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Critiquing the General Theory of Crime’s Empirical

Evidence: Does the Evidence Support the Theory?

Gottfredson and Hirschi’s general theory of
crime proposes that low self-control leads to
engagement in deviant behaviors, parents must
properly socialize self-control in their children,
and self-control fully mediates the parenting-
deviance association. A critical analysis of the
empirical evidence generated suggests a number
of unresolved issues regarding the theory that
remain to be investigated. Some of the specific
issues addressed include determining which
aspects of parenting influence the etiology of
self-control and to what extent self-control
mediates the parenting-deviance association.

The link between parenting and child and ado-
lescent deviance continues to be an important
area of theoretical and empirical investigation
for family scholars. Since the publication of A
General Theory of Crime by Gottfredson and
Hirschi (1990), there has been an abundance
of research to examine and support the idea
that an individual’s level of self-control influ-
ences whether she or he engages in crime (see
Pratt & Cullen, 2000). A main component of
this theory is that ineffective parenting causes
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self-control to become underdeveloped in indi-
viduals, and that once one takes self-control into
account, the long-held association that parents
directly influence deviance becomes spurious.
Relatedly, Gottfredson and Hirschi argue that
if parents have an attachment to their child,
monitor their child, recognize deviant behaviors
when they occur, and punish their child correct
the inappropriate behaviors, self-control in the
child will be adequately developed.

Until recently, the etiology of self-control
and whether self-control mediates the parenting-
deviance association have received limited
empirical examination. Thus far, the results sug-
gest that attachment, monitoring, recognition of
deviant behaviors, and punishment are associ-
ated with the etiology of self-control and that
self-control partially mediates the parenting-
deviance association (e.g., Burt, Simons, &
Simons, 2006; Hay, 2001; Perrone, Sullivan,
Pratt, & Margaryan, 2004). Following a critique
of the general theory of crime’s (GTC) empir-
ical literature, however, many methodological
limitations emerged, and evidence only par-
tially supports the basic tenets of the theory.
For example, research suggests that the four
hypothesized parenting variables are not the only
aspects of parenting that impact the etiology of
self-control, and there is mixed evidence as to
whether and to what extent self-control medi-
ates the parenting-deviance association. Thus, a
closer examination of empirical work is needed
to clarify these theoretical propositions.
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The purpose of the current paper is to critique
the empirical evidence generated thus far by the
GTC to determine whether evidence supports
the theory. More specifically, the current
paper addresses whether the four hypothesized
parenting variables are associated with the
etiology of self-control and whether there are
additional parenting variables not originally
hypothesized that also are associated with
the development of self-control. Furthermore,
the current paper will address whether and
to what extent self-control mediates the
parenting-deviance association. In this respect,
it seems suitable to examine factors outside the
conceptualization of the GTC to gain a richer
understanding of these links.

THE LINK BETWEEN PARENTING AND

SELF-CONTROL

Putting forward A General Theory of Crime,
Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) hypothesized
that an individual’s level of self-control
influences the level of deviance in which
an individual engages. In describing self-
control, Gottfredson and Hirschi suggested
that an individual with low self-control
engages in behaviors that (a) provide immediate
gratification; (b) provide simple ways to receive
gratification; (c) are exciting, risky, or thrilling;
(d) require little thought processing; (e) result
in the victim(s) feeling pain or discomfort;
and (f) lack long-term goals. Later, Grasmick,
Tittle, Bursik, and Arneklev (1993) created a
measure that empirically examined self-control
in the manner that Gottfredson and Hirschi
conceptualized and identified the components
as impulsivity, simple tasks, risk seeking,
physical activity, self-centered, and temper.
Although alternative definitions of self-control
exist, researchers examining the GTC have
remained within the theoretical confines of
Gottfredson and Hirschi’s conceptualization of
self-control by creating their own measure
or utilizing a version of the Grasmick et al.
self-control measure. Furthermore, Hirschi and
Gottfredson (2001) suggested that self-control
crystallizes by age 10 and remains relatively
stable throughout one’s life, thereby suggesting
that an individual’s level of self-control will be
comparable regardless of whether self-control is
measured during adolescence or adulthood.

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) further
suggested that a lack of effective parenting

influences whether an individual will engage
in deviant behaviors via low self-control.
According to the GTC, ineffective parenting is
the ‘‘major’’ impact on the etiology of self-
control, and low self-control fully mediates
the relation between parenting and deviance.
The authors also suggested that other processes
outside of parenting (e.g., the school or teachers)
most likely would not impact the development
of self-control and that individuals with low
self-control, regardless of sex and cultural
background, will engage in many forms of
deviant behavior.

THE FOUR ELEMENTS OF EFFECTIVE

PARENTING

To explain the parenting-self-control associa-
tion, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) hypothe-
sized that four parenting behaviors are influential
in the development of self-control: (a) the attach-
ment between parent and child, (b) parental
supervision, (c) recognition of deviant behav-
iors, and (d) punishment of deviant acts. Accord-
ing to Gottfredson and Hirschi, if all four
elements of effective parenting occur, an ade-
quate level of self-control will develop, resulting
in a lower likelihood of the child engaging in
deviant behaviors. If one of the four elements is
missing, however, the child is less likely to form
an adequate level of self-control and, in turn,
will engage in deviant behaviors. Consequently,
it would seem that the more elements of effective
parenting that are missing, the lower the level of
self-control and the higher the likelihood of the
child engaging in deviant behaviors.

Looking in depth at the four elements of
effective parenting, attachment is viewed as
a parental concern for the child’s well-being,
the level of warmth and affection parents
feel toward their child, and the amount and
quality of time parents spend with their child
(Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990). Additionally,
a stronger parent-child attachment will occur
with higher levels of communication and
affectional identification between parent and
child (i.e., love and respect; Hirschi, 1969).
The definition of attachment provided here
should not be confused with Bowlby’s (1969)
conceptualization of attachment, as no reference
is made to Bowlby or that line of research.
Second, parental supervision not only keeps a
child from engaging in deviant behaviors but
also teaches the child how to avoid engaging
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in deviant behaviors when she or he is not
under direct supervision (Gottfredson & Hirschi,
1990). Third, parents also must recognize
deviant behaviors when they occur and at all ages
(ranging from behaviors such as talking back,
yelling, and pushing to vandalism and theft).
Fourth, effective punishment includes setting
limits, having age-appropriate consequences,
and enforcing consequences when a rule is
broken. In addition, the most effective form of
punishment is disapproval by individuals close
to the child (Hirschi, 1969). Alternatively, when
parents feel indifference or hostility toward
the child (i.e., a lack of an attachment); have
lax, inadequate, or poor supervision skills; fail
to recognize age-appropriate forms of deviant
behaviors; or are too lenient, inconsistent, or
harsh with discipline, children are likely to
develop low self-control.

To date, limited empirical work has examined
(a) whether the four hypothesized elements of
effective parenting influence self-control or
whether additional parenting behaviors also are
influential and (b) the extent to which self-
control mediates the relation between parenting
and deviance. To test for mediation, Baron
and Kenny (1986) suggested that significant
associations must be present between the
independent variable (IV) and the dependent
variable (DV), between the IV and the mediating
variable, and between the mediating variable and
the DV in order for a true mediational test to
occur. Evidence for mediation exists when the
association between the IV and the DV becomes
weaker or nonsignificant in the presence of a
third mediating variable. This conceptualization
of mediation is used in the current paper
when assessing whether self-control mediates
the relation between parenting and deviance.

