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ABSTRACT 

Most crime prevention practices assume offenders will desist from crime if the opportunity 

to offend is made more difficult. In practice, this means more alarms and guards, and higher 

awareness about protecting yourself from crime. The legal costs of offending have become 

greater as punishments have become more punitive. A rational choice theory of crime predicts 

that individuals weigh costs and benefits of crime to maximize their own self-interest. When the 

costs outweigh the benefits of crime, the individual will not offend. In spite of this prevention 

approach, crime continues. 

Where rational choice explains why offenders desist from crime, self-control explains the 

individual's ability to engage in that decisionmaking process. Low self-control is characterized 

by being impulsive, risk-seeking, self-interested, physical, temperamental, and lazy. Singly and 

combined, these tendencies are more likely to create behavior that neglects future consequences 

in favor of current satisfaction. Where rational choice and self-control theories arc similar is in 

using opportunity as a gateway for criminal conduct. Both see opportunity as an objective feature 

of the environment. The current work questions this assumption. Instead, it is hypothesized that 

perceptions of opportunity are subjective, tending to vary according to a person's level of self-

control. 

An experiment was done with 132 students on computers, where opportunities to earn money in 

$ 1.00 increments were encountered over a five-step process. The maximum payoff was $5.00. 

Tasks became more frustrating at each step, though no task would be considered "difficult". 

Those with low sel f-control were expected to lack persistence toward the $5.00 goal, taking the 

easier, smaller, payoff earlier in the process. At the experimental prompt, subjects were told they 



could proceed to the $5.00 payoff, but would have to give back $1.00 to classmates unable to 

attend. Those in the control group were told they could continue for $5.00 or quit now and 

receive $4.00. Once exiting the process, all subjects completed questionnaires measuring self-

control and covariates. Results showed perceptions of opportunity varied between subjects and 

across different opportunity points. Self-control was related to variations in how these 

opportunities were pursued or rejected. Implications for integrating theoretical perspectives are 

discussed. 
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CHAPTER I 
PRESENT STUDY 

1. BACKGROUND AND INTRODUCTION 

Public policies directed toward crime control predominately focus on deterrence. 

(Gordon, 1991:154). General deterrence works to keep others from deviating by making 

examples of punished offenders. While specific deterrence works by, either, removing an 

offender from society (incarceration) or by making the commission of crime more 

difficult. This latter approach assumes that individuals take into account the legal 

consequences of illegal behavior and share the same perception about what those 

consequences mean (Bohm, 2000:16). The trickle down effect of this has been that 

businesses and private citizens try to reduce their chance of victimization through 

changing the physical opportunity to commit a crime. Businesses, for example, may hire 

security guards or install razor wire fences, while citizens will install car alarms and 

move into gated communities. Chapter 2 will discuss some of the more common crime 

prevention policies that rely so heavily on deterrent or opportunity rationales for reducing 

crime. 

The current work questions a key assumption underlying these crime prevention 

practices; namely, do perceptions of opportunity vary according to interpersonal factors 

unrelated to objective features of the environment? While no work has been done with 

general populations, research has shown that offenders may change their decision to ' 

offend if the task is made more difficult in terms of completion or detection (Light, Nee 

and Ingham, 1993; Wiersma, 1996; Felson, 1998). And, there has been research to show 



that perceptions of risk may vary between individual offenders, affecting their evaluation 

of consequences ( Donovan and Marlatt, 1982; Williams and Hawkins, 1986; Johnson and 

White, 1989;Keane, Maxim and Teevan, 1993; Nagin, 1998; Nagin and Pogarsky, 2001). 

But, research has not been done to measure variations between individual perceptions of 

opportunity, given the same set of constraints. If such variation exists to any large degree, 

public policies aimed at reducing crime, by increasing obstacles to commit crime, may 

only be affecting those individuals least likely to commit crime in the first place. To fully 

understand the impact, or lack thereof, of policies loyal to this specific deterrence 

approach, we must better understand individual perceptions involving the opportunity to 

commit a crime. 

Criminology offers many different approaches to the human element of criminal 

behavior. At the individual level of explanation, offenders are portrayed in a variety of 

ways. There are biological theories of crime which argue that deviant behavior is passed 

from one generation to another (Lombroso, 1918 [1899]). Psychological theories of crime 

contend that personality flaws, mental illness, or emotional trauma lead to deviant 

behavior (Farrington, 1987). In neither of these cases is the individual able to control, or 

be responsible for, their deviant behavior. They are predestined, in some way, to become a 

criminal. In contrast to these models where the individual is unable to control their 

behavior, classical conceptions of the criminal actor predict a calculating, hedonistic, 

asocial person who is merely trying to increase the benefits to him/herself while 

decreasing any sacrifice by him/herself (Bentham, 1970 [1789]. If an illegal act should get 

in the way of these pursuits, so be it. Individual acts of deviance, then, would vary 



according to the relative well-being of actors and their conception of how their situation 

could be improved. In classical theories of crime, the offender is a rational, responsible 

actor who understands (and relies upon) the consequences of his behavior (Cornish and 

Clarke, 1986). 

Opportunity theories of crime can reside in the neoclassical tradition. Here, the 

individual's behavior is being analyzed in the context of the environment. These 

approaches are usually distinguished by the manner in which opportunity is defined, and 

the extent to which behavior interacts with opportunity. Features of the physical 

environment may offer the opportunity to commit a crime. Here, opportunity is defined 

according to the difficulty with which a would-be offender can complete a criminal act. 

The individual brings little interpersonal affect to this scenario beyond the calculation of 

whether or not the risk outweighs the opportunity. Research has shown that variations in 

offending can be attributed to tangible aspects of the physical environment (Wiersma, 

1996; Light, Nee, and Ingham, 1993). 

Similarly, opportunities may be defined through situational means where the 

individual has little to do with the way reality is laid out before them. In this view, routine 

activities create identifiable patterns that opportunistic offenders react to. On a large scale, 

this can be seen in urban settings where stranger to stranger interactions are more common 

and there is less overall monitoring of delinquent activity by a capable guardian (Hawley, 

1971; Felson, 1976; Shaw and McKay, 1942). Law enforcement interventions have tried 

to take advantage of these routine activity tendencies by altering patrol frequency and 

intensity to maximize opportunities for apprehension and, ultimately, prevention 



(Sherman, etal, 1989; Brantingham and Brantingham, 1991).Much like physical 

opportunity theories, situational prevention is highly dependent on alterations to the 

environment. However, some theories central to situational prevention argue that 

increasing the potential to feel guilt may also decrease the propensity to offend (Kennedy, 

etal., 1996; Felson, 1998). 

Still other theories of opportunity reside in the realm of sociological positivism, 

where social factors account for whether, or not, an opportunity exists. Gender-related 

differences in opportunity have been used to explain the great disparity between female 

and male offending rates (Hagan, etal., 1987; Chesney-Lind and Shelden, 1992 and 1998). 

The thinking is that if more females had access to the world of the workplace, were not so 

closely monitored by parents, or were encouraged to engage in more "masculine" risk-

taking behaviors, females would encounter more opportimities to deviate. Crime has also 

been explained as a result of social strain from the realization that there are not enough 

opportunities available to reach the "American Dream" (Merton, 1956; Menard, 1995). 

For example, under Cohen's model, the drive to achieve social status can lead to 

opportunities to commit crime which roughly parallel the social status that could be 

achieved through legitimate, yet unavailable "middle-class" opportunities (Cohen, 1955). 

Expanding on this, Cloward and Ohlin theorized that different gangs might offer a wider 

range of opportunities, the result of which are predictable patterns of particular types of 

offending (Cloward and Ohlin, 1960). With each of these approaches, opportunity is 

defined either by social location or social circumstance, the difference being that social 

location is more static and tied to individual features such as gender while social 
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circumstance is subject to change depending on changes in the dominant social group(s). 

Unlike classical and neoclassical perspectives on offending, the responsibility for deviance 

lies outside the individual and within elements of the socially defined world. To date, 

opportunity theories of crime have not dealt with the subjective aspect of perceiving 

physical, situational, or social restraints on behavior. Instead, they have focused on more 

or less objective features of the social and physical setting. 

There is also a neoclassical approach to understanding crime and criminality at 

the individual level (Hirschi, 1969; Sechrest, 1979;Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990; 

Tremblay, et al, 1992). This school of thought would claim a place in the classical 

framework to the extent that individuals are seen as asocial, self-interested and responsible 

for their actions. In contrast with pure classicism, however, the neoclassical view argues 

that external forces do play a role in an individual's behavior, principally in the forms of 

child rearing and opportunity (Hindelang, Gottfredson and Garofalo, 1978; Cohen and 

Felson, 1979; Hirschi and Gottfredson, 1990). In most neoclassical approaches, the 

individual is assumed to share responsibility with society for the behavior s/he displays, 

behavior is rational, crime requires no unique motivations and self-interest overrides the 

needs of the group. Prominent among the neoclassical approaches is the theory of Self-

Control. 

Self-Control theory is unique in its focus on individual behavior and is ideal for 

studying varying perceptions of opportunity. It is unique because it predicts that individual 

behaviors depend on a person's level of self-control, once self-control levels have been 

established. What this means is that individuals can control their behavior internally. 



18 

rather than being controlled solely by the external environment (Hirschi, 1969; 

Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990). This does not mean that a choice is being made to commit 

a crime, as in the classical conception of behavior. It simply means that the controlling 

factors reside within the individual and not outside of the individual. It is an ideal theory 

for studying perceptions of opportunity because opportunity must be "obvious to the 

actor" before the criminal or deviant act can take place (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1994:2). 

So, there is a marriage of individual potential and individual perception before deviance 

occurs. 

I will be using self-control theory to predict how perceptions of opportunity vary 

between individuals. Those with the lowest levels of self-control are predicted to have a 

distorted perception of opportunity that allows them to complete the deviant act, no matter 

the obstacles encountered. While those with higher levels of self-control are predicted to 

perceive opportunity the way policymakers intend, being deterred by physical or 

situational restraints in most cases. Attempts to measure levels of self-control have been 

numerous and of some dispute since the theory was first introduced twelve years ago 

(Akers, 1993; Brownfield and Sorensen, 1993; Grasmick, et al., 1993; Keane, et al., 1993; 

Polakowski, 1994; Nagin and Paternoster, 1994; Longshore, 1996; Evans, et al., 1997; 

Piquero and Rosay, 1998; Longshore, 1998; Hay, 2001). The number of studies done to 

verify and test the theory is a credit to its explanatory potential. The controversy over 

measurement largely stems from the way in which the theory was originally described. In 

their work on self-control, Gottfredson and Hirschi describe six common features 

associated with low self-control: present orientation, instant gratification, self-



interestedness, risk-preferring, physicality, and the desire to avoid hard work (Gottfredson 

and Hirschi, 1990:89). Even though the authors were careful to note that these features 

were not a laundry list to be checked off, many subsequent research attempts have tried to 

compartmentalize the theory into these exact features. As a result, different 

methodological recipes have been produced, all claiming to measure self-control as a 

unidimensional construct, leaving some to question whether, or not, self-control really has 

been tested properly at all (Marcus, 2000). 

My interpretation of the Gottfredson and Hirschi definition of self-control reads 

more like a road map than a recipe book. There can be multiple combinations or paths 

leading to the same sort of outcomes that typify low-self control. The six elements they 

describe are "more often than not" present in the criminal offender, yet not all elements 

need be present (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 2000:60). Thus, it is still not clear whether 

measuring the totality of whether these six traits are absent or present may capture an 

individual's level of self-control. A thorough review of the criminological literature 

dealing with each of the perspectives mentioned here will be the subject of Chapter Three. 



2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

In this work I am interested in whether levels of self-control mediate perceptions 

of opportunity. I define opportunity as the chance to increase one's pleasure or reduce 

one's pain. This is a subjective definition of opportunity and not akin to the opportunity 

theories previously discussed. Where past literature has focused on external constraints 

that limit opportunity or social aspirations that are used, in effect, to create opportunities, 

this definition of opportunity resides within the individual. 

Not only does this definition place opportunity in the eyes of the beholder, but it 

also suggests a classical model of decisionmaking very similar to that found in self-control 

theory. As such, I expect that the very features of self-control that seem to predict crime 

and analogous acts would also predict the perception individuals form when encountering 

the possibility for deviance. Not only, I argue, would these individuals have a skewed 

perception of their own behavior, but they would also form perceptions about the external 

world that might not mirror the objective aims of physical, situational, or social restraints 

on behavior. 

Self-interest is a central component of self-control theory. Self-control theory, by 

definition, places the responsibility for action and restraint in the realm of the Self. And, 

the classical tradition upon which self-control theory is built depends on the hedonistic 

calculus. So, even though research has yet to say that self-interest is the most significant 

feature of the overall construct, its central place in the theory's conceptual framework can 

not be disputed. Self-interestedness describes a propensity to indulge in personal 

gratification even to the detriment of others, including intimates like family and friends. 
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By its very definition, opportunity will only be judged as such if its benefits are relevant to 

self-interest. In fact, a setback or harm to self-interest would not be seen as an opportunity 

in the first place. I expect that an individual's degree of self-interestedness will be related 

to their perception of whether, or not, an opportunity exists in a given situation. 

Since opportunities are things of the moment and self-control is described as a 

restraint on short-term gratification, a conceptual link can be made between the present 

orientation element of self-control and perceptions of opportunity. When a chance comes 

along to benefit self, but that chance involves the risk of long term harm to self, 

objectively viable opportunities may be perceived as inappropriate. For example, the stock 

market may be dropping precipitously in weak economic times. Stock market trading 

offers individuals a perfectly legitimate money making opportunity. But, when times are 

uncertain in the stock market, the risk of loss can be substantial. Even so, the chance for a 

financial killing is also more likely as investors flee and sell their shares at below average 

cost, allowing more risk-prone investors to buy at the lower price and ride out the 

turbulence until prices rise again. I would expect that self-control could predict the manner 

in which opportunities such as these are seized or abandoned. The market conditions are 

objectively the same for all investors, but the subjective comfort with risk and reward will 

alter the perception of whether, or not, investors will buy or sell in uncertain financial 

times. In short, I would expect that opportunities are defined according to subjective 

features of the individual, tightly linked with self-control overall and best explained by the 

present orientation and self-interestedness of the individual. Overall I am testing four 

questions: 
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1. Do perceptions vary between individuals? 
2. Are variations in perceptions related to levels of self-control? 
3. Are low self control individuals more likely to perceive an 
opportunity exists when there is immediate gain with no long-term 
gain and when self-interest is present? 
4. Are degrees of present orientation and self-interestedness 
related to varying perceptions of opportunity? 
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3. THE VIABILITY OF THE SELF-CONTROL - OPPORTUNITY LINKAGE 

Eighty-three 5"' grade students were studied as part of a crime prevention pilot 

program called "Building the Future" (BTF). The Building the Future program is a 

cooperative effort between local rotary clubs, the University of Arizona and the Tucson 

Unified School District. Its overall goal is to reduce the number of juvenile delinquents in 

a Southside city location that has, historically, been riddled with crime. The program 

components feature a 4-year financial scholarship to attend the University of Arizona, 

once the program participants graduate from high school. In addition, program participants 

and their families are eligible to receive free social and educational support in the form of 

academic tutoring, job training, personal development classes, and conflict resolution 

guidance. The program objectives of providing family resources , academic support, and 

role model mentoring, are designed to produce outcomes related to (1) higher educational 

achievements (2)increased family stability -or fewer family stressors and (3)reduced 

delinquency. These objectives recognize that paths to delinquency may be complicated 

and involve aspects of self-achievement and social circumstance. As such, BTF is an ideal 

program in which to study theoretical aspects from the neoclassical tradition where the 

responsibility for crime falls on both self and society. And, the program theory links 

opportunity objectives to outcomes related to reduced delinquency. This logic reiterates 

the traditional notion that opportunity is an objective feature of the environment and that 

all would benefit from positive social opportunities and be deterred by negative offending 

opportunities. While this work was not designed to test outcomes suggested by BTF's 

program theory, the program did provide the impetus to begin thinking about the potential 



connection between subjective perceptions of opportunity and individual levels of self-

control. 

An exploratory study was done to examine the potential relationship between 

perceived opportunity and self-control. BTF students were tracked over a three year 

period, from second to fifth grade. The students were most closely monitored on their 

levels of self-control. It was not until their transition from fifth to sixth grade that they 

were tested on perceptions of opportunity, as related to self-control. This is due to the fact 

that levels of self-control are not thought to be stable until the child reaches the end of the 

elementary school phase (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990: 272). Study results indicated a 

relationship between self-control levels and perceptions of opportunity. There were 

however, significant limitations to the exploratory approach. To begin with, the sample 

was too small to really feel confident that statistical analyses were powerful enough to 

draw robust conclusions. There was also potential for the sample to be biased from the 

fact that the group had already been selected for inclusion in the crime prevention 

program. In addition, students, parents and teachers may have felt compelled to perform in 

a particular way out of fear that they may be dropped from the prevention program or out 

of obligation to the crime prevention program. The research design also suffered from, 

both, a theoretical and experimental flaw. Theoretically it would be prudent to measure 

variations in perceived opportunity in a manner consistent with the self-control construct 

itself The method used was unable to capture these variations because the payoff for each 

subject was exclusively at the end of the path so, in essence, only extremes of the 

continuum were being measured (Appendix B). A better method would have a payoff at 
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each decisionpoint along the path to measure gradual variation in subject behavior. Along 

these same lines, it may also be reasonable to question the usefulness of some of the self-

control items used, due to their attitudinal orientation and their heavy reliance on all or 

none response options. As suggested elsewhere, a better self-control item might be 

phrased completely in behavioral terms and be sensitive to the frequency with which these 

behaviors are identified, rather than noting their mere absence or presence (Gottfredson 

and Hirschi, 1990:48; Piquero, etal, 2000). Experimentally, there were features of the 

exploratory effort that bear replication and others that should be modified. These will be 

detailed in the methods section of Chapter Four. 
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4. THE CURRENT STUDY 

To address the limitations of the preliminary analysis, a second method was 

designed to test the same general research questions; namely, do individuals vary in their 

perceptions of opportunity in stable, predictable ways, And, are these variations mediated 

by elements of self-control? A sample of middle school students was used in a computer-

based decisionmaking task where control and experimental groups were randomly chosen 

through the software application being used. This design is more sensitive for 

understanding why individuals opt out at varying points over the course of the 

decisionmaking task. In addition at the beginning of each of the five different 

decisionmaking sections, a monetary reward is promised if the section is completed. This 

design offers a more theoretically pleasing approximation of the short-term versus long-

term decisionmaking process which is at the crux of the self-control construct and which 

is central to my definition of opportunity. An experimental manipulation is used to trigger 

appeals to self-interest, the other element of self-control being investigated alongside 

present orientation. Whenever a subject decides to end their decisionmaking task, they are 

diverted to a survey section that measures levels of self-control as well as other variables 

of interest, such as demographic controls and competing theoretical explanations. Two 

behavioral indicators were created to measure impulsivity and minor delinquency. These 

were accomplished using a cookie manipulation successfully used in the exploratory 

study. The choice of how many cookies to take and when they were wanted provided a 

behavioral measure of impulsivity. Self-reports of what cookie choice had been made 



were compared to actual cookie counts after each session as a measure of minor 

delinquency (lying). 



5. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

After completing a series of frequency distributions and correlations to check the 

normality and expected behavior of the data, internally, analyses were run to test each of 

the four hypotheses being explored. Means testing was used to look at differences 

between continuous variables and Chi-square tests examined the expected and observed 

levels of response according to the null hypothesis. Since my data set includes a control 

and experimental group, it was important to know whether, or not, there were any 

systematic differences between these groups on any variables of importance (Kazdin, 

1997). Each group was statistically equivalent on all measures of interest. When split by 

gender, factor analyses showed the self-control measure behaving differently, with a two-

factor structure more robust overall and accounted for by the females in the sample. As 

alluded to earlier, the measurement of sell-control has not been free of controversy and 

the question of unidimensionality has been central to these debates (Costello, et al 2000; 

Longshore, 2000 Sellers, 1999; Ameklev, etal, 1993). Nested linear regression models 

were compared to assess the relative impacts and direction of, both, control and 

independent variables of interest. Overall, the social control measure did not predict, 

either, delinquency or low self-control, but was negatively associated with each, as 

expected. There was no relationship apparent between social control and perceived 

opportunity. Self-control was significantly and positively related to delinquency, even 

when gender was added to the regression equation. Interestingly, when split by gender 

female delinquency was only associated with self-control when delinquency was parsed 

into minor acts of deviance such as lying about how many cookies were taken during the 
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experiment. Some research has suggested that female delinquency is much better 

explained when limiting inquiry to such minor acts of deviance or that female 

delinquency is mediated by opportunity structures (LaGrange and Silverman, 1999; 

Hagan,1985). 

