU AJSAD JIasAut 153} 03 91 |

Jusuodwiod Furyaag-ysny
(¢L0="2)
0LLO €LV 0 L8O 61 ] 9Y] 07 sanIfIqe AW Yoloals 1By} SYSB} paey AJ[Bal aNISIp |
SS90 S6£0 980 91'C -anseayd jsowr oY) owr SULIq Op 0 ISIISED 21v TRy} IYI] Ul SFUIY) YL
ELo 1744\ 8L0 69'1 ‘MBIPYIIM 10 3mMb 01 puo) [ ‘pajesidwod 108 sFuryl usym
7080 o £60 11Z JNOYIP 9q [is mouy [ 18y sSUIy} pioae 03 A13 Ajjusnbaiy |
yuouodwos sysey, sidung
(890=")
Y80 8LS0 Y60 T61 "un §uof Ay} ul uey} uni 11oys a3 ut awr o3 suaddey 1eym yim pauIsouos srow wl |
01,0 0790 60  S0T "[20S 1UBISIP SWOS JO 1503 3} I8 UIAD ‘MOU PUR 210y dinsesjd suwr s3ULIQ J9AIBYM OP U0 |
$89°0 06£°0 80 08’1 -a1niny 2y} 10§ Suwredaid 03 110§3 pue 1YSNOY] YonuI 2)0AP LUOP |

- 8LV 0 L60 £6°C Juswow 273 Jo Inds 3y uo 108 uayo |

Juauodwos Ajasmduy
g sSurpeo] v s3urpeo] S UBIN wal]
10198, 101084

(P6€ =N) saskleuy siusuodwo)-Tedounig Jo sInsoy pue sW2]] [ONUODJOS MOT I AqeL



231

Low Self-Control and Imprudent Behavior

‘(1) s218esip A[Suons pue () jeymowos sa13esIp (g) 1ByMowos so1de (f) s018e £jSuoyls Jo ofeos juiod-p B UO POIOMSUR I8 SWIAN LI [V,

(z80=2) (z80=")

29L°0

9LL'O
£SL°0
[4vAY]

(PL'o="2)
1LL°0
L9L0
vIL0
LvL0

(0L 0=n)
$8L0
86L°0
8bL0

0y 0

R840
205°0
STro

[6¥'0
26£0
$6¢£°0
€090

1S€0
LEEO
9ee0

001

(40!
80
101

890
£80
080
LLO

680
60
160
680

PeC

91e
(42!
0re

67’1
PL'1
651
P91

SLC
€LT
06T
LET

"195dn Suinaed
MOYIM I1 110qe J[B] 01 OW J0f PIEY A[[ROSn S,J1 ‘OUOSUIOS Il JUSWSIFESIP SNOLISS B 9ARY | UOYA
oWl woly Aeme Avls 191399 91doad 1ay30 ‘A18ue Ajear wre [ uoyp
‘Kigue we | AYym noqe way} 01 Junye) uey) way) Sumyf ayy a1ow [39] | 2jdoad 1e L18ue wr] usym ‘usyQ
“Apises A1a1d 1odwey Awr asof |
jusuodwos sodway

*ardoad 1a10 10] swo[qoid Susned 531 MOUY [ UAYM UIAS JUeM T sFUTY) 513 398 01 A1) [[1m |

“aurw jou ‘wvyqoad xay; 8,11 ‘o[doad jasdn op | sSuryy Jy

‘swajqoad Suiary are Aoy usym s[doad 10730 01 snayIedwAS A194 JouU W |

-a1doad o710 10 1NOYIIP SBUTY) SUDTRW SURIW 1 JT UDAD “ISIY JJOSAU JOJ JNO JOO[ 03 A1} |
puouodwoo paIsIu)-J[os

"o8e Aur o[doad 10730 150wt UBY) A)ALIOR JO] PooUl 1918013 © pue ASI0US 2I0W SARY 0 WIS |

"SEapI 912[dUIAUO0D 10 Peal 0 I | UBY) 310w sSUIy) op pue ino 108 01 oy |

‘Bupjuryl pue Sunyis We § usyMm UBY] SAOW 9} U0 WL | UIYM I9))2q [99f sAem[e 1Soue |

Terusw SutyIowos ury} [eoisAyd SUI1oWos Op IoYIBl sKBM[e IS0 PINOM T 010yd € Pey [ JT
Jusucdwod sanIANIY [eoIsAyJ



232 Arneklev, Grasmick, Tittle, and Bursik

reached or refused to participate in the survey were replaced by random
selection. Interviews were conducted by trained interviewers.

