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The Weak Strength
of Social Control Theory

David F. Greenberg

A reanalysis of self-reported delinquency data from the Richmond Youth Survey indi-
cates that social control theory has only limited explanatory power. The analysis con-
firms a prediction of strain theory, although strain theory, too, has limited explanatory
power. The impact of Hirschi’s Causes of Delinquency may have been due as much to its
ideological appeal as to the strength of the evidence that it presented in support of social
control theory.

For three decades, Travis Hirschi’s (1969) book, Causes of Delin-
quency, has been regarded as one of the most important works of American
criminology published in this century. It offers both a clear and powerful
statement of one version of control theory and evidence in support of that the-
ory. In addition, it offers evidence against some formulations of anomie or
strain theory, which had dominated sociological research on juvenile delin-
quency during the decade of the 1960s.

At the time that Causes of Delinquency was published, strain theory was
already in trouble because several studies (e.g., Dentler and Monroe 1961;
Reiss and Rhodes 1963; Stinchcombe 1964, pp. 82-3) had failed to find evi-
dence for the disproportionately high levels of lower-class delinquency pre-
dicted by the theory. Causes of Delinquency offered further evidence for
strain theory’s inability to explain observed patterns of delinquency.

The continuing influence of Hirschi’s formulation of control theory
hardly needs documentation. It is discussed in every criminology textbook
and has been used in theorizing about such topics as the age distribution of
crime (Greenberg 1977) and the gendering of crime (Hagan, Gillis, and
Simpson 1985). A recent survey of empirical tests of the theory located more
than 70 publications (Kempf 1993). Although Hirschi has argued for the
validity of a radically different version of control theory—focusing on an
individual’s psychological capacity to defer gratification and control
impulses rather than on integration with the community (Gottfredson and
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Hirschi 1990; Hirschi and Gottfredson 1994)—his earlier version remains of
considerable interest. To distinguish the version of control theory under con-
sideration discussed in this article from the formulation by Gottfredson and
Hirschi, I will refer to the theory being tested as social control theory.

The present article is devoted to the strength of the evidence offered in
Causes of Delinquency in favor of social control theory. By strength of the
evidence, I refer to the magnitude of the relationships among the variables in
the study. How strong are they? How much of the variability in delinquency
do they explain? It is these questions that this article sets out to answer.

An examination of the magnitude of relationships among the variables is
in order because Causes of Delinquency generally does not indicate how
large the correlations in the study are. The book presents roughly a hundred
tables for the frequencies and percentages of cases falling into the different
cells of the tables. It examines the effects of the independent variables by
comparing the percentages of cases in different categories of the dependent
variable to the different categories of the independent variable. Overall sum-
mary statistics for these relationships are, however, not presented.

PROCEDURES

Hirschi’s (1969) formulation of social control theory rests on the premise
that “delinquent acts result when an individual’s bond to society is weak or
broken” (p. 16). Four distinct strands contribute to this bond: attachment to
others, commitment to conventional lines of action, involvement in conven-
tional activities, and belief in conventional values.

Hirschi proposes multiple indicators for each strand and presents bivariate
tables involving self-reported delinquency and these indicators using data
collected in 1965 in the Richmond, California, Youth Survey. In some
instances, the relationships that Hirschi finds do not support social control
theory. For example, time spent on hobbies; playing basketball, football, and
baseball; watching television and reading newspapers and comic books; or
working around the house has little or no impact on involvement in delin-
quent activities (Hirschi 1969, p. 190). However, many of Hirschi’s tables
show relationships that agree with predictions of the theory.

In this article, my strategy will be to take tables that Hirschi interprets as
supportive of social control theory and calculate statistics for the strength of
the relationship between the variables in the tables. It is not practical to do this
computation for a hundred tables; instead, I have chosen tables that represent
each of the four types of social control that the theory claims are important.
The reader will have to trust my claim that I have not chosen tables that show
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TABLE 1: Percentage Committing Delinquent Acts by Intimacy of Communication

With Father
Delinquent Acts® 0 1 2 3 4
None 39 55 55 63 73
One 18 25 28 23 22
Two or more 43 20 17 15 5
Total 100 (97) 100 (182) 100 (436) 100 (287) 100 (121)

SOURCE: Hirschi (1969, p. 91).