Perceived opportunity was shown to vary significantly across the available opt out 

points within the experimental framework. The greatest variation occurred when subjects 

reached the 80% point of completing all tasks, or the next to last experimental step. At 

this point, almost a third of the remaining sample opted out from the experiment. Before 

this point, drop out rates were fairly consistent across opt out points one through three. 

Testing showed significant differences between these drop out rates, confirming the first 

expectation that individual perceptions of opportunity do, indeed, exhibit variation. 

The second research question explored any relationship between variations in 

perception and levels of self-control. While no significant relationship was found across 

the entire range of opt out points, a strong and significant positive relationship was 

observed between the decision to "quit at first chance" and low self control. This 

suggests, either, that my opportunity measure may not be sensitive to the variability 

within the self control scale or that the scale itself may have its own measurement 

shortcomings, some of which have been enumerated elsewhere (Marcus, 2002). Still, the 

finding that low self-control is so strongly related to the decision to quit at first chance, 

suggests that these individuals perceive the opportunity to continue the experiment and 

accumulate more money in a manner that is unlike those with higher levels of self control 

who tend to complete all tasks. Further, control variables, such as ability using a 



computer, and proficiency in English, do not account for the variation revealed in this 

relationship. Testing for competing explanations found a negative, yet insignificant, 

relationship between social control and perceived opportunity. 

Present orientation was operationalized as three items from the self-control scale, 

together forming an alpha reliability of .56. A three-item set was also used to 

operationalize self-interestedness, with an alpha reliability of .95. No relationship was 

found between either of these variable sets and variations in perceived opportunity, 

although the overall explanatory strength of the models was improved upon their addition 

to the regression equations. Each of these findings will be discussed in detail in Chapter 

Five. 

The findings show a relationship between self-control and perceived opportunity 

in a manner that can not be fully explained through current theoretical understandings of 

opportunity or rational choice, as they relate to delinquency. This may suggest a need to, 

perhaps, reevaluate our theoretical perspectives on the way rational choice and self-

control theory currently explain crime and criminality. In addition, these results call into 

question the efficacy of crime control policies which rely on objective notions of 

opportunity as a mechanism for deterrence. This work has also been able to show that 

alternative methods can be used with success to measure self-control in a behavioral 

setting rather than limiting its measurement to self-report assessments. These and other 

considerations will form the basis for the concluding remarks found in Chapter Six. 
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CHAPTER II 
CRIME AND PUBLIC POLICY 

1. GENERAL POLICY APPROACHES TO THE PROBLEM OF CRIME 

The age-old observation that success has many fathers, but failure is an orphan 

could not be more applicable when discussing crime prevention policy. Through a 

patchwork quilt approach to solving the problem of crime, the overall goal of prevention 

is often difficult to identify and even harder to justify in the larger societal context. There 

are system-wide disparities in the methods of prevention, enforcement, correction and 

punishment. Largely, these result from jurisdictional and geographic boundaries that too 

often encourage a lack of cooperation between important actors in the criminal justice 

system (Cox and Wade, 1998:10). Considering that general policy approaches to the 

problem of crime offer reactive responses based on financial, social, and political 

interpretations of the crime problem, the role of research on actual prevention of crime is 

often neglected. Where prevention policy has been informed by research, in advance of 

programmatic development, are in the areas of general deterrence and opportunity 

theories of crime. The following discussion will be limited, in most parts, to individual 

types of policy and tlieoretical alternatives, since these are most closely related to the 

present study. 

a. Deterrence 

General deterrence theory has its historical roots in the early work of Cesare 

Beccaria and Jeremy Bentham (Beccaria, 1764; Bentham, 1789) The concept is one of 

coercion. If society allows individuals to commit crimes or engage in acts that harm 
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others and society does not punish these offenses demonstrably, there is no reason why 

others would not commit the same offenses to receive what it is that they want. General 

deterrence is the ability to prevent future acts of deviance by punishing current offenders 

in a way that makes their acts seem unattainable, unproductive, or unattractive. Beccaria 

described these punishments as regular, certain and swift, in proportion to the harm, or 

threat of harm, to society (Beccaria, 1764). 

To be effective, punishments were originally designed for public consumption so 

all could see the fate of the criminal (Foucault, 1979). Over time, however, this led to 

confrontations between the state and citizenry and eventually public displays of state-

sanctioned punishments were greatly reduced (Foucault, 1979:73). In their place, prisons 

were created to house the offenders and remove punishment from public view (Foucault, 

1979;Braithwaite and Pettit, 1990; Nygaard, 2000;Flanagan, Marquart, and Adams, 

1998). By the end of the nineteenth century, attempts at refonnation supplanted the 

notion that human beings were determined, and free will dominated discussions of 

finding out what was "wrong" with the offender and how that person could be "fixed" 

(Paternoster and Bachman, 2001:16). 

Since then, it has proven difficult to attribute crime prevention successes from a 

general deterrence effect. The problem is in attempting to measure the absence of 

something (crime). And, what associations have been made seem to suggest an inverse 

effect. Studies done to measure the general deterrence effect of prison, for example, have 

found that as incarceration rates have increased, crime levels have stayed surprisingly 

level (Blumstein, 2000; Beckett and Sasson, 1998). Additionally, international crime 
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rates show a historical trend where countries with the most incarceration also have the 

most crime (Beckett and Sasson, 1998). 

Specific deterrence refers to restraint on individual behavior. This type of 

deterrence is inherent in crime prevention policies as well as in criminal justice practices. 

Specific deterrence underlies the practice of incapacitation in prison. The offender is 

specifically deterred, or kept away from, harming free citizens (those not in prison) for 

the length of his/her confinement. Laws for keeping ex-felons from purchasing weapons 

exemplify a policy restriction on the opportunity to commit crime. These policies 

specifically aim to deter potential offenders of a limited class, such as ex-felons. Since 

violations of the law can be monitored, it is possible to quantify how often ex-felons are 

turned away when attempting to purchase a gun. 

The research literature on deterrence has undergone transformations depending on 

the type of deterrence being discussed and the mechanism(s) responsible for eliciting the 

deterrent response. Since the original prescription of deterrence called for punishment 

that was swift, certain and severe, work was done to actually measure these effects. Initial 

research in these areas showed a surprisingly weak deterrent effect when swiftness, 

certainty and severity were used to predict abstention from crime (Gibbs, 1975; Nagin, 

1978; Tittle and Rowe, 1974). To explain this, some argued that perceptions of deterrence 

might be more important than the objective measure of punishment being tested (Geerken 

' An argument against this logic is that ex-felons would be the least likely to obey gun control laws (or any 
laws) and would simply purchase their weapons elsewhere, making gun application refusal data somewhat 
misleading 
(Kleck, 1991). 



and Gove, 1975) But when research was done to measure these perceptions, the deterrent 

effect grew even smaller (Paternoster, 1987). 

The most recent research in the area of deterrence continues to show a small 

deterrent effect, which is strongest for the measure of perceived certainty of punishment. 

These studies use hypothetical situations to gauge a would-be offender's willingness to 

risk punishment (the certainty effect) for committing a particular crime (Klepper and 

Nagin, 1989; Bachman, Paternoster and Ward, 1992). Some studies show a deterrent 

effect when severity of punishment is measured as a function of increased prison 

sentences (Levitt, 1996; Marvell and Moody, 1994; Spebnan, 1994). But, a review of 

determinate sentencing policies that eliminate probation showed no such deterrent effect 

(Paternoster and Bachman, 2000: 18). A more expansive approach to deterrence theory 

argues that informal social sanctions do more to deter crime than do the formal legal 

penalties of the criminal justice system ( Akers, 1997; Anderson, 1977; Grasmick and 

Green, 1980; Paternoster, et al, 1983; Williams and Hawkins, 1986; Nagin and 

Paternoster, 1991). These social sanctions include potential loss of employment, 

dissolution of intimate relationships, and community reprobation (Grasmick and Bursik, 

1990; Bachman, Paternoster and Ward, 1992; Nagin and Pogarsky, 2001). 

Policy applications of the deterrent approach tend to suffer from the same 

inability to show a deterrent effect as their theoretical counterparts. Of the more popular 

applications, only the use of police "hot spots" and DUI checkpoints have shown some 

deterrent effect (Shennan, 1989; Ross, 1992). Otherwise, the widespread deterrent-based 

polices of capital punishment, three strikes laws, and mandatory minimums do not appear 
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to result in a decrease in crime as deterrence theory would predict (Potter and Kappeler, 

1997). The underlying problem with testing deterrence theory is, again, the question of 

how you measure the absence of something. It is one thing to compare historical rates of 

crime to rates of crime from an era where deterrence-based policies predominated. 

However, official reports of crime do not capture the sort of detail necessary to know for 

certain that a deterrence approach was specifically applied for all cases used in the 

analysis (Schmalleger, 1998). And, self-reports of how a person might or might not 

behave are often flawed because they rely on convenience samples from college 

campuses and are based on very rational hypothetical situations that do not match the 

often asymmetric and incomplete information about laws and crime in everyday life. This 

over-reliance on near-perfect rationality may be the reason why deterrence theory 

continues to show only weak preventative effects. 

b. Important Assumptions About Rationality 

In order to claim that the deterrent approach will result in policies that truly 

prevent crime, three important assumptions about rationality must be considered. First, in 

order to deter crime in the way the theory suggests, the human actor must be rational in 

the strictest sense of the word. This means not only that preferences are ordered and then 

acted upon, but that the ability to obtain, evaluate, and organize information bears very 

close resemblance to the objective world. Second, information available to the human 

agent must be symmetrical and accessible. To satisfy this, information must be the same 

for everyone, across all situations. Finally, individuals must receive information, perceive 

its relevance and act on its meaning in a uniform manner. Otherwise, some may be 



36 

deterred, while others are not. A traditional deterrent effect only works if the majority are 

deterred and that deterrence comes from the knowledge that punishment will be swift, 

certain, and severe. In criminology, rationality has been defined both in terms of the 

classical conception and by a more restrained version, originally attributable to Herbert 

Simon (Simon, 1957). 

Early research from the field of behavioral psychology did not comport with the 

idea that people could behave in a perfectly rational fashion (Skinner, 1953). Following 

this lead, Herbert Simon, in 1957, theorized that rationality was not a pure exercise of 

unobstructed fact and perfect logic. Instead, rationality was bounded by incomplete 

knowledge, unanticipated reactions to knowledge, and an underdeveloped consequence 

palette (Simon, 1957). The human decisionmaker was likely to encounter incomplete and 

unreliable information, which would likely provoke an unanticipated, value-laden 

subjective interpretation. This would typically result in a range of consequences that was 

not representative of the full array of outcomes possible, thus forming an incomplete, 

imperfect decisionmaking palette (Simon, 1957). From this perspective, it would not be 

surprising, then, to find that deterrence theory could not explain the persistence of, or 

desistance from, crime. 

Since the mid 1980's, the pure rationality of classical deterrence theory has 

largely been supplanted in the research literature by Rational Choice Theory, to reflect 

the subjective nature of human cognition (Clarke and Cornish, 1985; Cornish and Clarke, 

1986; Piliavin, 1986). This literature examines the perceptions of those engaged in 

criminal activity, rather than the objective facts of crime and punishment. While research 



has not shown that perceptions of risk affect the choice to offend, studies have 

established a relationship with perceptions of risk and self-reports of criminal activity 

(Piliavin, 1986). Though the research literature has made a transition from classical 

rationality to bounded rationality, public policies have remained moored in the past. 

In practice, prevention policies often target youthful offenders, who are seen as 

capable of changing their behaviors through the learning process of making healthier 

choices as they enter their adult lives (Paternoster, 1989; Nagin, 2000). Still, the age 

crime curve predicts the greatest amount of delinquency occurring between the ages of 16 

and 24, so it is not clear how old one can be to still benefit from the learning process. 

Most prevention strategies based on deterrence theory, however, do not make a 

distinction between adult and juvenile crimes. In fact, the line between the two has 

continued to fade as the "get tough" approach swept juveniles into the adult criminal 

justice process (Greenwood, 1997). So, we are left with a picture of human behavior 

where each of us responds in identical ways to social stimuli, thus allowing the law to 

apply a uniform standard of punishment against social deviants. From a fairness 

perspective, this may make perfect sense, but from a deterrence viewpoint there is no 

research from the social sciences to show that individuals behave in this way when they 

desist from crime. 
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2. OPPORTUNITY 

Another pervasive approach to preventing or controlling crime comes from the 

idea that opportunity is somehow related to the commission of a crime. There are various 

forms to this approach and some are wholly inconsistent with others. Some assume a 

rational actor who calculates the opportunity to commit a crime, while others see the 

actor as just a bystander or random witness taking advantage of opportunities as they 

arise (Merton, 1968; Cloward and 0hlin,1960; Cohen, 1958 ; Felson, 1998; Gottfredson 

and Hirschi,1990). Subsequently, policy approaches diverge according to the way in 

which opportunity is believed to interact with the criminal event/actor. 

a. Economic Opportunity 

Strain theory was developed from the notion that economic opportunity, in the 

form of the "American Dream", may place expectations on people in a way that leads to 

deviance, or strain, when those expectations can not be met (Merton, 1968). This idea 

builds off the work of Emile Durkheim whose examination of personal self-destruction 

explained suicide as a social phenomenon dependent on economic trends or institutional 

status, rather than resulting from individual pathologies (Durkheim, 1897). The trouble 

comes when the means for attaining goals is not as well defined as the attractiveness or 

value of the goal itself. The result is an unregulated glut of goals that people are 

constantly aspiring to, no matter the cost, and a lack of guidance on how those goals 

should be achieved. These irregularities produce a condition of anomie, or normlessness, 

where individuals feel alone in their unending quest for attainment with no guides for 

how they should reach the goals they desire (Durkheim, 1897; Merton, 1968). Modem 
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conceptions of strain theory accentuate the anomie associated with a differential 

opportunity structure between goals and means. An anomic society is one which praises 

monetary wealth as the ultimate indicator of personal success, while failing to provide 

legitimate opportunities for all social members to achieve this success (Komhauser, 1978; 

Bernard, 1987; Akers, 1997; Paternoster and Bachman, 2001). In this conception, it is the 

absence of legitimate opportunities to acquire wealth that places strain on the individual, 

resulting in their deviance from social norms. In this view, the offender is little more than 

a pawn of the socio-political environment in which s/he lives. 

b. Social Opportunity 

Social opportunity is another way of looking at the idea that individuals are 

somewhat passive in their roles as offenders. Borrowing from Merton, Cohen used the 

idea that strain could be created from failing to reach a particular social status, resulting 

in crime (Cohen, 1955). He applied his reasoning to the lower class male whose goal was 

gaining the same respect and status as middle class boys when the two types were in 

competition during their school years. When lower class boys would not receive the 

immediate respect and status accorded their middle class counterparts, they would 'turn 

middle class values upside down', gaining the most attention when their behaviors were 

the most delinquent (Cohen, 1955). Cloward and Ohlin expanded on the idea that 

differential opportunities to engage in legitimate behaviors might lead to a "delinquent 

subculture". But, this disparity must be effectuated within the organization of the local 

neighborhood in order to produce the delinquency strain theory describes (Cloward and 

Ohlin, 1960). If a neighborhood encourages or even tolerates the existence of 



unconventional lifestyles and illegitimate opportunities for personal advancement, a 

delinquent subculture will emerge to teach upcoming generations that crime is an 

acceptable means of attaining the goals they desire (Paternoster and Bachman, 2000:147). 

c. Opportunistic Settings 

Perhaps the most ubiquitous theoretical concept of opportunity involves the 

physical design of the environment and the routine activities of everyday life. During the 

1960s, buildings were designed to fit in as many low-income residents as possible. While 

effective in terms of space allocation, these high rise "fortresses" became natural 

breeding grounds for delinquent activity (Newman, 1972). Critics of this approach 

suggested, instead, the use of low-rise apartment units that could be more easily 

monitored from the outside, lowered fences that could not effectively be used to hide 

behind, and an assortment of private and public living spaces that would encourage more 

community traffic and, hence, more eyes watching out for crime (Felson, 1998:146). 

Beyond the physical arrangement of space or barriers placed in the way of a 

potential offender, research has shown that crime can be deterred through altering the 

routine activity of daily life (Mayhew, et al, 1976; Clarke, 1997; Clarke, 1978; Felson, 

1997). This line of research claims that by increasing the level of effort required, the 

amount of guilt generated, and the risk of being caught, while diminishing potential 

rewards, the inducements to commit crime will be lessened and crime will be reduced 

(Felson, 1998:183). 



41 

d. Interactions with the Individual 

Interpersonal dimensions of opportunity have also received some attention in the 

research literature on crime prevention, although the individualistic approach to crime, in 

general, has not received much policy support since the get tough on crime era of the 

1980s began (Gordon, 1990; Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990). The interpersonal 

dimension of opportunity is one where an interaction exists between the external 

environment and the individual (Caspi, 1994; Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990; Sampson 

and Laub, 1993; Kaplan, 1983; Huizinga, et al 1991). It is apparent that many different 

individuals will encounter nearly identical opportunities to engage in criminal conduct, 

yet some of these individuals will desist from such conduct, while others will make the 

criminal attempt. Logic would dictate that the difference in behavior is due to a 

difference between individuals, since the physical or situational opportunity structure is 

the same. 

Psychological factors have been used to explain the differences between 

individuals encountering the same opportunity for criminal conduct. Intelligence 

quotients (IQ) were used to distinguish between delinquents and non-delinquents 

according to official crime report data, with early reports showing a link between low IQ 

and prevalence toward crime (Hirschi and Hindelang, 1977). So, even if legitimate 

opportunities were available the low IQ individual might not be able to take advantage of 

them and would instead engage in illegitimate means of success. However, later research 

did not bear out the association between IQ and criminality, when the focus began 

shifting to consequences of having low IQ being related to criminal conduct (Wilson and 



Herrnstein, 1985:166-172). Some of these consequences could include failure in school, 

less affection from parents, and employment limitations, which then leave the individual 

with fewer legitimate opportunities (Shoemaker, 2000:53). 

Low levels of self-control have also been associated with a propensity towards 

behavior focused on short-term needs of the moment, at the expense of long-term 

consequcnces. As a result, legitimate opportunities, which may require a long-term 

commitment, are ignored in favor of the immediate gratification that illegitimate 

opportunities seem to afford (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990; Evans, 1997). Along these 

same lines, Containment Theory predicts that delinquency will be related to adverse 

environmental conditions and a poor self-concept, interacting with each other (Reckless, 

1967). This theory expects youth to have delinquent tendencies that can be encouraged or 

suppressed by the external environment, somewhat like situational theorists' view on 

incentives to commit crime. Unlike situational theorists, however, the containment 

approach depends on the individual's self-concept, with a poor self-concept more likely 

to result in accepting whatever illegitimate opportunities are available (Reckless, 1956; 

Schwartz and Tangri, 1965). 

e. Policy Applications 

Since joblessness is a symptom of poor economic opportunities and the economic 

health of society has been theoretically associated with levels of criminal activity,crime 

prevention strategies have been created to deal with unemployment and the negative 

effects of a flailing labor market (Freeman, 1995:171). Since the early 1980s research 

has been done to examine which labor market incentives result in the largest decrease in 



crime (Freeman, 1983; Chiricos, 1987). Although job training programs which place 

individuals in entry level positions have been popularly advertised as a solution to 

unskilled labor problems, some studies show that people resented, or were uninterested 

in, the low wage jobs such training supplied (Quicker, et al, 1992; Holzer, 1986). Job 

programs that aim to increase employment overall, and by implication decrease crime, 

have similarly not produced the sort o f robust evidence that makes the connection 

between employment and crime concrete, although some of the methods used to analyze 

this relationship have been called into question (Freeman, 1998:172-187). 

Policies designed to offer other social support opportunities have, similarly, been 

unable to definitively show that a lack of such opportunity is part of the crime problem. 

(Klein, 1998, 234) Typical interventions include infiltration of gang units in the attempt 

to provide legitimate opportunities to achieve status or wealth, community empowerment 

measures designed to strengthen resistance against unconventional lifestyles leading to 

delinquency, and street worker programs where youth are given advocates who mentor 

them through the many experiences in their lives, from school to work, to any encounters 

with law enforcement and the courts (Klein, 1998:234). 

In the 1970s, research was undertaken to test the idea that changes in the physical 

environment could result in lower crime rates. (Newman, 1972). Public housing projects 

in New York were redesigned according to these goals with changes including 

playgrounds, beautification, improved lighting, pedestrian walkways and fencing to 

create semiprivate spaces (Murray, 1998:352). Overall, results did not support the claim 

that these types of design changes would result in less crime (Kohn, Franck, and Fox, 



1975). Since then, only one study on street lighting has shown a significant relationship 

between physical changes of this sort and a drop in crime rates (Murray, 1998:353). 

Situational approaches to crime reduction appear to provide a stronger link to 

crime reduction. The goal is to make the rewards of crime less appealing, while ensuring 

the commission of crime is more difficult and the chance of discovery more immediate. 