When the target size of 394 respondents was reached, the sample was
compared to the 1990 Census. This comparison revealed no significant
differences between the sample and the census in percentage white (82 % in
the sample, 84% in the general population) or percentage male (46% in
the sample, 47% in the population). Our use of cross-sectional data is
consistent with Gottfredson and Hirschi’s assertion that such data are
sufficient for testing their theory, although their assertion, of course, is an
empirical question that eventually must be examined. Levels of self-control
presumably remain stable over time after being set in early childhood. If so,
they would be nearly perfectly correlated across waves, rendering panel
data unnecessary. Of course, this assumption that self-control is stable over
time must eventually be tested with panel data. But even if self-control were
not stable over the life course, the contention of Gottfredson and Hirschi’s
theory, that low self-control affects crime, we should find evidence of this
in cross-sectional data regardless of the stability of self-control over time.

2.2. Low Self-Control

The items used to measure the low self-control components are listed
in Table I along with their means and standard deviations. Each item asks
respondents to judge themselves in terms of whether they possess a low
self-control trait. [For a more detailed discussion of the development of
this scale, see Grasmick er al. (1993).] All responses were given on 4-point
scales of (4) strongly agree, (3) agree somewhat, (2) disagree somewhat,
and (1) strongly disagree. Persons scoring high on the items score high on
Low Self-Control.

Scale construction was pursued with a focus on Gottfredson and
Hirschi’s assertion that low self-control is a unidimensional personality
trait. First, the entire set of 24 items was subjected to principal-components
analysis. Of the 24 factors necessary to perfectly reproduce the correlation,
the first 6 had eigenvalues greater than 1.0 (4.66, 2.34, 2.07, 1.81, 1.78,
and 1.11). Two criteria can be used to assess the number of significant
factors (see Nunnally, 1967). The Kaiser Rule claims that all factors with
eigenvalues greater than 1.0 should be considered significant. With this
strategy, six factors would be considered significant and would be rotated.
On the other hand, the scree discontinuity test claims that only those
factors prior to the break in eigenvalue magnitudes should be considered.
In this case, the break, or discontinuity, is between the first and the second
factors. Consequently, the discontinuity test suggests a single factor.

We developed scales employing both of these criteria. First, in accord
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with the scree test, we estimated the reliability of the linear composite of all
24 items. The results indicated that reliability could be improved from 0.80
to 0.81 by deleting the last item in the Physical Activities component. This
item was deleted, and the linear composite of the remaining 23 is used as
our variable of Low Self-Control. Factor loadings from the one-factor
solution for the 23 items are reported in the column “Factor Loadings A”
in Table L

In accord with the Kaiser Rule, we next rotated the six factors with
cigenvalues greater than 1.0. The results from orthogonal and oblique rota-
tions were identical: the six factors separated the six components. At this
point, each of the six sets of four items was considered a potential scale and
subjected to reliability estimation. For three of the six scales (Impulsivity,
Risk-Secking, and Physical Activities), reliability could be increased by
deleting an item, so the items were deleted. In Table I, the column “Factor
Loadings B” reports the factor loadings from six separate one-factor solu-
tions, one for each of the most reliable subsets of items. With the exception
of Impulsivity (o = 0.68), all o’s are at least 0.70. The six scales formed from
this procedure are called the Component scales.

To consider the effect of low self-control on imprudent behavior, we
examine the effect of the Low Self-Control Composite as well as the effects
of the six scales formed from the Components. The results will indicate
whether some components are more predictive of imprudence than others
and whether some may not be predictive at all. Gottfredson and Hirschi’s
formulation implies that each of the six separately, and all six combined,
should predict imprudent behavior.

23, Imprudent Behavior

The survey questions measuring selected imprudent behaviors are
listed below, along with the proportion of the sample who reported that
they engage in the behavior (and the standard deviation of the item). All
items were answered dichotomously; respondents who engage in a behavior
are coded 1, while those who do not are coded 0.

Do you smoke tobacco products? (proportion = 0.33, SD =0.47).

