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Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) contend that all
deviance is subsumed under self-control theory
and that individuals who commit any one deviant
act will tend to commit other deviant acts as well.
This research tests the correlation of illicit sexual
behaviors with crime as they relate to measures of
self-control. Secondly, this research examines the
Gottfredson and Hirschi argument that their theory
is a ““general theory”” and predicts all forms of
deviance wherebyY w self-control is a predictor of
both sexual deviance and crime. These analyses
report illicit sexual behaviors are positively
correlated with criminal behaviors providing
support for Self-Control Theory. Furthermore, the
analyses of this data support that low self-control is
a predictor of illicit sexual behaviors and crime.

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) contend that Self-Control
Theory is a general theory of crime and that it can explain
a variety of both conforming and non-conforming behaviors
across different socioeconomic statuses, racial or ethnic
backgrounds, as well as gender. Self-Control Theory is based
on the assertion that inadequate child rearing practices result
in low self-control, which can lead to a variety of criminal
and analogous acts. Moreover, they maintain that all
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deviance is subsumed under Self-Control Theory and that
individuals who commit any one deviant act will tend to
commit other deviant acts as well (Gottfredson and Hirschi
1990; Britt 1994).

Hirschi and Gottfredson’s (1994) assertion that crime is but
one manifestation of low self-control is of central importance
to this research. They identify analogous behaviors as being a
Bositive correlate to crime, providing immediate gratification

ut having negative long-term consequences (Hirschi and

Gottfredson 1994:16). Manifestations of low self-control
identified by Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990:89) as “‘anal-
ogous behaviors’”” include smoking, drunk driving, dru
abuse, gambling, delinquency, having children out of wed-
lock, and illicit sex.

The current study brings to bear a major criminological
theory, Self—Contror Theory, on illicit sexual behaviors. In
doing so it extends the prior work on Gottfredson and
Hirschi’s Self-Control Theory by testing their assertion that
illicit sex is a correlate of crime. Second, this research tests
the ability of Self-Control Theory to predict a previously
untested form of sexual behavior, addressing Gottfredson
and Hirschi’s contention that their theory is general and
predicts all forms of deviance.

SELF-CONTROL THEORY

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) proposed a general theory of
crime, in which they separated the actor from the act, and
argued that inadequate child rearing practices result in low
levels of self-control, which leads to a variety of criminal
and analogous behaviors. Low self-control is characterized
as a unidimensional personality trait composed of six ele-
ments; anger, impulsivity, preference for simple tasks, risk
seeking, being more physical than mental, and being
self-centered (Arneklev et al. 1993; Grasmick et al. 1993).
Although Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990:96) recognize the
existence of individual differences, they contend that low
self-control is the trait largely responsible for deviant beha-
vior. They assert that altﬁough all individuals are equally
motivated to seek pleasure and avoid pain, it is the dimen-
sions of self-control that mediate individual cost benefit
calculations to make decisions (Gottfredson and Hirschi
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1990:3). The dimensions of low self-control are not con-
ducive to the achievement of long-term goals and aspirations;
they impede educational and occupational success, destro
interpersonal relationships, and undermine health and well
being (Evans et al. 1997; Gibson et al. 2000). In the absence
of sufficient self-control we expect to see individuals commit
a variety of norm-violating acts who fail to calculate the cost
of deviance. Subsequently, low self-control can predict
propensity to engage in crime and analogous acts.

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990:15) define crime as a form
of deviance, whereby ‘““acts of force or fraud are undertaken
in the pursuit of self interest.” They contend offenders ‘“com-
mit a wide variety of deviant acts, only one of which is
crime, with no strong inclination to pursue a specific deviant
act or pattern of deviant acts to the exclusion of others”
(Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990:91). These individuals are
oriented to acts that provide immediate gratification, require
little planning, are pleasure seeking, and/or pain avoiding,
and are simple or easy acts (Gottfredson and Hirschi
1990:89). Crime is therefore not the only deviant response
that can result from low self-control; there are a variety of
analogous acts.

Studies found that low self-control is related to drunken
driving (Keane et al. 1993; Piquero and Tibbetts 1996; Strand
and Garr 1994), substance abuse and eating disorders
(Peluso et al. 1999), gambling, delinquency (Sorenson and
Brownfield 1995; Evans et al. 1997; Nagin and Paternoster
1993), academic dishonesty (Cochran et al. 1998), imprud-
ent behavior (Arneklev et al. 1993), intimate violence (Sellers
1999), as well as organizational offending (Reed and Yeager
1996). Gibbs and Giever (1995) note the manifestations of
self-control on university students whereas Paternoster and
Brame (1998) expose the structural similarities of processes
generating criminal and analogous behaviors. However, no
research to date has examined the assertions of Gottfredson
and Hirschi in regard to illicit sexual behavior.

AGE, GENDER, RACE, PARENTAL INCOME AND
SELF-CONTROL

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990:115) contend that the effect of
age is invariant on self-control, rather it is biological and
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physical controls that play an increasingly large part in indi-
vidual desistance to deviate (i.e., ““the inexorable aging of
the organism.”’). They assert that the relatively fixed self-
control trait allows the offender to gain satisfaction from
deviant behavior at all times and in all places. Research on
age, self-control, and offendinﬁ found that low self-control
was significantly related to both crime and analogous beha-
viors, with younger adults reporting more deviance (Britt
1992; Burton et al. 1999; Johnson et al. 1997; Tittle and
Grasmick 1997; Kruttschnitt et al. 2000).

Like age, gender differences in deviance are invariant
over both time and place with males being more likely
than females to engage in deviance (Krauss et al. 2000;
Zager 1993). Accordingly, the authors contend that any
difference in self-control between males and females is
the result of differences in child rearing for girls as com-
pared to boys. Research provides mixed results, indicatin
there may be some gender differences associated with ris
and measures of selt-control (Johnson et al. 1997; Gibbs
and Giever 1995; Nagin and Paternoster 1993; Burton
et al. 1998).