Libraries began using magnetic strips in their books to detect book theft, but found that 

even when only a small number of books had been altered in this way, the incidence of 

book theft dropped dramatically (Bommer and Ford, 1974). The addition of Caller ID 

services to identify incoming phone calls has resulted in fewer complaints of obscene 

phone calls (Clarke, 1992). A common list of some such situational prevention policies or 

methods appears in table one. 

Table 1: Situational Crime Prevention Measures 

MAKE THE CRIME INCREASE THE RISK OF REDUCE THE REWARD 
MORE DIFFICULT BEING CAUGHT FROM THE CRIME 

Steering locks Border Searches Removable car radios 
Tamperproof seals Baggage Screening Phone Cards 
Locked gates Library Tags Payment by check 
Fenced yards Police patrols Property marking 
PIN Numbers Burglar alarms Vehicle licensing 
Litter Bins Park Attendants LOJACK 
Bus Stop Visibility Surveillance cameras Graffiti Cleaning 
Street Closures Street Lighting Parking off-street 
Spray Can Sales restrictions Neighborhood Watch Drug Free School Zones 
Gun Control Pay Phone Locations Income Tax Returns 
Caller ID Automatic ticket gates Hotel Registration 
Credit Card Photos Merchandise tags Library Check-out 
Adapted from Ronald V. Clarke, ed., Situational Crime Prevention: Successful Case Studies (New York; 
Harrow and Heston, 1992) 



There is some evidence to suggest that crime can be displaced to another area when some 

of these measures are in effect, although other factors, like popularity of a particular 

crime, might be complicating results in a way that is difficult to measure over time 

(Murray, 1998:359). 

Some of the logic behind the War on Drugs concerned the idea that drug dealers 

were making enormous amounts of money compared with the conventional occupational 

alternatives available in areas already immersed in crime (Anderson and Newman, 1998). 

To reduce this payoff, interdiction efforts were designed to limit the amount of drugs 

available for distribution resulting in fewer opportunities for such income and fewer 

buyers able to afford the cost associated with diminished supply. Stiffer penalties also 

meant that first time offenders would have less opportunity to return to their illegal 

activities and over time the hope was that the prestige associated with the drug dealing 

"occupation", overall, would diminish. The danger of using social constructions of 

reality, as is done with perceptions of prestige here, is that these constructions can be 

extremely variable and transient. In the case of the first time offender incarcerated for 

drug dealing, a new level of prestige might be accorded for doing "hard time" perhaps 

enhancing the motivation to re-offcnd, once released from confinement. 

Programs designed to improve one's self-concept have increasingly become a part 

of the elementary educational system (Greenwood, Model, Rydell, and Chiesa, 1998). 

While it's not clear that this trend is related to crime prevention tactics, many of these 

programs accentuate core concepts from the literature on interpersonal interactions 

between personality, or self, and criminal opportunities. Building on research that 
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showed females, minorities, and inner city children were less likely to succeed 

occupational!y, the educational system began offering more outreach programs like 

athletics, the arts, and academic tutoring to bolster student achievement levels. Increasing 

levels of social violence within the home and the workplace prompted many school 

programs focused on peacebuilding, anger management and conflict resolution. 

And, those educational programs specifically aimed at crime prevention stressed 

decisionmaking skills and leadership so when illegitimate opportunities came along, the 

strength would be there to "just say no" . 

While most of these programs have not undergone lengthy evaluations to judge 

effectiveness, the ones that have been reviewed failed to produce the expected results. In 

fact, evaluations of the two more prominent crime prevention programs, D.A.R.E.(Drug 

Awareness and Resistance Education) and G.R.E.A.T.(Gang Resistance, Education and 

Awareness Training) have recently shown that program participants were no less likely 

to engage in drug or gang-related behavior than non-participants ( DOJ, 2002 ). Worse 

yet, some programs showed an increased likelihood that participants would engage in 

such delinquent behaviors as a result of program participation ( DOJ, 2002). Explanations 

for this arose from the students themselves who said that their interest was heightened 

after learning about the different variety of drugs and the activities associated with the 

gang member lifestyle. 

f. Important Assumptions About Measurement and Invariance 

For any of these prevention approaches to really work, two key theoretical 

assumptions must be considered. First is the issue of measurement. How do you measure 



an opportunity? Some research uses the output of an opportunity, such as income or 

prestige (Merton, 1956, Cohen, 1955). Others use chances for opportunity itself through 

the perceptions of a compromised self (Reckless, 1956 ). While still others use 

opportunity as the solution from a cost-benefit calculation dependent on risk and reward ( 

Felson, 1998). If opportunity is a key feature of the criminal process, agreement must be 

reached on what is meant by opportunity and how opportunity will be measured. 

Otherwise, the concept really begins to lose its importance as an essential element of 

crime causation. If we only assume that opportunities are based on objective, rational, 

assessments of reality, we negate the possibility that opportunities may be as subjective 

as the person who perceives them. A better approach might be to observe the manner in 

which opportunities are acted upon, or desisted from, and only after that determine what 

subjective values, beliefs, or attitudes directed such behavior. Once opportunities have 

been defined through the behavior that engages them, a better measure of the concept 

might emerge. This approach is similar to observing behaviors associated with deviance 

to understand causes of delinquency, rather than relying on the criminal code to define 

what constitutes deviant behavior. Although this approach would require more synthesis 

between criminology and disciplines more closely aligned with human behavior (such as 

psychology) it is an effort that might result in a better understanding of the relationship 

between opportunity and crime. This is not to suggest that opportunity should be 

narrowly defined in one neat sentence; rather, it is to recognize that opportunities 

involving individual behavior contain subjective elements that may impact the objective 

assessment of opportunity. 
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The second assumption concerns the issue of invariance. The widespread use of 

crime prevention tactics designed to limit opportunity assumes that any one particular 

opportunity, legitimate or otherwise, will elicit a particular type of response for all 

individuals who encounter it. Otherwise, we would see more variation in the way these 

crime prevention tactics are designed and utilized from community to community. But 

research has already shown that individuals may evaluate the risk component of 

opportunities differently, thereby affecting their assessment of that opportunity (Donovan 

and Marlatt, 1982;Williams and Hawkins, 1986;Johnson and White, 1989; Keane, Maxim 

and Teevan, 1993;Nagin, 1998; Nagin and Pogarsky, 2001). 

Whatever policies are used to combat the problem of crime and its effects on a 

community, the role of research to determine what works best in which situation can not 

be overlooked. What is clear from all the research that has been done on the effectiveness 

of crime prevention and control policies is the need for more rigorous research into the 

fundamental causes of crime, itself (Sherman, Gottfredson, Mackenzie, Eck, Reuter, & 

Bushway, 1998). Current conceptions of pro gram effectiveness recognize the importance 

of using larger sample sizes, controlling for extraneous variables in specific 

environmental contexts, and using control and experimental groups whenever possible 

(National Institute of Justice, 2003). This current trend is a promising development amid 

the historical claim that government crime control is more about furthering political self-

interests than improving public safety (Chilton, 2001, Hirschi, 2000, Chambliss, 1998). 

For these reasons, the role of research becomes important when designing a crime 

prevention strategy using specific sorts of policy solution. 



49 

3. THE ROLE OF RESEARCH IN POLICY AND PREVENTION 

Historically, there has been an uneasy relationship between those who do research 

on the causes of crime and those who implement crime control policy. Research in this 

area is strained by the fact that crime control is a function of the State. As such, 

adherence to the scientific tradition of objectivity and proof might fall victim to the 

political dictates of self-interest and interfere with the democratic process of self-

determination (Hirschi, 1990). But, research into the causes of crime is critical to the task 

of solving the problems of crime. And, as in any scientific pursuit, this theoretical 

foundation must be accompanied by practical applications , followed by rigorous testing 

and verification. Too often in the social sciences, research development is left to 

academicians and theorists, with less attention paid to exploring the practical applications 

as put forth in crime prevention policies . Solutions to the problem must also be 

rigorously tested to see if they achieve the desired effect, if there are any unintended 

effects of the treatment, and what management and implementation procedures are most 

effective and efficient from an ethical, financial or resource allocation point of view, 

a. The Need for Independent Research on Crime 

The social science method of unraveling the crime problem involves an academic 

approach that prides itself on being "independent" from the governmental apparatus of 

the crime control effort (Hirschi, 1990, Chilton, 2001). Perspectives usually vary 

depending on disciplinary background, but approaches sometimes co-mingle to form an 

integrated view (Bohm, 2001; Paternoster and Bachman, 2001; Shoemaker, 2001). While 

this method comes closest to the rigor required by the scientific method, it is not without 



its own brand of defects. Social science research has to come to terms with the coercive 

nature of political research dollars, the consequences of distinguishing crime myth from 

crime reality and the ongoing dispute over disciplinary dominance or interdisciplinary 

integration. 

The problem of political purse strings is present for all academic researchers. To 

successfully compete for government research money, the research question must be of 

interest to the government. Academic research into the causes of crime may be less 

palatable than researching the effectiveness of a popular government intervention 

program like D.A.R.E. The potential for coercion between the government funder and the 

academic researcher can not be overstated in the case of criminal justice research. In 

crime research, the government can further its own interest, through its crime control 

function, by choosing to support one research project over another (Chilton, 2001:1). 

There may be answers to the crime problem or areas of inquiry that could make a 

significant difference in prevention efforts, but these may be ignored if they fly in the 

face of the political agenda. The funding problem is compounded by the fact that 

government agencies, like the National Institute of Justice, have created internal research 

units which, in effect, may act as propaganda machines for only those policies and 

programs that are politically popular (Chilton, 2001:5). But, with slirinking financial 

resources available to social scientists, there is often little choice available if a vigorous 

research agenda is desired. 

Typically, criminologists and those who study the causes of crime remain distant 

from their policy counterparts in government, for these and other reasons already 
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discussed. What results is a body of literature debating the causes of crime from the 

social science perspective and a body of reports generated from the internal research 

branches of government agencies like the Department of Justice. Often these two sources 

of information are at odds with one another, explaining the continuation of government 

policies whose assumptions can not be supported or verified through independent 

research efforts. While this problem is a significant one if crime control efforts are to be 

successful, it is not unlike the dissent that occurs within the social sciences over the 

question of crime. Debates over disciplinary dominance or interdisciplinary integration 

continue to test the best minds in criminal justice research. The benefits of integrating 

perspectives usually appeal to those who are involved in the practical application of 

crime prevention programs who witness on a daily basis the fact that there is no one 

solution to the problem of crime. While those in favor of a more unified disciplinary 

approach to crime causation tend to worry that integrative approaches lead to the problem 

of crime continually redefined by context, leading us to only understand symptoms, 

rather than causes, of the problem. 

In our current state of reality, government is at the center of crime control and 

prevention efforts. If this is the case, then funds used to support the government's crime 

control function are coming from public monies, namely tax dollars. The use of public 

funds to control social behavior, which also has consequences in terms of constitutional 

guarantees (like confinement, bail, representation, etc..), brings with it a higher degree of 

accountability for how those funds are serving the public interest. Arrow's Theorem 

predicts that government will behave in a manner that is "incoherent" with the public 
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interest (Mueller, 1989:384-99). For criminal justice issues, this could result in crime 

control and prevention policies that do not decrease crime or increase public safety, the 

two obvious goals of public interest regarding crime control and prevention (Farber and 

Frickey, 1991:38). Not only is the result less democratic, if Arrow's theorem is correct, 

but worse yet the public interest is harmed when liberties are decreased through crime 

control practices without an associated increase in public safety. 

For criminal justice entities more crime means more business for police forces, 

prosecutors, judges, and corrections professionals. This, along with the government's 

inability to conduct research in a manner that maintains scientific integrity, creates the 

sense that the problem of crime will not be solved, nor public safety improved, if crime 

control and prevention efforts remain in the political domain. The academic criminologist 

is schooled in methods of scientific procedure and derives most professional successes 

from the ability to use these methods in an exacting and illuminating way. Beyond the 

financial incentive of conducting research the government is likely to fund, these 

academics share a professional code of conduct that expects objectivity and a high 

standard of accountability. There is no more a perfect social scientist than there is 

perfection in any human being; However, the academic is in a better position, than is the 

government policymaker, to apply the objective methodologies good research requires. In 

the absence of this rigor, crime prevention policies may do little to impact the crime 

problem. 
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CHAPTER in 
CAUSES OF CRIME 

1. HUMAN NATURE 

Any discussion about the causes of crime is necessarily dealing with some basic 

assumptions regarding human nature. These assumptions are key to both explaining 

behavior and forming consistent policies of prevention and punishment. Human nature 

may be a primary or secondary feature of human behavior. Either it is developed through 

mechanisms of natural selection to preserve self-interest, and, by consequence, perpetuate 

the species or it is a byproduct of another human trait such as being social or asocial 

(Hirschi, 1997). If human nature is a primary feature of human behavior our model of 

man looks like someone driven by instinct and self-preservation. As a result our theory of 

crime would need to attend to the sel f-preservation or evolutionary aspect of deviance. 

Since deviance has always been a part of human existence, it would seem, there must be 

an evolutionary advantage to its existence. Or, at least there is no evolutionary 

disadvantage so great as to eliminate those behaviors from the gene pool by selectively 

removing the behavior through natural selection. Durkheim made the counterintuitive 

claim that deviance was actually a normal and functional part of human behavior 

(Durkheim, 1897). Ironically, since criminality often involves a propensity for 

promiscuity one might expect a flourishing of criminality throughout the gene pool, 

rather than a gradual extinction of criminality through the typical natural selection 

process where those with the trait are less likely to succeed in reproducing the trait 

through offspring. 



In contrast, if human nature were a byproduct of our tendency to be either social 

or asocial, in terms of behavioral orientation, our model of man would need modification. 

The social tendency would tend to produce a negotiator approach to human nature where 

the interest of the group would influence the decisionmaking, and consequently the 

behavior, of the individual. Recent work on social exchange suggests that this sort of 

cooperation is dependent on the idea of mutual cooperation and not pure altruism, where 

the ability to detect cheating is vital for social exchange to occur (Stone, Cosmides, 

Tooby, Kroll and Knight, 2002). So, if we believe that human nature is a byproduct of 

social tendencies, our theory of crime must include the proposition that the interest of the 

group, or social sphere, influences human behavior. 

Conversely, human nature might be a byproduct of the tendency to be asocial, 

where the individual's interests predominate even in the face of competing group 

interests. This is not the same proposition as saying that human nature is a primary 

feature driven by evolutionary pressures. Rather than instinctually acting in a way that 

maximizes self-preservation, or being selected by the environment to flourish through 

reproduction, the asocial human decides to maximize his own needs over the needs of the 

group (Gottfredson, 1999). This type of behavior creates a model of man unlike the other 

two described, wherein a cost-benefit calculation attends the human decisionmaker, 

without regard for the benefit or harm to the social group-unless that benefit or hann 

indirectly affects the individual outcome. Theories of crime built upon this premise must 

assume some form of limited rationality at the heart of human behavior. 



a. Rationality 

In general, two schools of thought have dominated the literature on human 

rationality as applied to decisionmaking about crime and deviance. As mentioned in 

Ch.2, early research described a rational actor who was capable of doing a calculus, of 

sorts, to determine the relative costs and benefits of completing an act before deciding to 

eventually act. This "perfect rationality", so called, contains assumptions not only about 

human nature but also about the environment in which actions occur. The first 

assumption is that information will be perfect. What this means is that information is not 

variable across different modes of communication; in other words, every time 

information is available it is consistently the same information. The second assumption is 

that information gatherers, human actors, will know the information in a uniform manner. 

As such, all information gatherers will understand the information in the same way and 

will each have equal access to the information. If these two assumptions hold, then we 

can envision a potential criminal actor gathering information about a crime's benefits 

and a crime's drawbacks (in terms of personal reward and risk) and calculating the 

overall cost of engaging in the act. This process introduces a third assumption about the 

capacity to engage in a cost-benefit analysis that remains true to the information being 

gathered. 

Neoclassical conceptions have challenged the core assumptions of pure 

rationality. Simon's conception of rationality borrowed heavily from the realm of 

cognitive psychology, which had been studying human decisionmaking and behavior 

(Dewey, 1938). Simon's work nicely summarized what others had been hinting at. The 
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rational decisionmaking process was fraught with inaccuracies, biases, and emotion, 

rather than a straight cost-benefit calculation (Simon, 1957). To behave in the manner 

suggested by classical theory, the decisionmaker must have complete access to all 

pertinent information necessary to make a particular decision. The decisionmaker must be 

able to sort through this information accurately and without bias. In addition, they must 

not allow emotional distractions, such as thoughts of morality or conscience, to affect the 

choices made. Simon found that decisionmakers fall prey to each of these limitations on a 

regular basis and for a variety of reasons, both internal and external to the individual 

(Simon, 1957). 

When making decisions, people do not have perfect access to all needed 

information. They filter whatever information they do receive according to preexisting 

biases, experiences, or skill sets. And, the manner in which they perform their 

calculations (which are more like symbolic approximations) depend on a host of 

personality traits, life skills or social pressures (Simon, 1957). In short, the rational 

decisionmaker can not make a decision based only on the rational capacity for doing so 

and must rely on experience, bias, emotion, environmental cues, and social pressure to 

get information, process information, and make choices about how to behave. 



2. CLASSICAL THEORY 

a. Historical Roots 

The classical tradition is based on the continual human conflict over pain and 

pleasure. Hobbes, Bentham and Beccaria, most notably, held the view that deviant 

behavior could be explained as an individual's need to increase pleasure and/or decrease 

pain (Hobbes, 1651 ;Bentham,l 789;Beccaria, 1764). Bentham writes that "Nature has 

placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure" 

(Bentham, 1789). An example of this might be a man stealing a loaf of bread for his 

starving family. The bread increases his pleasure by bringing him better health than 

having no bread, and the threat of starvation, or pain, has been reduced. For the classical 

theorist, these rival needs, one the flip side of the other, can account for criminal behavior 

of individuals and, conceivably, criminal actions of groups or even governments 

(Chambliss, 2001). 

Cesare Beccaria is generally described as the founder of the classical school with 

his 1764 book. On Crimes and Punishment. Beccaria believed that a decisionmaking 

process, which simply chooses pain over pleasure, directs criminal and non-criminal 

behavior. He argued that the most effective restraints on illegal behavior would disrupt 

the cost-benefit calculation of the rational thinker. These included religious sanctions that 

might follow you into the afterlife, social sanctions that might bar you from your way of 

life, physical restraints to increase the risk ofhann in the commission of the act, and the 

political power to punish (Beccaria, 1764). To be effective, Beccaria advised 
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punishments be swift, severe, and certain. But, the severity of a punishment must not be 

disproportionate to the severity of the crime (Beccaria, 1764). 

These concepts also run counter to many notions of democratic rule. The rule of 

swiftness might not afford the defendant enough time to prove his innocence. Severity is 

in the eyes of the beholder and is a complex question once aggravating and mitigating 

factors are brought to bear. Certainty is the most amenable of the three rules as long as a 

judicial system is in placc, but in the eyes of a would-be offender how certain are they 

that their act will result in a particular punisliment outcome? Many of these questions still 

run through the modern debates on crime and punishment. 

Following Beccaria, the "greatest happiness" principle was voiced in Jeremy 

Bentham's writing on politics and morality, gaining valuable insights from David 

Hume's work, before him (La Fleur, 1948). Bentham initially used the word utility to 

describe the greatest happiness and his work was largely misunderstood in his own day as 

a form of utilitarianism when in fact Bentham conceived of the principle in terms of 

hedonism, or personal self-gratification (La Fleur, 1948). Important to this conception of 

happiness is the notion that no moral judgment attaches to the act itself. The act is merely 

a process that brings about a desirable or undesirable result towards the goal of 

happiness. In legal tenns, then, there is no "right" or "wrong" behavior, there are merely 

happy or unhappy outcomes whose value determines the value of the act (Bentham, Ch. 1: 

1780). 

The needs of the group do not diminish the superiority of the individual's utility, 

or happiness, because Bentham sees the needs of the group as merely the additive needs 



of each individual member of the group (Bentham, Ch.l: 1780). For Bentham, those who 

seem to reject the hedonism of utility are either "moralists (or)..religionists" (Bentham, 

Ch2:1780). These two types, he argues go through "torturous" exercises to resist the 

natural tendency to behave hedonistically, citing monks as a prime example of such 

inhibitory behavior (Bentham, Ch2: 1780). So, the human is portrayed as a creature that 

must figlit against the natural tendency to behave in a self-interested, hedonistic manner 

according to the pleasure principle. 

b. Assumptions 

The classical approach to crime includes basic assumptions about human 

behavior, with derivative implications for criminal behavior. First, the classically driven 

human actor behaves in a manner that elevates self-interest above the needs of any one 

else or any other group, unless that "other" provides a benefit to self This means that the 

freely determined, rational decisionmaking process includes a prior requirement that the 

outcome preserve this order of self over other. For the criminal act, this means that harm 

to someone else will not even be in the calculation of the cost and benefit approach; Or, 

conceivably, a nominal cost might be attached to the harm to another even though that 

value alone could not result in a decision against action. 