Do you usually drink more than two or three alcoholic beverages over
the span of a week? (proportion =0.18, SD = 0.38).

Do you now and then like to gamble? (proportion =0.37, SD =0.48).

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990, p. 178) argue that “these. .. pleasures
do not substitute for one another but tend to come together in bundles or
clusters.” Consequently, we consider the effects of the low self-control
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variables on the Imprudence Index (i.e., the sum of the three items having
a range of 0 to3), but in addition, we examine the effects of the low
self-control variables on each of the individual imprudent behaviors.

2.4. Control Variables

Gender, race, and age receive extensive attention in Gottfredson and
Hirschi’s (1990, pp. 123-153) theory and are included as controls. Male is
a dummy variable coded 1 for males and O for females (mean = 0.46,
SD =0.50). Age is an interval variable (mean=46.5, SD =17.7). White
is a dichotomous variable coded 1 for whites and O for nonwhites
(mean =0.82, SD =0.39).

2.5. Analysis Procedures

Bivariate correlations among the low self-control variables and the
imprudent behavior variables are reported in Table Al (Appendix). Our
attention is focused on the results of muitivariate analyses. The partial
regression coefficients reported in Table 1T represent the effects of each of

Table II. Regression Coefficients (Controlling for Age, Gender, and Race) for the Effects
of Low Self-Control and Components on Imprudent Behaviors (N =394; One-Tailed
Significance Tests in Parentheses)

Dependent variables

Imprudence Index®  Smoke? Drink? Gamble?
Independent variables I b b b

Low Self-Control Composite 0.183 0.013 0.041 0.034
(<0.001) (0.108) (0.002) (<0.001)

Impulsivity component 0.172 0.128 0.159 0.071
(<0.001) (0.003) (0.004) (0.063)

Simple Tasks component —0.009 —0.018 0.020 —0.021
(0.427) (0.003) (0.339) (0.293)

Risk-Seeking component 0.230 0.006 0.191 0.281
(<0.001) (0.448) (0.002) (<0.001)

Physical Activities component 0.062 0.062 0.047 0.022
(0.101) (0.092) (0.224) (0.315)

Self-Centered component 0.094 0.032 0.065 0.053
(0.028) (0.190) (0.081) (0.75)

Temper component 0.124 0.019 0.116 0.082
(0.005) (0.298) (0.007) (0.013)

2QLS regression with standardized coefficients.
*Logistic regression with unstandardized coefficients.
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the low self-control measures when age, race, and gender are controlled.
Each coefficient is the outcome of a separate equation where the columns
represent dependent variables and the rows represent independent
variables. Since the Imprudence Index is a composite ranging from 0 to 3
(i.e., the number of imprudent behaviors reported by the respondent), the
figures in the “Imprudence Index” column are from OLS regressions.
Because the individual imprudence items are dichotomies, the coefficients
for them were obtained from logistic regression.

3. FINDINGS

Consider, first, the Low Self-Control Composite (top row). This
measure does at least modestly (f=0.183) and significantly predict the
overall Imprudence Index (column 2) when age, race, and gender are
controlled, just as the Gottfredson/Hirschi theory proposes. In this sense,
the results are encouraging for the theory.

However, net of the effects of the control variables, the Low Self-
Control Composite explains only 3.3% of the variance in the Imprudence
Index. Although that contribution is statistically significant beyond the
0.001 level—a noteworthy accomplishment for any theory in criminology—
even less encouraging is the finding that the Low Self-Control composite
significantly affects only drinking (column4) and gambling (column 5),
and not smoking (column 3). Taken at face value, then, self-control theory
does not seem to be as powerful as Gottfredson and Hirschi might have
hoped.

Our test could, of course, substantially underestimate the actual
strength of the theory. For one thing, our measures of imprudence do not
tap the important dimension of frequency or magnitude, since we ask only
about whether the respondents “smoke tobacco” (not how much they
smoke), whether they usually consume “more than two or three drinks per
week” (not the actual number they consume), and whether they “now and
then like to gamble” (not whether and how often they actually gamble, or
the magnitude of the stakes). Thus, more refined measures of imprudence
might have provided stronger support for the theory. The Low Self-Control
Composite is positively skewed, with outliers on the high end (sece
Grasmick ef al., 1993). Possibly these outliers also would be outliers on an
mprudence measure, unlike ours, that captured frequency and magnitude
of imprudent behavior.