In regard to race, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) purport
that although other theories fail to explain these differences,
self-control explains racial differences in rates of offending as
due to differential child rearing practices among racial
groups. Research supports racial differences in deviant beha-
viors but has been unable to attribute the differences to early
childhood socialization practices (Winfree and Bernat 1998;
Kruttschnitt et al. 2000; Lagrange and Silverman 1999).

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) argue that crime or the
likelihood of involvement in crime is not socioeconomic-
specific. Individual properties such as parental income as a
measure of socioeconomics are incorporated only in so
much as they impact on crime, analogous behaviors, or
self-control. To date, no research has included socioeco-
nomics as a constant in their research within Self-Control
Theory testing.

The contribution of the present research is to empirically
test whether illicit sexual behaviors are correlated with crime
in a sample of university students. Second, this research tests
the ability of self-control theory to predict a previously
untested form of deviance, illicit sexual Eehaviors, addressing
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Gottfredson and Hirschi’s artgument that their theory is gen-
eral and predicts all forms of deviance.

SEXUAL DEVIANCE

Researchers seek to explain participation in illicit sex from a
variety of perspectives. Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990:89)
contend that illicit sex, as an analogous act, provides
immediate and simple gratification of the individual’s desires
without much planning or skill. Furthermore, as a simple
physical task it provides excitement, exhilaration, or risk,
and contains an element of self-centeredness.

Although a human being is capable of sexual arousal and
sexual satisfaction by a wide range of different activities,
almost no one individual engages in the range of sexual
behaviors of which humans are capable (Buckner 1971).
Gagnon and Simon (1973) provided a typology for sexual
behaviors, identifying three categories of deviant sexual
behavior. Although this study is not concerned with the
classification process of illicit sex, the typology provides
for identification of sexual behaviors considered to be
Erohibited according to societal norms by custom if not

y law. The socially prohibited sexual behaviors include
masturbation, use of pornography, indecent exposure/
exhibitionism, cross-dressing, sexual encounters outside of
primary relationships, and number of sexual partners
(Gagnon and Simon 1973).

These acts may be considered relatively trivial by many
and some may O{Jject to them being used to test a general
theory of crime and deviance. Some researchers argue that
only real or serious crimes such as those found in the Uni-
form Crime Reports are worthy of investigation. Other forms
of deviance are often considered qualitatively distinct from
serious crime and it is suggested studying them may provide
no important contributions to the understanding of crime or
self-control theory. However, this study is important because
it explores an additional dimension of deviant behavior, by
addressing Gottfredson and Hirschi’s assertion of the gener-
ality of deviance.

In addition, the study of forms of sexual deviance is not
incompatible with learning something about deviance.
Gottfredson and Hirschi contend that all §eviance stems from
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a common source; low self-control. Therefore, sexually illicit
acts, while ranging from inconsequential to serious, can be
defined by the same characteristics (i.e., low self-control).

Masturbation

Accounts of the ““dangers’” of masturbation have existed for cen-
turies; still, masturbation is not an uncommon practice (Stolberg
2000; Hunt 1998). Thomas Aquinas (1981) notes that mastur-
bation is a gateway pleasure, that of itself is not especially
dangerous but is capable of opening doors to a vast arena of pos-
sibilities. An American Surgeon General was fired for stating
that masturbation is a worthy alternative to abstinence or unsafe
sex and in fact is a healthy practice (Elders 1997).

Over the last century masturbation has become socially
positioned as ranging 1'>r/om normality to tolerable deviance
often being referred to as self-love and sexual self-gratifi-
cation (Bockting and Coleman 2003). Laqueur (2003) reports
masturbation is intimately bound up with the power to cre-
ate, the process of self-making, and the rejection of social
control. He further articulates masturbation as the realization
of the right to human happiness but once released, the pos-
sibilities of practice are oﬁﬁicult if not impossible to contain.

Masturbation is noted to have inherent dangers including
public nuisance (Laufer and Laufer 1989), autoerotic fatal-
ities (Hazelwood et al. 1983), penile injuries (Voegeli and
Effert 2005), and injury from using appliances or inserting
objects to enhance sexual sensation during masturbation
(Bacci and Porena 1986; Grumet 1985). Other studies
support that masturbation has the ability to interfere with
long-term interpersonal relationships (Kay 1992; Burg
1987). When masturbation is coupled with appliances
(dildos, vibrators, and electricity) the ability to engage in
interpersonal relationships becomes more difficult (Betchen
1991; Davidson and Darling 1986). Moreover, research
supports high levels of masturbation are also associated with
higher numbers of sexual of partners and sexual activity
(Laumann et al. 1994).

Sexually Explicit Materials

Research has produced a variety of findings on the effects of
sexually explicit materials (i.e., pornography). Kinsey (1998)
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promoted pornography as a public form of sexual expression.
Masturbation with pornography provides “‘imaginative tutel-
age in a diversity of sexual scripts; it is strongly related to
engaging in not only more partnered sex but also a wider
range of partnered sexual activities, such as oral and anal
sex” (Laumann et al. 1994). Arcand (1993) asserts consump-
tion of sexually explicit materials inspires individuals to mas-
turbate as a substitute for sexual intercourse.