Secondly, individuals are responsible for their actions. No matter the outcome, 

humans control the decisions they make and the behavior they exhibit. Thus, criminal 

behavior must be held as accountable as any other behavior or the decision to engage in 

this behavior will have no opposition. As such, criminal behaviors will arise when the 

benefit of the illegal act outweighs the cost of completing the act. Classical theory does 
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not completely explain the temporal aspect of this calculation or the constitution of 

rationality itself. And the sort of rationality described by classical theory would require a 

process that requires perfect information about all benefits and costs, and a processing 

system that has the perfect ability to calculate these costs accurately. Few human beings, 

if any, could possess the version of rationality described by classical theory. 

By inference, two other assumptions are bom from the original bases of 

rationality and self-interest. Crime requires no unique motives of desires. We are each 

capable of reaching a decision that results in an illegal act. We are each self-interested in 

our actions and therefore capable of dismissing hann to others faced with the prospect of 

personal gain. This idea of motive is a critical element for any theory of crime. 

Theoretically, the idea of motive can either narrow your range of relevant actors to the 

very few who exhibit the behavior or expand your pool, as would classicism, to include 

all of humanity. Practically, there are multitudes of prevention and punishment policies 

that follow from a unique conception of criminal motive. 

Finally, crime requires no unique skills or abilities (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 

1990). As a result, offenders should be versatile in their offending. This means that it 

should come as no surprise to find out that an arsonist is also a shoplifter, mugger, or tax 

cheat. The only skill or ability needed comes prepackaged in the form of human nature, 

which is free-willed, rational, and self-interested. Research has often focused on single 

types of criminal offenders, like the mugger, rapist, or drug dealer. But, on further 

inspection, these offenders are also likely to have a long rap sheet of other types of 

offenses or admit to engaging in many different forms of delinquency that were not 
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officially recorded by police (Hirschi, 1969; Hindelang, 1971; Klein, 1984; Kaplan, 

1986;Hirschi and Gottfredson, 1990; Edwards, 1992;Slioemaker, 2000). Some will say 

that white-collar criminals show a tremendous amount of skill when they use complex 

computer programs to hack into a system or use high-level accounting techniques to 

embezzle funds. But the actual decision to commit the crime requires none of these skills. 

According to classical theory, the motive behind the decision to break the law is the same 

in the white-collar crime case as in the street crime of a barroom brawl- a desire to 

increase personal gain and decrease personal loss, with considerations of self superior to 

others. 

c. Implications for Prevention and Punishment 

Classical theory offers the most straightforward, simplest answer to the problem 

of crime: Affect the decisionmaking calculus and hold offenders responsible for their 

crime(s). Within the decisionmaker, prevention can be found in upsetting the balance 

between cost and benefit. Deterrence approaches are most commonly used to define this 

approach. If tendencies toward the pleasure principle and self-interest are inherent in 

human nature, all that can be done to avert crime is to focus on the punishment associated 

with crime. This is true because the decisionmaking process is completely internalized 

for the classical actor. Where neoclassicists believe an interaction occurs between self 

and environment, the classical school limits this influence, reserving responsibility to the 

actor alone. Thus, once caught in the commission of a crime, your punishment will 

specifically deter you from recommitting again by, either, temporarily isolating you from 

society through monitoring and/or incarceration or, by removing you permanently from 
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society through lifelong incarceration or death. The example of your monitoring, 

incarceration, or death will serve to generally deter others from acting in a similar fashion 

and suffering a similar fate. These concepts of specific and general deterrence are the 

hallmarks of classically driven crime prevention and punishment strategies (Shoemaker. 

2000). 

We should also remember, under classical theory, that development of the 

criminal action does in no way depend on learning how to be delinquent or having a 

proclivity towards only one realm of deviance, like violence or fraud. Thus, policies of 

prevention which see anger management as a solution to violence or gang units that aim 

to break up delinquent juveniles will, largely, be ineffective and inconsequential against 

criminal behavior. Any prevention scheme that targets specific and different motives for 

specific and different sorts of crime will run counter to the generalized classical notion 

that all offenders (and, indeed all humans) are created equally in terms of their free-

willed and self-interested, rational decisionmaking capabilities. 
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3. NEOCLASSICAL THEORY 

a. The Control Perspective 

The neoclassical approach parts company with classical theory to the extent that 

external forces do play a role in the individual's decisionmaking process. While 

individuals are still, largely, responsible for their actions, social interaction with the 

individual is important in determining whether, or not, action will be taken. Control 

theories, at the individual and societal level, are good examples of this approach. In an 

interesting twist on the age-old question, "Why do people commit crime?" the 

neoclassicists wondered why don't we all commit crime (Hirschi 1969). If an interaction 

exists between the individual and the environment, what environmental features can act 

to negate the decision to deviate? In other words, what restraints can act against the 

unabashed exercise of free will aimed at satisfying the pleasure principle? 

L Social Control Theory 

Social Control Theories really spring from the work of the 19'^ century 

sociologist, Emile Durkheim. His work was a foundation from which later theories 

emerged. Durkheim studied the behavior of suicide, speculating that something other 

than a dysfunctional individual psyche was accounting for the phenomenon (Durkheim, 

1897). He suggested that larger social forces were at work behind the scenes of the 

suicidal person. In his conception, societal levels of disorganization, mostly at the 

institutional level, created a sense of normlessness, or what Durkheim called "anomie" 

(Durkheim, 1897). Facing this sea of uncertainty, the already-suicidal person's 

decisionmaking process would tip towards self-destruction. 



In his 1969 book, Causes of Delinquency, Hirschi set out to explain what controls 

were necessary to keep each of us from deviating against society, rather than what was 

lacking in delinquent youths. These controls centered on the individual's relationship to 

society through the formation of social bonds (Hirschi, 1969). These bonds are what keep 

individuals tethered to the norms of society whereby they act as a restraint against 

normless or deviant behavior. Without this guidewire, individuals are free to engage in 

the self-interested behavior that characterizes the classically motivated decisionmaker. 

Hirschi conceptualized the social bond as comprised of four essential elements, 

attachment, commitment, involvement and belief (Hirschi, 1969). Attachment to others 

involved ties between parent and child, with deficiencies in this element of the social 

bond most definitively linked to later juvenile delinquency (Hirschi, 1969, Hindelang, 

1973). Commitment to conventional lines of action created a decisionmaking palette 

where the inclination is to conform, no matter how attractive the self-interested payoff 

might be when deviating (Hirschi, 1969). Involvement in conventional activities assured 

the individual that others were also conforming, reinforcing the decision to also conform. 

The fourth element of the bond, belief in moral order and the law allowed the 

decisionmaker to diminish self-interested needs against the backdrop of a higher moral 

order or greater good of society as expressed through law and order (Hirschi, 1969). 

ii. Self-Control Theorv 

Of the four elements of the social bond, successful attachment was thought to be 

most important for controlling delinquent behavior. What puzzled Hirschi, was the 

differential within families between children who would successfully attach to their 
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pareiit(s) and siblings who failed to do so and became delinquent (Hirschi, personal 

conversation, 1997). With Michael Gottfredson, Hirschi began to consider the presence 

of a stable, individual-level factor that could explain why particular children within the 

family unit fail to attach to parents when their siblings attach without difficulty. They 

considered the fact that attachment typically results from a child spending significant 

amounts of time with the parent, in many different situations over the course of 

childhood. And, research had shown that feelings of being loved by a parent might be a 

proxy for feeling like your parent was always "there" for you (Hindelang, 1973; Krohn 

and Massey, 1980; Rankin and Wells, 1990; Rankin and Kern, 1994). 

These thouglits, cast alongside a reconsideration of the classical theorist's use of 

the pleasure principle led Gottfredson and Hirschi to speculate that attachment was a 

proxy for supervision. Lack of supervision meant less risk of being caught doing 

something wrong. More supervision meant more risk of being caught doing something 

wrong, with the side benefit of feeling loved, etc. As in all families, some children are 

given freer reign than others, most notably older siblings and males rather than females. 

So it was not the failure to bond which was leading to delinquency, they speculated, but it 

was the inability to bond that supplies the same defect that leads to delinquency 

(Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990; Evans, et al, 1997). 

The inability to bond comes from the child's lack of self-control, defined as a 

persistent focus on the short-term needs of the self at the expense of the future well being 

of self or others (Hirschi, 1990:89). The process is a straightforward one, which begins in 

the child's formative years (fig. 1). It is important to note that children are not "taught" to 
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have levels of high self-control; rather, their displays of low self-control are corrected by 

adult caregivers resulting in a control mechanism that, over time, becomes part of the 

child's behavioral system. Gottfredson and Hirschi target the early elementary school 

years as the critical time for reinforcing the self-control needed (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 

1990:272). 

Figure 1: The Self-Control Pathway 

Indicators of low self-control are seen in the child 
• Impulsivity 
• Self-interestedness 
• Physical aggression 
• Lack of diligence 
• Recklessness 
• Lack of regard for future consequences 

Corrective Action Taken No Corrective Action Taken 

Lower levels 
Higher levels 

of self-control 
of self-control 

Conforming Behavior Deviant Behavior 

Ability to form social bonds Inability to form social bonds 

Adapted from Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990; Evans, etal, 1997 



Those with lower levels of self-control tend to exhibit behaviors that are not 

conducive to social success, of the most minimal sort. These individuals may take risks 

that are more reckless than calculated, seem to focus on immediate, self-centered 

gratification, even if future consequences appear grim, and fail to show persistence in 

many different realms such as family stability, employment status, or even maintaining 

good health (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990; Evans, etal, 1997; Hay, 2001). The 

similarity between features of crime and features of poor social bonding and self-

regulation lead Gottfredson and Hirschi to claim that self-control theory was really a 

"General Theory" which could explain both crime and acts analogous to crime 

(Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990). 

The self-control perspective provides a broader view into human behavior and ties 

deviant activity into the classical conception of the pleasure principle where 

decisionmaking that is self-interested and pleasure-seeking can lead to behaviors labeled 

as criminal as well as other behaviors that may also be destructive to self. This 

conception is similar to the way deviant behavior is described in the psychological 

literature where low self-control can lead to a very dysfunctional life, but typically only 

leads to crime when antisocial tendencies are present in the individual along with low 

self-control (Block and Gjerdc, 1986; Pulkinnen, 1982). While interesting to note this, the 

psychological approach is, generally, a positivistic one that do conflicts with the 

classicism inherent in self-control theory, making strict comparisons between the two are 

fraught with philosophical tension. 
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Critics of Self-Control theory complain about the theory's tendency towards 

tautology. If low self-control is defined according to crime, and behaviors analogous to 

crime, they ask how can there be any separation logically between the independent 

variable and the phenomenon it is trying to predict (Geiss, 2002, Akers, 1999)? In 

addition, neither gender, nor age, is accounted for completely in self control theory, with 

the authors noting both to be stable "facts about crime" that the theory need not address 

(Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990). Most problematic from a measurement perspective is 

the charge that low self control is merely re-stating psychological concepts of impulsivity 

or risk-taking without the concomitant measurement strength to make the concept 

theoretically distinct (La Grange and Silverman, 1997, Marcus, 2002). Finally, if self 

control's effect on crime is dependent on opportunity, as the authors contend, research to 

date has not provided consistent evidence to support such a relationship (Longshore, etal, 

1996, 1999, 2000). 

iii. Power Control Theory 

One persistent fact about crime is the disproportionate number of male offenders 

represented in police reports as well as in self-report and victimization surveys. Across 

time, age, culture, ethnicity, and geographic location, the relationship between gender and 

crime is a robust one (Lombroso and Ferrero, 1895; Thomas, 1923; Glueck and Glueck, 

1934; Adler, 1975; Sutherland and Cressey, 1978; Canter, 1985b; Hagan, etal, 1987; 

Chesney-Lind and Shclden, 1992 and 1998). Hagan and colleagues introduced a version 

of control theory to account for this discrepant fact about gender and crime, which they 

termed Power Control Theory (Hagan, etal, 1985). Much like self-control theory, power 



69 

control theory sees opportunity as an integral piece of the overall decision to offend. But, 

where self-control theory views opportunity as something that is "obvious to the actor" 

and therefore an individualized perception, power control theory views opportunity 

according to social structures of occupation (Gottfredson and H irschi, 1994:2; 

Shoemaker, 2000:245). 

The power element of the theory refers to the occupationally defined economic 

power held by the primary caregiver in the home. It is assumed that if one has power to 

control others at work, they are also going to be able to control children in the home. 

Since women are the primary caregivers in most American homes, yet fall short in terms 

of occupational power alongside their male counterparts, they will not have the requisite 

power to control their children during the socialization process. Or, if power is exercised 

in the workplace and brought into the home, that power mimics the occupational structure 

where males are encouraged to engage in risk taking behaviors, and often rewarded for 

doing so, while females are generally the ones being controlled from such assertive 

behaviors (Shoemaker, 2000). 

So, Hagan and colleagues predict that social class will be directly related to 

involvement in delinquency along gender lines. But when testing for this effect, no 

significant relationship has been found between social class and delinquency. The 

greatest difference between male and female offending rates was explained by 

differences between the head ofhousehold's occupational designation as a controller 

(manager type) or a controlled (subordinate type) employee, with mothers more likely to 

socialize children, but less likely to be controllers at work (Hagan, 1985:1170; Singer and 
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Levine, 1988; Hill and Atkinson, 1988). However, more recent studies have raised doubt 

about power control theory's predictive power finding that the father's role in caregiving 

is not satisfactorily accounted for and that single parent families and peer relationship 

effects seem to negate the power control effect ( Morash and Chesney-Lind, 1991;Leiber 

and Wacker, 1997). 

b. Structural and Situational Perspectives 

The other well-developed branch of neoclassicism centers squarely on the idea of 

opportunity with little attention to individual motivations to commit crime beyond the 

perception that risks are minimal and rewards are great (Cohen and Felson, 1979). Recall 

the classical view that individual behavior is motivated by the pleasure principle and 

directed toward self-gratification. Since all humans behave under this assumption, 

structural and situational theorists look to the structure of opportunities to predict where 

deviant activity will occur, rather than predicting who will commit the deviant act. So, 

obscured windows are better opportunities for crime than are unobscured windows and 

night watchmen deter crime more than the absence of a guard. In other words, without 

external controls on criminal opportunity, such behavior will flourish, given the classical 

model of man (Felson, 1998:23). 

i, Physical Opportunities 

We've already seen that controls over the pleasure principle can be described through 

the social bonding process or internal controls on behavior. There is also research to 

suggest that the physical design of the environment can act as a control over deviant 

behavior. Where classical theory does not differentiate between individual behaviors in 
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terms of motivational pressures, since the pleasure principle and rationality are 

ubiquitous, neoclassicists studying structural opportunity believe that individuals differ in 

their perceptions of risk and reward. This difference is substantial enough, in some cases, 

to act as a control over, or motivation for, crime. The break with classical theory is made 

possible by a re-defmition of rationality as an imperfect process of decisionmaking that 

varies across individual decisionmakers. 

Structural opportunity theorists take the notion of bounded, or limited, rationality and 

apply it to the potential crime scene. Not only, do they contend, are law abiding people 

unable to be perfectly rational, but law-breakers appear especially unable to calculate the 

costs of offending in a way that mirrors reality (Cornish and Clarke, 1986). In study after 

study it has become clear that offenders vary in their decision to commit a crime, and that 

these variations can sometimes be affected by tangible aspects of the physical 

environment (Biron and Ladouceur, 1991; Cromwell, etal, 1991;Tunnell, 1992;Wiersma, 

1996;Light, Nee and Ingham, 1993;Morrison and O'Donnell 1996). One component of 

this pattern appears to be the population density of a particular place, although it is not 

always true that more people mean more opportunities for crime or that less people mean 

more opportunities to escape detection from crime (Felson, 1998:29). 

Building type is related to burglary rates, with single family homes much more 

likely to be victimized than apartment housing (Winchester and Jackson, 1982). Cars 

parked in public lots are much easier targets for theft than are cars parked in your home 

garage or even a garage where you work (Clarke and Mayhew, 1999). The, so called, 

"Broken Windows" theory of crime argues that disorderly neighborhoods lead to more 
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serious crime because nobody cares enough about these areas to deter criminal behavior 

when it takes place (Wilson and Kelling, 1982). But, research on the broken windows 

theory has not supported this conception of crime to the full extent implied by the theory 

(Taylor, 1999; Harcourt, 2001). Some research seems to show that the daily routines of 

everyday life might be as influential, or even more influential, in the crime process as the 

physical environment in which we live (Felson, 1998). 

ii. Situational Opportunities 

Rather than focus on the stationary aspects of opportunity, such as buildings, cars, 

or other physical structures, situational, or routine activity, theorists study the way people 

move about their lives on an everyday basis. They argue that by studying these patterns 

of life we can learn a great deal about crime as it occurs in everyday life. The progenitors 

of this approach come from the human ecology tradition, first started by Hawley in the 

1950s (Hawley, 1950). One of the more remarkable pieces of this tradition comes from a 

dissection of urban society's response to technological change as it evolved from village 

to "metropolitan reef (Hawley, 1971). Situational theorists argue that as villages gave 

way to large metropolitan areas, informal methods of social control which once kept 

crime at bay were beginning to disappear and become more distant from everyday 

interactions between people (Felson, 1976; Shaw and McKay, 1942). Not only this, but 

more stranger interactions in random-seeming ways may lead to more confrontations, 

merely because their paths are now crossing where before they did not. In one interesting 

study it was found that more barroom brawls ensued in poorly designed bars where 
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pathways were so obstructed that individuals continually bumped into others (Homel, etal 

1997). 

Another aspect of society that has changed greatly over the years is the role of 

youth, who comprise the greatest proportion of offenders of any age group when between 

15 and 17 years old (Blumstein and Cohen, 1979:562). Felson believes that the situation 

has ripened for juvenile crime because sexual development and adult roles are so often in 

flux and school days leave considerable room for mischievous behavior between the 

ending school bell and the family dinner bell (Felson, 1998:95; Kett, 1977). The way law 

enforcement approach crime control also affects the situational account of crime because 

there is a fine line between visibility of the police and deterring crime. Hot Spot patrols 

have been most effective because the police presence lingers only long enough to make 

their presence known, while targeting the highest crime areas (Sherman, etal, 1989). 

Some of this work has led to the practice of strategically mapping crime areas (called 

COMPSTAT) to see where patterns of crime are most prevalent and dispatching highly 

visible, regular patrols to these spots (Brantingham and Brantingham, 1991).In general, 

situational theories of crime argue that crime can be prevented when rewards are made 

less attractive, opportunities for easy gratification are less abundant, guilt can be 

provoked, success is made more difficult, and risk of detection is greater (Clarke, 1995, 

1997c; Briar and Piliavin, 1965; Laycock, 1997; Homel, 1993; Kennedy, etal, 1996; 

Felson, 1998). 



c. Assumptions 

The neoclassical approach shares some features with classicism, but also departs 

from its distant cousin on some important points. Similarly, neoclassicists believe that 

crime is the product of a rational decisionmaking process. However, the way in which 

rationality is defined is much different than the implied sort of rationality found in 

classical thought. As stated previously, neoclassical thinkers see rationality as an 

imperfect process where decisionmaking is bounded, or limited, by access to information, 

personal biases, life experiences, and social or environmental pressures. So, crime would 

be partially explained through a model of man where reason interacted with many 

different elements beside the seemingly simplistic balancing act of pleasure versus pain. 

Also, neoclassicists agree that we are self-interested in the decisions we make. Here, 

there is little disagreement between the two schools of thought. Although it might be 

suggested that neoclassical approaches can more fully explain the relationship between 

self-interest and reciprocal altruism, than could a pure classical analysis. 

Two other assumptions from classical theory arise in neoclassicism, again with a 

slight twist. Crime has no unique motives or goals and offenders are versatile in their 

offending. While these assumptions are within the realm of both the classical and 

neoclassical worlds, the situational and structural opportunity theorists strain the 

assumptions a bit because they believe that inducements of guilt can detract from a 

decision to commit crime. And, if this is true, it would be plausible to suggest that 

individuals would vary in their propensity to be induced in this mamier, leading some to 

have a unique motive or skill, that more guilt-induced individuals do not possess. 
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Moreover, physical, or structural, barriers to crime only deter some offenders. Still other 

offenders find a way to circumvent the barrier and commit the illegal deed, leading to the 

possibility that particular skills of deception, creativity, or just plain persistence were 

separating those who were deterred from those who bypassed the obstacle. 

