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UNDERSTANDING A GENERAL
THEORY OF CRIME:
FOUNDATIONS AND
IMPLICATIONS

Few  criminological  frameworks  have
sparked as much debate, research, and
practical  application  as  A  General
Theory Of Crime.  First  articulated by
Michael Gottfredson and Travis Hirschi in
their  landmark  1990 book,  this  theory
offers  a  bold  and  parsimonious

explanation for criminal behavior across
all  ages,  cultures,  and contexts.  At  its
core,  A  General  Theory  Of  Crime
argues that the root cause of criminality
is  low self-control,  a stable personality
trait  forged  in  early  childhood  and
shaped  by  ineffective  parenting.  This
article  explores  the  theory  in  depth,
examining  its  key  concepts,  empirical
support,  criticisms,  and  enduring
influence  on  criminology,  public  policy,
and our everyday understanding of why
crime occurs.
To  appreciate  the  originality  of  A
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General Theory Of Crime, it is helpful
to recall the state of criminology in the
late  twentieth  century.  At  that  time,
many theories focused on social factors
such as poverty, peer influence, labeling,
or structural inequality. Gottfredson and
Hirschi shifted the lens inward, arguing
that while opportunity is  necessary for
crime, the individual propensity to seize
that  opportunity is  what truly matters.
They proposed that crime is an act of
force or fraud undertaken in pursuit of
immediate  pleasure,  and  that  people
with low self-control are more likely to
engage in such acts because they are
impulsive,  insensitive,  risk-seeking,
short-sighted,  and  nonverbal.

The Core
Argument: Low
Self-Control as
the Central
Cause
The most  famous claim of  A General
Theory Of Crime is that low self-control
is the single most important individual-
level  cause  of  criminal  behavior.
According  to  Gottfredson  and  Hirschi,
self-control is established by age eight or
ten  through  parental  socialization.
Parents  who  monitor  their  children,
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recognize  deviant  behavior  when  it
occurs,  and  consistently  punish  such
behavior produce children with high self-
control.  Conversely,  parents  who  are
negligent,  inconsistent,  or  absent raise
children who remain impulsive and self-
centered into adulthood.
This process has profound implications.
Because self-control  is  relatively stable
after childhood, the theory predicts that
individuals with low self-control  will  be
more  prone  to  crime  throughout  their
lives—but also to a range of analogous
behaviors  that  are  not  criminal  but
share the same underlying trait.  These
include  accident  proneness,  substance
abuse,  school  dropout,  financial
i r respons ib i l i ty ,  and  unstab le
relationships. In this sense, A General
Theory Of Crime is a theory not just of

l awbreak ing  bu t  o f  t he  en t i r e
constellation  of  behaviors  that  reflect
poor  impulse  control  and  a  failure  to
consider long-term consequences.

The Six Elements
of Low Self-
Control
Gottfredson  and  Hirschi  identified  six
distinct facets of low self-control, each of
which contributes to criminal propensity.
These  elements  form the  backbone of
the  theory  and  are  essential  for
understanding its explanatory power.

Impulsivity: Individuals with low
self-control act on the spur of the
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moment without weighing the
future costs of their actions. They
want immediate gratification and
lack the discipline to delay
rewards.
Insensitivity: Such individuals
are less concerned with the needs,
feelings, or suffering of others.
Their focus is on their own desires,
which makes it easier to harm
others for personal gain.
Risk-seeking: They are drawn to
exciting, dangerous, or thrilling
activities. Crime and analogous
risky behaviors provide the
stimulation they crave, even when
the potential for harm is high.
Short-sightedness: A weak
ability to plan for the future or to
foresee the consequences of

present actions characterizes
those with low self-control. They
live in the moment and rarely
learn from past mistakes.
Nonverbal communication
preference: People with low self-
control tend to be more physical
than verbal. They are more likely
to respond to conflict with force or
action rather than through
discussion or negotiation.
Low frustration tolerance:
Minor setbacks or annoyances can
trigger explosive reactions. These
individuals have difficulty
managing anger or
disappointment, leading to
aggression or rule-breaking.

These  six  traits  are  not  independent;
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they cluster  together  to  form a single
underlying  dimension.  According  to  A
General  Theory  Of  Crime,  a  person
who is highly impulsive is also likely to
be  insensitive  and  risk-seeking.  This
clustering  is  what  makes  the  theory
parsimonious—a  handful  of  related
characteristics can explain a vast range
of deviant behaviors.