Exposure to sexually explicit materials is found to encour-
age men to frame social interactions with women as sexual
encounters even when inappropriate (McKenzie-Mohr and
Zanna 1990; Abbey 1982). The consumption of sexually
explicit materials encourages negative attitudes toward
women (Linz et al. 1988) and promotes aggression toward
women (Kelly et al. 1997; Lopez and George 1995). Studies
support links between pornography and sexual arousal to
acts of anger and rage such as rape depictions, violent sexual
fantasies, and woman abuse (DeKeseredy and Schwartz
1998; Malmuth 1984). A number of feminist and fundamen-
talist %roups contend there is a causal connection between
sexually explicit materials and sexually related violence
(Allen et al. 1995; Fisher and Grenier 1994). Specifically,
the failure of a sexually aggressive man to hear “‘no”” and
to understand that it means ‘‘no”” is one problem linked to
the prevalence of sexually explicit material (Matlin 1987).
More recently, research has further established that por-
no§raphy is used in the commission of crimes (Langevin
and Curnoe 2004; Langevin 2003).

Sexual Exposure

The practice of exhibitionism is best described as individuals
sexually exposing themselves in an inappropriate setting
(Glaser and Gordon 1990; Mohr et al. 1964). Some indivi-
duals find sexual exposure in public and semi-public places
exciting, and risk the chance of being discovered by others
(WheeFer 1960). Gebhard et al. (1965) reports that sexual
exposure involves mostly males who suddenly start mastur-
bating without warning before women and children who
are usually strangers to them. The generally stated purpose
for exhibitionism is for the sexua% excitement with little
regard for the concern of others. It is important to note that
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female exhibitionism, although it exists, is rare (Gebhard
et al. 1965).

Sexual exposure is linked to other types of sexual
deviances: increased exhibitionism and voyeurism, touch-
ing, violence, and rape (Yalom 1960; Grassberger 1964).
Persistent exhibitionists also engage in transvestite activity
as exhibitionism increases (Langevin et al. 1987). Exposing
one’s sexual organs to an unwilling and coerced audience
qualifies as an unconventional sex act, violates societal
norms, and carries with it a high level of both risk and conse-
quence at informal and formal societal levels.

Cross-Dressing

According to the World Health Organization (1992), cross-
dressing (i.e., transvestism) is the wearing of clothes of the
opposite sex primarily to obtain sexual excitement. Specifi-
cally, cross-dressing is identified as an obsessive compulsive
act undertaken for erotic sexual purposes (Kraft-Ebing 1988).
Sexual arousal, for the cross-dresser, is related to dressing in
clothes of the opposite sex marked by recurring sexual
impulses and sexually arousing fantasies (The American Psy-
chiatric Association 2000).

Zucker and Blanchard (1997) note that transvestism causes
distress or impairment in social, occupational, and other
areas of functioning. Transvestism is significantly associated
with separation from parents, being easily sexually aroused,
same-sex sexual experiences, use of pornography, and
higher masturbation frequency, as well as sexual arousal
from pain, exposing genitals to a stranger, and voyeurism
(Langstrom and Zucker 2005; Evans 1993).

Studies contend transvestism is associated with increased
risk for sexual acting out that could injure the individual or
others, including autoerotic asphyxia during masturbation
while cross-dressed (Blanchard and Zucker 1991), hyper-
sexuality and extensive masturbation, as well as promiscuity
(Black et al. 1997; Kafka and Hennen 2002), sexual moles-
tation of children, and exhibitionistic acts (Langevin et al.
1987). Although cross-dressing historically occurs in most
societies, and is incredibly complex, individuals who seek
help reveal a number of other deviances as well (Bhurga
and de Silva 1996).



Hlicit Sexual Behavior and Self-Control Theory 513

Sexual Encounters Outside of Primary Relationships

Secure individuals have the ability to experience greater
mutual intimacy and pleasure in sexual relationships, tend-
ing to avoid promiscuity (Hazan and Shaver 1987). How-
ever, impulsive individuals tend to use sex to satisfy their
needs for security and love and have greater acceptance of
casual sex (Feeney et al. 1993). Furthermore, those indivi-
duals are more likely to demonstrate low commitment in
romantic relationships, to use sex for fun rather than an
expression of intimacy, and to accept multiple relationships
for immediate gratification (Frey and Hojjat 1998; Levy and
Davis 1988). Feeney et al. (1993:177) suggest that these indi-
viduals are ““... using sexual activity to avoid other forms of
intimacy such as verbal disclosure.” Similarly, Simpson and
Gangestad (1991) speculated that one possible motivation
underIKing the casual sexual activity is the lack of interest
in or the capacity for becoming involved and close to part-
ners. Sex outside of a primary relationship has conclusively
been shown to have long-term negative consequences caus-
ing ongoing discord in a relationship (Spanier and Margolis
1983), and is the most commonly stated reason for breakups
and divorces (Betzig 1989).

Number of Sexual Partners

Socially, an increased number of sexual partners attract chas-
tisement, although more often for women than men, and
more often for homosexuals than heterosexuals. Among the
teen population in ﬁeneral and college students in particular,
there has been a fall in age of first intercourse, an increase in
the proportion of unmarried youth with sexual experience
and an increase in the number of premarital partners
(Maticka-Tyndale 1991; Chug and Moore 1994). More
recent trends denote increases in the number of sexual part-
ners termed ‘‘hook-ups”” (Paul and Hayes 2002) or having
““friends with benefits”” (Mongeau et al. 2003).

Overall, illicit sexual behaviors appear to offer fruitful new
territory for the study of self-control theory. Research sup-
orts a connection between sexual behavior and aspects of
ow self-control identified by Gottfredson and Hirschi such
as risk and sensation seeking (excitement or thrill), simple
tasks, poor impulse control, self-centeredness, anger, the
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need for immediate %ratiﬁcation, and inability to see long-
term consequences of current actions.

METHODS

Data for this project were collected from 705 college
students, age 18 and older, across three southwestern univer-
sities; one rural, one commuter, and one Carnegie | research
institution. Participants were enrolled in introductory-level
sociology courses; participation in the survey was entirely
voluntary with no incentive provided. Confidentiality and
anonymity of the responses were guaranteed. Surveys were
administered over the course of two one-week periods,
during varying times of the day and week to participants in
introductory sociology classes.