The most glaring difference between these two philosophies occurs at the 

intersection of self and society. Only the neoclassicist assumes that the free-willed, self-

interested, boundedly rational self is influenced by interaction with the social, or external, 

world. This means that crime is a product for which both individuals and society share 

responsibility. Not only does this introduce another causal story into the picture of crime, 

but also it requires a more complex policy approach in terms of prevention and 

punishment. 



4. INTEGRATION OF THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 

a. Benefits and Drawbacks 

Critics of the many approaches enumerated here charge that single discipline 

approaches to crime provide only a simplistic exploration of an inherently complex 

behavioral phenomenon (Short, 1979;Elliot, 1979). The potential benefits of integration 

are easy to describe. Predictive power can increase substantially as more and more 

variables are entered into the causal pathway (Bohm, 2001). Rather than reduce crime to 

discipline-specific explanations, and be able to explain only small pieces of crime, some 

suggest an interdisciplinary approach as a means to both increase explanatory power 

while enriching theory construction (Tittle, 1995). Integrationists argue that disciplinary 

competition should be replaced by a return to the scientific process of simply observing 

phenomenon and using those observations, rather than disciplinary ideology, to formulate 

a theory of crime (Elliot, 1985). Further, if policy applications are to be a product of 

theory, causal explanations must be substantial and able to elicit a certain level of public 

confidence as well as scientific integrity (Elliot, 1985:125). 

Of the four types of integration styles, the "within-discipline" approach is 

probably the most common (Hirschi, 1979). This approach joins different theories from 

within the framework of one discipline, such as sociology. An example would be the 

integration of anomie at the social level, social control at the community level, and self-

control at the individual level. The other three, which are less commonly used, are the 

"across-discipline", ''developmental/life course" and "across paradigm" types (Hirschi, 

1979). These approaches are more problematic because they tend to mix together 
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conflicting assumptions about human behavior, require expensive analyses that can run 

over the course of a generation, and suggest policy approaches that seem untenable in 

their complexity (Bohm, 2001). 

The trouble with the integrationist approach begins with the claim itself, that a 

theory is integrated, or not. In truth, most criminological theories are already a synthesis 

of several different disciplines or philosophies and many "integrated" theories are not 

really integrated at all because one theory tends to dominate or be more important than 

another (Hirschi, 1979; Bohm, 2001). And, while predictive power does tend to increase, 

less work has been done to uncover the nature of interaction responsible for these 

explanations. For example, most laypersons would agree that a multiple cast of factors is 

responsible from crime, beginning with the legal definition of crime itself and including 

social facts, personal facts, and other facts about the scene or opportunity itself So, it is 

not surprising that by adding many of these things together we get more explanatory 

power. But, in the end, we really have no more knowledge after doing this because we 

still don't have a clear understanding of the way these variables are interacting to produce 

these effects (Bohm. 2001). 

From a practical point of view, integrated theories can also be very difficult to 

verify or falsify. For example, how would you test the proposition that crime is caused by 

a combination of anomie, social disorganization, and low self-control? Each exists in a 

unique temporal space, operating on different units of analysis (Society, community, 

self). So, you could measure self-control currently, and even over the life course, but 
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could only introduce social disorganization and anoniie by using proxies that 

approximate the other two realms, which occur over much longer periods of time, 

b. A Suggested Approach 

The approach utilized in this research draws on concepts from three areas of 

inquiry. Two of these, self-control theory and si tuational/structural theory come from the 

neoclassical tradition, with the third, rational choice, arising from pure classicism. Each 

assumes that human behavior is based on a rational process, guided by self-interest. 

Where they differ, as previously noted, is in their conception of rationality. While 

classicism holds that decisions can be reached in a vacuum, so to speak, neoclassicism 

requires interaction with the environment during the decisionmaking process. In both 

cases, however, it is the self-interested pursuit of the individual that powers the 

behavioral process. 

Self-Control theory is unique in its focus on individual behavior and is ideal for 

studying varying perceptions of opportunity. It is unique because it predicts that 

individual behaviors depend on a person's level of self-control. What this means is that 

individuals control their behavior internally, rather than being controlled by the external 

environment, as social control theory would predict (Hirschi, 1969; Gottfredson and 

Hirschi, 1990). This does not mean that a choice is being made to commit a crime, as in 

the classical conception of behavior. It simply means that the controlling factors reside 

within the individual and not outside of the individual (Hirschi, personal conversation, 

1999). It is an ideal theory for studying perceptions of opportunity because opportunity 

must be "obvious to the actor" before the criminal or deviant act can take place 



(Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1994:2). So, there is a marriage of individual potential and 

individual perception before deviance occurs. 

The opportunity standard set by self-control theory is decidedly subjective 

(Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1994:2). It does not refer to anyone other than a "motivated 

offender" (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990:24). So, opportunity measured objectively 

through the counting of street lights, armed guards, or car alarms, may not be getting at 

the subjective perception of opportunity suggested by self-control theory. The theory 

seems to suggest that individuals with low self-control might perceive opportunity in a 

way that is uniquely related to their own lack of control. 

Consider that those with low self-control are more likely to discount future 

negative consequences for the benefit of immediate gratification. If so, these individuals 

may see opportunities even when an objective barrier to this opportunity is placed in their 

way. What we don't know is how high the barrier has to be in order to defeat the 

perceived ability for immediate gratification. Recent studies suggest that informal social 

controls, rather than formal social controls, may be more effective barriers than the 

traditional methods of being fined or jailed for illegal acts (Nagin and Pogarsky, 2001). 

At the present time, the physical and situational constraints we impose formally may only 

be deterring those individuals who are already least likely to offend. 

Since crime prevails even in the presence of structural and situational constraints 

on opportunity, there should be more to opportunity than the physical manifestation or 

routine activity of reality. And, if individual rationality is seen as being bounded, or 



limited, by bias, experience, and cognitive ability, it makes sense to think that 

opportunities, also, will be subject to individualized filtering processes. 

Individual differences in perceptual processing have been studied by 

criminologists interested in rational choice theory (Williams and Hawkins, 1986; 

Andenaes, 1974; Gibbs, 1975). This research is designed to measure the difference 

between the impacts of perceived and objective sources of deterrence. While rational 

choice theory draws its historical roots from the classical tradition, recent empirical 

investigations belie the fact that the contemporary theorists do not view rationality as 

uninfluenced by situational or interpersonal factors; Thus, the interest in perceived 

measures of deterrence (Williams and Hawkins, 1986; Meier, etal 1984; Ekland-

01sen,etal, 1984; Lempert, 1982). Research has shown that offenders may change their 

decision to offend if the task is made more difficult in terms of completion or detection 

(Light, Nee and Ingham, 1993; Wiersma, 1996; Felson, 1998). And, there has been 

research to show that perceptions of risk may vary between individual offenders, 

affecting their evaluation of consequences (Donovan and Marlatt, 1982; Williams and 

Hawkins, 1986; Johnson and White, 1989;Keane, Maxim and Teevan, 1993; Nagin, 

1998; Nagin and Pogarsky, 2001). But, research has not been done to measure variations 

between individual perceptions of opportunity, given the same set of constraints, or the 

way behavioral indicators, such as low self-control, are related to these perceptual 

differences. 

Research on perception has traditionally been the realm of cognitive or social 

psychologists. This work does not delve into the psychological literature on perception in 
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an effort to integrate criminology and psychology. It does, though, inquire into the subtle 

effects of self-control on a person's perceptual palette. Rather than ask how perceptions 

affect low self-control, a psychological question, this work questions how self-control 

may affect perceptions of opportunity. There is nothing in self-control theory which 

currently explains the way in which opportunity interacts with self-control, although an 

interactive effect has been suggested by empirical findings (Longshore, 1998). 

I will be using self-control theory to predict how perceptions of opportunity vary 

between individuals. Those with the lowest levels of self-control are predicted to have a 

distorted perception of opportunity that allows them to achieve self-gratification, no 

matter the obstacles encountered. While those with higher levels of self-control are 

predicted to perceive opportunity the way policymakers intend, being deterred by 

physical or situational restraints in most cases. 
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CHAPTER IV 
DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Preliminary research was done to study the potential relationship between 

perceived opportunity and self-control. A convenience sample of 83 elementary school 

students was drawn from a crime prevention program called 'Building the Future' (BTF). 

'Building the Future' is a collaborative effort between Rotary groups, a local school 

district, the Department of Public Safety and the University of Arizona. The group 

committed resources to all 2nd graders, then enrolled, in a local elementary school. 

Residents from within this school's boundaries had historically low levels of education, 

high drop out rates, and lived in a community where juvenile crime, especially, was seen 

as a problem (U. of AZ. 2000). Program features included the long term promising free 

tuition to the University of Arizona and immediate access to academic tutoring, one on 

one mentoring and family social support services, as the class of children progressed 

from elementary through high school (U. of AZ. 2000). 

These students were studied over a three-year period from 3rd to 5th grade. 

During interviews with subjects in the third year, perceptions of opportunity were 

measured. This was done by using a pencil and paper instrument that asked students to, 

first, self-conceive a future goal and then face a series of obstacles that frustrated their 

ability to reach this goal. Subsequent tests measured the relationship between perceptions 

of opportunity and levels of self-control. Self -control was measured using an instrument 

adapted from Gottfredson and Hirschi's 1999 Fayetteville survey. Results indicated a 



relationship between self-control and opportunity in a way that could not be supported by 

chance alone. Of the six individual traits thought to represent the self-control construct, 

self-interest and present orientation had the two strongest relationships with perceived 

opportunity. An inverse relationship was noted between present orientation and goal-

seeking behavior. High levels of present orientation would be expected to predict less 

persistence toward goal-oriented behavior. Similarly, choices related to self-interest were 

also inversely, thus uncharacteristically, related to persistence in goal-oriented behavior. 

These inverse relationships suggested a bias in the experimental design. Those subjects 

already low in self-control may have had trouble conceptualizing a future goal and as a 

result may have prematurely desisted from its pursuit, leading to the inverse pattern 

observed. Alternatively, the manner in which present orientation and self-interestedness 

were measured may have produced inaccurate subject scores on these traits. Potential 

evidence of this came from paper surveys where multiple erasures had been made when 

students were choosing responses to measurement questions on these traits. Since these 

survey questions were created for a high school sample, originally, these elementary 

students might have misunderstood many of the questions designed to measure self-

control. 
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2. THE CURRENT STUDY 

The current work builds upon the lessons learned from the preliminary research 

results and design limitations. In addition to addressing the measurement issues regarding 

question design and goal attribution, sample size was increased from 83 to 132 to 

strengthen the power of statistical inferences drawn from the findings. Power analyses 

suggested a sample size of no less than 128 for a confidence level at the 95% interval 

(Kazdin, 1998). And, the current work employed an experimental design in which 

students were randomly sorted into control and experimental groups. This was done to 

test the effect of a behavioral trigger point designed to assess levels of self-interest and 

present orientation. A more explicit persistence and reward mechanism was also 

employed to detect variation in individual decisions to continue with their goal-seeking 

behavior or desist to receive an immediate benefit (Appendix B). 

To address limitations using the highschool-aged questions from the Fayetteville 

instrument with elementary school children, the self-control survey was altered in terms 

of both content and design. First, questions that had been so poorly understood by the 

BTF sample (as evidenced by multiple erasures) were dropped from the instrument 

entirely. One of these questions, for example, used the word 'perseverance'. This question 

had more erasures than any other question and was eliminated from the current 

instrument. Additionally, response categories were altered from dichotomous response 

categories, that were largely attitudinal, to a three point frequency set that was entirely 

behavioral. For example, the item: T never worry about the future' had original response 
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categories of True or False, with a don't know option as well. The revised question read:' 

How often do you worry about the future'. Response categories ranged from 'not at all' to 

' I worry about the future a lot' (Appendix B). There were two reasons why these changes 

were made. First, prior work has already suggested a self-control bias towards responding 

to attitudinal questions on self-control (Hirschi, 2000; Piquero, 2000). And variations in 

self-control, a trait discussed as lying on a continuum, are poorly described in a 

measurement system where only extremes are observable (yes/no, true/false). The BTF 

data is indicative of this statistical anomaly, as the standard deviations were more than 

five times the norm for levels of self-control using dichotomous response measures. 

In response to the design flaws from the exploratory BTF work, goal attribution 

was completely removed from the subject's realm of control. Instead, a graduated 

financial reward system was built into the experimental design. All subjects in the control 

and experimental groups encountered the same set of financial goals and had equal 

chances to receive the maximum financial reward. This was accomplished through the 

use of a computer program, which progressed through a series of tasks. Each task was 

explicitly tied to a choice between an immediate financial reward (submaximal payoff) 

and the final reward when the experiment concluded (maximal payoff)- A feature 

retained from the preliminary work included a manipulation where cookies were offered 

to students, before the experiment, in a manner that reliably predicted delay of 

gratification (impulsivity). Subjects had the option of choosing between one bag of 

cookies immediately when the experiment began or waiting for two bags of cookies once 

they'd finished their work. In the present study, this technique was also adapted to act as a 
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behavioral indicator of minor deviance. This was accomplished by comparing the number 

of cookies actually taken by each student (counted after each session) with the number of 

cookies they reported taking when asked how many cookies they would like. 

The research design used will be novel in, both, a theoretical and methodological 

aspect. Theoretically, opportunity has not been measured perceptually in relation to the 

criminological definition of self-control. Coming closest to this is the recent work of 

Nagin and Pogarsky (2000, 2003) where a discounting rate is used to predict how 

subjects will respond to financial incentives in a given scenario where present orientation 

and self-serving biases might be observed. Still, this approach is limiting subjects to 

discrete situations in which a single goal-oriented choice is made, rather than measuring 

variations in goal-oriented behavior as the decision to persist is made more difficult. The 

latter design is much more suited to a theoretical study using self-control, since the 

element of persistence is a central feature of the hedonistic calculus underlying 

Gottfredson and Hirschi's general theory of crime. Methodologically, the design 

illustrates an alternative for studying self-control by using a classical experimental design 

rather than relying on self-reports describing personal tendencies or official reports 

describing acts of delinquency. While the usefulness of those measures is undeniable, the 

current approach offers a way that self-control can be studied using experimental controls 

and manipulations in 'real time'. 



3. SAMPLE SELECTION AND CHARACTERISTICS 

One hundred thirty two subjects were used in the experiment after power and 

effect size analyses confirmed an ideal sample size of no less than one hundred twenty 

eight for a confidence level at the 95% interval (Kazdin, 1998:362). This assumes that 

data will confonn to a normal distribution. Sixty-six students were evenly, and randomly, 

sorted into control and experimental groups by the computer program the students were 

tested with. Neither the students nor the researchers knew which students were in which 

groups, making this a double-blind design. Schools were initially recruited through 

random selection from a southwestern metro area. Charter, public, and private schools 

were represented, along with two local homeschooling entities. Schools specializing in 

one area of interest, like science or fine arts, were eliminated from the selection process 

to reduce unnecessary bias that might come from too much homogeneity among the 

group. Of those schools contacted, teachers self-selected into the pool by indicating a 

willingness to have their class(es) of students participate. Of the 28 schools in the 

original pool, only 2 refused to participate. Several of the charter schools had difficulty 

arranging transportation for their students. To address this issue, the experiment was 

moved from the university lab to the school site, when possible. Two schools failed to 

appear as promised, one school had health issues with a bus driver that caused a cancelled 

trip, and other schools had difficulty fitting the trip into existing scheduling demands in a 

timely manner. A total of six schools formed the final pool from which students were 

drawn. Schools with a large proportion of fifth grade students were oversampled initially, 

so the final pool would contain a majority of students in this age group. It was important 



to maintain fidelity in the age group being tested here, since the preliminary findings that 

led to this work were based on a 5th grade sample. In addition, this age range was 

suggested by Gottfredson and Hirschi as the period when self-control is most likely to 

'stabilize', as parents become less involved with monitoring and sanctioning their 

children's behaviors (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990: 107-108). 
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4. SETTING SELECTION AND CHARACTERISTICS 

After receiving the necessary consent, students traveled to, either, the University 

Decision Lab or were tested on their own campuses. Participants were told that they were 

taking part in a job shadowing experience to see how social science research was 

conducted. Once each student arrived at their workplace inside the lab, or at their 

computer station at school, they learned about the experimental process they would 

encounter. Each student's workplace in the Lab consisted of a room with a computer in it, 

isolated from other subjects. Students self-selected into each room by choosing a 

numbered tag that they would then match to a numbered workroom. School sites either 

consisted of an open area computer lab or private computer rooms housed between two 

classrooms in isolation from their classmates. Due to the potential bias introduced by 

these different settings, analyses will be undertaken to test whether the settings 

independently affected survey or behavioral responses. 



5. INSTRUMENTATION 

The experiment was divided into two sections on the computer. First, the 

students encountered general instructions for completing the experiment, followed by 

five decisionmaking tasks. Once students completed this process, either fully or 

incompletely, they were diverted to a self-report survey section on the computer. To 

reduce a technical bias of performance, students were told they could use either the 

keyboard or the mouse. To maintain uniformity of interaction while providing 

instructional aid, students were told they could ask for help on an item by clicking or 

touching the question mark symbol on the screen. Variations on the question or task at 

hand, or sometimes an example, appeared after the question mark prompt. Cumulative 

use of the help feature and specific use for any question was tracked during pretests to 

make sure the final test was understandable. Students were advised that they would not 

collect any money if they failed to complete the experiment or if they revealed the 

experimental process to any students who followed them. This was done to help alleviate 

time delays that could arise if subjects actively worked on evading procedures and to 

reduce the chance that students would advise their classmates to answer questions in any 

particular way. This was a special concern with regard to the experimental manipulation 

where students learn that they will have to give back some of their money if they choose 

to proceed. No subjects opted out of the experiment completely, once consent had been 

secured, and there were no reports or observations of students advising each other on 

experimental processes. All subjects and their parents had signed the appropriate consent 
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forms indicating that participation was voluntary and the computer program reminded 

students of this before beginning any work. 
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6. MEASUREMENT OF VARIABLES 

a. Self-Control 

Several features of the self-control construct were measured through behavioral 

manifestations during the course of the experiment. Before the decisionmaking portion 

began, students were asked to decide whether they'd like a bag of cookies right away or 

two bags once the session was over. Students made their choice and had to report their 

activity on the computer, with no other observational interaction. This choice was used as 

a measure of impulsivity or delay of gratification. Research has shown that a child's 

tendency for impulsivity can be reliably predicted by the choice they make when given 

the option of having one cookie immediately or two cookies after waiting for some period 

of time (Mischel, 1986). In addition, student self-reports as to their choice were used as a 

measure of minor counted after each session and matched against the self-report of how 

many bags were deviance since bags of cookies were taken. 

After this, the first section of the computer-based process consisted of a ten minute, 

five-step decisionmaking process. Students were initially told that they had the chance to 

earn anywhere from $1.00 to $5.00 over the course of the experiment and that to qualify 

for the maximum payoff, they would need to complete a variety of exercises on the 

computer. In addition to these exercises, students also completed a survey section which 

included behavioral measures of self-control based upon Gottfredson and Hirschi's 

Fayetteville instrument (1997). There were also questions that measured behaviors 

consistent with crime and delinquent activity, such as school suspensions, force, and 

fraud; although these were more for an internal check on the reliability of the self-control 
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measures than for the purpose of predicting delinquency based on levels of self-control or 

to predict perfomiance on the decisionmaking tasks. 

Students were told that none of these exercises required them to be really smart, 

really talented, or special in any particular way. The exercises, themselves, were designed 

to be boring, frustrating, and repetitive. Moreover, these activities became more 

exaggerated on these dimensions as the process moved toward completion. Students were 

timed by the computer from the point at which they engaged the program to the point 

where they opted out of the monetary decisionmaking process. This was operationalized 

as a behavioral manifestation of inipulsivity, or delay of gratification, consistent with 

previous psychosocial research using time, or waiting, as the behavioral trigger (Mischel, 

1986; Pulkinnen, 1982,1986).^ At any point during the experiment, students could select 

the "Quit Now" icon and leave the experimental section. After completing each 

decisionmaking step, students were reminded of their current monetary total and given 

the option to end or go on to the next activity. To prevent skipping past sections to the 

end, error messages alerted subjects to incomplete items and directed them back to the 

appropriate screen. 

The experimental manipulation occurred just before the final exercise at the 

maximum payoff point. At this point, subjects were randomly sorted , by the Visual Basic 

program, into an experimental or control group. The control group received the same sort 

of message they'd seen over the previous 4 steps, while the experimental group received 

" Unfortunately, later analysis using the time dimension was frustrated by an incompatibility between the 
experimental software and the database used for analysis, requiring transcription of the relevant time 
frames and re-coding for each case. Due to time constraints, this aspect of the study will not be considered 
presently but will be reserved for future analysis. 