In the following sections, a critical review
addresses the parenting behaviors included in
studies that examine associations among parent-
ing, self-control, and deviance. Many of these
studies also test whether self-control is a medi-
ator of parenting and deviance. The first part
of the review examines cross-sectional and then
longitudinal studies framed by the GTC. Next,
empirical research not guided by the GTC that
offers additional insights regarding associations
among parenting, self-control, and deviance is
discussed. It is important to discuss empirical
work not in the confines of the GTC because
these studies can provide additional insight as to

whether the basic tenets of the GTC have valid-
ity, particularly because this research uses alter-
native measures of self-control. Methodological
limitations of the research and unresolved issues
that remain regarding the theory are discussed in
the next section. The final section of this critical
analysis is a consideration of other theoretical
perspectives that address parenting, self-control,
and deviance that, through examination with the
GTC, offer avenues for enhancing the research
conducted in this area.

CROSS-SECTIONAL STUDIES

Although limited in number, some cross-
sectional studies have been conducted that
examine the etiology of self-control or test
the idea that self-control mediates associations
between parenting and deviance. The results of
these studies should be interpreted with caution,
given that a cross-sectional study cannot truly
capture associations that are theoretically causal
in nature.

First, in a sample of male and female under-
graduate students, Cochran, Wood, Sellers,
Wilkerson, and Chamlin (1998) examined asso-
ciations among parenting, self-control, and aca-
demic dishonesty via retrospective and concur-
rent self-report questionnaires. Results revealed
that retrospective reports of parental supervision
did not predict self-control; concurrent reports of
parental attachment, however, did positively pre-
dict self-control. The lack of association between
parental supervision and self-control may be a
result of the data collection methods because
the participants were asked to think about their
level of parental supervision when they were
younger and their current levels of self-control.
Given that the participants were young adults,
it is possible that the extent of time between
the level of parental supervision received when
‘‘they were younger’’ was too far removed from
the current level of self-control; as such, the
association of recalled parental supervision and
current self-control may not exist. Results fur-
ther revealed that low self-control was associated
with academic dishonesty. All significant associ-
ations were among concurrent measures of par-
enting, self-control, and academic dishonesty.
Thus, when measured concurrently as young
adults, evidence suggests that parental attach-
ment is associated with self-control, and, in turn,
self-control negatively predicted academic dis-
honesty. Unfortunately, specific analyses were
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not conducted to ascertain whether mediation
existed between parenting and dishonesty out-
comes.

Similarly, Gibbs, Giever, and Martin (1998)
examined the relations among parenting, self-
control, and deviance via retrospective and
concurrent self-report questionnaires in a
sample of male and female undergraduate
students. Results indicated little evidence
that parental management (i.e., monitoring
and punishment of deviant behaviors) had
a direct influence on deviance (e.g., alcohol
consumption and school violations such as
cheating or suspension). Instead, poor parental
management was associated with low self-
control; in turn, low self-control was related
to deviant behaviors, suggesting that low
self-control mediates the relation between
parental management and deviance. Utilizing
structural equation modeling, however, Gibbs,
Giever, and Higgins (2003) revealed that self-
control only partially mediated the relation
between parental management and deviance.
Taken together, mixed evidence is provided
as to whether self-control fully mediates the
association between parenting and deviance. It
is noteworthy, however, that in both studies
parental management was associated with self-
control: Participants were asked to think of
the level of parenting received during the
ninth grade, but self-control and deviance
concurrently when they were young adults.
Although, there is some time between ninth
grade and the undergraduate level in college, it
is plausible that because the participants were
given a particular time to think about during
adolescence, significant associations could be
captured versus when participants are asked to
refer to ‘‘when they were younger.’’

Next, in a community sample of adult men and
women, Latimore, Tittle, and Grasmick (2006)
examined the associations among parenting,
self-control, and criminal behaviors via face-
to-face interviews. Evidence suggested that
monitoring and recognition of deviant behaviors
were associated with self-control; punishment,
however, was not associated with self-control.
A composite measure of all three elements
of effective parenting also was associated
with self-control. Results further revealed that
although self-control was related to criminal
behaviors, parenting was not associated with
criminal behaviors (e.g., income tax evasion,
theft, lies to obtain something, and the threat

of force against an adult). The lack of
associations between parental punishment and
self-control and between parenting and criminal
behaviors may be a result of the data collection
procedures. More specifically, adult participants
(ages 18–86; mean age of 43) were asked
to think about the type of parenting they
received while they were growing up, their
concurrent adult level of self-control, and the
amount of criminal behaviors in which the
individual was engaged over the past 5 years.
It is possible that the extent of time between
the type of parenting received ‘‘while growing
up’’ was too far removed from the time
in which self-control and criminal behaviors
were measured, thus removing any significant
associations between parental punishment and
self-control and between parenting and criminal
behaviors. Alternatively, the composite measure
of effective parenting used three items to capture
three types of parenting. When measured as
separate parenting elements, only single items
were used to measure each parenting element.
Therefore, it is feasible that the method in which
effective parenting and parental punishment
were measured produced the lack of associations
between parental punishment and self-control
and between parenting and criminal behaviors.

Analyzing a younger sample, Perrone et al.
(2004) studied male and female adolescents
from the first wave of the National Longitu-
dinal Study of Adolescent Health to examine
whether self-control mediated the link between
parenting and deviance. Data were collected
via multi-informant in-home interviews from
mothers regarding their level of parenting as
well as from the adolescent regarding his or
her self-control and level of delinquent involve-
ment. Concurrent findings suggested that poor
maternal efficacy (i.e., attachment, recognition
of deviant behaviors, and punishment of deviant
behaviors) was associated with low self-control,
low self-control was related to deviance (e.g.,
substance use, lying, physical aggression, and
public disorderly conduct), and low self-control
partially mediated the link between poor mater-
nal efficacy and deviance. Further, because of the
data collection procedures (i.e., multi-informant
interviews), the validity of the results of this
study is strengthened.

To demonstrate that additional parenting
variables beyond those theorized by Got-
tfredson and Hirschi (1990) also affect self-
control and deviance, Hay (2001) analyzed
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self-reported questionnaire data from a sam-
ple of male and female adolescents. Concur-
rent results revealed that parental discipline
and monitoring each uniquely and additively
predicted self-control, and that self-control
directly explained delinquency. Hay further
found that by adding parental acceptance-
involvement and psychological autonomy into
the model, the relation between parenting and
self-control dramatically increased. Hay sug-
gested that parental acceptance-involvement and
psychological autonomy are outside the scope
of Gottfredson and Hirschi’s conceptualization.
Hay defined acceptance-involvement, however,
as ‘‘parents’ acceptance of their children and
involvement in their lives’’ (p. 721), which
appears to fit with Gottfredson and Hirschi’s
conceptualization of attachment. Psychological
autonomy, which refers to parental encourage-
ment of their adolescent children to ‘‘develop
and express their own opinions’’ (Hay, p. 721),
does appear to be an additional variable to
help explain the etiology of self-control. Anal-
yses also were conducted to examine whether
self-control mediated the association between
discipline and delinquency (i.e., current atti-
tudes toward engaging in delinquent behaviors
such as theft, violence toward person and prop-
erty, breaking and entering, carrying a hidden
weapon, and substance use) and between mon-
itoring and delinquency. Results revealed that
self-control only slightly decreased the associ-
ation between discipline and delinquency and
monitoring and delinquency, suggesting that
self-control did not fully mediate the relation
between parenting and delinquency. Analy-
ses were not conducted to determine whether
self-control mediated the relation between
acceptance-involvement (i.e., attachment) and
delinquency and psychological autonomy and
delinquency. Therefore, evidence lends only
partial support for Gottfredson and Hirschi’s
conceptualizations regarding the impact par-
ents have on the development of self-control
and whether self-control mediates the parenting-
deviance association.