NOTE: Figures in parentheses are the frequencies on which the percentages are
computed.

a. Scored on a 5-point scale in which 0 = little intimate communication and 4 = much inti-
mate communication.

atypically low amounts of variance explained. Readers who wish to examine
other tables can go directly to the source and compute the appropriate
descriptive statistics for themselves.

FINDINGS

Attachment to Parents

One indicator that Hirschi uses to measure attachment to parents is “inti-
macy of communication with father,” which is measured on a 5-point scale.
He finds that juveniles who have little intimate communication with their
fathers are more likely to report delinquent acts than those who have much
intimate communication; 38 percent of those who have the least intimate
communication with their parents report having committed no delinquent
acts, compared to 73 percent of those who had the most (see Table 1).

Yet, because relatively few members of the sample lie at the extreme ends
of the distribution for intimate communication with their fathers, little of the
variance in delinquency is explained by this variable. A,, is a statistic that is
appropriate when one ordinal variable is used to predict another. Its value for
Table 1 is 0.008, indicating that when intimacy of communication is used to
predict level of involvement in delinquency, predictions of whether subjects
are delinquent improve by less than 1 percent.

To predict the distribution of the dependent variable rather than simply the
modal category, Somer’s d,, is the more appropriate statistic; its value for this
table is —0.134. Finally, if we dichotomize the dependent variable, we find
$*=0.0162 or 0.0115, depending on how we group the categories of the inde-
pendent variable." All of these statistics are small, and they suggest that inti-
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TABLE 2: Percentage Committing Delinquent Acts by Affectional Identification

With the Father
Affectional Identification With Father

Delinquent In In In In Just Not
Acts Every Way Most Ways Some Ways aFew Ways  atAll
None 64 65 58 48 41
One 21 24 25 30 22
Two or more 16 11 17 22 38
Total 100 (121) 100 (404) 100 (387) 100 (172) 100 (138)

SOURCE: Hirschi (1969, p. 92).
NOTE: Figures in parentheses are the frequencies on which the percentages are
computed.

macy of communication has at best a weak influence on involvement in
delinquency.

Affectional Identification With the Father

Hirschi argues that the more that sons want to be like their fathers, the less
likely it is that they will be delinquent. He finds support for this proposition
from the figures in Table 2, which show that 64 percent of those who wanted
to be like their fathers in every way committed no delinquent acts, compared
to 41 percent of those who did not want to be like their fathers at all.

For much the same reason as in the previous relationship, the amount of
variance explained by this indicator is quite modest. We find A, = 0 because
the modal category is the same for all levels of affectional identification.
Knowledge of a boy’s affectional identification with his father does not
improve our prediction as to whether he has engaged in delinquent acts at all.
It does improve our knowledge of the distribution of delinquent acts (in
which we differentiate the category of one delinquency from the category of
two or more delinquencies) but only to amodest degree: Somer’s d, = 0.132.
If we dichotomize the independent variable, we find ¢? = 0.016 or 0.022,
depending on how the dichotomization is done.”

Concern for Teacher’s Opinion

“Concern for teacher’s opinion” is one of several variables that Hirschi
uses to measure attachment to the school. Table 3 shows levels of involve-
ment in self-reported delinquency for different levels of concern for teacher’s
opinion in Hirschi’s data. The table shows that the percentage of students
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TABLE 3: Percentage Committing Delinquent Acts by Concern for Teacher’s

Opinion
“Do You Care What Teachers Think of You”
Delinquent Acts A Lot Some Not Much
None 66 53 36
One 22 27 28
Two or more 12 20 36
Total 100 (588) 100 (503) 100 (209)

SOURCE: Hirschi (1969, p. 123).
NOTE: Figures in parentheses are the frequencies on which the percentages are
computed.