94 

a message that was different. The experimental group was told that they could either 

continue on for their $5.00 or quit now and earn $4.00. But, if they continued on, they 

would need to give back $1.00, of their $5.00, to the group of kids unable to attend the 

field trip. Like all other subjects, those choosing to opt out here were screened for the 

reason why they opted out. Before this point, whenever subjects decided to opt out of the 

experiment they were given the opportunity to donate some of their money back to the 

kids who were unable to go on the field trip . This was done to alleviate the potential 

design problem of only high self-control subjects finishing the entire experiment. This 

could result in a biased group reaching the experimental manipulation, where little 

variation would be evident on the sell-intcrestedness measure. Self-interestedness was 

measured as the behavioral manifestation of choosing to quit the experiment rather than 

voluntarily giving back some money to a classmate just to reach the long term goal of 

finishing the decisionmaking process to its conclusion. In addition, a preference for 

simple tasks was operationalized as the progressive choice to opt out as the tasks became 

more taxing in terms of frustration levels and patience. 

b. Perceived Opportunity 

At each unique opt out point, students were asked to explain why they'd chosen to 

stop their decisionmaking process or why they completed the process. Available answers 

included an option operationalized via the opportunity to do a particular thing, like 

making money or just "seeing things through to the end". Additional questions were 

asked about students' computer ability, English proficiency, or value placed on money to 

control for intervening variables that might explain student performance or behavior. 



95 

Students were asked to rate their ability as computer-users to make sure that technical 

skill was not impeding performance in the experimental setting. In addition, students 

were asked to rate their ability to read and write in English to make sure that language 

barriers were not affecting performance during the experiment. As noted in the section to 

follow, one hypothesis explored is that low self-control would be more likely in those 

students who see an opportunity where gratification was easily at hand and another's 

interests were competing with self-interest. So, perceived opportunity was additionally 

operationalized through those in the experimental group who chose to quit early from 

their desire to keep the money for themselves. 

c. Controls and Other Variables 

In addition to measures on self-control and perceived opportunity, items for 

self-control development were introduced including five items on supervision, family 

size, and family structure. These items were used for two purposes. First, these items 

were used as a test on the development of self-control as typically described through 

parental supervision, with family size and structure as proxies for such monitoring (Hay, 

2001, Evans, et al. 1997). These social control variables were also included to provide an 

alternative explanation for any variance on the decisionmaking choices related to 

perceived opportunity. To aid future research interests, a single test question was inserted 

to measure self-esteem levels as they relate to perceptions of wrongdoing (Stone, 2001). 

Questions on gender, age, and ethnicity were also contained within the survey portion of 

the computer program. Upon successful completion of all items, subjects were instructed 

to write down a code shown on the screen to be brought to the reception desk to collect 
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their money. This code was designed to reflect the unique opt out point for each student 

and was done to prevent subjects from improperly trying to collect money without going 

through the entire experiment. 



7. HYPOTHESES 

Four hypotheses were derived from the preliminary BTF findings previously 

discussed. These hypotheses evolved from a review of the literature, out of logical 

necessity and with relation to the associations already reviewed. Initially, it must be 

shown that perceptual variation is possible on an individual level with the tasks 

embedded in the research design. So, not only must the literature show variation to be 

likely, but it must be observable in the sample being used. 

Hypothesis I : Individuals will vary in their perceptions of opportunity 

Previous research has already shown that perceptions, in general, vary among 

individual decisionmakers on a variety of decisionmaking tasks and in a variety of 

settings (Williams and Hawkins, 1986; Andenaes, 1974; Gibbs, 1975). In addition, 

studies have found that perceptions of various risks associated with offending (such as 

detection and punishment) can vary between individual decisionmakers ( Donovan and 

Marlatt, 1982; Johnson and White, 1989; Maxim and Teevan, 1993; Nagin, 1998; Nagin 

and Pogarsky, 2001). Since opportunities are often associated with risk of some sort, even 

the mere risk of losing the opportunity, it is likely that similar variance will be found 

between perceptions of opportunity. In the current work, variation is expected among 

students when encountering an opportunity to earn more money, in the face of obstacles 

to, or delays of, instant gratification. 

Next, a connection must be made between these perceptual variations and levels 

of self-control; otherwise, there is no benefit to studying opportunity from a perceptual 

viewpoint in terms of self-control. If there is a relationship between self-control and 
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perceived opportunity, it must be demonstrated both empirically and with theoretical 

grounding. Theoretically, the definition of opportunity is quite consistent with the 

classical framework in which self-control resides. Defined as the chance to increase one's 

pleasure or decrease one's pain, opportunity becomes the mechanism through which low 

self-control can be exercised. The key question to be answered is whether this mechanism 

relies on subjective, objective, or hybrid assessments by the individual decisionmaker. Of 

the six features used to define self-control in the literature, only two are consistent with 

the notion of the hedonistic calculus. These two are self-interest and present-orientation. 

To be consistent theoretically, then, it must be shown that the relationship between self-

control and opportunity is dependent on either, or both, of these two features. 

Hypothesis II: Individual perceptions of opportunity will vary according 
to individual levels of self-control 

Levels of self-control have been associated with many other behaviors and 

attitudes, including the opportunity to engage in illegitimate activities (Ameklev, etal, 

1993; Gibbs and Gievcr, 1995; Evans, etal, 1997;Longshore, 1998) Self-control, as a 

concept, describes the ability to delay immediate gratification in order to preserve a long-

term goal. Since opportunities are things of the moment and goals are a thing of the 

future, it is reasonable to suggest that self-control will be associated with opportunity. In 

addition, opportunity is an essential element of the logical structure of crime enumerated 

by the authors of self-control theory (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990:24). As they explain, 

using Hougli's example, the motivated offender prefers targets that offer easy access or 

reward (Hough, 1984). Thus, self-control seems to be mediating the way in which an 
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offender assesses the opportunity environment. If this subjective level of assessment is 

actually present, we would expect that each student in the current sample would judge the 

opportunity points in ways that are uniquely related to their level of self-control. 

Low self-control has already been associated with behaviors that are impulsive 

and geared toward self-interest (Evans, etal 1997; Hay, 2001) If these behaviors are more 

likely, in general, then it is reasonable to predict these behaviors would prevail in 

situations where such reactions might be especially relevant. If, for example, an 

individual has the propensity to indulge their liking for chocolate, there are certain 

situations in which this propensity will be more or less apparent. A candy shop might 

provide more opportunity for indulgence than would a grocery store. This propensity is 

not a choice, but a predisposition that can be triggered by opportunity features of the 

environment, such as Hough's example of easy access or reward (Hough, 1984). 

Likewise, individuals with a propensity towards low self-control should be more likely to 

display this propensity in particular context. When a context requires a choice between 

self and other or a choice between immediate gratification versus postponed benefits, the 

propensity towards low self-control should make itself obvious. As already stated, 

opportunities are things of the moment that offer a perceived benefit to self. However, 

this does not mean that opportunities by definition involve any long term harm or adverse 

effects on somebody else. But, when opportunities do involve long term harm and 

adverse effects to others, those with lower levels of self-control should be more likely to 

ignore, or discount, those negative consequences in order to avail themselves of the 

pressing chance to increase their own well-being. 
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Hypothesis III: Those with low levels of self-control will be more likely than 
those with higher self-control to perceive an opportunity exists, given the 
following conditions: 

• The opportunity will provide immediate gratification and no long term 
benefit 

• There is competition between self and other in relation to the 
opportunity 

When chances for a college education (long-temi benefit) present themselves, for 

instance, individuals with the lowest levels of self-control are not as likely to see this as 

an opportunity because it does not offer the immediate gratification that is desired and 

instead requires hard work over time to receive any benefit. Similarly, when chances for 

cheating on a tax return present themselves, these same low self-control individuals are 

predicted to see this as an opportunity because it offers the immediate gratification of 

financial gain-discounting the importance of any negative long-term consequences that 

might come from tax evasion. To test these kinds of relationships, opportunity 

decisionpoints contained, both, conflicts between self and competitor as well as 

challenges to long term well being, or self-interest, in favor of immediate reward. 

Although it is expected that overall levels of self-control will be related to overall 

variations in perceived opportunity, the literature would seem to suggest that particular 

self-control tendencies might exert stronger influences over this relationship. As 

previously discussed, self-interestedness and present orientation have conceptual links 

with the definition of opportunity as applied here. 

Hypothesis IV: Of those behavioral tendencies suggested by self-control theory, 
present-orientedness (impulsivity) and self-interestedness (insensitivity) will 
have the strongest association with varying perceptions of opportunity. 
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Present Orientedness describes an individual's propensity to neglect fiiture 

consequences in favor of present gratification. Opportunities can be seen in this very 

way, especially when they involve illegal or analogous acts, because the attraction of the 

moment appears so strong. Long-term goals might be thought of as opportunities, but 

generally the two are distinct in terms of placement along an individual's achievement 

path. Opportunities are items of the present, while goals are objects of the future. Self-

interest drives the desire to increase one's pleasure and decrease one's pain. It is a 

survival mechanism in the worst of situations when your life may depend upon it. In a 

society, however, self-interest can become destructive when self-gratification ignores 

harm to others or self Self-interestedness describes a propensity to indulge in personal 

gratification even to the detriment of others, including intimates like family and fiiends. 

By its very definition, opportunity will only be judged as such if its benefits are relevant 

to self-interest. In fact, a setback or harm to self-interest would not be seen as an 

opportunity in the first place. In short, an individual's propensity towards self-interested 

and impulsive behavior should be most closely related to perceptions of opportunity. In 

the current test, it's thought that variations in perceived opportunity should be 

accompanied by variations in individual levels of present orientation and self-

interestedness. 
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8. MODELS 

Data will be analyzed in a manner similar to those used in prior studies on self-

control and opportunity. One difference that will distinguish this work, however, is the 

need to ensure the integrity of the control and experimental groups. As a result, these 

groups will be analyzed to determine whether systematic variation exists on any 

measurable features, from controls such as gender, to key theoretical features such as 

self-control and perceived opportunity (Kazdin, 1997). Experimental setting and sample 

selection characteristics will also be considered here since the sample did not share the 

identical environment during recruitment or participation. Self-control items will be 

analyzed individually and as a group for statistical uniformity, followed by data reduction 

techniques to reveal which group of self-control items forms the most cohesive set 

(Longshore, etal. 1998; Polakowski, 1994; Hayduk, 1987). A unidimensional factor 

structure has, with some exception, provided the most robust form of the self-control 

construct (Hay, 2002; Longshore, et al, 1998; Evans, et al., 1997). Once a structure is 

confirmed, reliability analyses will be done to determine which questions in the 

remaining set, if any, reduce the strength of the object being tested. Since self-control 

encompasses six different tendencies, it is likely that even if all six remain in the reduced 

model, some questions measuring a particular tendency will be less reliable than other 

questions measuring the same tendency. Less reliable questions will be dropped to 

improve the overall reliability of the final model (Marcus, 2002;Longshore, etal., 1998; 

Longshore, et al., 1996; Arneklcv, et al., 1993; Grasniick, et al., 1993). 
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As an indirect competing hypothesis, a constrained social control concept will 

also be scaled and reduced to produce the most reliable construct suitable for model 

construction. Prior research has suggested that social control is inversely related to self-

control and that low levels of self-control precede later breakdowns in social control, as 

evidenced for instance through persistent joblessness, family dysfunction or educational 

failure (Hay, 2001; Sellers, 1999; Evans, et al. 1997; Polakowski, 1994; Gottfredson and 

Hirschi, 1990). The social control measure employed here will not encompass the most 

robust social control models from the literature, but will contain the more common 

indicators of family supervision and involvement that have been used as proxies for the 

presence of social control, even if of limited scope (Hay, 2001; Evans et al, 1997). While 

an explicit hypothesis will not be tested using social control, these indicators will act as 

an additional check on the validity of the self-control construct while also serving as a 

preliminary exploration into the relationship, if any, between social control and 

perceived opportunity. 

Main effects will be tested for each of the four hypotheses using several 

techniques sensitive to the question, and indicators, at hand. Perceptual variation will be 

analyzed by comparing significant differences between means associated with the 

decision to persist in goal-oriented behavior at various opt-out points throughout the 

experiment. Correlational measures will be used to detect the internal consistency 

between any variation found. Interaction variables will be constructed from present 

orientation and self-interest tendencies featured under self-control. These will be 

multiplicatively generated from raw scores and normalized, if necessary, using a log 
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linear function (Longshore, 1998). Associations with perceived opportunity will be 

explored using nested multiple regression models where social control and control 

variables will compete with self-control for overall model fit and individual explanation 

of variance (Huang and Jou, 2002; LaGrange and Silverman, 1999; Longshore, 1998; 

Evans, et al., 1997;Grasmick, et all 993; Axneklev, et al, 1993). The efficiency of these 

models will be compared through an assessment of overall model fit (X') and explanatory 

power (R'). The underlying causal pathways sometimes explored in studies interested in 

self-control will not be examined in this work since the fundamental associations between 

perceptions of opportunity and self-control must be established first before determining 

causal flow. If an association is found, later work in this area would benefit from a causal 

path analysis of that nature. 
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CHAPTER V 
RESULTS 

1. SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS 

The sample consisted of slightly more male than female subjects, at 52% and 48% 

respectively (table 2). This proportion is imusual in the national adult population, where 

females outnumber males, 51% to 49%. But, for males and females under the age of 20, 

these national percentages are reversed (U.S. Census, 2000). Arizona schools (and Pima 

County specijBcally), report that males make up 51% of all enrollments, in all types of 

school settings, across the state (Arizona Dept. of Education, 1999).The mean age of 

students was just under 11 years of age, with over half of the sample represented by 6th 

graders. Asian and African American students were in the minority, at 3.8% and 5.3%, 

respectively. While Whites, Hispanics, and Native Americans dominated the sample, in 

proportions not unlike those reported in the most recent enrollment statistics from the 

Arizona Department of Education (1999). The one exception being a much smaller 

number of Native Americans in the sample than in the Arizona student population, at 

large (4.32% v. 21.2%). Nationally, only 3.8% of students attending charter schools 

are of Native American origin. Since almost 60% of the sample is comprised of charter 

school students, this may explain the lack of representation observed. 
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2. SETTING CHARACTERISTICS 

Fewer than 60% of students came from a charter school environment, while 

public school students comprised almost a quarter of the sample, overall. With more than 

60,000 students enrolled, Arizona has more charter schools than any other state in the 

nation, representing 43% of all charter school students nationwide. ( U.S. Charter 

Schools, 2002). A recent evaluation of charter schools in Arizona found that almost 40% 

of these schools are designed to meet the needs of students who have struggled in more 

traditional academic settings (Mulholland, 1999:2). This same study also found that more 

Table 2: Sample Characteristics (N = 132) 

PERCENTAGE MEAN MEDIAN MODE ST. DEV. 

Grade 
6'" Grade 54.5% 
5'^ Grade 29.6% 

Grade 14.4% 
8"' Grade 1.5% 

5.87 6.00 6.00 0.69 

Age 
11 years 35.6% 
10 years 23.5% 
12 years 22.7% 
9 years 18.2% 

10.63 11.00 11.00 1.03 

Ethnicity 
Caucasian 37.9% 
Hispanic 31.8% 
Native 
American 21.2% 
African 
American 5.3% 
Asian 
American 3.8% N/A N/A N/A N/A 
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than a third of parents asked, said they chose a charter school for their child because of 

smaller class sizes or a more challenging curriculum (Mulholland, 1999; 9) More than 

half of the parents and students sampled in this study reported better test scores, attitudes 

toward school, and respect for teachers during their tenure in the charter school setting. 

Since charter schools represent a relatively untested setting from which research subjects 

are normally drawn, it is important to know what core characteristics underlie their 

choice for alternative education. 

Initial attempts to recruit only charter school students were frustrated by 

school limitations on transportation, teacher shortages, and lack of time during the 

instructional day. As a result, the remaining 40% of the sample came from public, 

private, and home school students who were recruited into the program on the 

recommendation of participating charter school teachers and administrators. As 

mentioned in Chapter 4, the preference for using charter school students stemmed from a 

desire to avoid the often cumbersome school district - level restrictions placed on student 

recruitment and participation. Most students participated in the experiment while on the 

university campus, in the decision behavior lab. The rest of the sample was tested, either, 

in their own school computer lab or on a laptop provided for them, one on one, in a 

private room adjoining their classrooms. Owing to the nature of elementary school 

schedules, most experimental sessions happened in the morning (table 3). 
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Table 3: Setting Characteristics 

TIME OF DAY 

Morning 59.8% 
Afternoon 40.2% 

TYPE OF SCHOOL 

Charter School 59.8% 
Public School 24.2% 
Private School 9.8% 
Homeschooled 6.1% 

METHOD OF ADMNISTRATION 

University Decision Lab 40.9% 
School's Computer Lab 31.8% 
Laptop Brought to School 27.3% 
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3. FAMILY STRUCTURE AND SUPERVISION 

Social control variables on family structure and supervision showed that most 

students had fewer than 4 other children living in the household, with the majority of 

these children being younger than the student. More than 70% of those asked reported an 

older family member at home with them after school and on the weekends. Less than 

16% of students reported living with someone other than a parent (tables 4a, 4b). More 

than 65% of the sample reported being "pretty good" or "very good" at using the 

computer, with somewhat fewer than this reporting these same proficiency levels in 

reading and writing English (table 5). 

Table 4a: Number of Children in the Family (N = 132) 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

Number of other children in the family 23% 18% 17% 15% 10% 17% 

Number of children in the family who are 
younger than the subject 

48% 22% 12% 11% 6% 2% 

Table 4b: Family Structure and Supervision (N = 132) 

WHO SUBJECT WHO IS HOME WHO IS HOME 
LIVES WITH ON WEEKENDS AFTER SCHOOL 

Lives with neither parent 16% No one's home 22% No one's home 30% 
Lives with one parent 27% Mother is home 23% Mother is home 12% 
Shared custody 29% Father is home 13% Father is home 10% 
Lives with both parents 28% Both parents 13% Both parents 7% 

Older sibling 23% Older sibling 26% 
Other adult relative 6% Other adult relative 15% 
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Table 5: Proficiency with English and with using computers (N = 132) 

ENGLISH 
PROFICIENCY 

COMPUTER 
PROFICIENCY 

It's really hard for me ] 20% 14% 

I know enough to get by 20% 21% 

I'm pretty good at it | 33% 27% 

I'm very good at it | 27% 39% 
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4. CONTROL AND EXPERIMENTAL GROUPS 

Before testing the strength and direction of hypothesized relationships, control 

and experimental groups were compared using a variety of means testing techniques. 

Dichotomous and categorical variables (such as gender and computer proficiency)were 

analyzed using independent sample t-tests and chi-square cross-tabular techniques. 

Interval data (such as self-control scores) were assessed using means testing with chi-

square as a significance test. Variation was explored in terms of several important 

criminological measures as well as demographics, the student's performance proficiency 

(i.e., computer or language skills) and the test-administration setting. Since the 

experimental group is receiving a different treatment than the control group, it is 

important to know whether there are any systematic differences between the two groups 

that might be affecting any difference in the way each behaves (Kazdin, 1997). 

Demographic variables, including computer proficiency and language 

competency were analyzed first. In temis of gender, race, age, computer proficiency, 

language competency and grade level, subjects in the control group were also found to 

be roughly equivalent to those in the experimental group( table 6). 

' As discussed in Chapter 4, the sample was randomly assigned to a control or experimental groups once 
subjects encountered the final opt out point. Those in the experimental group were told that if they chose to 
complete the final task they would receive $5.00, but that $1.00 of that amount would need to be donated 
back to the class for students who could not take part in the activity. Those in the control group were told 
they would simply earn $5.00 if they completed the final task. 
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Tabic 6: Crosstabs and Frequencies of Demographic Variables According to 
Group Assignment (Control vs. Experimental) N = 132 

CONTROL EXPERIMENTAL SIG. 
GROUP (N= 66) GROUP (N = 66) 

9 years old 20% 17% 3.902 .272 
10 years old 29% 18% 
11 years old 35% 36% 
12 years old 17% 20% 

Male 49% 56% .759 .384 
Female 51% 44% 
White 35% 41% 3.187 .527 

Hispanic 33% 30% 
All other ethnicities 32% 29% 

S'" + 6"' grade 43% 41% 1.952 .582 
7'" + 8'" grade 7% 9% 

Computer 
Proficiency 

14% 14% 
Really hard 18% 23% .439 .932 
Can Get by 27% 26% 
Pretty Good 41% 38% 
Very Good 

English Proficiciicv 

Really hard 23% 17% 
Get by 17% 23% 

Pretty Good 39% 27% 4.463 .316 
Very Good 21% 33% 

Setting characteristics included the type of school involved and time and place of 

the experiment. The potential for systematic bias is greatest here since these variables 

were under the control of the schools themselves, and not subject to the sorts of 

computer-based controls that randomly assigned subjects into their group. And, it is 

conceivable that differences might exist between the way individuals would perform 

whether in their own computer lab or when away on a field trip. However, Chi-square 

results clearly show that the expected d istribution of means across both groups was 

roughly the same , no matter the experimental environments of time, place, or manner 

(table 7). 
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Table 7; Crosstabs and Frequencies of Setting Characteristics According to Group 
Assignment (Control vs. Experimental) N = 132 

CONTROL EXPERIMENTAL SIG. 
GROUP (N= 66) GROUP (N = 66) 

Charter 57% 62% 1.806 .614 
Public 27% 21% 
Private 8% 12% 

Homeschooled 8% 5% 

University Lab 42% 39% .566 .753 
Laptop at school 29% 30% 

School computer lab 29% 35% 

Morning 55% 65% 1.545 .214 
Aftemoon 45% 35% 

Self-control was the next variable tested, representing the key characteristic 

requiring rough equivalence between the groups.'^ Since hypothesized relationships rest 

on the subject's level of self-control, these levels must be similar in each sample to 

accord that difference to the experimental manipulation alone, and not from a bias 

toward high or low self-control clusters in the experimental group. In addition, since 

social control theory is being used as a competing hypothesis to explain behavior 

differences, social control measures are included as well. To maximize independence and 

provide thoroughness, individual self control and social control items were analyzed in 

addition to the two additive scales created from these elements (table 8).The only 

significant difference arose from a social control indicator for who the subject lives with. 