To examine the etiology of self-control more
specifically, Unnever, Cullen, and Pratt (2003)
analyzed self-reported questionnaire data from
boys and girls in Grades 6–8. Concurrent
results revealed that parental monitoring and
consistency in punishment both were associated
with the development of self-control and the
engagement in delinquent activities (e.g., theft,

violence toward person and property, carrying
a hidden weapon, and substance use) and that
self-control was associated with delinquency.
In addition, the link between consistency in
punishment and delinquent involvement was
mediated by low self-control, and the link
between parental monitoring and delinquent
involvement was partially mediated by low self-
control. These findings suggest that consistency
in punishment and parental monitoring were
both associated with the development of
self-control; mixed results, however, emerged
regarding full mediation between each parenting
variable and deviance. Interestingly, Unnever
et al. also examined whether a variable outside
the scope of the GTC, Attention Deficit Disorder
with Hyperactivity (ADHD), was associated
with the etiology of self-control. Results
indicated that self-control almost completely
mediated the association between ADHD and
delinquency. As such, ADHD also was linked
with low self-control, thereby suggesting that
the etiology of self-control goes beyond parental
socialization and that an expansion of the GTC
to include additional influences on the etiology
of self-control may be warranted.

Utilizing the same sample and data collection
procedures as Unnever et al. (2003), Unnever,
Cullen, and Agnew (2006) revealed that
parental monitoring, inconsistent punishment,
coercive parenting, and whether a parent
positively reinforced aggressive behaviors were
associated with self-control and whether a
child held aggressive attitudes. Additionally,
parental monitoring, coercive parenting, and
parental reinforcement of aggression were
directly associated with delinquency (e.g., theft,
violence toward person and property, carrying
of a hidden weapon, and substance use)
and indirectly via self-control and a child’s
aggressive attitudes. Inconsistent punishment
was not related to delinquency. Given that
inconsistent punishment was measured by a
single item, it is possible that the data
collection procedures used resulted in the lack of
association between punishment and deviance.
Overall, results suggest that both self-control and
a child’s aggressive attitudes partially mediated
the parenting-deviance association. In fact,
when both self-control and a child’s aggressive
attitudes were examined within one model,
more delinquency variance was explained.
Results further revealed that self-control and
a child’s aggressive attitudes were negatively
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associated, suggesting that children who held
aggressive attitudes were more likely to have
lower levels of self-control. Further, as levels
of self-control decreased and endorsement of
aggression increased, the child was more likely
to participate in delinquent behaviors. Finally,
it is noteworthy that coercive parenting and
parental reinforcement of aggressive behaviors
(i.e., positive reinforcement), both constructs
beyond those originally conceptualized in the
GTC, also were linked with the etiology of self-
control. That is, as parents engaged in coercive
parenting and positively reinforced aggressive
behaviors, the likelihood of the child having
lower levels of self-control increased.

Taken together, the findings from cross-
sectional studies conducted with adults (i.e.,
mostly young adults) and adolescents (i.e., ages
12–18) indicate partial support for the GTC.
First, both types of samples found evidence to
suggest that attachment, monitoring, recognition
of deviant behaviors, and punishment of deviant
behaviors were associated with self-control,
as Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) theorized.
Psychological autonomy, coercive parenting,
and positive reinforcement, however, parenting
constructs not theorized to be of value, also
were related to self-control. Furthermore, mixed
evidence was provided in that supervision
(i.e., monitoring) and punishment were not
associated with self-control in the adult samples.
Although there were similarities with regards to
how parenting is associated with self-control,
it is important to consider why there were
differences noted between the two samples.
The lack of associations between supervision
and self-control and between punishment and
self-control that occurred in the adult studies
may be the result of limitations in the data
collection procedures. For instance, studies that
required adults to recall their parental experience
from when they were younger may limit the
potential for discovering associations between
parenting behavior and self-control. On the other
hand, associations between parenting behavior
and self-control emerged when adolescents were
asked to think about current levels of parenting.
It is possible that the studies on adult samples
were affected by recall bias, thus resulting in the
null findings discovered.

Second, mixed results were generated
regarding whether self-control mediated the
parenting-deviance association within the adult
samples: One study found no association

between parenting and deviance (Latimore
et al., 2006), one study found partial mediation
when structural equation modeling was used
(Gibbs et al., 2003), and one study found full
mediation when multiple regression analysis was
used to analyze the data (Gibbs et al., 1998).
Self-Control, however, partially mediated the
parenting-deviance association when adolescent
samples were used (for an exception, see
Unnever et al., 2003). Therefore, no conclusions
can be made regarding the adult samples, but
evidence suggests that self-control partially
mediates the concurrent parenting-deviance
association within the adolescent samples. It
is possible though that full or partial mediation
may depend on the types of parenting variables
measured. For example, self-control fully
mediated the association between punishment
and delinquency but only partially mediated the
association between monitoring and delinquency
(Unnever et al., 2003). Therefore, parenting
behaviors may differentially influence the
development of self-control and the likelihood
of adolescents engaging in delinquent behavior.

Finally, it should be noted that the majority of
the cross-sectional studies discussed suffer from
the same weaknesses. First, all but one of the
above mentioned studies used single-informant
self-reported questionnaires as their source of
data (for an exception, see Perrone et al., 2004).
It is possible that significant associations among
parenting, self-control, and deviance may be
because of shared method variance. To decrease
the possibility of shared method variance, it
is desirable to collect parents’ self-reports on
their parenting and their perspectives of the
child’s level of self-control and engagement
in deviance as well as self-reports directly
from the children on their perspectives of
parenting and their level of self-control and
engagement in deviance. Second, recall bias
may confound the findings generated from the
retrospective studies conducted with adults. To
prevent problems associated with recall bias, it
would be advantageous to collect measures of
parenting, self-control, and deviance at the time
they are occurring. Third, it is possible that, when
using this type of data collection method, the
respondents are not providing the most accurate
accounts of parenting, self-control, and deviance
because of social desirability: Parents may not
report less than desirable parenting skills and
children may report higher levels of self-control
and lower involvement in delinquent activities.
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Controlling for social desirability would help
address this third issue. Given the weaknesses
of cross-sectional analysis, it is important to
examine the results from longitudinal studies in
which multi-informants are used to gain a deeper
understanding of said associations.