Furthermore, we cannot claim with certainty that our scale is an
appropriate operational definition of Gottfredson and Hirschi’s nominal
definition of low self-control. We encourage other researchers to consider
different questionnaire items. Clearly, in the development of a research
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agenda to test this important theory, the creation of the most valid and
reliable measure of low self-control should be a high priority. Our scale
should be seen as an initial step toward this ultimate goal.

In addition, we have no way to take into account opportunity for
imprudent behavior. Although Gottfredson and Hirschi devote less atten-
tion to opportunity relative to low self-control, they nevertheless specify
opportunity as an essential component for criminal and analogous
behaviors (1990, pp. 218-221), stating, “Lack of self-control does not
require crime and can be counteracted by situational conditions and other
properties of the individual” (1990, p. 89). At first glance it might appear
as if the opportunities to smoke, drink, and gamble were abundant and
evenly distributed among all survey respondents. After all, as presented
by Gottfredson and Hirschi, opportunity for misbehavior involves the
possibility of doing it (one cannot steal cars if there are no cars), the
likelihood that the act will provide quick and immediate gratification, and
a relatively small chance that it will cost the person right away, all of which
seem to characterize these imprudencies. However, it is at least conceivable”
that the respondents may not have possessed equal opportunities to smoke,
drink, and gamble. All require financial resources that are not equally
distributed, and the availability of these activities may depend partly upon
tolerance for them among others in the household where the individual
resides. Thus, a research design that takes into account variation in
opportunity might prove far more supportive of the theory.

While not diminishing the importance of these potential methodological
problems, there also may be problems in the theoretical formulation itself
that might account for the less than optimal findings. First, Gottfredson and
Hirschi maintain that the motivation to engage in crime, and presumably
also imprudence (since it is analogous to crime), does not vary from
individual to individual. Thus, explanation is placed solely on variables like
self-control and opportunity that might affect the expression of invariant
motivations. Implicit in this formulation, as in Hirschi’s (1969) earlier
theory of social bonds, is the assumption that smoking, drinking, and
gambling are, at least immediately, equally gratifying to everyone. But
experience teaches us that this may not be the case. Some people more than
others seem to like the feeling that alcohol gives, just as some seem to
desire mood altering substances more than others. And people appear to
differ in the degree to which they find gambling thrilling or tobacco attrac-
tive. Thus, the extent to which low self-control enhances imprudence may
depend in part upon the strength of motivation to engage in these behaviors.
If so, the results of our test, which follows the Gottfredson/Hirischi strategy
of assuming invariant motivation, may indicate a theoretical shortcoming.
While incorporating variation in motivation into the theory itself might be
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difficult, it should at least be possible to merge the theory with other
theories that emphasize variation in motivation. In this case, the theory
would be conditional in reference not only to opportunity but also to
motivation: low self-control leads to crime and analogous acts in the
presence of both opportunity and motivation.

Second, the figures in Table II bearing on the ability of the six separate
components of the Low Self-Control Composite to predict the measures
of imprudence suggest that the only modest predictive power of the
Gottfredson/Hirschi theory may be due, in part, to their conceptualization
of self-control and perhaps also of imprudence. As column 2 shows, two
of the separate components, preference for Simple Tasks and for Physical
Activities, do not significantly predict the Imprudence Index, and the
Simple Tasks coefficient is actually negative rather than positive. In
fact, these two components do not predict any of the separate imprudent
behaviors in the way the theory would require. Thus, assuming that we
have faithfully translated Gottfredson and Hirschi’s descriptions of the
nature of self-control into our indicators, their conceptualization may be
problematic. Preference for simple tasks and for physical activities just do
not behave as do the other elements of low self-control.

Of course, the assumption that we have faithfully translated Gottfred-
son and Hirschi’s descriptions into our indicators is itself problematic.
Perhaps the components that are most predictive are those for which our
measures are most consistent with Gottfredson and Hirschi’s descriptions.
Again, this underscores the importance of the development of a measure of
low self-control beyond our initial effort.

Whether it is the theoretical conceptualization or our measurement
that is problematic, these observations suggest the possible utility of
reconstructing the low self-control composite by excluding the Simple
Tasks and Physical Activities components. A version of the Composite like
that might be a better predictor of imprudence than the original one used
in Table II.