Analyses were limited to participants between the ages of
18 and 25 years, eliminating 40 cases from the sample. The
remaining 655 cases are analyzed in this study.

Data Analyses

The present research proposes that illicit sexual behavior is a
correlate of deviance comparable to crime, signifying those
who engage in crime are those who are also likely to engage
in illicit sexual behaviors. Furthermore, Gottfredson and
Hirschi’s (1990) Self-Control Theory may explain the origins
of such deviance. The central issues of this research focus on
a test of Self-Control Theory as it relates to a previously
untested analogous behavior, illicit sex. It is beyond the
scope of this project to control for competing theories such
as General Strain Theory, and social learning theories such
as Differential Association.

According to Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) those with low
self-control will have “difficulty satisfying the academic and
deportment requirements of the school in return for its long
term benefits”’(163). From this assertion, it would seem likely
that those individuals who reach college do not necessarily
have low self-control. However, the autﬁors also contend that
there are those with low self-control who will ““manage to
avoid acts that would bring them in contact with the criminal
justice system”” (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990) but that these
individuals are unlikely to avoid low self-control behaviors
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altogether. Consequently, there will be those with low self-
control who reach college.

Many college students are single but seeking a lifetime
partner (Makepeace 1997). Similarly, many students are liv-
ing on their own for the first time, have little parental super-
vision, and are coming into daily contact with the largest
pool of Ipotential partners than ever before. Furthermore, uni-
versity life promotes social events through recreational and
social activities that increase student interaction. Using col-
lege populations to test Self-Control Theory is appropriate
because this population is likely to be engaging in iﬁicit sex-
ual behaviors. The use of a college student sample to study
illicit sexual behaviors may be considered a metEodoIogicaI
weakness by some. This stance neglects the prevalence of
illicit sexual behaviors in noncollege populations, resulting
in the possibility of faulty estimates of the behavior and a
lack of generalizability of findings.

An additional concern in the use of student samples is its
effect on tests of criminological theory (Hagan and McCarthy
1997). Theoretical tests restricted to student samples have
the ability to underestimate variables such as economic dis-
advantage because these individuals are less likely to attend
university, and have higher school dropout rates and low
attendance. By using a student sample, the problem of econ-
omic disadvantage emerges in this study as well. However,
the goal of this study is not to underestimate the amount of
illicit sexual behavior in the general population, rather to test
a general theory that claims to be able to explain all
deviance at all times. Although the student sample may not
be representative, there is no reason to assume that illicit sex-
ual behaviors are absent from student samples, nor is there
evidence to suggest that illicit sexual behavior is restricted
to the economically disadvantaged.

Last, it is important to note the difficulty in obtaining accu-
rate information about sensitive behaviors on surveys. Askin
a person to admit to socially undesirable or controversia
behaviors tends to elicit responses that minimize self-
stigmatization (DeMaio 1984). As would be expected, ques-
tions that are unlawful or socially taboo carry the greatest
risk of underreportinF (Willis et al. 1994). Although it is
important to acknowledge these limitations, these cautions
do not preclude the use of a student sample in an attempt
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to test a theory that asserts it can explain any act of force or
fraud in any population.

Independent Variables

The dependent variable used in the analyses is self-control.
Following the theoretical guides of Gottfredson and Hirschi
(1990), self-control refers to a unidimensional trait
comprised of six subcomponents: impulsivity, simple task,
risk, physical activity, self-centeredness, and temper. Low
self-control was measured by a 24-item scale identical to that
utilized by Grasmick et al. (1993). Following a correlation
matrix of the self-control items, a factor analysis was
performed on the 24 items for the purpose of scale construc-
tion." See Table 1.

Twenty-one of the subscale items loaded on the factor
analysis, one of the risk seeking components and two of
the physical activities components were eliminated. Items
measurin§ physical activity that fail to load are congruent
with similar results found in numerous studies utilizing this
scale (Arneklev et al. 1993; Grasmick et al. 1993; Piquero
and Tibbetts 1996; Wood et al. 1993). Although the unidi-
mensionality of the scale has been questioned, the scale
developed by Grasmick et al. (1993) has been found to main-
tain construct validity even in the prediction of crimes con-
sidered to be more serious (Longshore et al. 1998; Piquero
and Rosay 1998). The use of this scale to measure low self-
control is tenable in this study.

The self-control scale (Selfcont) was derived by converting
each of the twenty-one items to a z-score and summing
across all items (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.840). The alpha score
for each of the subscales are: impulsivity .7054, simple task
.7654, risk .7690, physical activity .7929, self-centeredness
.7638, and temper .8018. In constructing this scale and others
to be described later, cases with missing values were deleted
listwise. Respondents were presented with each item (e.g., I
often act on the spur of the moment without stopping to think.”
I sometimes find it exciting to do things for which | might
get into trouble.”) and asked to respond with one of the

'Although factor analysis suggests a number of different factors, rather than one under-
lying dimension as purported by the theorists, the items were combined into a single scale
producing the most reliable measure. Further discussion is presented in the results.
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TABLE 1 Low Self Control—Means, Standard Deviations, and Factor
Loadings

Std. Factor
Items Mean  deviation  loadings
Impulsivity component
| often act on the spur of the moment 2.45 .70 451
without stopping to think.
| don’t devote much thought and effort 3.17 .68 574
to preparing for the future.
| often do whatever brings me pleasure here ~ 2.86 .69 .632
and now, even at cost of some distant goal.
I’'m more concerned with what happens 3.05 .64 .596
to me in the short run than in the long run.
Simple tasks component
| frequently try to avoid projects that | know  2.69 .68 511
will be difficult.
When things get complicated, | tend to quit ~ 3.03 .64 434
or withdraw.
The things in life that are easiest to do bring ~ 2.78 .66 419
me the most pleasure.
I dislike really hard tasks that stretch my 2.94 .66 403
abilities to the limit.
Risk seeking component
I like to test myself every now and then by 2.10 .67 —
doing something a little risky.
Sometimes | will take a risk just for 2.26 74 409
the fun of it.
| sometimes find it exciting to do things 2.64 .79 574
for which | might get in trouble.
Excitement and adventure are more 3.02 .69 571
important to me than security.
Physical activities component
If I had a choice, | would always do 2.48 .79 479
something physical than mental.
I almost always feel better when | am 2.24 .76 445
on the move than when | am sitting
and thinking.
I like to get out and do things more than 2.07 .76 —
| like to read or contemplate ideas.
| seem to have more energy and a greater 2.47 .76 —
need for activity than most other people
at my age.