LONGITUDINAL STUDIES

The next six studies examined the prospective,
longitudinal relations among parenting, self-
control, and deviance. To begin, Polakowski
(1994) analyzed data on male participants
from the Cambridge Study in Delinquent
Development over a period of 20 years. Data
were collected via a multi-informant (i.e., parent,
peers, teachers, and social worker observations),
multimethod (i.e., interview, official criminal
convictions) research design. Results indicated
that parental authoritarian behavior at ages 8–10
predicted self-control concurrently, and a lack
of parental supervision at ages 8–10 predicted
a lack of self-control at ages 8–10 and 12–14.
Additionally, a lack of self-control at ages 8–10
predicted delinquency (i.e., number of criminal
convictions) in boys ages 10–13, 14–16, and
17–21. Further, low self-control at ages 12–14
predicted delinquency when the individuals
were ages 14–16 and 17–21. Overall, although
links between ineffective parenting and self-
control and self-control and delinquency exist,
specific analyses were not conducted to test
for mediation. Further, these findings cannot be
generalized to females.

To more specifically examine the etiology of
self-control, Pratt, Turner, and Piquero (2004)
analyzed mother-reported data from the National
Longitudinal Study of Youth. Specifically,
mothers completed questionnaires regarding
their parenting and their children’s level of self-
control. Concurrent and longitudinal analyses
on boys and girls revealed that poor parental
supervision at age 10 predicted low self-control
at ages 10 and 12 and that higher levels
of discipline at age 10 were associated with
lower levels of self-control at ages 10 and
12. Interestingly, the authors did not provide
a rationale for why high levels of discipline
were associated with low levels of self-control.
It is possible that the nature of the discipline was
harsh and, therefore, could explain why self-
control was underdeveloped. In fact, Gottfredson
and Hirschi (1990) suggested that when parents
do not have an attachment to their child, parents

are more likely to display hostility toward
their child. It seems reasonable to assume
that if a parent engages in harsh discipline,
parents also would display hostility (i.e., a
lack of attachment) toward their child; in
turn, self-control would not develop adequately.
Alternatively, it could be that children with lower
levels of self-control require higher levels of
discipline.

To further examine the relations among
parenting, self-control, and deviance (i.e., risky
sexual behaviors, substance use, and frequency
of drinking), Hope and Chapple (2005) and
Chapple, Hope, and Whiteford (2005) analyzed
a sample of boys and girls ages 11–13 from
the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth.
Questionnaire data were collected from mothers
regarding their children’s level of self-control,
and the children reported on parenting and
their level of deviance. Hope and Chapple
revealed that poor maternal attachment and
parental monitoring were associated with lower
levels of self-control, concurrently, and that low
self-control was associated with risky sexual
behaviors 4 years later. Low self-control also
partially mediated the relation between poor
maternal attachment and risky sexual behaviors.
Self-control, however, did not mediate the
relation between monitoring and engagement
in sexual behaviors. Similarly, Chapple et al.
discovered that maternal drug use (i.e., a proxy
for modeling delinquent behaviors), parental
monitoring, and maternal attachment were
indirectly associated with adolescent substance
use via low self-control and that maternal
drug use and parental monitoring were directly
associated with adolescent substance use. When
the associations with frequency of adolescent
drinking were examined, maternal drug use,
maternal attachment, and parental monitoring
were associated with self-control, whereas
only maternal drug use was associated with
frequency of drinking. Self-control was not
associated with drinking frequency. Additional
results suggested that maternal attachment and
parental monitoring were positively associated.
Maternal drug use also was positively, but
weakly, associated with parental monitoring but
was not associated with maternal attachment.
Given the small to no associations among
maternal drug use, maternal attachment, and
parental monitoring, the data suggest that three
distinct parenting constructs are associated with
the etiology of self-control, with modeling as
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an additional parenting variable not originally
conceptualized by the GTC. Overall, it appears
that the relations among parenting, self-control,
and deviant behaviors may be quite complex
given that the same parenting and self-control
measures were used between the two studies,
yet mixed results regarding full or partial
mediation emerged when maternal attachment
and parental monitoring with various deviant
behaviors were analyzed. It is important to
remember that parenting and self-control were
measured concurrently, whereas deviance was
measured 4 years later. It is possible that
different results regarding mediation may have
occurred had parenting been examined prior to
when self-control was measured.

To examine whether changes in parenting
effectiveness could alter levels of self-control,
Burt et al. (2006) examined a sample of boys and
girls ages 10–12 and their primary caregivers
from the Family and Community Health Study.
Data were collected regarding parenting, self-
control, and deviance from both the target
child and his or her parents through an in-
home interview. Concurrent results indicated
that authoritative parenting was positively
associated with the development of self-control
and negatively associated with the engagement
of delinquent behaviors (e.g., theft, violence
toward property and people, setting fires, and
cruelty to animals). Furthermore, self-control
was negatively associated with delinquency,
and self-control partially mediated the relation
between parenting and delinquency. Additional
evidence suggested that (a) an increase in
effective parenting from ages 10–12 to ages 12-
14 and increases in levels of self-control from
ages 10-12 to ages 12–14 further decreased the
chances of engaging in delinquent behaviors
at ages 12–14, (b) improvements in effective
parenting increased levels of self-control from
ages 10–12 to ages 12–14, and (c) parenting
at ages 10–12 still impacted deviance at
ages 12–14 even after controlling for self-
control at ages 10–12 and 12–14. Thus, self-
control only partially mediated the association
between parenting and deviance. It should
be noted that parenting was measured more
broadly than conceptualized by the GTC
(e.g., inductive reasoning, problem solving, and
positive reinforcement in addition to monitoring
and consistent discipline), which suggests that
parenting variables beyond those originally

conceptualized are important for the etiology
of self-control.

Finally, Wright and Beaver (2005) examined
whether ‘‘parents matter’’; that is, they
examined whether parenting (i.e., parental
withdrawal, parental affection, family rules)
was influential in the development of self-
control once genetics were controlled. Data
were collected on parenting via parent reports
and the child’s self-control via parent and
teacher reports. After employing a rigorous
methodology comparing a general sample of
young children to a sample of twins the
same age, results suggested that parents weakly
and inconsistently were associated with self-
control both in kindergarten and first grade.
More specifically, the associations between
parenting and self-control decreased or vanished
when comparing self-control as reported by
parents to self-control as reported by teachers
and when comparing the general sample to
the sample of twins. The findings implied
that genetics may account for more explained
variance than parenting does in the etiology
of self-control. Unfortunately, analyses were
not conducted to determine whether parenting
during kindergarten impacted the etiology of
self-control during first grade. Thus, the authors
concluded that ‘‘net of genetic similarities within
households, parental socialization techniques
minimally influence the individual traits of
their children’’ (Wright & Beaver, p. 1188).
Therefore, it is important to consider the role
genetics plays in the development of self-control.

Taken together, the longitudinal studies pro-
vide partial support for the GTC. First and simi-
lar to the cross-sectional findings, results suggest
that attachment, monitoring/supervision, and
punishment of deviant behaviors were associated
with self-control, as hypothesized by Gottfred-
son and Hirschi (1990). Recognition of deviant
behaviors was not examined within the longitu-
dinal studies. As such, it is uncertain whether
recognition of deviant behaviors would remain
associated with self-control over time as it was
within the cross-sectional studies. Additional
evidence, however, suggested that the original
parenting constructs hypothesized in the GTC
were not the only parenting elements associated
with self-control: Modeling and authoritative
parenting (i.e., positive reinforcement, problem
solving, and inductive reasoning) also were asso-
ciated with the etiology of self-control. It should
be noted, however, that although authoritarian
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parenting was discussed as a new parenting con-
struct, it fits with Gottfredson and Hirschi’s
conceptualization of attachment and punish-
ment. More specifically, when parents engage
in authoritarian behaviors they are displaying
very low levels of warmth (i.e., attachment) and
high levels of control (i.e., punishment). Finally,
it is possible that rather than parents having an
impact on the etiology of self-control, genetics
may account for more variance explained in the
etiology of self-control.