Even more problematic is the stronger predictive power of the Risk-
Seeking component relative to the other components (see also Wood et al.,
1993). Figures in Table II raise the possibility that Risk-Seeking by itself
might be at least as effective, if not more effective, in predicting imprudence
than even our proposed revised composite, which retains the components
of Impulsivity, Self-Centered, and Temper, along with Risk-Seeking. Again,
this might result from having a more valid measure of Risk-Seeking than
of the other components, or it could mean that the narrower concept of
Risk-Seeking is a better predictor of imprudence than Gottfredson and
Hirschi’s more inclusive concept of low self-control.

Finally, the ability of the Components (and of the Low Seif-Control
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Composite) to predict imprudent behavior is considerably weaker for
smoking than for gambling and drinking. Smoking is significantly affected
by only one of the components (Impulsivity) and not significantly affected
by the Low Self-Control Composite. These findings suggest that the
Imprudence Index might be more strongly influenced by low self-control if
smoking were excluded from the index.

3.1. Revised Measures

Therefore, the evidence presented suggests that Low Self-Control
might be more predictive of imprudence if the Simple Tasks and Physical
Activities components were deleted from the Low Self-Control Composite.
In fact, the Risk-Seeking component by itself might be even more
predictive than the revised composite we are proposing. Furthermore,
imprudence might be more predictable if smoking were excluded from the
Imprudence Index. The results from such an analysis are reported in
Table III. We reserve our own comments about the methodological and
theoretical implications for the discussion that follows.

In Table II1, Low Self-Control Composite I is identical to the Low Self-
Control Composite in Table II. Low Self-Control Composite IT excludes the
Simple Tasks and Physical Activities items. (Cronbach’s « for Composite I1

Table III. Regression Coefficients (Controlling for Age, Gender, and Race) for the Effects of
Low Self-Control and Components on Imprudent Behaviors (N=394; One-Tailed
Significance Tests in Parentheses)

Dependent variables

Imprudence Imprudence
Index I¢ Index I1° Smoke? Drink? Gamble®

Independent variables I B b b b
Low Self-Control T 0.183 0.194 0.013 0.041 0.034
(<0001)  (<0001)  (0.108)  (<0002)  (<0.001)
Low Self-Control II 0226 0.246 0.019 0.062 0.059
(<0001)  (<0001)  (0.082)  (<0001)  (<0.001)
Risk-Seeking 0.230 0.295 0.006 0.191 0281
(<0001)  (<0.001)  (0.448) (0002)  (<0.001)

40QLS regression with standardized coefficients.
L ogistic regression with unstandardized coefficients.
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is 0.80.) The Risk-Seeking component is the same as in Table Il
Imprudence Index I is identical to the index reported in Table II, while
Imprudence IndexII excludes smoking and, thus, ranges from 0 to 2.
Again, each regression coefficient in the table is obtained from a separate
regression, and each is a partial with controls for age, gender, and race.
The coeflicients for the imprudence indices are from OLS regressions; those
for the three individual imprudent behaviors are logistic regressions.

The results reported in Table ITI are informative. All of the coefficients
using Low Self-Control Composite Il are larger than they are for Com-
posite I. But even the revised Low Self-Control Composite fails to predict
smoking significantly. Furthermore, each of the two Low Self-Control
composites has a greater direct effect on Imprudence Index II, which
excludes smoking, than on Imprudence Index I, which includes it.

The findings concerning the effect of Risk-Seeking, compared to the
effects of either of the composites, are especially noteworthy. For both of
the imprudence indices, the beta for Risk-Secking by itself is greater than
the betas for either of the two Low Self-Control composites. The strongest
direct effect in the OLS regressions (ie., columns 2 and 3) is for Risk-
Seeking on Imprudence Index II. The beta of 0.295 indicates that when age,
gender, and race are controlled, Risk-Seeking by itself explains a unique
8.7% of the variance in Imprudence Index II. This is two and a half times
the magnitude of the contribution of Low Self-Control Composite I to
Imprudence Index I (3.3%).

3.2. Summary

Thus, our test of the portion of Gottfredson/Hirschi’s self-control
theory concerning imprudent behaviors is both encouraging and challeng-
ing for the theory in general. In support, Low Self-Control, regardless of
whether we measure it using all six components, as suggested by the
theorists themselves, or just the four components in our revised composite,
does significantly predict an overall index of Imprudence. To that extent,
then, the theory appears to be quite promising.