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 Continued

Std. Factor
Items Mean  deviation  loadings

Self-centered component
I try to look out for myself first, even if it 2.88 .70 .459
means making things difficult for
other people.

I’'m not very sympathetic to other people 3.26 71 A11
when they are having problems.

If things upset people, it’s their problem, 3.21 .64 431
not mine.

[ will try to get things | want even when 3.20 .65 .526
| know it’s causing problems for other
people.

Temper component
| lose my temper pretty easily. 2.94 .83 467
Often when | am angry at people | feel more  3.07 .82 512

like hurting them than talking to them
about why | am angry.

When I'm angry, other people better 2.94 .82 468
stay away from me.
When | have a serious disagreement with 2.68 .83 448

someone, it’s usually hard for me to talk
calmly about it without getting upset.

All Likert Type Items are answered on a four-point scale of: (1) strongly agree,
(2) agree, (3) disagree, or (4) strongly disagree. Factor analysis extraction method:
principle component analysis, forced one factor solution.

Cronbach’s Alpha .840.

following: strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly disagree
(coded 1 to 4). Lower scores indicated lower self-control.

Age, Gender, Race, and Parental Income as Control
Variables

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) assert that age, and gender
effects on crime are “invariant over time and space.” How-
ever, they may have independent effects on crime or illicit
sexual behaviors that are not accounted for by the theory.
Furthermore, the authors note that ‘‘there is substantial
agreement that there are large, relatively stable differences
in crime and delinquency rates across race and ethnic
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groups’’ attributable to differential child rearing practices
(Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990). Although self-control theory
does not address parental income, this study included it as a
control variable based on the previous discussion of the
economically disadvantaged. Inclusion of age, gender, and
race as control variables are utilized to ascertain the pres-
ence of any spurious relationships between self-control and
crime or self-control and illicit sexual behavior.

Age is measured as an interval variable measured by the
respondent’s report of age in years on last birthday. Analyses
limited ages from 18 to 25 years. The measure of gender is
simply a dichotomized categorization, with males scored
as zero and females scored as one. Race is measured as
a nominal level variable by including in the survey the
question, ““What race do you consider yourself?”” Response
categories were white, black/African American, Hispanic,
American Indian, Asian or Other. In the final sample, there
were more females (n = 378, 56.8%) than males (n = 287,
43.2%). The mean age in the sample was 19.6 year with
males being slightly older than the females (19.8 and 19.4
years, t=3.53, p<.001). The participants were primarily
white (79.4%), with 11.1% reporting as African American,
5% reporting as Native American, and all others listing
themselves as Asian, Hispanic, or other.

Parental income is measured as an ordinal level variable.
Partici,oants were asked to estimate their parent’s/guardian’s
annual income. Response categories included: less than
$15,000, $15,000 to $29,999, $30,000 to $44,999,
$50,000 to $$59,999, and $60,000 or more (coded 1 to 5).
Mean parental income was $37,777. The modal category
was $60,000 or more per year (n = 295).

Dependent Variables

The dependent variables used for the analyses are crime and
illicit sexual behaviors. A factor analysis for crime on 16
items revealed the association of items as being correlated.
The crime scale (Crimestd) is created by standardizing scores
on 11 questions (associated with acts of force or fraud) and
combining them into an additive scale (Cronbach’s
alpha = .769). See Table 2. When presented with the ques-
tions, respondents answered either yes (0) or no (1) regarding
their behaviors during the past two years (e.g., “‘Breaking
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TABLE 2 Crime—Means, Standard Deviations, and Factor Loadings

Std. Factor
Items Mean deviation loadings
Break into a building to look for something to 1.9 18 .570
steal or to steal something?
Steal or try to steal a motor vehicle? 1.99 .09 431
Hit or struck one of your parents? 1.98 a3 353
Use a weapon to get something from a person?  1.99 .08 .255
Run away from home? 1.98 12 181
Hurt someone badly enough so they needed 1.94 23 .646
bandages or a doctor?
Damage property on purpose? 1.88 .32 .606
Steal something worth less than $50? 1.82 .39 .508
Steal something worth more than $50? 1.94 .25 512
Cut school/class? 1.24 43 213
Get in trouble at school for fighting or violating  1.91 .29 444
rules?
Gamble illegally on a sporting event? 1.89 31 427
Get in a fight to gain respect from friends? 1.98 15 .532
Get in a fight to gain respect from others 1.98 14 515
(strangers)?
Get in a fight to protect yourself? 1.85 .35 677
Get in a fight to protect others? 1.86 .35 .628

Extraction Method: Principle Component Analysis.
Cronbach’s Alpha .769.

into a building to look for something to steal or to steal
something,” ‘“Hurt someone badly enough so they needed
bandages or a doctor”).