* For brevity's sake, only the complete self-control and social control scales will be shown in table 8. A 
complete breakdown of individual indicators is available in Appendix C 
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But, even this finding at the 95% interval of .010 is just at the lower limit for what 

is considered acceptable when determining levels of significance (Maxfield and Babble, 

1998). 

Table 8: Chi-Square test of Self Control and Social Control according to group 
assignment (Control vs. Experimental) N = 132 

MEAN CHI-SQUARE DF SIG (.005) 
SELF-CONTROL SCALE 
Range 0-16 

CONTROL 
EXPERIMENTAL 

7.35 
7.59 

3.546 6 .738 

SOCIAL CONTROL 
SCALE 
Range 0-8 

CONTROL 
EXPERIMENTAL 

3.45 
3.67 

7.968 8 .437 

Finally, groups were compared on the basis of their perceived opportunity and 

delinquency dimensions (table 9). Alongside more traditional measures of delinquency is 

an item indicating a proclivity for accidents, an analogous act Gottfredson and Hirschi 

catalog as consistent with features of criminal behavior (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990). 

The truthfulness of reporting how many cookies had been taken in the beginning of the 

experiment was used as a measure of minor delinquency (lying). Perceived opportunity 

was measured through the proxy variables of quitting at each of the five opt out points. A 

weak difference was found between groups on the delinquency measure for getting into 

trouble at school, but otherwise, no significant differences were present for any of the 

variables. Overall, the sample contains an experimental and control group that are not 
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significantly different on any of the domains of interest. As a result, any variation 

found between the behavior of these groups, in the experiment, are not attributable to the 

random assignment process. 

Table 9; Frequencies and chi-squares of delinquency and perceived 
opportunity measures according to group assignment (Control vs. 
Experimental) N = 132 

CONTROL GROUP 
(N= 66) 

EXPERIMENTAL 
GROUP (N = 66) 

SIG. 

Reporting cookie 
choice (delinquency 

indicator) 

Inaccurate 
Accurate 

45% 
55% 

56% 
44% 

1.485 .227 

How often in trouble 
at school 

Never in trouble 
In detention once 
In detention >lx 

42% 
35% 
20% 

26% 
33% 
33% 

6.359 .174 
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Table 9 - Continued: Frequencies and chi-squares of delinquency and 
perceived opportunity measures according to group assignment (Control vs. 
Experimental) N = 132 

CONTROL 
GROUP (N =66) 

EXPERIMENTAL 
GROUP (N =66) 

CHI-
SQUARE 

SIG 
(.005) 

How often taken 
another's 

belongings 

Never taken 
Once or twice 

Whenever I can 

44% 
35% 
17% 

49% 
35% 
20% 

1.314 .726 

How often been 
seriously hurt in 
accident /activity 

Never been hurt 
A couple of times 

Get hurt a lot 

36% 
46% 
18% 

27% 
42% 
30% 

2.926 .232 

Finished all tasks 67% 58% 1.159 .282 
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5. MEASURES 

a. Self Control 

Behavioral measures of self-control have increasingly become the method of 

choice in the wake of continued criticism of the largely cognitive or attitudinal approach 

that once typified the literature. Critics have argued that attitudinal measures of self-

control are biased against low self-control respondents, do not reflect the continuum 

metaphor that self-control seems to suggest, and suffer from social desirability biases, 

especially with groups that are raidereducated, young, or of minority status (Marcus, 

2002; Hay, 2001; Costello, etal. 2000; Sellers, 1999; LaGrange and Silverman, 1999; 

Longshore, etal. 1998; Piquero and Rosay, 1998; Polakowski, 1994; Hirschi and 

Gottfredson, 1993; Barlow, 1991; Akers, 1991). 

Here, self-control is measured through 10 behavioral items. As previously 

discussed in Chapter 4, nine of these items are adapted from the Fayetteville instrument 

to be relevant for subjects in middle school, rather than high school An 

additional measure of impulsivity was generated from the results of the cookie 

manipulation at the beginning of the experiment, making for 11 self-control items in 

total. As described earlier, this cookie manipulation has, for a number of years, been 

reliable in multiple settings with children and provides the added function of measuring 

minor delinquency (Mischel, 1971). Most subjects chose a bag of cookies immediately 

(39%) with males more likely than females to make this choice (46% vs. 32%). Only 

32% of subjects said they did not want any cookies at all, although later counts of cookies 

in each room revealed that 5% of these subjects ended up taking cookies anyway, with 
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more females then males in this category. 

The sample's range of self-control spanned from six at the low end to a 

maximum value of sixteen, which represents the highest possible self-control score . 

Grasmick and colleagues first outlined the additive manner in which self-control 

tendencies could be scored and that technique is continued here (1993). Each question 

measuring a behavior associated with self-control is scored one for present or zero for 

absent. A high self-control sum corresponds to a low level of self-control. Several items 

within the scale were worded in a manner that later required reverse-coding of responses. 

To minimize the threat of response set bias, survey items are often worded in both the 

positive and negative aspects of the item of interest (Schuman and Presser, 1996). 

Consistent with the literature, the distribution of self-control varied, across 

genders, but more males than females were clustered toward the low end of the 

scale (high self-control) than is typically reported. The distribution of self-control scores 

was also related to what cookie choices were made and when deleting this impulsivity 

indicator from the overall scale, female self-control scores resembled more traditional 

findings (table 10). 

Table 10: Independent sample t-test scores of self-control score types between male 
and female subjects (N= 132) 

MEAN S. E. T SIG 
(.005) 

SELF-CONTROL WITH COOKIE 
MANIPULATION 
MALE (N = 69) 
FEMALE (N = 63) 10.8116 

11.3492 
.260 
.234 

-1.231 .220 
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Table IQ-Continued: Independent sample t-test scores of self-control score types 
between male and female subjects ( N= 132) 

MEAN S.E. T SIG 
(.005) 

SELF-CONTROL WITHOUT 
COOKIE MANIPULATION 

MALE (N = 69) 
FEMALE (N = 63) 

7.3043 
7.6508 

.200 

.196 
1.051 .130 

Frequency distributions showed that self-control levels were only slightly skewed 

(0.26). Typically, a skewness factor of 0 indicates a normal distribution (Henry, 1998). 

Assumptions of normality must be verified before assessing the internal validity of the 

construct or deciding which statistical tools to employ in model construction (Hayduk, 

1987; Tabachnick, 1983). However, when split by gender, female scores were skewed at 

a .582 level. Data reduction techniques were then used to determine which grouping of 

self-control items produced the best model for hypothesis testing. Most attempts to 

reduce self-control into its component parts have suggested a unidimensional factor 

structure, although that evidence has not been overwhelming (Hay, 2002; Longshore, 

etal., 1998; Grasmick, etal., 1993). Theoretically, the most pleasing factor solution would 

be a unidimensional one, since self-control was hypothesized (but not yet proven) by 

Gottfredson and Hirschi as a "stable construct useful in the explanation of crime" (1990: 

90-91). 

Principal components analysis revealed four factors with eigenvalues greater than 

1.0. The most distinct break came between factors 1 and 2, suggesting a one factor 

solution ( Cattell, 1966). However, Maximum Likelihood analyses comparing Chi-
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Square fit statistics revealed that a two-factor model provided a better fit for hypothesis 

testing (Table 11). 

Table 11: Factor Structure of Self-Control Scale 
(N= 132) 

COMPONENT PRINCIPAL 
COMPONEN 
ANALYSIS 

TS 
[PCA) 

MAXIMUM LlKELmOOD -NO 
ROTATION 

COMPONENT 

F-igen values % 
Variance 

Eigenvalues % 
Variance 

% 
Cumulative 

1 2.982 24.851 2.982 24.851 26.359 
2 2.074 17.323 2.074 17.323 44.173 
3 1.818 15.152 1.818 15.152 59.827 
4 1.501 12.511 1.501 12.511 73.092 
5 1.040 8.669 1.040 8.669 81.782 

Factor matrix Chi-Square df Chi-Square/df ratio 

1 Factor 8 iterations 523.089 54 9.68 
2 factors 8 iterations 324.029 43 7.53 

Since some self-control research has suggested a two-factor structure for self-

control that is sensitive to male/female differences, a second round of data reduction was 

done with the sample split by gender (table 12). Goodness of Fit tests showed less 

Table 12: Factor structure of self-control by gender 

COMPONENT MALES (N = 69) FEMALES (N - 63) COMPONENT 
Eigenvalues % Variance Eigenvalu 

es 
% Variance 

1 3.029 25.245 3.175 26.461 
2 2.310 19.248 2.046 17.050 
3 1.717 14.304 1.824 15.200 
4 1.638 13.653 1.283 10.693 
5 1.061 8.839 1.221 10.178 

than desirable ratios for all one factor structures, regardless of gender (Table 13). 
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However, the two factor structure for females had a Chi-Square/df ratio below the 

standard 5.0 cut-off point suggested in the literature (Ullman, 1996). A two-factor 

structure did not emerge for males in the dataset. Communality levels for the male sub-

Table 13: Goodness of Fit tests split by gender 

Factor matrix Chi-Square df Chi-Square/df ratio 

1 Factor-Male 290.035 54 5.37 

1 Factor-Female 324.029 54 6.00 

2 Factor-Female 185.860 43 4.32 

group suggest that 7 items are loading on a single factor, with 5 loading on a second 

factor. Items not loading on either of these are being careful, the danger of going out 

alone at niglit, the cookie choice made (impulsivity) and trying hard no matter what you 

do. Similarly, the female subgroup showed 7 items loading onto factor one, but only three 

or less loading on any other factor. Items explaining the least amount of variance were, 

both, similar and unlike those seen for their male counterparts (Appendix C). 

Secondary analyses using regression techniques showed that factors one and two 

had no predictive relationship relative to each other. There has been some discussion in 

the self-control literature as to whether using post hoc techniques (such as correlating 

error residuals) is an advisable method for improving the fit of factor models (Longshore, 

et al. 1998; Piquero and Rosay, 1998). When theoretical underpinnings are crucial to the 

factor structure derived, the impetus for performing such post hoc procedures should be 

more strongly and closely considered. If the theory being tested does not depend on the 



factor structure in question, it is best to avoid using these post hoc techniques so you 

reduce the chance that an improved fit is merely the result of statistical manipulations 

(Guilford, 1952). As such, sub-factor scores will not be used in subsequent hypothesis 

testing, contrary to familiar methods of model construction in the self-control literature 

(Piquero and Rosay, 1998), but consistent with accepted methods for dealing with factor 

indeterminacy of this type (Longshore, etal. 1998). Even so, the finding that females may 

differ from males in the way that self-control items coalesce, echoes earlier complaints 

with the self-control measurement methods originated by Grasmick and colleagues 

(1993). Therefore, in Chapter 6, implications for the split structure finding seen here will 

be discussed in terms of the larger context of the self-control literature and to guide 

future research directions. 

A weighted scale was created from the factor structure to see if this improved the 

overall scale's predictive ability or internal validity, as some self-control research has 

suggested (Evans, etal. 1997). This weighting is achieved by using each item's factor 

loading as a multiplier for each point within the data set, creating a new item "score" and 

subjecting this revised group of item scores to yet another round of data reduction 

analyses. Since no improvement was gained by using a weighted scale, the original 

additive form was maintained. Three items with the poorest factor loadings were dropped 

jfrom the scale, losing one's temper easily, trying hard to save money, and trying hard no 

matter what you do. Previous studies on self-control have routinely eliminated self-

control items which do not contribute to the overall integrity of the scale(Grasmick, etal., 

1993; Longshore, etal., 1998). Before eliminating these items the alpha reliability 
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coefficient was an unsatisfactory 0.4424. The remaining self-control scale consisted of 

eight items with an alpha reliability of .90, well above the acceptable limit of .75 for 

internal validity, as reported in the psychometric literature (table 14) (Cronbach, 1955). 

Table 14: Reliability Analysis of Eight-Item Self-Control Scale 

Mean Std Dev. Cases 

What's the point of school .8485 .7862 132.0 
Careful in what you do .9394 .7692 132.0 
Ok to bend the rules to get ahead .9242 .8161 132.0 
Worries about the future 1.1288 .8046 132.0 
Important to tell the truth 1.0758 .7971 132.0 
Dangerous going out alone at night .9621 .8046 132.0 
Hard to wait for what you want .1970 .8049 132.0 
Took one bag of cookies right away .3939 .4905 132.0 

N of Cases = 132.0 N of Items = 8 Alpha = .9070 

Mean Variance Std Dev Variables 
7.4697 2.6174 1.6178 8 

b. Social Control 

Several different types of parental supervision variables measured levels of social 

control. While not a perfect or complete measure of social control, parental supervision 

has been shown to act as a proxy for the attachment element thought to be important for 

forming the social bond (Hay, 2002; Rankin and Kem,1994Hirschi, 1969). The social 

bond, as a whole, has been conceptualized as attachment, involvement, commitment and 

belief (Hirschi, 1969). As already discussed, the attachment component, as related to 

parents, best predicts later juvenile delinquency (Hindelang,1973). A logical prerequisite 
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of parental attachment is actually spending time with a child. Consequently, parental 

supervision variables should act as a proxy for, at least, the potential to attach 

(Hay, 2002; Rankin and Kent, 1994). An advantage to this approach is the relative ease 

with which supervision can be reliably measured as opposed to more complicated 

concepts such as affection or respect, which often invite serious instrumentation biases 

(Marcus, 2002; Kazdin, 1997). A considerable drawback, however, is the lack of depth 

and specificity the measure provides. Here, five potential to attach variables are used to 

construct a social control scale to be used as a competing hypothesis for observed 

behavior. Any full test of social control theory's main effects would, necessarily, need to 

employ a much more robust measure of parental attachment than is done here. 

Frequency distributions show that most students live with both parents, whether 

still married or as part of a divorce agreement where physical custody is shared. Overall, 

there was very little difference between those living with both parents and those 

living with only one parent. Sixteen percent of students reported living with neither 

parent. Mean family size, in terms of children, was fairly low averaging just over three 

children per household. On average, only one of these children was younger than the 

child in the current sample, with almost half the sample reporting they were the 

youngest child living at home. The potential for afterschool supervision is being reported 

by 70% of the sample, while potential for weekend supervision, at 78%, is reported as 

occurring more frequently. Of those children being supervised after school, most often 

an older brother is in the responsible position, and not a parent. On the weekends, 

mothers are most likely to be home in charge of the child(ren) (table 15). 
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Table 15 ; Frequencies of Social Control Measures 
{N= 132) 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

Number of other children in the family 23% 18% 17% 15% 10% 17% 

Number of children in the family who are 
younger than the subject 

48% 22% 12% 11% 6% 2% 

WHO SUBJECT WHO IS HOME WHO IS HOME 
LIVES WITH ON WEEKENDS AFTER SCHOOL 

Lives with neither parent 16% No one's home 22% No one's home 30% 
Lives with one parent 27% Mother is home 23% Mother is home 12% 
Shared custody 29% Father is home 13% Father is home 10% 
Lives with both parents 28% Both parents 13% Both parents 7% 

Older sibling 23% Older sibling 26% 
Other adult relative 6% Other adult relative 15% 

Responses were dichotomized as 'parental attachment possible' (1) or 'parental 

attachment imlikely' (0) based on responses to 3 questions on supervision. These 

questions asked students who was home with them after school and on the weekends as 

well as asking students who they lived with. If parents were reported at home either after 

school or on the weekends, or if students lived with their parent (s), responses were 

categorized as (1) because the potential exists for the student to form an attachment to the 

parent. The potential for attachment would be less likely in situations where the child 

and parents spend little time together in the same household. Two additional questions on 

family size were dichotomized as attachment structure supported' (1) or 'attachment 

structure hindered' (0). These questions asked for the total number of children living in 
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the household as well as the number of children living in the household who were 

younger than the student. Research has suggested that family sizes of fewer than 4 

children act as a protective factor to reduce a child's risk for delinquency, especially when 

children in the family require less individual care (are older) (Sherman, et al. 2001). It is 

important to note that this study is not directly measuring parental attachment or testing 

social control theory in the main; rather, the aim is to use a proxy for important 

components of social control, such as parental attachment, as a check on the validity of 

the self-control measure and as a preliminary alternative explanation for any observed 

relationships. 

A social control scale was constructed additively from the dichotomized response 

sets just described and was tested for, both, internal and construct validity. First, each 

item and the scale as a whole were tested against the self control and delinquency 

measures. The expected inverse relationships were confirmed, with social control 

Table 16.- Factor Structure of Social Control Scale (N = 132) 

COMPONENT PRINCIPAI 
wn 
. COMPONENTS ANALYSIS 
fH NO ROTATION 

COMPONENT 

Eigenvalues % Variance Cumulative 
Variance 

1 1.813 45.317 45.317 
2 .972 24.289 69.607 
3 .868 21.695 91.301 
4 .348 8.699 100.000 

variables negatively correlated to, both, self-control and delinquency. Data was normally 

distributed among the social control measures, and for the scale as a whole. Data 
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reduction techniques suggested a one factor solution, and weighting attempts did not 

improve the predictive ability of the additive scale (table 16). 
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6. MAIN EFFECTS 

Analyses proceeded according to each of the four hypotheses discussed; 

1. Perceptions of opportunity will vary between individuals 
2. Variations in perceptions of opportunity will he related to levels of 

self-control 
3. An individual with high self control is less likely to perceive an 

opportunity 
exists if: 

* self-interest competes with another's interest 
*long-term harm outweighs immediate benefits 

4. Of the tendencies associated, more often than not, with low self-control, 
present orientation and self-interestedness will individually exert the 
greatest influence over variations in perceived opportunity 

Crosstabs using Chi-square were used to see if significant differences existed between 

choosing the objective opportunity that provides the maximum benefit -completing all 

tasks- and the five subjective opportunities for choosing a sub-maximal outcome -quitting 

at any one point 1 through 5 (table 17). 

Table 17: Crosstabular analysis of quitting at different opt out points or finishing all tasks 

FINISHED 
ALL TASKS 

N- 132 

QUIT AT 
iST 

CHANCE 
N= 132 

QUIT AT 
2ND 

CHANCE 
N= 115 

QUIT AT 
3RD 

CHANCE 
N= 101 

QUIT AT 
4TH 

CHANCE 
N = 87 

QUIT AT 
5™ 

CHANCE 
N=48 

Yes 37.9% 0: 17 

E: 11 

0: 14 

E; 9 

0: 14 

E: 9 

0: 38 

E: 24 

0: 1 

E: 4 
No 62.1% 0: 65 

E; 71 

0: 68 

E; 73 

0; 68 

E; 73 

0: 44 

E: 58 

0: 81 

E: 78 
Chi-

Square 115.898*** 11.898** 9.549** 9.549** 32.538*** 7.188* 
***%. <.001 **Sig.±.005 *Sig <.010 

For linking with self-control, it is important to see not only the variation between 

those who finished (high self-control) and those who did not finish (low self-control), but 
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the variation that might exist as the tasks become increasingly frustrating (the continuum 

concept of self-control). If opportunity is viewed as an objective feature of the 

environment, as many criminal justice prevention policies assume, there is no reason to 

expect any other behavior than finishing all tasks and receiving the maximum five dollar 

payoff. Especially, since opportunity is defined in the classical way as a chance to 

increase your pleasure or decrease your pain. 