Aspects of our results, however, suggest shortcomings in the theory’s
current formulation and/or in our operationalization of it that must be
modified if it is to prove as powerful as its authors hope. The possible
methodological problems in our research have been noted. On the other
hand, if we assume that our test at least comes close to matching the theory
as presented by Gottfredson and Hirschi, then certain reformulations of the
theory would seem worthy of consideration. First, the theory might hold
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more promise if it allowed for variation in motivation to commit crime or
analogous behaviors. This point goes back to the long-standing tension
between theories that emphasize “pushes” and those that emphasize the
absence of control. Attempts to integrate such theories and resistance to
such integration have been common (see Hirschi, 1979), and we do not
dwell on the issue.

In addition, the pattern of our results using different components of
self-control suggests that this central concept might be problematic. Also,
the failure of the independent variables to predict smoking raises questions
about the concept of imprudence. Below we consider in some detail the
possible need to reconsider the concepts of low self-control and of
imprudence.

4. RECONSIDERING SELF-CONTROL AND IMPRUDENCE

We agree with Gottfredson and Hirschi that parsimony is a virtue in
theory. Theirs is a general theory in the sense that it is intended to explain
with a single concept (low self-control) a wide variety of behaviors (acts of
force and fraud as well as a wide range of imprudent behaviors, poor
performance in school and the labor force, etc.) across time (history) and
space (culture). We would not argue that the theory should be modified so
that specific components of low self-control are proposed as predictors
of specific behaviors. Aggregating components of low self-control and
aggregating imprudent behaviors is consistent with the goal of developing
a parsimonious general theory.

The inability of low self-control and even the risk-seeking component
to predict smoking is especially troublesome because it raises questions
about the generality of self-control theory. Smoking is repeatedly and
specifically used by Gottfredson and Hirschi to illustrate the kind of
noncriminal behaviors their theory purportedly explains. It is possible,
however, that this failure lies not in the theory but rather in the predesigna-
tion of classes of behavior as representing irresponsible behavior. Smoking,
and other specific crime-analogous behaviors they mention, may not
necessarily fit the description of imprudence they intend. Recall that our
analyses use a sample of adults. Many of those who smoke probably
started, and became chemically addicted, as youths at a time when the
long-term adverse consequences were not known or, at least, were not as
highly publicized as they are today. Many are people who regularly
watched the Marlboro man on television and later Virginia Slims women.
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There was even an advertisement showing Joe DiMaggio standing on
the steps of the dugout at Yankee Stadium smoking a cigarette. Many
American adults became addicted to smoking at a time when the
imprudence of this behavior was not evident. It is not surprising, in this
context, that low self-control fails to predict smoking among adults. An
implication of our argument, however, and one that could be tested in
future research, is that low self-control would predict smoking among
current American youth who make the decision to smoke or not to smoke
with the highly publicized evidence of the long term adverse consequences
of smoking. In other words, the imprudence of smoking is not ahistorical;
it is bound with changes in the knowledge within the culture.

We are suggesting that the generality of Gottfredson and Hirschi’s
theory might be somewhat limited by the fact that the imprudence of
certain behaviors, at least to some extent, is historically and/or culturally
specific. Illicit sex, another form of imprudence listed by Gottfredson and
Hirschi (1990, p. 90), provides a further illustration of this point. Open
sexuality was not nearly so imprudent in the 1960s and 1970s before
the advent of AIDS as it is now, when people may actually be placing
their lives in jeopardy by promiscuous conduct. And even medically safe
extramarital sex may be much more imprudent of public figures in some
countries than others. For example, in recent years, several American
politicians have had their careers destroyed because of publicity concerning
their extramarital sexual behavior. Probably not coincidentally, this has
occurred at a time when the religious right has become an increasingly
powerful player in politics in the United States (see Krisberg, 1991).
Clearly, involvement in illicit sex would be imprudent for contemporary
‘American politicians. In contrast, in many European countries such as
Greece, having a mistress and having this known to the public is not
uncommon and not career threatening for powerful married men, including
political leaders. In Italy, furthermore, a prominent female star of hard-core
pornographic movies is a member of the parliament. “Illicit” sex, con-
sidered imprudent by Gottfredson and Hirschi, is, in fact, not so imprudent
in all cultural contexts and in all historical periods.