TABLE 4: Percentage Committing Delinquent Acts by Involvement in School-

Related Activities
Time Spent on Homework per Day
Delinquent 1.5 Hours Less Than
Acts or More 1 Hour .5 Hour .5 Hour
None 34 48 52 64
One or more 66 52 48 36
Total 100 (593) 100 (361) 100 (199) 100 (117)

SOURCE: Hirschi (1969, p. 191).
NOTE: Figures in parentheses are the frequencies on which the percentages are
computed.

who report no delinquent acts is 30 percent higher for those who care a lot
about what their teachers think of them than for those who do not care as
much. Yet, for this table, A,, = 0, whereas Somer’s d,, = 0.209. Dichotomiz-
ing the independent variable at the point in which the largest value of ¢? is
obtained, one finds that ¢? = 0.032. These effects are again quite modest.>

Involvement in School Activities

Hirschi’s (1969) formulation of social control theory leads to the predic-
tion that involvement in such school-related activities as homework assign-
ments should be negatively related to delinquency. As the cell frequencies in
Table 4 indicate, Hirschi’s data confirm this prediction with a relationship
that he calls “reasonably strong” (p. 191).

How strong is this reasonably strong relationship? I compute A, = 0.072
and Somer’s d,, =—0.179. Dichotomizing the independent variable in such a
way as to maximize the strength of the relationship yields ¢? = 0.0325. These
are very modest relationships indeed.
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TABLE 5: Percentage Committing One or More Delinquent Acts by Educational
Aspirations, by Race

Educational Aspiration White Boys Negro Boys
Less than college 56 (172) 56 (231)
Some college 47 (240) 51 (145)
College graduation 40 (825) 38 (315)

SOURCE: Hirschi (1969, p. 171).
NOTE: Figures in parentheses are the frequencies on which the percentages are
computed.

TABLE 6: Percentage Committing One or More Delinquent Acts by Educational
Aspirations and Educational Expectations

Educational Educational Aspirations

Expectations College Graduate  Some College Less Than College
College graduate 39 (607) — (6) — (5)
Some college 42 (174) 44 (196) — (12)

Less than college 58 (29) 63 (33) 56 (151)

SOURCE: Hirschi (1969, p. 172).
NOTE: Figures in parentheses are the frequencies on which the percentages are
computed.

Commitment to Education

Hirschi takes aspirations to attain higher levels of education as an indica-
tor of commitment to conventional lines of action. Overall levels of aspiration
in his sample were high, and the higher they were, the lower the level of
involvement in delinquency, consistent with the prediction of social control
theory (see Table 5).

How large are the relationships, though? As before, they are quite modest.
For White boys, A, =0.037 and d,, =—0.105; for Negro* boys, the same sta-
tistics are Ay, = 0.093 and d,, = —0.135. Aspirations to educational attainment
are a very weak inhibitor of involvement in delinquency.

Because Hirschi collected data on educational expectations as well as
educational aspirations, he was also able to examine the impact of educa-
tional anomie or strain. Examining the figures in Hirschi’s table,’ which are
reproduced in Table 6, Hirschi notes that even if the anomie hypothesis is
valid, itis largely irrelevant because so few boys wanted more education than
they expected to achieve. In addition, he notes, “those boys whose aspirations
exceed their expectations are no more likely to be delinquent than those boys
whose aspirations and expectations are identical” (p. 173). It follows that
strain is superfluous to a theory of delinquency. This finding has been cited by
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TABLE 7: Percentage Committing One or More Delinquent Acts by Educational
Strain and Aspirations

Educational Aspirations

Strain College Graduate  Some College No College
High .586 (29) — —_
Medium 420 (174) .636 (33) —
Low .390 (607) .439 (196) —

subsequent delinquency researchers as demonstrating that educational strain
is not a cause of delinquency (Farnworth and Leiber 1989).

A closer examination of Hirschi’s data shows that his assertions about
educational strain are not correct. To test them, I assigned numerical scores to
educational expectations and aspirations (no college = 0, some college = 1,
college graduation = 2) and then created an index of educational strain by
subtracting educational expectation from educational aspiration. The differ-
ence ranges from O to 2. The resulting table is shown in Table 7.