The Role of
Opportunity
Low self-control  alone  does  not  cause
crime; opportunity must also be present.
Even the most impulsive person cannot
commit  a  burglary  if  every  house  is
locked  and  monitored.  Conversely,  a
person with very high self-control  may

still  commit  crime if  the temptation is
overwhelming and the risk of detection
is  virtually  zero.  However,  the  theory
holds  that  people  with  low self-control
are far more likely to perceive and act
upon criminal  opportunities  when they
arise.  They  are  less  deterred  by  the
threat  of  punishment because they do
not adequately weigh future costs.
This interaction between propensity and
opportunity  is  a  crucial  nuance  of  A
General  Theory  Of  Crime.  It  means
that  crime  can  be  reduced  either  by
increasing  self-control  through  early
intervention or by reducing opportunities
through  environmental  design,
surveillance,  and  situational  crime
prevention.  The  theory  thus  bridges
individual-level  psychology  and  social
policy,  offering  practical  levers  for
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change.

Empirical
Support: Does
the Theory Hold
Up?
Over the past three decades, A General
Theory Of Crime has been subjected to
extensive empirical testing. Researchers
from around the world have examined
the  relationship  between  measures  of
self-control and a wide range of criminal
and analogous behaviors. The evidence
is largely supportive, though not without
complications.

Self-control and crime:
Numerous studies using both self-
report surveys and official records
show that individuals who score
lower on self-control scales report
higher rates of delinquency,
violence, property crime, and
white-collar offending.
Cross-cultural validity: The
theory has been tested in
countries including Canada, the
United Kingdom, Japan, South
Korea, and Turkey, and the results
generally confirm that low self-
control predicts criminal behavior
across different legal systems and
cultural norms.
Analogous behaviors: Research
consistently finds that low self-
control is associated with smoking,
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excessive drinking, risky sexual
behavior, gambling, poor
academic performance, and
financial mismanagement. These
findings support the theory claim
that crime is part of a broader
behavioral syndrome.
Stability of self-control:
Longitudinal studies tracking
children into adulthood show that
self-control measured in early
childhood predicts offending
patterns years later, supporting
the notion of stability. However,
some research indicates that self-
control can change significantly
over the life course, especially
during adolescence and early
adulthood.

Despite this broad support, critics point
out that the theory struggles to explain
certain  types  of  crime,  such as  highly
organized  white-collar  offenses  that
require  careful  planning  and  delayed
gratification.  It  also  has  difficulty
accounting for the sharp decline in crime
that occurs in middle adulthood for most
offenders,  a  pattern  that  suggests  the
possibility  of  change  more  than  the
theory originally allowed.

Critiques and
Controversies
Like  any  influential  theory,  A  General
Theory  Of  Crime  has  attracted  its
share  of  criticism.  Some  of  the  most
important  challenges  include  the



8

8 A General Theory Of Crime 2024-05-16

following.
Definitional  circularity:  A  persistent
criticism  is  that  the  theory  defines  low
self-control  by the very behaviors it  is
supposed to explain. If we measure self-
control by asking whether someone has
committed  crimes,  and  then  use  that
measure to predict crime, the reasoning
becomes  circular.  To  avoid  this,
researchers  must  measure  self-control
independently  of  criminal  behavior,
using  items  that  tap  into  impulsivity,
risk-taking, and short-sightedness.
Neglect  of  social  structure:  Critics
argue that the theory places too much
emphasis on individual traits and ignores
the  powerful  role  of  poverty,  racism,
i n e q u a l i t y ,  a n d  c o m m u n i t y
disorganization.  While  low  self-control
may  predict  crime  within  any  social

group, the theory has little to say about
why  some  neighborhoods  have  far
higher  crime  rates  than  others,  even
when  individual  self-control  levels  are
accounted for.
Limited  explanation  of  desistance:
The original theory suggested that self-
control  is  largely  fixed  by  age  ten,  yet
many offenders stop committing crime in
their twenties and thirties. This pattern
of desistance is well documented in life-
course  criminology  but  is  not  fully
explained  by  a  stable  trait  like  self-
control.  Some theorists  have proposed
that  marriage,  employment,  and  other
social  bonds  can  increase  self-control
later in life, but this idea extends beyond
the  original  formulation  of  A General
Theory Of Crime.
Gender  and  crime:  The  theory  has
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been  criticized  for  underestimating
gender  differences  in  crime.  Women
generally  have higher  self-control  than
men, according to most measures, yet
the  theory  does  not  fully  explain  why
gender  differences  in  self-control  are
relatively small  while gender differences
in crime are large. Cultural expectations
and opportunity structures likely play a
significant role.