Second, mixed results were generated
regarding whether self-control mediated the
parenting-deviance association, as only three of
the six studies specifically tested for mediation
(Burt et al., 2006; Chapple et al., 2005; Hope
& Chapple, 2005). Within these three studies,
there was one indication of full mediation
(i.e., between maternal attachment and child
substance abuse), four indications of partial
mediation (i.e., between attachment and risky
sexual behaviors, between maternal drug use and
child substance abuse, between monitoring and
child substance abuse, and between authoritative
parenting and delinquency), and four indications
of no mediation (i.e., between monitoring and
risky sexual behaviors, and when maternal drug
use, attachment, and monitoring were examined
with child frequency of drinking). Therefore,
firm conclusions cannot be made regarding
whether self-control mediates the parenting-
deviance association. It is possible, however, that
mediation may depend on the types of parenting
and deviance constructs one is analyzing (see,
e.g., Chapple et al.; Hope & Chapple).

Finally, caution should be made when
interpreting the results because many of the
data collection procedures used within the
longitudinal studies appear to have weaknesses.
For example, Pratt et al. (2004) used a single
informant for measures of parenting and self-
control, thus leaving open the possibility of
social desirability and shared method variance
impacting the results. Additionally, although
Hope and Chapple (2005) and Chapple et al.
(2005) collected data from both the mother
and her child, only a single informant
reported on each type of measure. As such,
shared method variance and social desirability
both may influence the findings. Furthermore,
parenting and self-control were measured
concurrently. Therefore, conclusions regarding
whether parents caused the development of
self-control cannot be made. Finally, social

desirability also may impact the findings
revealed by Wright and Beaver (2005) because
only parents reported on their level of parenting.
Their study, however, does have an advantage
as both parents and teachers reported on the
child’s level of self-control. With that said,
it is noteworthy that Polakowski (1994) and
Burt et al. (2006) used a multi-informant,
multimethod research design that decreases
the effects of shared method variance and
social desirability, and their results still suggest
that attachment, monitoring, discipline, problem
solving, inductive reasoning, and positive
reinforcement are influential in the etiology
of self-control and that self-control partially
mediates the relation between parenting and
deviance.

Before advancing, two important points
must be discussed: the developmental relation
between parenting and self-control and the mea-
surement of self-control. First, the associations
between parenting and self-control appear rela-
tively similar regardless of the participant’s age
(for two exceptions, see Cochran et al., 1998;
Latimore et al., 2006). Yet, because Hirschi and
Gottfredson (2001) suggested that self-control
should crystallize by age 10 and because chil-
dren fail to form self-control because of a lack
of effective parenting, it appears that early
parenting before age 10 is important for the
development of self-control and may poten-
tially change the associations among parenting,
self-control, and deviance during a child’s early
years. Little to no research, however, has exam-
ined whether or how parenting prior to age 10
is important for the development of self-control
and deviance after age 10 (for an exception,
see Polakowski, 1994). As such, the question
of whether or how parenting prior to age 10 is
important in the etiology of self-control after age
10 remains unclear.

Second, the research examined thus far
focused specifically on measuring basic tenets
of the GTC and staying theoretically close to the
definition of self-control offered by Gottfredson
and Hirschi (1990). Although some researchers
examined the associations among parenting,
self-control, and deviance using a version of
the Grasmick et al. (1993) measure (e.g., Hay,
2001; Unnever et al., 2003, 2006), others used
items from scales such as the Behavior Problem
Index (BPI; e.g., Hope & Chapple, 2005; Pratt
et al., 2004) or created their own measure (e.g.,
Burt et al., 2006; Gibbs et al., 1998). Regardless
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of the self-control measure used, the majority
of scales had a Cronbach’s alpha of over .80.
The results appear to point in the same direction
in that parenting is associated with self-control,
and, at best, self-control partially mediates the
parenting-deviance association, suggesting that
the results discovered thus far are not necessarily
because of any differences in the self-control
measure used (for an exception, see Wright &
Beaver, 2005). To determine whether the results
obtained in prior research are an artifact of the
self-control measure, however, it is important
to examine additional empirical work that has
examined the associations among parenting,
self-control, and deviance not specifically aimed
at assessing the validity of the GTC and using
an alternative measure of self-control.

ADDITIONAL EVIDENCE REGARDING THE

PARENTING, SELF-CONTROL, AND DEVIANCE

ASSOCIATION

Additional insight regarding the parenting,
self-control, and deviance associations is
provided, concurrently and longitudinally, with
prospective work conducted by Brody and
colleagues who have focused on ‘‘self-
regulation’’ (Brody, Dorsey, Forehand, &
Armistead, 2002; Brody & Flor, 1998; Brody,
Flor, & Gibson, 1999; Brody & Ge, 2001; Brody,
Murry, Kim, & Brown, 2002; Brody, Stoneman,
& Flor, 1996; Brody et al., 1994; Kim & Brody,
2005; Kim, Brody, & Murry; 2003; Murry &
Brody, 2002). Although Brody and colleagues’
work was not framed within the context of the
GTC, their research is quite consistent with the
theory. Specifically, the authors assessed similar
parenting behaviors as related to the etiology
of self-regulation and examined whether self-
regulation mediated the parental-deviance link.
Further, their concept of self-regulation overlaps
with the concept of self-control and is
measured using the Children’s Self-Control
Scale (Humphrey, 1982; Cronbach’s alpha was
over .80 for the majority of studies). As such,
self-regulation will be referred to as self-control.

Research conducted by Brody and colleagues
provides concurrent and longitudinal evidence
that (in)effective parenting does influence the
development of (low) self-control and that
(low) self-control mediates the link between
(in)effective parenting and deviance similarly
in children and adolescents ages 6–15. For

example, Kim and Brody (2005) and Kim
et al. (2003) examined the relation among
parenting (i.e., involved-supportive parenting,
monitoring, and effective arguing), self-control,
and externalizing behaviors (i.e., the Aggression
and Delinquent subscales from the Child
Behavior Checklist; CBCL) over a 3- and
4-year period, respectively. Results suggested
that more effective parenting at age 11 was
related to higher levels of self-control at age
12 and lower levels of externalizing behaviors
at ages 13 and 14. Results further suggested
that nurturing and supportive parenting, along
with monitoring and positive involvement,
influenced the development of self-control. Also
found to positively influence self-control were
parent-child discussion quality, mother-child
relationship quality, no-nonsense parenting (i.e.,
high warmth and control), parental expectations
of appropriate conduct, maternal involvement in
school, cocaregiving support, marital interaction
quality, family cohesion, and family routines
(Brody, Dorsey, et al., 2002; Brody & Flor,
1998; Brody et al., 1994, 1996, 1999; Brody &
Ge, 2001; Brody, Murry, et al., 2002; Murry
& Brody, 2002). Interparental conflict, harsh-
conflicted parenting, and cocaregiver conflict
negatively influenced the development of self-
control.