There may be inherent limits to how general Gottfredson and Hirschi’s
general theory might be. They consider, and reject, the need for a
culturally/historically specific theory of crime. They do so by shunning the
definition of crime in reference to law, which does vary over time and place.
They define crime as acts of force and fraud to promote one’s self-interest,
whether or not these acts are illegal at a particular time and particular
place. In the absence of a comparable definition of imprudence, the theory
might be less general than they had intended it to be. The development of
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such a definition could be difficult if imprudence is a function of cultural
knowledge and norms that vary over time and across groups.

The failure of the Simple Tasks and Physical Activities components to
contribute to the predictive power of low self-control raises another set of
issues. First, we should note that, employing the scree discontinuity
test, the pattern of eigenvalues did not provide strong justification for
climinating these components from the low self-control scale. However, one
of the original Physical Activities items did have to be dropped from the
unidimensional scale, and the remaining three had the lowest average
loadings among the six components. The subgroup of items with the
second-lowest average loadings was the set of items measuring Simple
Tasks. The full version of the low self-control composite had an a of 0.81;
eliminating the Simple Tasks and Physical Activities items reduced this
only slightly, to 0.80.

The strongest evidence suggesting the need to reconsider the Simple
Tasks and Physical Activities components as part of low self-controi stems
from the regression analyses. Those two components actually reduce the
ability of low self-control to predict imprudent behavior. We believe that
low intelligence may be implicated in these two components specified by
Gottfredson and Hirschi. The theorists avoid confronting directly the
question of whether intelligence is related to crime and imprudence as well
as the potential link between intelligence and low self-control. But the
Simple Tasks and Physical Activities components touch on this issue. For
example, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990, pp. 89-90) suggest that people
who prefer simple tasks avoid complex ones that require diligence and
persistence; people who prefer physical activity do so because they do not
enjoy mental activity. Our questionnaire items are designed to capture
these distinctions. Implicit in these suggestions, though not explicit in
Gottfredson and Hirschi’s theory, may be the idea that low intelligence is
imbedded in low self-control and, thus, contributes to crime and
imprudence.

The issue of whether intelligence is related to crime has not been
resolved (see Vold and Bernard, 1986), although Gottfredson and Hirschi
(1990, p.87FTN) appear to endorse Wilson and Herrnstein’s (1985)
conclusion that intelligence and criminal behavior are inversely related.
If the Simple Tasks and Physical Activities components are links to low
intelligence, and if our measures of them are reasonably valid, then our
analysis implies that low self-control would be a better predictor of
imprudent behavior if it were clearly separated from low intelligence.

The evidence we have presented that is perhaps most challenging to
Gottfredson and Hirschi’s theory concerns the relative predictive power of
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the narrower concept of Risk-Seeking compared to the more inclusive con-
cept of low self-control, either as defined by Gottfredson and Hirschi or as
modified by us to exclude components that appear to be linked to low
intelligence. Risk-Secking has a tradition as an explanatory variable in
criminology, including Matza and Sykes’ (1960) early discussion of
“subterranean values,” one of which is the pursuit of risk, as well as the
more recent discussion of the “sensory rewards of thrill and adventure
seeking” by Baldwin (1985, p. 1326), Katz’s (1988) analysis of the excite-
ment and challenge of committing crime, and Gove and Wilmoth’s (1990)
arguments concerning the biological basis of risk as a reinforcer for
delinquent and criminal behavior. [For a summary, see Wood et al.
(1993).7 Our analysis suggests that Gottfredson and Hirschi’s key inde-
pendent variable, low self-control, fares no better (in fact, somewhat worse)
than risk seeking as a predictor of imprudence.

If low self-control, stripped to its most predictive and efficient form,
becomes risk-seeking, then some of the novelty of Gottfredson and
Hirschi’s theory is questionable. Another possibility, however, is that a
penchant for risk is a consequence of, rather than constitutive of, low
self-control. If so, then the appropriate theoretical statement would be that
low self-control affects the value attached to risk, which, in turn, affects
criminal and imprudent behavior. In such a causal chain, risk-seeking is a
more proximate determinant of crime and imprudence than is low
self-control and, thus, would be expected to have a stronger effect. Perhaps
the six components we identified in Gottfredson and Hirschi’s definition of
low self-control are inconsistent with the assumption of local independence
implicit in factor analysis (see Nunnally, 1967). Instead, some components
might be causes of others. Such a possibility again points to the central role
of measurement issues in this early state of testing Gottfredson and
Hirschi’s theory, but the exploration of measurement issues also requires
conceptual clarification.