In analyzing this table, it is important to examine the effect of educational
strain within categories of educational aspiration. This is so because social
control theory tells us that educational aspirations, which represent commit-
ment to a conventional line of activity, should discourage involvement in
delinquency. The presumption is that someone who aspires to high educa-
tional attainment will refrain from illegal activities so as not to jeopardize that
goal. If educational aspirations and educational strain are positively corre-
lated, then the relationship between strain and delinquency will be obscured
by failure to control for aspirations. Holding aspirations constant means that
we need not worry about such suppressor effects. There is, on the other hand,
no theoretical rationale for expecting educational expectations to influence
delinquency except through their contribution to educational strain.

Contrary to what Hirschi asserts, within categories of educational aspira-
tion, the higher the level of educational strain, the higher the delinquency
rate. For those who aspire to complete college, the relationship is quite small,
although comparable to what is found for some social control theory predic-
tions: A, = 0.0153, d,, = 0.057. For those who aspire to some college, the
findings are stronger: A,, = 0.084, d,, = 0. 198.5

These findings are as expected from strain theory. Moreover, the larger of
the coefficients is as large as the strongest of the findings supporting social
control theory.” Hirschi is not correct in contending that too few boys have
high levels of educational strain for this variable to have any significant
impact. It is also worth noting that within categories of strain, involvement in
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delinquency is higher for those whose educational aspirations are lower—as
predicted by control theory.?

One might wonder whether these results depend on the choice of educa-
tional aspirations rather than educational expectations as a control variable in
this analysis. This question arises because, as Jensen (1995) has pointed out,
strain is measured as the difference between aspirations and expectations. A
positive relationship between strain and delinquency could arise spuriously
because high expectations are reducing delinquency (as predicted by control
theory), even when strain is having no effect. However, controlling for expec-
tations instead of aspirations fails to alter our findings. Within each level of
expectations, delinquency is higher in instances in which strain is higher.

Jensen (1995) has argued that controlling for expectations or aspirations is
insufficient to rule out spuriousness. In a critique of the work of Farnworth
and Leiber (1989), who found that economic strain tended to increase delin-
quency when controlling for educational expectations, Jensen insists that it is
necessary to control for both aspirations and expectations while assessing the
impact of strain.

Jensen seems not to realize that it is mathematically and conceptually
impossible to control for both aspirations and expectations while assessing
the impact of strain. When aspirations and expectations are both held con-
stant, the difference between them cannot vary. It is not possible to assess the
independent linear contributions of education, aspirations, and the difference
between them empirically (Kessler and Greenberg 1981, pp. 77-8). In
instances in which theory specifies that just two of these three possible contri-
butions is relevant, their effects can be assessed independently; in instances
in which all three contributions are expected on theoretical grounds, empiri-
cal analysis cannot disentangle their distinct influences.

Jensen attempts to test for the presence of strain effects using the same
data set as Farnworth and Leiber (1989) (the Seattle Youth Survey) by carry-
ing out a log-linear analysis that examines the relationships between delin-
quency, aspirations, and expectations. He finds the direct effects of aspira-
tions and expectations on delinquency to be significant, but he finds no
statistically significant three-way term (showing interaction between aspira-
tions and expectations as they influence delinquency). It is the absence of any
significant interaction term that leads Jensen to reject strain theory.

The difficulty with this procedure is that strain theory does not assert that
aspirations and expectations interact. An interaction between these two vari-
ables would imply that strain is high when aspirations and expectations are
both high or both low, and low when either one of them is high and the other
low (or vice versa). Such a proposition cannot be found in the writings of any
strain theorist, and it does not follow logically from the theory itself. Strain
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theory asserts that the difference between aspirations and expectations is
positively related to delinquency. The qualitative statements of the theory do
not indicate whether the effect of strain on delinquency is linear or nonlinear,
and they say nothing about interaction effects. Jensen’s finding that the direct
effect of aspirations on delinquency is positive, whereas the direct effect of
expectations on delinquency is negative, is exactly what strain theory pre-
dicts. Moreover, his finding that aspirations increase delinquency when
expectations are controlled is not predicted by control theory.

CONCLUSION

My reanalysis of selected tables in Travis Hirschi’s landmark study,
Causes of Delinquency, finds support for control theory, but the support is not
as strong as his text implies or as is widely believed. If one considers the goal
of theory to be the explanation of variation in outcomes, the results cannot be
described as an unqualified victory for control theory.