Policy
Implications:
From Theory to

Practice
One  reason  A  General  Theory  Of
Crime has remained influential is that it
offers  clear  guidance  for  crime
prevention. If low self-control is the root
c a u s e ,  t h e n  e a r l y  c h i l d h o o d
interventions  that  improve  parenting
skills  should  reduce  crime in  the  long
run.  Programs such as home visitation
for  at-risk  families,  parent  training
workshops,  and  early  chi ldhood
education  have  shown  positive  effects
on  self-control  and  later  delinquency.
At the same time, the theory supports
situational  crime  prevention  strategies
that reduce opportunities for  impulsive
offending.  Simple  measures  like  better
street  lighting,  security  cameras,
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electronic  vehicle  immobilizers,  and
credit card chip technology can make a
difference  because  they  raise  the
immediate  effort  required  to  commit
crime  and  increase  the  likelihood  of
detection.  The  theory  suggests  that
these  measures  are  especially  effective
for individuals with low self-control, who
are  easily  deterred  by  immediate
obstacles.
The theory also has implications for the
justice  system.  If  offenders  lack  self-
control,  then punishment  that  is  swift,
certain,  and  immediate  may  be  more
effective  than  harsh  but  delayed
sentences.  This  insight  aligns  with  the
growing  interest  in  swift-certain-fair
models  of  supervision,  such  as  Hawaii
Opportunity Probation with Enforcement
(HOPE),  which  emphasize  immediate

sanctions for violations rather than long
prison terms.

Comparing A
General Theory
Of Crime to
Other Theories
To fully appreciate the contribution of A
General Theory Of Crime, it is useful
to  compare  i t  w i th  other  major
criminological  perspectives.  Social
l ea rn ing  theory ,  f o r  example ,
emphasizes  the  role  of  peers  and
learned  attitudes,  while  strain  theory
focuses  on  the  gap  between  cultural
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goals  and  legitimate  means.  Both  of
these theories highlight social processes
that  can  change  over  time,  whereas
Gottfredson and Hirschi famously argued
that  the  age-crime  curve  is  invariant
across  cultures  and  historical  periods,
and that socialization in early childhood
is the key determinant.
Control  theory,  from which A General
Theory  Of  Crime  partly  emerged,
traditionally emphasized social bonds to
family,  school,  and  community.  The
general  theory  shifted  the  emphasis
from social bonds to internal self-control,
making it more psychological and more
stable. This shift has been both praised
for  its  parsimony and criticized  for  its
neglect of social context.
Biosocial approaches to crime have also
gained  attention  in  recent  years.

Research on genetics, neuropsychology,
and executive function suggests that low
self-control has a biological basis as well
as a social one. Gottfredson and Hirschi
were skeptical of biological explanations,
but many contemporary researchers see
common  ground:  early  biological
vulnerabilities  may  interact  with
parenting  quality  to  produce  the  self-
control deficits described in the theory.

The Enduring
Legacy of A
General Theory
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Of Crime
More  than  th i r ty  years  af ter  i ts
publication,  A  General  Theory  Of
Crime  remains  one  of  the  most  cited
and  debated  works  in  criminology.  Its
central  concept—low  self-control—has
entered  the  mainstream vocabulary  of
justice  practitioners,  educators,  and
policymakers.  The  theory  has  inspired
thousands of empirical studies, sparked
important debates about the nature of
human behavior, and contributed to the
development  of  evidence-based  crime
prevention programs.
Of course, no single theory can explain
all  crime. The general theory does not
adequately  account  for  the  social  and
s t r u c t u r a l  f o r c e s  t h a t  s h a p e

opportunities for crime, nor does it fully
explain why some people with low self-
control  nevertheless  lead  law-abiding
lives.  Yet  its  simplicity  and power  are
also its strengths. By drawing attention
to  the  importance  of  early  childhood
development, the role of impulsivity, and
the  interaction  between  personal
propens i ty  and  env i ronmenta l
opportunity,  A  General  Theory  Of
Crime  has  permanently  changed  the
way we think about criminal behavior.

Conclusion
In  summary,  A  General  Theory  Of
Crime  offers  a  compelling,  if
controversial,  explanation  for  why
people commit crime. By focusing on low
self-control  as  a  stable  trait  formed
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through early socialization