As measures of illicit sexual behavior, a five-point Likert
type scale was used on a five-item series of responses ran-
ging from ‘“Never,” “‘Seldom,” ‘’Sometimes,” Often,” or
“Always” (coded 1 to 5). Higher scores reflect higher
involvement in the illicit sexual behaviors. Factor analysis
revealed a two-factor solution (see Table 3). Two scales
of illicit sexual behavior (Sexdevl and Sexdev2) were cre-
ated by standardizing scores and summing the items in
each scale. Although both solutions identi?y illicit sexual
behaviors, Sexdevl (Cronbach’s alpha =.764) appears to
measure illicit sexual behaviors of a lesser degree wherein
the behavior can be engaged in without the support or
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TABLE 3 lllicit Sexual Behavior — Means, Standard Deviations, and
Factor Loadings (2 components)

Std. Factored Factored
Items Mean deviation component 1 component 2
I have had affairs outside of 1.44 .82 .635
my primary relationship.
I have the urge to sexually 1.22 .63 .564

expose myself, cross dress,
observe someone sexually,
or do sexual behaviors that
could get me in trouble.
I worry that someone will find 1.47 .92 .841
out about my sexual
behavior or romantic
relationships.

I read sexually explicit books.  1.50 .88 .828
| masturbate. 2.10 1.29 .816
I think sexually explicit 2.02 1.10 .763
thoughts more than most
people.

Factor Analysis Extraction Method: Principle Component Analysis.
Factor Analysis Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.
Cronbach’s Alpha .764, factored component 1.

Cronbach’s Alpha .498, factored component 2.

aid of another individual. Sexdev2 (Cronbach’s alpha =
.498) measures illicit sexual behavior requiring at least
the presence of other(s). An additional measure of sexually
illicit behavior is included, the Number of Sexual Partners.
Participants were asked, “Before college how many sexual
partners would you say you have been with?”” Responses
were treated as an interval-level variable. The mean num-
ber of sexual partners for this sample was 2.65.

To summarize, this research uses four measures of
deviance (crime, category one illicit sexual behaviors, cate-
gory two illicit sexual behaviors, and the number of sexual
partners) and six control variables. The six control variables
are the Grasmick et al. (1993) scale for self-control mea-
sures, the Grasmick Scale, Age, Race as Black and Other,
Parental Income, and Gender.
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RESULTS

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) posit a versatility argument in
which they contend that individuals who commit any one
deviant act will tend to commit other deviant acts as well.
What constrains some and not others is self-control; indivi-
duals with low self-control are as likely to engage in crime
as they are illicit sexual behaviors. This study analyzes
bivariate correlations between all variables to assess the
relationship of illicit sexual behaviors with crime as they
relate to measures of self-control.

Correlations of the theoretical variables with the crime
scale are positive. All correlations of the theoretical variables
are statistically significant (p <.01) with the exception of the
number of sexual partners on group one of illicit sexual
behaviors (Sexdev1). See Table 4. The strongest correlation
with crime (Crimestd) is category one of sexual behaviors
(Sexdev1) (p<.01, r=.382) and category two of illicit sex-
ual behaviors (Sexdev2) (p<.01, r=.300). Furthermore,
there is a positive and significant (p<.01, r=.382) corre-
lation between categories of illicit sexual behaviors (Sexdev
and Sexdev2). In these analyses multicollinearity and singu-
larity are not a problem because none of the relevant vari-
ables is related to each other beyond .382.

Results support the hypothesis that both categories of illicit
sexual behaviors (Sexdev1 and Sexdev2) are moderate corre-
lates of deviance comparable to crime. The weakest corre-
lation with crime (Crimestd), although still significant, is
the Number of Sexual Partners (p<.01, r=.124). The gen-
eral theory predicts a positive correlation between crime

TABLE 4 Correlations of Theoretical Variables: Crimestd, Sexdev1,
Sexdev2 and Number of Sexual Partners

Number of
CrimeStd  SexDev1l SexDev2  sexual partners

CrimeStd 1.000

SexDev1 .375*** 1.000

SexDev2 2947 .382***  1.000

Number of sexual partners ~ .124*** .080 156 1.000

***Correlation is significant at the p<0.001 level (2 tailed).



Hlicit Sexual Behavior and Self-Control Theory 523

and illicit sexual behaviors as an analogous act. These find-
ings provide empirical support for Gottfredson and Hirschi’s
(1990) claim of versatility, whereby individuals who engage
in crime are also likely to engage in illicit sexual behaviors.

Crime (Crimestd)

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) claim that all deviance is
subsumed under Self-Control Theory; in so doing they postu-
late a general theory. The results in Table 5 permit an evalu-
ation of the authors’ claims of a general theory, whereby low
self-control is a predictor of both crime and illicit sexual
behaviors. This table provides results from a series of logistic
regression models predicting crime (Crimestd), type one
illicit sexual behaviors (Sexdev1), type two illicit sexual
behaviors (Sexdev2), and the number of sexual partners.
The objective of these analyses is to explore whether low
self-control is related to predicting involvement in crime
and three categories of illicit sexuaﬁbehaviors. In each case
the independent variables remained the same; Self-control,
Age, Gender as female, Parental income, and Race as Black
and Other.

Concerning the variable crime (Crimestd), self-control
exerts a negative and significant effect (f = —.306,

TABLE 5 Multivariate Regression—Crime and lllicit Sexual Behaviors

Crimestd SexDev1 SexDev2 # Sexual Partners
Self-control —.009*** —.005** —.004*** —.003
(—306) (—.226) (—.205) (—.042)
Age —.003 —.004 .002 .690***
(—.044) (—.054) (—.003) (.346)
Female —1.216*** —2.1371*** —.209 —.182
(—207) (—418) (—.049) (—012)
Parental income —.005 —.135 —.006 —.142
(—.024) (—.069) (—.035) (—.025)
Black .737* —108 .838 3.623***
(.079) (—.013) (.122) (.153)
Other .148 327’ .652 .002
(.017) (.044) (.107) (.001)
R? 167 267 .071 139

Standardized coefficients in parenthesis. *p<.05, *p<.01, ***p<.001.
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p<.0001), indicating that individuals with low self control
are more likely to engage in crime. This is in keeping with
other research on self-control and provides support for self-
control theory (Keane et al. 1993; Arneklev et al. 1993;
Wood et al. 1993; Nagin and Paternoster 1993, Cochran
et al. 1998; Brownfield and Sorenson 1995; Winfree and
Bernat 1998; Sellers 1999).