Although the findings of the present analysis are consistent with social
control theory, they cannot rule out the possibility that alternative explana-
tions for this consistency can be found. Hirschi’s more recently formulated
self-control theory sees delinquency and the independent variables examined
here as consequences of a fairly stable personality trait—Ilow self-control
(Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990; Hirschi and Gottfredson 1994). Self-control
theory, then, considers the relationships that Hirschi (1969) and I treat as
causal, to be spurious. Evidence of a different sort than is considered here
would be needed to distinguish social control theory from self-control theory.

It is worthwhile to consider why the relationships found here are not
stronger. One possibility is that measurement error is weakening relation-
ships that are actually stronger in the real world. In principle, a multiple indi-
cator model could test for this possibility by purging each indicator of the
effects of random error.

It could also be that the relationships are being distorted through the use of
a summary measure of involvement in delinquency. Hirschi took the simple
sum of involvement in six different delinquent acts in the recent past as his
measure of delinquency, without reporting the reliability of this measure. If
the strength of causal effects is greater for some kinds of delinquency than for
others, the overall strength of influences as assessed in Hirschi’s analysis
(and ours) will provide an imperfect assessment of the strength of the theory.

Another possibility is that temporal misspecification is biasing parameter
estimates (Kessler and Greenberg 1981, pp. 60-1). Control theory states that
weak bonding should increase levels of involvement in delinquency. To test
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this proposition, weak bonding should be measured at an earlier time than
that at which delinquency is measured.

The cross-sectional design employed in the Richmond Youth Survey,
however, did not provide for this sequencing of measurements. Conse-
quently, Hirschi used low bonding at the time of data collection to predict ear-
lier, not later, involvement in delinquency. For purposes of testing social con-
trol theory, this is the wrong time ordering. To the extent that bonding and/or
delinquency are unstable over time, relationships will be attenuated.” How-
ever, several studies (e.g., Agnew 1985, 1991) have tested control theory
using longitudinal data so that the temporal ordering of variables was appro-
priate for testing the theory. Here, too, the effects predicted by control theory
were quite small. With earlier involvement in delinquency controlled, control
theory variables predicted only 1 to 2 percent additional variance in
delinquency.

Finally, it may be that the present results should be taken at face value.
That would imply that although social control has some effect on involve-
ment in delinquency, it has only a modest effect in explaining variation in
delinquency involvement across individuals. Even in cases in which change
in social control has an appreciable effect on delinquency (as measured by
percentage change, for example), social control variables appear to have only
modest explanatory power because they do not vary much among the juve-
niles in our sample. For example, 80 percent of the boys in the Richmond
Youth Survey said that they expected to attend college, and half of the boys
expected to graduate. Nationally, 29 percent of the American population
between the ages 18 and 24 were in college in 1965 (Kurian 1988, p. 1355); in
1960, about 18 percent of the appropriate age group graduated from college
(Corwin 1965, p. 173). Either an exceptionally high proportion of Rich-
mond’s youth attended college in 1965 when Hirschi’s data were collected or
its high school-age students had unrealistically high expectations, greatly
reducing variation in educational expectations.

The latter possibility is the more likely. College attendance has a strong
positive relationship to income. In 1970 (the earliest year for which I have
been able to obtain the statistic), the median income was slightly lower in
Richmond than in the state of California as a whole (U.S. Bureau of the Cen-
sus 1973, pp. 633, 645), making it extremely unlikely that such a high per-
centage of the Richmond youth would, in fact, attend college.'® In a popula-
tion in which control and strain variables varied more, they might make a
larger contribution to the explanation of variance. If this is so, it may be that a
psychological propensity to exaggerate expectations to ameliorate potential
strain helps to limit involvement in illegal activity, even if those expectations
are unrealistic (Agnew and Jones 1988).
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If the explanatory power of social control is limited, what other factors
may contribute to variation in delinquency involvement? Our findings pro-
vide some moderate support for strain theory, which seems to be at least as
adequate in its explanatory power as control theory in this data set.