It is noteworthy that many of the constructs
examined by Brody and colleagues can be linked
to Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) theoreti-
cal ideas of how to teach self-control. First,
involved, nurturing, and supportive parenting,
parental warmth, parent-child relationship qual-
ity, and positive involvement in school can be
identified as traits of parents who are involved,
concerned, and affectionate toward their child
and therefore attached to their child. Second,
monitoring (i.e., supervision) provides support
for the second step in teaching self-control.
Third, having expectations for appropriate con-
duct, control, and harsh-conflicted parenting
can provide empirical evidence for (a lack of
appropriate) punishment, the final step in teach-
ing self-control. Thus, evidence is provided to
support Gottfredson and Hirschi’s theoretical
conceptualizations that parents are influential in
the development of self-control. Evidence sug-
gests, however, that additional elements also
are impactful in the development of self-control,
such as effective communication between parent
and child and the overall character of the family
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environment (i.e., the relationship between the
parents, family cohesion, and family routines).

Results from studies conducted by Brody
and colleagues have demonstrated that self-
control fully mediated the concurrent and
longitudinal relations between parenting and
externalizing behaviors (Brody, Dorsey, et al.,
2002; Brody et al., 1994, 1996, 1999; Brody
& Ge, 2001; Brody, Murry, et al., 2002).
Further, validity is given to the results obtained
because of the multimethod (i.e., observations,
interviews), multi-informant (i.e., parents, target
child, teacher) research design and sophisticated
data analysis procedures (i.e., structural equation
modeling) used. Thus, Brody and colleagues’
work does support Gottfredson and Hirschi’s
(1990) basic premise and pushes researchers to
consider how effective communication between
parent and child and the nature of the family
environment impact the etiology of self-control.

Additional evidence from other research
outside the GTC offers valuable insight into
the associations among parenting, self-control,
and deviance. For example, in a study of sixth-
grade boys and their families, Feldman and
Weinberger (1994) examined the link among
parenting (i.e., consistency in punishment, child-
centered, and nonaversive discipline), family
functioning (i.e., effective problem solving
and cohesion), self-control (measured via the
Weinberger Adjustment Inventory; Cronbach’s
alpha was .85), and deviant outcomes (e.g.,
alcohol and drug use, theft, carrying a weapon
to school, using a fake ID, and getting
into trouble with the police) over a 4-year
period. A multi-informant (i.e., participant,
parents, teachers, and peers), multimethod
(i.e., observations, nominations, questionnaires)
data collection procedure was used. The
authors found that parenting was significantly
associated with self-control concurrently but not
longitudinally. In contrast, family functioning
was not concurrently associated with self-
control but was associated with self-control
4 years later. The authors also found that
self-control was a significant predictor of
concurrent delinquent behaviors above and
beyond parenting, family functioning, and
prior self-control levels. Once self-control
was accounted for, parenting and family
functioning no longer had any direct effect
on delinquency, concurrently or longitudinally.
Self-control was the only significant predictor
that directly influenced delinquency. Thus,

results suggest that parenting (concurrently) and
family functioning (longitudinally) impacted
engagement in delinquent activities through self-
control. It is noteworthy that child-centered
parenting is offered as a type of parenting
important for the etiology of self-control.
According to Feldman and Weinberger, being
child centered indicates that the family makes the
child a valued priority, the opposite of rejecting
the child. As such, it appears that being child
centered fits with Gottfredson and Hirschi’s
(1990) conceptualization of attachment. The
parenting aspects of effective problem solving
and family cohesion (i.e., family functioning),
however, were outside the scope of the GTC.

In other research on the associations among
parenting, self-control, and delinquent behav-
iors, Finkenauer, Engels, and Baumeister (2005)
examined cross-sectional self-reported question-
naire data from a sample of boys and girls ages
10–14. To measure self-control, the authors used
a short version of the Tangney, Baumeister, and
Boone (2004) self-control measure (Cronbach’s
alpha was .67). Concurrent results revealed
that psychological control and strict control
(i.e., monitoring) were associated with delin-
quency; acceptance/involvement, however, was
not associated with delinquency (e.g., shoplift-
ing, theft, physical assault, and property destruc-
tion). Acceptance/involvement, strict control,
and psychological control were associated with
aggression. Acceptance/involvement and psy-
chological control were associated with self-
control, whereas strict control was not asso-
ciated with self-control. Finally, self-control
partially mediated the relations between psy-
chological control and delinquency, between
acceptance/involvement and aggression, and
between psychological control and aggression,
thus offering partial support for the GTC. It is
noteworthy that the parenting concepts of strict
control and acceptance/involvement fit with Got-
tfredson and Hirschi (1990) conceptualizations
of monitoring and attachment. The parenting
concept of psychological control is, however,
outside the GTC as it refers to coercive parenting
and the discouragement of individuality. Dis-
couragement of individuality, however, could
be considered the opposite of Hay’s (2001)
conceptualization of psychological autonomy,
which refers to parental encouragement of their
adolescent’s autonomy. Further, the association
between coercive parenting and self-control is
similar to work conducted by Unnever et al.
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(2006). Thus, Finkenauer et al.’s work adds to
the value of linking psychological autonomy
and coercive parenting with self-control. The
findings, however, should be interpreted with
caution, given the weaknesses associated with
self-reported cross-sectional research designs.

In a multi-informant (i.e., mothers, teach-
ers), multimethod (i.e., interviews, observations,
questionnaires) prospective sample of young
male and female children, Bradley and Cor-
wyn (2005) examined the associations among
parenting, self-control, and externalizing behav-
iors. Results indicated that when the children
were in the first grade, self-control (measured
via the Social Skills Rating System: self-control
subscale; Gresham & Elliott, 1990; Cronbach’s
alpha was over .80) fully mediated the rela-
tion between maternal sensitivity (a composite
score including ages 6 to 54 months and first
grade) and teacher-reported externalizing behav-
iors (e.g., first grade defiance, disobedience,
uncooperativeness, and arguing) and between
maternal harshness (a composite score includ-
ing ages 6 to 54 months) and teacher-reported
externalizing problems. Similarly, self-control
fully mediated maternal harshness and mother-
reported externalizing problems but partially
mediated the relation between maternal sensitiv-
ity and mother-reported externalizing problems.
It should be noted that maternal sensitivity could
be considered attachment as Gottfredson and
Hirschi (1990) hypothesized, in that sensitivity
refers to having positive regard toward the child
and being sensitive to the child’s needs. Fur-
ther, maternal harshness could be considered a
lack of attachment because harshness refers to
expressions of anger, annoyance, and intrusion
toward the child. Thus, support for the GTC
is provided in that self-control, in most cases,
fully mediates the relation between parenting
and deviance, and attachment is associated with
the etiology of self-control.

Overall, when research on the associations
among self-control, parenting, and deviance is
conducted outside the realm of the GTC, partial
support for the theory is provided. Concurrent
and longitudinal evidence continues to indicate
that attachment, monitoring, and punishment
and discipline are associated with the etiol-
ogy of self-control, much like the concurrent
and longitudinal research conducted to specif-
ically examine the GTC. One indication was
found that monitoring (i.e., strict control) was
not associated with self-control. Given that this

result was generated using a single-informant,
cross-sectional research design, however, cau-
tion must be taken when interpreting this result.
Further, parenting constructs outside of the orig-
inal conceptualization of the GTC appear to
be important in that psychological autonomy,
coercive parenting, effective problem solving,
effective communication, and the family envi-
ronment (i.e., the parental relationship, family
routines, and family cohesion) also are impact-
ful on the development of self-control. Overall,
these findings were generated for children and
adolescents under age 18 and therefore do not
address whether or how parenting prior to age
10 impacts the etiology of self-control after age
10.