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) contend that parental
socialization differences produce differences in level of
self-control between male and female children. Differential
levels of self-control explain why female crime remains sig-
nificantly lower than that of males. Gender as female had a
negative significant effect (f = —.207, p<.0001) on the
likelihood of involvement in crime, signifying that males
are more likely to involve in crime. Because this study did
not include measures of childhood socialization practices
as identified by the authors, support of their explanation for

ender differences in relation to self-control and crime are
eyond the scope of this study. However, the significance
of gender as male is consistent with research on crime
involvement.

Race as Black was also positive and significant (f = .079,
p <.05) indicating that for those whose race is Black there is
a likelihood of involvement in crime. Research does support
significant differences among racial groups and crime
(Winfree and Bernat 1998; LaGrange and Silverman 1999;
Kruttschnitt et al. 2000). However, whether race as Black
is directly related to early childhood parenting deficiencies,
as claimed by Gottfredson and Hirschi, is a premature gener-
alization that should be avoided within this study. Race as
Other fails to be significant as are Age and Parental income.
Consequently these three variables have no reported effect
on the likelihood of involvement in crime.

Ilicit Sexual Behaviors (Sexdev1)

This category of sexual behaviors (Sexdev1) includes the
reading of sexually explicit books, having more sexual
thoughts than most people, and masturbation. The results
of a logistic regression on category one illicit sexual beha-
viors (Sexdev1) are negative anc?/ significant (f = —.226,
p<.001). The inverse relationship between these two
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variables indicates as self-control decreases the likelihood of
involvement in category one illicit sexual behaviors
(Sexdev1) increases. Those with low self-control are more
likely to engage in the three identified sexually illicit beha-
viors. Low self-control is moderately predictive of the likeli-
hood of involvement in category one sexually illicit
behaviors.

Gender, as female, presented a negative and significant
relationship (f = —.418, p<.0001) whereby males are more
likely to engage in category one illicit sexual behaviors (Sex-
dev1). Neither Age, Parental Income, nor race as Black or
Other was significant, indicating there is no effect of these
variables on likelihood of involvement in category one illicit
sexual behaviors (Sexdev1).

Ilicit Sexual Behaviors (Sexdev2)

Gottfredson and Hirschi contend that all deviance stems
from a common source—low self-control. Therefore the
range of sexually illicit behaviors range from inconsequential
to serious can be defined by the same characteristics of low
self-control. This scale of sexually illicit behaviors (Sexdev2)
includes affairs outside of a primary relationship, sexual
exposure, and cross-dressing. A regression on category two
illicit sexual behaviors (Sexdev2) reveals that self-control is
negative and significant (f = —.205, p<.0001); as self-con-
trol decreases the likelihood of involvement in category two
illicit sexual behaviors (Sexdev2) increase. Low self-control
is moderately predictive of involvement in category two
illicit sexual behaviors. This category (Sexdev2) includes
more serious measures of illicit sexual behavior requiring
the presence or participation of one or more others that
may affect gender results. Results show that Age, Gender,
Parental Income, and race as Black and Other fail to have
a significant effect on likelihood of involvement in category
two illicit sexual behaviors (Sexdev2).

Number of Sexual Partners

The final analysis is a regression of the number of sexual part-
ners on the same independent variables as were used in the
previous analyses. Self-control fails to be significant, as does
Gender, Parental income, and race as Other. Consequently,
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self-control fails to exert an effect on the number of sexual
partners. Interestingly, the variable Age is positive and sig-
nificant (f = .346, p<.0001) indicating that as age increases
the likelihood of the number of sexual partners will increase
as well. Race as Black was also positive and significant
(p = .153, p<.0001) in its relationship to the number of sex-
ual partners. Where race is Black there is an increase in the
Iikeri)hood of the number of sexual partners. Research on
blacks and the number of sexual partners is both limited
and mixed in its findings.

DISCUSSION

In 1990 Gottfredson and Hirschi advanced a general theory
of crime, a theory that Ioosits crime and illicit sex can be
explained by a lack of self-control stemming from ineffective
parenting in early childhood. They assert that all deviance is
explained under their theory, and that individuals who com-
mit any one deviant act will tend to commit other deviant
acts as well.

The present research tested Self-Control Theory by first
examining the versatility argument (Gottfredson and Hirschi
1990) hypothesizing that i%icit sexual behaviors are posi-
tively correlated with crime. The factor analysis on illicit sex-
ual behaviors suggests there are two types of illicit sexual
behaviors within tl%is study. Category one illicit sexual beha-
viors (Sexdev1) include masturbation, use of sexually explicit
materials, and a preoccupation with sexual thoughts. Cate-
gory two illicit sexual behaviors (Sexdev2) represent affairs
outside of a primary relationship, cross-dressing, and sexual
exposure. The Number of Sexual Partners was also included
as a measure of illicit sexual behavior.

Bivariate correlations between the dependent variables are
ositive, indicating that there is a general correlation
etween crime and the three categories of illicit sexual beha-

vior. The directions of the correlations are consistent with the
theory, althou%h the coefficients are small. These results pro-
vide empirical support for versatility, and thus support the
argument of Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) that individuals
engage in a variety of criminal acts as well as non-criminal
acts analogous to crime. This is a significant contribution
to the literature in that the authors’ claims of illicit sexual
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beha&/ior as analogous to crime have not been previously
tested.