The relationships in Table 7, from which we drew this conclusion, are no
less susceptible to measurement error and temporal misspecification than
those in the earlier tables. There is no reason to think that this attenuation is
greater for one set of relationships than for the other. Consequently, there is
no reason to suppose that strain theory has been unfairly privileged in this
comparison. We conclude that the widespread belief that the Richmond data
set are incompatible with strain theory is mistaken.

Further support for anomie or strain theory can be found in another table in
Hirschi (1969, p. 168), showing the relationship between delinquency and
involvement in such adult activities as drinking alcohol, smoking, and dating.
Here, one finds A, = 0.28, d,, = 0.289. Although Hirschi interprets this rela-
tionship as consistent with social control theory, it could also represent strain
associated with a juvenile’s aspirations toward adult status (Bloch and
Niederhoffer 1958).

Findings consistent with differential association theory can also be found
in Hirschi (1969, p. 151): The relationship between delinquency and number
of friends picked up by the police in his data is A, = 0.25, d,, = 0.272.

Although Hirschi (1969; see also Hirschi and Gottfredson 1986) has
argued against attempts to synthesize different explanatory theories of crime,
the Richmond data suggest that there can be value in doing so. A model that
incorporates measures of control, differential association, and anomie or
strain may have superior predictive power to one that incorporates just one of
these explanatory variables.!" We think, therefore, that recent attempts to
refine, extend, and test strain theory (Agnew 1992, 1997) may prove fruitful.

Such a synthetic model makes sense only if the theoretical elements to be
synthesized are not logically incompatible. Although Hirschi (1969) has
questioned the compatibility of strain and control theory, it is my own convic-
tion that he is mistaken. Both theories can be seen as special cases of a more
general utility-maximizing model of criminality. Strain theory places its
emphasis on differences between individuals in potential gains from criminal
and noncriminal activities; control theory, on their costs. The empirical evi-
dence presented here, as well as evidence found by other researchers, sug-
gests that both kinds of difference exist in populations of interest and contrib-
ute to differences in involvement in crime.

These conclusions have been reached on the basis of tables in which the
effect of one variable is studied with no controls or with just one control vari-
able. A full assessment of the effect of the predictor variables in this data set
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requires the estimation of a multivariate model. Several researchers have
done so (e.g., Cernkovich 1978; Wiatrowski, Griswold, and Roberts 1981)
and, consistent with our results, have found that the effects predicted by con-
trol theory are small to moderate in magnitude or more consistent with rival
theories, such as differential association, than with social control theory
(Matsueda 1982).

Akers’s (1994, pp. 119-20) survey of other empirical assessments of con-
trol theory finds the evidence mixed. Some studies fail to support the theory’s
predictions, whereas others do. Where support is found, the strengths of the
relationships tend to be modest in magnitude. Our conclusions are, therefore,
generally consistent with other delinquency research.

What makes the present analysis of interest is not the originality of its
findings but the fact that at any time during the past 30 years its results could
have been obtained easily by anyone who wanted to take a few minutes to
compute some elementary descriptive statistics using a pocket calculator and
the figures published in Causes of Delinquency. Yet, no one appears to have
taken the trouble to do so.

It may be that a cultural predisposition to believe in the tenets of control
theory has stood in the way of a critical examination of the empirical evi-
dence in favor of that theory. The last quarter century has been one in which
national political life has been largely dominated by conservative philoso-
phies. The image of mankind presented by control theory—one in which
people are innately disposed to do harm to others unless restrained—may
have been congenial to the conservative mentality.

The decade of the 1960s saw the rise of countercultures and open political
conflict over U.S. military policies and racial discrimination. Psychotropic
drugs were being promoted for their ability to expand and alter conscious-
ness. Schools were criticized for inculcating a stultifying conformity and pre-
paring students to take their places in a stratified labor force. In response to
the civil rights movement and to urban riots, efforts were begun to remove
obstacles to upward mobility and to ensure full economic and social partici-
pation of all citizens, especially Blacks, whose high levels of poverty and dis-
proportionate involvement in crime were perceived to be a direct or indirect
consequence of racial discrimination and repression.