Mixed evidence also emerged regarding
whether self-control mediates the parenting-
deviance association. For example, full medi-
ation was found within the work conducted by
Brody and colleagues and Bradley and Cor-
wyn (2005). Feldman and Weinberger (1994)
however, provided evidence indicating in some
instances no mediation effects and in other
instances full mediation depending on the type
of parenting construct examined and whether
the analyses were conducted concurrently or
longitudinally. Furthermore, Finkenauer et al.
(2005) provided no evidence of full mediation
but, rather, mixed evidence of no and partial
mediation depending on both the parenting and
deviance items measured. Again, caution must
be made when interpreting Finkenauer et al.’s
results given the weaknesses associated with
cross-sectional research. Overall, no firm con-
clusions can be made regarding the exact nature
of how self-control mediates the parenting-
deviance association.

DISCUSSION

Summarizing Results Discovered Across the
Literature

At face value, when one is examining the
full results generated from cross-sectional and
longitudinal research specifically testing the
GTC and research outside the realm of the
GTC, similar findings emerge. Specifically, it
seems that the four parenting constructs (i.e.,
attachment, monitoring, recognition of deviant
behaviors, and punishment) originally hypothe-
sized by Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) affect
the development of self-control. Furthermore,
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self-control appears, at least partially, to medi-
ate the parenting-deviance association for cer-
tain aspects of parenting. Research additionally
reveals that parenting and family constructs
outside those originally conceptualized such
as effective psychological autonomy, coercive
parenting, modeling, problem solving, induc-
tive reasoning, effective communication, posi-
tive reinforcement, and the family environment
(i.e., parental relationship, family cohesion, and
family routines) also are influential in the devel-
opment of self-control.

Methodological Limitations Across the
Literature

To make the above conclusions one must look
past methodological limitations across the stud-
ies presented. For example, the cross-sectional
research discussed used single-informant, self-
reported data collection procedures and suffers
from recall bias, shared method variance, and
social desirability. The same types of weak-
nesses are found within some of the longitudinal
work conducted specifically to test the GTC. To
make firm conclusions regarding the GTC and to
decrease the possibility of the weaknesses iden-
tified, it is important to use a multi-informant,
multimethod data collection procedure. The
majority of research conducted outside of the
GTC fits this research design, as do three addi-
tional studies specifically examining the GTC;
thus, some support for the validity of the GTC
exists (Bradley & Corwyn, 2005; Brody, Dorsey,
et al., 2002; Brody & Flor, 1998; Brody et al.,
1994, 1996, 1999; Brody & Ge, 2001; Brody,
Murry, et al., 2002; Burt et al., 2006; Feldman
& Weinberger, 1994; Kim & Brody, 2005; Kim
et al., 2003; Murry & Brody, 2002; Perrone
et al., 2004; Polakowski, 1994).

Unresolved Issues of the GTC

Although research utilizing a multi-informant,
multimethod research design does support the
GTC, a number of unresolved issues arise
with respect to results generated from studies
not using the multi-informant, multimethod
research design. First, is recognition of deviant
behaviors associated with the GTC? Second,
are psychological autonomy, modeling, and
coercive parenting also associated with the
etiology of self-control (Chapple et al., 2005;

Finkenauer et al., 2005; Hay, 2001; Hope
& Chapple, 2005; Unnever et al., 2006)?
Third, to what extent does self-control mediate
the parenting-deviance association? Does the
mediation depend on the type of parenting,
self-control, and deviance measures being used
(Chapple et al.; Finkenauer et al.; Hope &
Chapple; Unnever et al., 2003)? Fourth and
finally, how does parenting prior to age 10
impact the etiology of self-control after age 10?

Considering Other Theoretical Perspectives

In addition to using longitudinal, multi-
informant, multimethod designs, researchers
should consider examining alternative theories
simultaneously with the GTC. Two promising
perspectives are coercion theory and social
information processing (SIP). Coercion theory
suggests that a bidirectional coercion process
(i.e., coercive parenting) between parent and
child impacts the child’s engagement of deviant
behaviors and outlines five specific parenting
practices to protect against the coercion process
and, thus, deviant behaviors (Dishion &
Patterson, 1997; Patterson, 1997; Patterson &
Bank, 1989; Patterson, Reid, & Dishion, 1992;
Patterson & Yoerger, 1993; Snyder & Patterson,
1987). More recently, self-regulation has been
suggested to be a potential mediator between
parenting and deviant outcomes (Snyder, Reid,
& Patterson, 2003). SIP suggests ineffective
parenting similar to that hypothesized by the
GTC is influential in the development of
deficits and biases, and that deficits or biases
within an individual’s SIP skills increases the
likelihood of that individual engaging in deviant
behaviors (Dodge, 1993; Dodge & Pettit, 2003;
Dodge, Pettit, McClaskey, & Brown, 1986). A
study conducted by Unnever et al. (2006) not
only found that ineffective parenting continued
to have a direct impact on delinquency,
which is consistent with the coercion theory,
but also found that coercive parenting was
associated with children’s lower levels of self-
control. Furthermore, Unnever et al.’s findings
showed that ineffective parenting was associated
with children’s aggressive attitudes, which is
consistent with SIP, and that self-control was
negatively associated with children’s aggressive
attitudes. Greater delinquency involvement was
explained when children had lower levels of self-
control and higher aggressive attitudes. Thus, the
contributions coercion theory and SIP may add
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to understanding associations among parenting,
self-control, and deviance is worth considering.

Coercion theory. According to the coercion
theory (Dishion & Patterson, 1997; Patterson,
1997; Patterson & Bank, 1989; Patterson &
Yoerger, 1993; Snyder & Patterson, 1987),
whether an individual engages in deviant
behaviors as a child or adolescent depends on a
reciprocal coercion process that occurs between
the parent(s) and child. For example, when a
parent tries to discipline his or her child, the
child responds in an aversive manner (e.g.,
whining, crying, throwing a temper tantrum).
The parent returns with an escalated attempt
(e.g., scolding, threats) at disciplining the child.
The child, however, also returns in an escalated
aversive manner. This process continues until
the parent desists in trying to discipline the
child. As time continues, the parent terminates
discipline attempts at the first sign of the child
engaging in aversive behaviors. Eventually, the
parent ignores aversive behaviors altogether,
allowing the child to ‘‘get away’’ with the
first negative behavior and be reinforced for
his or her aversive behaviors. It should be
noted, however, that variability can occur within
this phenomenon (e.g., differences in levels of
ineffective parenting between families).