Second, this research examined whether low self-control
is a predictor of crime and illicit sexual behaviors as a gen-
eral theory through a series of regression analyses. Low
self-control is found to be the strongest predictor of the like-
lihood of criminal behaviors occurring. Being male also
increased the likelihood of involvement in crime but failed
to be as strong an indicator as self-control. These findings
parallel those of other tests of Self-Control Theory (Krauss
et al. 2000; Zager 1993). The significance of race as Black
for likelihood of involvement in crime adds to the literature
supporting significant differences among racial groups
(Winfree and Bernat 1998; LaGrange and Silverman 1999;
Kruttschnitt et al. 2000). Parental income failed consistently
to be significant in its association with crime or illicit sexual
behaviors. However, parental income alone may not be a
sufficient measure of socioeconomic class. Future research
to disentangle issues of race and class as they effect parenting
skills in the fostering of self-control in early childhood is
needed.

As with crime, these regression analyses indicate that self-
control is a correlate of two categories of illicit sexual beha-
vior (Sexdevl1 and SexDev2). As self-control decreases, the
likelihood of participation in these two categories of illicit
sexual behaviors (Sexdev1 and Sexdev2) increases. This is a
significant contribution in that it lends support to self-control
theory by adding illicit sexual behaviors to empirically tested
analogous behaviors.

Males are more likely to engage in category one illicit sex-
ual behaviors (Sexdev1). However, gender fails to be signifi-
cantly associated with category two illicit sexual behaviors
(Sexdev2). An explanation of this finding may be that this
category includes behaviors thatdgenerally involve the pres-
ence or participation of other individuals. This is not to say
category two illicit sexual behaviors (Sexdev2) are more ser-
ious simply that they are different in how they operate in
their participatory interaction with another individual.

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) contend that people with
low self-control actually sort themselves into a variety of cir-
cumstances resulting in a correlation with crime and
analogous behaviors. Although the data did not include the
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sexual orientation of each respondent, it would be reason-
able to assume that the overwhelming majority of
respondents were heterosexual. Heterosexual individuals
exhibiting low self-control would logically sort to a member
of the opposite sex with which to engage in category two
illicit sexual behaviors (Sexdev2). This could explain a lack
of significance by gender on category two illicit sexual beha-
viors (Sexdev2). The implications suggest future research on
Self-Control Theory include path analyses by gender (Sharp
et al. 2005). Future research is needed to examine low
self-control on sexual behaviors by gender, sexual orien-
tation, and effective parenting as described by Gottfredson
and Hirschi. It is evident from these findings that males
and females vary in their sexual behaviors beyond what
can be accounted for by low self-control.

The Number of Sexual Partners prior to coming to col-
lege as associated with measures of self-control was an out-
come of interest. It is common for surveys of sexual
behavior to ask respondents to indicate how many sexual
partners they have had (Johnson et al. 1992; Smith 1992).
Research supports that the percentage of young people in
the United States having been sexually active gby ages 18
or 19 approaches 85% (Kann et al. 1998). The normative
pattern of sexual activity on college campuses is reportedly
with multiple or serial partners (Maticka-Tyndale 1991;
Chng and Moore 1994). However, the regression analyses
testing the correlation of self-control with the Number of
Sexual Partners failed to be significant. It may be that indi-
viduals with low self-control attempt to engage in sex with
numerous partners; however, they may not connect with a
willing participant. This would suggest there are likely
unidentitied variables such as attractiveness (Buss and
Schmitt 1993; Gangestad and Buss 1993), or dominance
(Perusse 1993; Cunningham et al. 1990) that affect the
potential sexual partner and their willingness to engage in
sexual activity when approached. Other possibilities
include examining failed sexual attempts because it is
plausible that not every sexual overture succeeds, with
those with low self-control making more attempts before
actually succeeding. Or it may simply be that the Number
of Sexual Partners alone may be insufficient as an
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analogous behavior to crime. Future research might also
examine the Number of Sexual Partners as an independent
variable for opportunity rather than a dependent variable.

The finding of Race as Black as being significant in its
association with an increased Number of Sexual Partners is
noteworthy. It was beyond the scope of this research to test
differences in child rearing by race as claimed by Gottfred-
son and Hirschi (1990). It may be that the number of sexual
partners is reflective of social patterns of dominance and
inequality in society. Future research in the area of race
and the number of sexual partners is needed to discern if
there is, in fact, any significance between race and the num-
ber of sexual partners as claimed by Gottfredson and
Hirschi.

Age failed to be significant in its association with crime
and two of the illicit sexual behaviors (Sexdevl and Sex-
dev2). The significance of age with the Number of Sexual
Partners is logical, however. As age increases the likelihood
of the number of sexual partners’ increases (Buss and Schmitt
1993; Gangestad and Simpson 1990).

In the final analysis, Self-Control Theory was found to
make some statistically significant contributions to the
explanation of illicit sexual behaviors. As with Paternoster
and Brame (1998) this research supports that the effect of
self-control on crime is comparable to the strength of its
effect on the analogous behaviors, specifically illicit sexual
behaviors. Furthermore, low self-control was found to be
predictive of likelihood of involvement in two categories
of illicit sexual behavior. However, caution should be used
in making any assertion in regard to reliability and validity
of the Number of Sexual Partners in a test of Self-Control
Theory. Perhaps including the Number of Sexual Partners
in conjunction with a broader spectrum of risk-taking beha-
viors would produce stronger results overall. Although this
level of predictive efficacy appears to provide moderate
support for the theory, there is still a great deal of variance
in illicit sexual behaviors that remains unexplained.
Although it was beyond the scope of this research, future
research might explore the efficacy of General Strain Theory
as well as Differential Association Theory on illicit sexual
behaviors.
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