Faced with these unsettling cultural and political challenges, some crimi-
nologists may have welcomed a theoretical perspective that denied the rele-
vance of social structure and cultural difference and highlighted the harmful
social consequences that resulted when ties to conventional institutions, such
as the family and the school, were weakened and aspirations to conventional
educational and occupational careers were attenuated.
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One need not deny the partial insights that social control theory has
brought to criminology to acknowledge that this conservative perspective has
led to the relative neglect of other theoretical traditions whose insights also
have much to offer to criminology and to crime prevention policy.

Had Hirschi asked why it was that some juveniles had less commitment
than others to conventional lines of action, less involvement in conventional
activities, and weaker beliefs in conventional values, he might have been led
directly to subcultural and structural theories. Quite plausibly, youth facing
limited conventional opportunities would reduce their commitment to con-
ventional lines of action and their belief in conventional values. Quite plausi-
bly, youth’s values are shaped by exposure to subcultures, and this exposure
might itself vary according to parental control strategies. The contents of dif-
ferent subcultures might well be shaped by structures of opportunities.
Although some of these possibilities were taken up by other criminologists
(e.g., Bernard and Snipes 1996; Groves 1987; Hagan et al. 1985; Lynch and
Groves 1987, pp. 77-81), Hirschi (1969) stood aside from these synthetic
efforts, insisting on the incompatibility of social control theory and other
theoretical traditions.

Although Hirschi’s more recent ideas about self-control have attempted to
explain why some adolescents and adults are less committed than others to
conventional lines of action and less involved in conventional activities, the
emphasis on stable attributes of personality in self-control theory continues
to shield the central institutions and cultural themes of society from examina-
tion as to the role they play in crime causation.

NOTES

1. The first value is obtained by grouping together Levels 0, 1, and 2 in one category of the
independent variable and Levels 3 and 4 in the other independent category; the second value is
obtained by grouping Level 2 with Levels 3 and 4.

2. The first value is obtained by grouping “in some ways” with “in just a few ways” and “not
at all.” The second value is obtained by grouping “in some ways” with “in most ways” and “in
every way.”

3. They are notincreased when a composite measure of achievement motivation is used. For
Hirschi’s (1969) table that involved an index of achievement motivation (p. 179), Somer’s dyx is
-0.207.

4. Although now anachronistic, the term Negro was standard usage at the time that Hirschi
wrote. I preserve his vocabulary.

5. Following Hirschi’s procedure, percentages are not computed for those cells in Tables 6
and 7, in which educational expectations exceed educational aspirations. These cells may repre-
sent response errors.
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6. A log-linear analysis confirms that higher levels of educational strain are associated with
higher levels of delinquency when educational aspirations are controlled. Fixing aspiration
effects at O worsens the fit by a larger amount than fixing strain effects at 0.

7. It might be noted that the results supporting control theory are stronger in those analyses
in which the variable measuring delinquent acts is trichotomized than in those in which it is
dichotomized. Had Hirschi’s table permitted this degree of refinement in constructing Table 7, it
might be that the effect of anomie found here would have been even stronger.

8.In cases in which strain is medium, A = .071 and Somer’s d=.217; in cases in which strain
islow, A =0 and Somer’s d = .048 (ns). It appears that control reduces delinquency significantly
only in cases in which there is a substantial degree of strain. In instances in which strain is low,
there is little delinquency to reduce so control has less room to exert an influence.

9. Hirschi and Gottfredson (1986) have argued that longitudinal research offers no advan-
tages over a cross-sectional design. In the absence of longitudinal data with which to compare his
findings, which are based on cross-sectional research, it is impossible to know whether temporal
misspecification is biasing Hirschi’s results, but the possibility for such bias is certainly present.
Seemingly, Hirschi’s rejection of longitudinal research protects his earlier findings against
potential falsification. Ironically, however, they may also be protecting his findings from being
strengthened. If temporal misspecification is reducing the strengths of the relationships in his
tables, a correct temporal misspecification would yield stronger results.

10. Agnew and Jones (1988) have found similarly unrealistic expectations of college atten-
dance in a national sample of high school students.

11. Such syntheses have been proposed previously by, for example, Greenberg (1977), Eve
(1978), Aultman and Wellford (1979), Elliott, Ageton, and Canter (1979), Johnson (1979), and
Elliott (1985), among others.
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