In taking a more in-depth look, it appears
that similar parenting behaviors that account
for the etiology of self-control also account
for the elimination of, or protection against,
the coercion process between parent and child
and, in return protect against a child engaging
in delinquent behaviors. For example, Patter-
son and colleagues (Dishion & Patterson, 1997;
Patterson, 1996; Patterson & Bank, 1989; Pat-
terson et al., 1992; Patterson & Yoerger, 1993;
Snyder & Patterson, 1987) have theoretically
and empirically suggested that parents must
use effective discipline, monitoring, positive
parenting (i.e., psychological autonomy, attach-
ment), effective problem-solving practices, and
positive reinforcement to protect against the
engagement of deviant behaviors. Despite the
weaknesses within the GTC research, empirical
evidence also indicated that discipline, mon-
itoring, psychological autonomy, attachment,
effective problem solving, positive reinforce-
ment, and coercive style of parenting were
associated with the development of self-control
(Burt et al., 2006; Chapple et al., 2005; Feldman
& Weinberger, 1994; Finkenauer et al., 2005;

Hay, 2001; Unnever et al., 2006). Furthermore,
because the coercion theory is bidirectional
between the parent and child, it would seem
that, as parents engage in coercive parenting,
the child is less likely to develop an adequate
level of self-control. In turn, the child’s low
self-control would increase the likelihood of
the parent engaging in the coercive parenting
style. Further, as the coercive process contin-
ues between the parent and child, the child
is more likely to engage in deviant behaviors
via low self-control. Taken together, research
shows a connection among coercive parenting,
self-control, and deviance. In fact, Snyder et al.
(2003) suggested that self-regulation could be
a potential mediator between ineffective parent-
ing and deviance. The definition Snyder et al.
provided for self-regulation is similar to the def-
inition of self-control (e.g., both are defined
as someone who can plan, have goals, and
refrain from inappropriate behaviors). Overall,
it appears that coercion theory can offer addi-
tional parenting behaviors to help explain the
etiology of self-control, namely, psychological
autonomy, effective problem solving, positive
reinforcement, and coercive style parenting and,
in turn, give more support to the exploration of
psychological autonomy and coercive parenting
needing to be examined with the GTC.

Social information processing. SIP is a cog-
nitive heuristic that explains how individuals
perceive and interpret social cues to decide
on the most appropriate response in which to
engage (Dodge et al., 1986). According to SIP,
individuals who have deficits or biases while
processing social cues (e.g., positively evaluat-
ing aggressive or delinquent behaviors; holding
more positive evaluations toward aggression)
are more likely to engage in deviant behaviors.
Although not part of the SIP heuristic, several
researchers have suggested, theoretically, that
ineffective parenting influences the development
of SIP. Many of those hypothesized ineffective
parenting behaviors also account for the etiology
of self-control. For example, parenting practices
such as attachment, monitoring, ineffective or
harsh discipline, as well as communication are
theoretically and empirically linked with the
development of SIP deficits or biases (Dodge,
1993; Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 1990; Dodge &
Pettit, 2003; Gomez, Gomez, DeMello, & Tal-
lent, 2001; Weiss, Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 1992).
It also is noteworthy that low self-control appears
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to be linked with SIP in that individuals who
have lower levels of self-control are more likely
to have deficits or biases within their SIP and,
in turn, engage in aggressive behaviors (Dodge,
1993; Dodge, Lochman, Harnish, Bates, & Pet-
tit, 1997; Gibbs, Potter, Barriga, & Liau, 1996;
Guerra, 1993; Unnever et al., 2006). Further, as
with self-control, SIP deficits partially mediate
the relation between ineffective parenting and
aggressive behaviors (Dodge, Pettit, Bates, &
Valente, 1995; Gomez et al.; Weiss et al.). Thus,
it appears that SIP and self-control are associ-
ated in some manner and could explain why
self-control appears to only partially mediate the
parenting-deviance link as SIP deficits or biases
also mediate the parenting-deviance association.
It is possible that with the inclusion of both self-
control and SIP, the link between parenting and
deviance may be (more) fully explained.

In looking at the GTC, coercion theory,
and SIP together, a number of important
links appear to exist. First, it appears
there are parenting practices in common
among the theories. For example, all three
theories suggest that attachment, monitoring or
supervision, and discipline or punishment are
important in the development of self-control
and the protection against the coercion process,
SIP deficits or biases, and engagement in
deviant behaviors. In addition, communication,
effective problem solving, recognition of deviant
behaviors, positive parenting (i.e., psychological
autonomy), and positive reinforcement have
been empirically linked with at least one
of the theories. Second, it is important to
note that self-control appears connected to
both the coercion process and SIP deficits or
biases. Third, the coercion process, low self-
control, and SIP deficits or biases appear to be
influential in deviant behaviors through unique
but interlocking mechanisms.

Given the potential links between the GTC and
coercion theory and between the GTC and SIP,
it will be critical to empirically examine the the-
oretical associations between the GTC, coercion
theory, and SIP. Considering these theoretical
perspectives simultaneously permits studying
coercive parenting, SIP deficits or biases, and
self-control together to further understand the
etiology of deviance as well as helping to poten-
tially answer some of the unresolved issues
regarding the parenting-self-control relation and
the extent to which self-control and SIP mediate

the parenting-deviance association. It is impor-
tant to note that, historically, Gottfredson and
Hirschi (1990) have argued against the integra-
tion of the GTC with biological, psychological,
economic, and sociological theories because of
an inability to explain crime in a parsimonious
manner. The findings, however, suggest that,
although there is support for the GTC, perhaps
the original conceptualization of the theory is too
narrow. Consistent with the sentiments of Unn-
ever et al. (2006), empirical support for other
theories has been largely ignored when con-
sidering the GTC. ‘‘Despite different views of
human nature and other theoretical tensions,’’
support exists for the inclusion of factors asso-
ciated with multiple theories (Pratt & Cullen,
2000, p. 953). It is important for investigators
to remember that human behaviors are com-
plex, and it is unlikely that one theoretical
perspective is going to explain deviance in its
entirety. Researchers should look past theoret-
ical assumptions and focus on the empirical
evidence provided and realize the value added
to the explanation of deviance when examining
theoretical perspectives simultaneously. Thus, in
challenge to Gottfredson and Hirschi’s argument
against integration, mounting evidence suggests
that examining additional theories simultane-
ously with the GTC would provide for a deeper
understanding of how parents influence self-
control and the mediating mechanisms involved
in the parenting-deviance association. Therefore,
future research should consider other theoretical
perspectives to help answer some of the unre-
solved issues regarding the associations among
parenting, self-control, and deviance.

CONCLUSIONS

Overall, empirical evidence suggests that the
GTC offers valuable insights regarding why
individuals engage in deviant behaviors, namely,
that parenting does impact the development of
self-control and self-control is associated with
the link between parenting and engagement in
deviance. More specifically when the empirical
research conducted using a multimethod,
multi-informant research design is examined,
it is evident that attachment, monitoring,
and punishment are all associated with the
etiology of self-control, as hypothesized.
Additional parenting variables not originally
hypothesized, such as effective communication,
problem solving, inductive reasoning, positive
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reinforcement, and the family environment
(i.e., parental relationship, family cohesion,
and family routines) also are important in the
etiology of self-control, however. Furthermore,
it seems that self-control mediates the parenting-
deviance association in some manner; the
extent that self-control mediates the parenting-
deviance association and under what conditions
is unknown.

Taking the research together, the GTC does
not explain the etiology of deviance in its
entirety, and a number of unresolved issues
remain. Evidence also suggests, however, that
by including additional parenting variables and
mediating mechanisms associated with other
theories such as coercion theory and SIP, a
richer, more in-depth understanding of how
parents influence deviance will emerge. Such
clarifications have important implications, not
only for theory and research but also for
the development of effective prevention and
intervention efforts in the areas of parenting and
child and adolescent deviance.
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