5. CONCLUSION

Critics of the Gottfredson/Hirschi theory will see grounds in our
analysis and comments for rejecting it entirely. Supporters will emphasize
the shortcomings of our research and point to the findings that are
favorable. But we believe that accepting or rejecting the theory at this point
would be premature. 4 General Theory of Crime was published only
3 years ago, and only a few empirical tests have been reported. Gottfredson
and Hirschi have pulled together a variety of themes into a single theoreti-
cal statement, which they skillfully use to interpret a wide range of empiri-
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cal observations about crime and what they consider analogous acts.
Theirs is a theory of what Nagin and Farrington (1992) call “persistent
heterogeneity”—the enduring trait of low self-control—as the determinant
of crime and imprudence, in contrast to more prevalent theories of “state
dependence” that focus on more recent experiences as the key causal
factors. The distinction between these two paradigms should play a
major role in setting the research agenda for criminology. At this point, a
balanced assessment like we have tried to provide is more appropriate than
a call to reject one in favor of the other.

While recognizing the possible limitations of our research and the need
for further consideration of methodological issues, the results raise interest-
ing issues for the Gottfredson/Hirschi general self-control theory. Although
the findings are somewhat supportive of some features of self-control
theory, suggesting that it should not be dismissed, the details of our
analysis suggest possible areas for refinement. For one thing, the theory
may not be as general as its authors would like. Gottfredson/Hirschi
eliminate the relevance of history and culture by defining crime without -
reference to law, which gives it broad sweep. But this seems more
problematic in the case of imprudent behavior. What is imprudent at one
time in one culture may not be imprudent at other times and/or in other
cultures. If the theory is to be fully inclusive, its authors will have to
address this issue, perhaps solving the problem by developing a culture-free
definition of imprudence to match their law-free definition of crime.

Furthermore, the concept of low self-control, as Gottfredson and
Hirschi conceptualize it, seems to require some modifications. Of course, at
this time one cannot separate conceptual problems from the possible
shortcomings of our measures. Some of the components do not seem to fit
with the others, since they actually reduce the capacity of low self-control
to predict imprudent behavior. For the theory to be as predictive as
possible, Gottfredson and Hirschi might address the links, both empirical
and theoretical, between self-control and intelligence. Equally important is
the need for clarification of the role of attraction to risk in the definition
of low self-control. Is risk-seeking better viewed as a component or as a
consequence of low self-control?

Finally, in our opinion the theory seems to suffer from its unnecessary
assumption that all are equally motivated toward crime and analogous
behavior. This, of course, could easily be remedied by modifying the
theory to accommodate variations in individual motivation for crime and
imprudence. It would be more difficult, although no less important,
however, to add elements to the theory that would permit it to explain why
and how such motivations vary. For whatever reason, criminologists
continue their resistance to calls for theoretical integration.
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APPENDIX

Table AL. Correlations Between Low Self-Control Variables and Imprudent Behavior
Variables (N =394; One-Tailed Significance Tests in Parentheses)

Imprudent Behavior

Imprudence
Low Self-Control Index Smoke Drink Gamble
Low Self-Control
Composite 0.211 0.075 0.178 0.173
(<0.001) (0.069) (<0.001) (<0.001)
Impulsivity
component 0.165 0.127 0.130 0.075
(0.001) (0.006) (0.005) (0.069)
Simple Tasks
component —0.065 —0.042 —0.022 —0.061
(0.099) (0.204) (0.331) (0.115)
Risk-Seeking
component 0.307 0.060 0.220 0.330
(<0.001) (0.118) {<0.001) (<0.001)
Physical Activities
component 0.058 0.059 0.042 0.016
(0.125) (0.122) (0.203) (0.377)
Self-Centered
component 0.099 0.047 0.095 0.062
(0.024) (0.179) (0.030) (0.110)
Temper
component 0.163 0.047 0.141 0.142
(0.001) (0.175) (0.003) (0.002)
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