Very strong differences were evident between the behavior associated with 

finishing all tasks and the behavior associated with opting out at cach of the five opt out 

points. The weakest of these strong differences was between finishing all tasks and opting 

out at the fifth, or final, point before completion. While the strongest differences were 

between completing all tasks and the first and fourth opt out points. It would be expected 

that the first opt out point and not opting out at all would prove to be most different, if 

only as an artifact of statistical masking. However, the finding at the fourth opt out point 

bears further consideration. According to frequency analyses, the largest single decision 

to quit occurred at the fourth opt out point, with almost 30% of the remaining sample 

dropping out. Before this, the average drop rate was 10.8% and after the fourth exit point 

only 5.3% of the remaining sample quit (fig 2). 

Figure 2: Percent difference among different quit points and finishing all tasks 

95% 
87% 89% — 

Quit 1st Quit 2nd Quit 3rd Quit 4th Quit 5th Rnish Ali 

• Yes 

• No 
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Bivariate correlations were done to see if the reason chosen for opting out at point 

four was significantly related to the action of opting out. It could be that the reason given 

for quitting at point 4 is systematically related to one of the tasks associated with moving 

on past point four rather than related to a subjective feature of the individual's level of 

self-control or any other interpersonal characteristic. Correlations showed there is some 

type of relationship, albeit not substantial, between the reason given for quitting and the 

behavior of quitting at the fourth opt out point. Since subjects encounter the same set of 

exit questions to explain why they opt out at any one point, variation in opt out behaviors 

can be explored by looking at the reason chosen for opting out. There appears to be a 

systematic reason why subjects dropped out at point four in numbers much larger than 

any other opt out point. This could be important if the reason systematically given for 

quitting is consistent with an increasing level of frustration with the long-term 

commitment of completing all tasks; making the behavior consistent with self-control 

being stretched to its limits. A crosstabular analysis was then used to see which choice 

was exerting the strongest influence over this relationship. 

Crosstabular analyses showed that reasons for quitting at the 4th opt out point 

were heavily skewed toward two responses. At 9.8% and 8.3%, respectively, the 

responses 1 don't understand what to do' and 'Other', accounted for more than half of all 

reasons why subjects were quitting at their fourth opportunity to do so. In relation to all 

other opt out points, these answers were also better represented at the fourth spot than at 

any other spot. This could be due, in part, to the smaller overall number of subjects 

opting out at other quit points; however what is left unexplained is the tremendous drop 
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separating those stopping at point four from those stopping at points three and five . 

No significant statistical difference was found between the number of 

subjects choosing "I don't understand what to do" and "Other" at exit point four. 

Therefore, it is possible that a single explanation might be capturing the reason for the opt 

out behavior across two answer categories. For example, high levels of frustration could 

reasonably result in choosing either of the two responses that predominate. The source of 

that frustration could be internal or external. Without more in-depth analysis, it is not 

possible from these results to draw any definitive conclusions on why subjects opted out 

so heavily at exit point four. Even so, significant variation in opt out behaviors across all 

opt out points, provides strong evidence to confirm the claim in hypothesis number one. 

Namely, that perception of opportunity will vary between individual decisionmakers 

rather than objectively conform to the maximizing behavior so often assumed under a 

rational choice, deterrent-based approach to crime. And, that variation can not be ex

plained by chance alone, rejecting the null hypothesis. 

The next set of analyses addressed hypothesis two where it is argued that levels of 

self-control can account for observed variations in perceived opportunity. First, the over

all self-control scale was used to predict finishing all tasks using a step-wise multiple-

regression equation along with the controls of gender, age and race and the competing 

explanation variable, social control (Table 18). A weak, but significant relationship was 

indicated between overall variation in perceived opportunity and overall variation in 

levels of self-control. The relationship was unexpectedly a direct one (+) suggesting that 

those able to finish all tasks were not necessarily those with high self-control. 
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Table 18: Step-wise multiple regression of self-control on the behavior of 
completing all tasks- coded dichotomously O=no/1= yes (N = 132) 

GENDER AGE RACE COMPUTER 
SKILL 

ENGLISH 
SKILL 

SOCIAL 
CONTROL 

SELF 
CONTROL 

.025 -.535 .081 -.939 .756 1.059 

.025 -.520 .075 -.924 .750 1.048 .027 

.070** -.794 -.148 -1.064 .722 .867 -.082 2.433* 

*Sig<.015 **SigSOIO ***Sig<005 

For a more complete look at these relationships, opportunity choices were broken 

down into each different opt out point and used in five linear regression equations to 

predict levels of self-control. As expected, the first opt out point was positively correlated 

with the self-control scale, since those opting out the earliest would directly correspond to 

those with the lowest self-control (table 19). The other opt out points showed inverse, but 

insignificant, relationships to the self-control scale, suggesting that the first chance to quit 

captures a large portion of those subjects with the lowest levels of self-control. Crosstabs 

showed that 64% of respondents choosing to quit at step one had levels of self control in 

the upper 1/3 to 1/4 of the self control scale. Interestingly, no one opted out at the first 

chance when they had a self-control score at the midrange point. Gender was a significant 

predictor of quitting immediately, even after the addition of the self-control variable. 

Table 19; Stepwise linear regressions of self-control on quit at first chance 
(1®' Opt out) coded dichotomously O=no/1= yes (N = 132) 

R' GENDER AGE RACE COMPUTER 
SKILL 

ENGLISH 
SKILL 

SOCIAL 
CONTROL 

SELF 
CONTROL 

.10 
3.017*** .535 -.583 -1.418 -1.513 

.12 -2.733*** .776 -.765 -1.330 -1.709 -1.428 

.16 2.491* .549 -.916 -1.407 -1.956 -1.578 2.630** 
*Sig<0}5 **Sig<010 ***Sig<.005 
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Table 20: Stepwise linear regressions of self-control on quit at second chance 
(2nd Opt out) coded dichotomously O=no/1= yes (N = 115) 

GENDER AGE RACE COMPUTER 
SKILL 

ENGLISH 
SKILL 

SOCIAL 
CONTROL 

SELF 
CONTROL 

.05 -.412 -1.299 1.968 1.436 1.503 

.05 -.436 -1.244 1.921 .445 1.456 

00 

.09* -.168 -1.034 2.085 .498 1.683 -.073 -2.497* 
*Sig<..0I5 **Sig<010 ***Sig<.005 

At the second opt out point, the relationship between self-control was weaker, but 

still significant. And, the relationship is unexpectedly inverted. Upon closer inspection, 

the signs for English skill, computer skill, and age are also unexpectedly negative, 

suggesting this task in the sequence was challenging the younger, less skilled 

participants. For opt outs at the fifth point, there was a significant improvement in the 

explanatory model when adding social control to the regression equation, even though 

social control as a variable exerted no independent statistically significant effect on the 

behavior of quitting at the fifth opt-out point. For those subjects with enough self-control 

to make it to the fifth opt out point, it is reasonable to believe that social controls might 

then come into play in a decision to quit (such as bonding to the school environment), 

although these results provide only weak support for such a claim. 

The third hypothesis predicts a more precise relationship between levels of self-

control and perceptions of opportunity. It is expected that when a chance to increase 

pleasure or decrease pain (opportunity) is accompanied by immediate gain, yet long-term 

losses (present orientation) or preference for self-interest over another's interest (self-

interestedness) those with higher levels of self-control will not perceive this as an 
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opportunity. Here, our experimental manipulation tells the student they may continue on 

for the maximum payoff of $5.00, but if so, they must return one dollar of their total sum 

to another classmate who could not participate. At this point, the computer program has 

randomly sorted subjects to receive the experimental prompt (just explained) or the 

standard prompt that promises the $5.00 payoff unconditionally. Under these 

conditions, the low self-control subject is expected to quit and take the money they can 

get right away, rather than continuing to work for their total and then eventually share 

their total with another classmate. The reason behind this behavior stems from this 

individual's heightened concern for individual gain even if it means making someone else 

worse off. Even applying a rational choice model to this decisionmaking process would 

result in the social consequence as part of the cost benefit calculation. In the low self-

control individual, there is no need to even consider the social cost, since social bonds are 

not well developed in the low self-control individual. The high self-control subject should 

show the opposite behavior, willing to forego a higher individual payoff so they get to 

complete the entire procedure and to make someone else better off besides themselves. 

Correlations were done to confirm that the computer-generated experimental 

manipulation was working as expected. Basically, no one who was sorted into the 

control group should even have the option of quitting after the altruism prompt. A 

stepwise multiple regression was then done to see what influence self-control 

was having on the decision to quit or go on at the experimental step. Using self-control, 

social control, computer proficiency, language ability, and the control variables of 

gender, age, and race, no variable showed a significant relationship with the behavior at 
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the experimental prompt. However the overall explanatory power of the model was 

improved considerably (R^ = .015 to .058 /p <.010) once social control was added to the 

regression equation. And, the relationship was inverse, which is what one would expect 

to find if social control had any impact on this type of behavior. Those with higher levels 

of social control would be least likely to quit at the experimental prompt since they might 

feel attached to their classmates and be committed to the conventional way that students 

are expected to behave in a classroom or educational setting. Still, the evidence for this 

link is not a predictive one, so additional tests were run to make sure a small effect size 

was not confounding germane statistical relationships. Reducing alpha to .25, rather than 

the traditional levels of, either, .05 or .01, compensates for the loss of sample size to a 

degree that might shed light on any relationships hidden by a lack of statistical power 

(Kazdin, 1998), but did not improve results here. 

In addition, it is important to also know how self-control is represented in the 

sample that made it to the experimental prompt. If there is little variation in self-control 

among the remaining group, there would not be enough heterogeneity to detect 

meaningful differences between individual behavior at the experimental step. Frequency 

analysis shows a fair amount of variation still present in the sample when encountering 

the experimental prompt (table 21). But, the fact that no subjects had a self-control score 

of 11, removes the ability to see how individuals with the lowest levels of self-control 

would respond to the experimental prompt. Still, more than half of the remaining sample 

had self-control scores in the lower region of the self-control range, so there is 

representation of the low self-control performer. However, the overall number of subjects 
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left at this point (N = 46) begs the question of whether enough statistical power remains 

to capably detect any differences that might exist. 

Table 21: Distribution of self-control at S"' opt out point (N = 46/Exp N =23) 

SELF-CONTROL SCORE CONTROL GROUP 
WHO QUIT AT 
TRADITIONAL 
PROMPT 

EXP. GROUP WHO QUIT 
AT EXPERIMENTAL 
PROMPT 

5 1 1 
6 0 4 
7 1 3 
8 9 4 
9 1 5 
10 0 1 
11 N/A N/A 

Across all scores 12 18 

T-test / Sig (.005) -.1677.868 

The final hypothesis expects an interaction between particular dimensions of self-

control and variations in perceived opportunity. Specifically, present-orientation and self-

interestedness should predict variations in perception more than the complete self-control 

scale or any of its other constituent parts. As already discussed, the reason for invest

igating the independent effects of present orientation and self-interest comes from the 

theoretical framework being used to define perceived opportunity. The perceptual 

distinction being placed on opportunity creates the logical necessity for a latent 

individual trait (such as self-control) driving the decisionmaking process. And, since 

opportunity is being defined as the chance to increase your pleasure or decrease your 

pain, self-interest is the key element to look for in this latent trait. 
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Finally, since opportunities are things of the moment and self-control's central 

premise rests on the inability to account for future consequences of current acts, present-

orientation should have a strong influence over much of the behavior observed. This does 

not mean, however, that self-control is not a unidimensional construct. It does suggest, 

instead, that certain tendencies associated with low self-control might apply differential 

pressures on the decisionmaking process used to assess opportunities. Four present 

orientation items were used, including their choice from the cookie manipulation at the 

beginning of the experiment (table 22). Cronbach alpha was lower than desired due to 

those who chose no cookies at all, removing that portion of the sample from the analysis 

(35% or N = 46).^ 

Table 22: Variable List for Present Orientation* 

POl Chooses one bag of cookies right away or waits 
for two bags after finishing all tasks 

Waited for two bags 
No (0) Yes (1) 

P02 Worries about the future 
(reverse-coded) 

No (0) Yes (1) 

P03 Has a hard time waiting No (0) Yes (1) 

P04 Wonders what's the point of going to 
school 

No (0) Yes (1) 

Scale statistics: AX^hdi .56 Mean 2.06 Variance 1.61 Std. Dev. 1.27 
* Responses were dichotomized from original 3 point frequency responses 

First, the dependent variable 'finishing all tasks' was used to tap into the extreme 

high end performers in the group who completed the entire process For this group, the 

explanatory strength of the model was improved upon addition of the present orientation 

' Replacing these missing cases with the mean did not improve the reliability coefficient, but means were 
used to keep the sample integrity for later regression analyses using the cookie choice as a measure of 
present orientation. 
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variables, but no single variable maintained predictive ability after these additions (table 

23). Again, self-control was directly related to finishing all tasks, but became inversely 

related when the present orientation variables were added. Of these, worrying about the 

future was most strongly related to finishing. This suggests that the items representing 

present orientation in the self-control scale may not be accounting for as much of the 

impulsivity component indicative of quitting the experiment. This result might also shed 

light on the earlier finding that self-control levels were significantly, yet directly related 

to finishing all tasks. However, since three of the four present orientation items used are 

also present in the overall self-control scale ( albeit collapsed to two data points rather 

than three), the confounding effects of multicollinearity must also be considered as an 

alternative explanation for these findings. 

Table 23: Stepwise linear regressions of finishing all tasks 
on present orientation (P01-P04) N =132 

SEX AGE RACE COMP. 
SKILL 

ENGL. 
SKILL 

SOC. 
CON. 

SELF 
CON. 

PO 
1 

PO 
2 

PO 
3 

PO 
4 

.03 -.535 .081 -.939 .756 1.059 

.07 -.794 -.148 -1.064 .722 .867 -.082 2.433 
* 

.12* -.725 -.406 -1.172 .285 .557 -.043 -.747 .626 2.071 .172 .598 

* Sig <015 * *Sig<. 010 * * *Sig <. 005 

Gender and self-control were significant predictors of quitting at the first chance, 

until the present orientation variables were entered into the regression equation (table 24). 

Worrying about the fiiture was inversely related to quitting and, aside from gender, was 

the strongest variable in the full model. The only other significant finding came from 
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quitting at the final step, where only social control was a significant, inverse, predictor in 

the full model, but the sample size at this point (N= 46) is inappropriate for such analysis. 

Table 24: Stepwise Linear Regression of Quitting at 1®' Chance 
on Present Orientation (P01-P04) N = 132 

SEX AGE RACE COMP 
SKILL 

ENG 
SKILL 

SOC. 
CON. 

SELF 
CON. 

PO 
1 

PO 
2 

PO 
3 

PO 
4 

.10 3 017*** .535 -.583 -1.418 -1.513 

.16* 2.491* .549 -.916 -1.407 -1.956 -1.578 2.630** 

.20 2.384 .767 -1.007 -1.252 -1.642 -1.606 .555 .930 -1.460 1.233 1.301 

*Sig<015 **Sig<.010 ***Sig<.005 

Next, items measuring self-interest were used to look at variations in perceived 

opportunity (Table 25). The internal validity (reliability) of this set of measures was 

0.9475. Full inter-item ranges appear in Appendix C. Again, finishing all tasks was the 

first dependent variable tested, followed by each quitting point from one through five. 

Once more, the full model had the greatest effect( = .16) on the behavior of finishing 

all tasks (table 26). And, the individual items of self-centeredness were inversely 

related, as expected, but self-control was not. No variable was a significant predictor of 

finishing all tasks. Once again, though, since three of the four present orientation items 

used are also present in the overall self-control scale (albeit collapsed to two data points 

rather than three ), the confounding effects of multicollinearity must also be considered 

as an alternative explanation for these findings. 
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Table 25/ Variable List for Self-Interestedness* 

SIl It's ok to bend the rules to get ahead No (0) Yes (1) 

SI2 It's important to tell the truth all of the time No CO) Yes (1) 

SI3 I've taken things that don't belong to me No (0) Yes (1) 

SI4 Feeling of self-justification after doing 
something known to be wrong 

No (0) Yes (1) 

Scale statistics: Mean 2.96797 Variance 1.0525 Std. Dev. 1.0259 
* Responses were dichotomized from original 3 point frequency responses 

Table 26: Stepwise linear regression of finishing all tasks on 
self-interestedness (SI1-SI4) N = 132 

SEX AGE RACE COMP 
SKILL 

ENG 
SKILL 

SOC 
CON 

SELF 
CON 

SIl SI2 SI3 SI4 

.03 -.535 .081 -.939 .756 1.059 

.07 -.794 -.148 -1.064 .722 .867 -.082 2.433 

.16* -.782 -.202 -1.164 .272 .644 -.020 2.066 -1.044 .563 -1.137 -.941 

* Sig <.015 * *Sig<. 010 * * *Sig <. 0 

Self-control was the strongest predictor of quitting at the first opt out point (table 

27). Once the self-interestedness variables were entered into the equation, gender was no 

longer a significant predictor of quitting immediately and self control lost some of it 

predictive impact. The only other finding of interest was between quitting at the final opt 

out point and social control but the sample size is to small (N = 46) for fruitful analysis. 
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Table 27: Stepwise Linear Regression of Quitting at 1®' Chance on Self-
interestedness 8 (SI1-SI4) N = 132 

SEX AGE RACE COMP 
SKILL 

ENG 
SKILL 

SOC 
CON 

SELF 
CON 

SIl SI2 SB SI4 

.10 3.017 
*** 

.535 -.583 -1.418 -1.513 

.16* 2.491 
* 

.549 -.916 -1.407 -1.956 -1.578 2.630 
** 

.17 1.990 .498 -.842 -1.229 -1.805 -1.619 2.505 
* 

.800 -.147 -.571 .134 

* Sig <.015 * *Sig<. 010 * * *Sig <. 0 

To further explore these relationships, both sets of indicators were used in 

stepwise regressions to see which group was having the greatest influence on opt out 

behaviors. No significant findings arose for any of the present orientation or self-

interestedness variables. An interaction variable was created between the present 

orientation and self-interest measures to see what effect this would have on the dependent 

variable. This was done by first taking the natural log of all values, for each set of 

variables, and then multiplying one set of variables by the other. The interaction variable 

was not significantly related to any of the opt out points or to finishing all tasks. 
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7. RESULTS SUMMARY 

Hypothesis one predicted that perceptions of opportunity will vary between 

individuals in the sample. Crosstabular analysis showed that significant differences 

existed between behavior at each opt out point one through five, and finishing all tasks, 

with the greatest variation for finishing and for quitting at points one and two. While 

significant variation occurred past these points, at opt outs four and five, the diminished 

sample size limits the usefulness of interpreting results from those groups. 

Hypothesis two asserted that variations in perception could be attributed to 

differences in self-control. An 8-item scale was created after principal components and 

maximum likelihood analyses suggested a one-factor solution, with three of the weakest 

measures dropped from the scale. This scale was used in conjunction with the control 

variables of gender, age, and race as well as competing hypotheses variables for social 

control levels, computer proficiency, and language abiUty to predict changes in the 

dependent variable, finishing all tasks. The strongest model, with the greatest explanatory 

power, showed that self-control was the only variable predicting variation in the behavior 

of finishing all tasks. However, this relationship was not in the expected direction, calling 

into question the strength of the self-control measure. 

Models were then constructed to test the relationship between self control and the 

behaviors of quitting at different opt out points. Here, gender was an extremely robust 

predictor of quitting at first chance (.003) until the self-control variable was added to the 

regression equation. Interestingly, gender was inversely and significantly related to 

quitting right away when the social control variable was entered, but was again directly 
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related to quitting when self-control was then added. Both gender and self-control were 

significant predictors of quitting at 1®* chance, with self-control more prominently 

involved (.010 vs. .015). Self-control also remained a significant predictor for quitting at 

2nd chance. No other quit point behavior showed a significant relationship with 

any of the variables entered, although there was significant improvement in the 

explanation provided for quitting at the chance when social control was added to the 

mix. 

The experimental manipulation was designed to test the subject's propensity to 

quit the experiment once faced with the choice of giving some of their money to another 

student. This was done to see whether subjects with lower levels of self-control would 

agree to move on even though they would need to give some money to a classmate as a 

result of finishing all the required tasks. Here, self-control did not predict the behavior 

chosen at the experimental step and, instead, social control's inverse relationship 

remained more important for increasing the explanatory power of the model, although the 

variable per se was only significant at levels just below the .015 level of assurance. 

Attempts to increase statistical power to detect a smaller effect size did not alter these 

findings. 

Present orientation and self-interestedness are elements or propensities associated 

with low self-control and are proposed as emerging in an amplified manner when 

perceptions of opportunity are forming. Since opportunity is defined in this study as the 

chance to increase pleasure or decrease pain, the logical link between these self-control 

aspects and opportunity seemed straightforward. When tested alongside all competing 
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variables, the strongest explanatory model was found when the full model 

(demographics, proficiencies, social and self-control) was combined with present 

orientation variables to predict finishing all tasks, suggesting that present orientation may 

be applying additional weight to the self-control scale. And, self-control was again found 

to have an unexpected, direct relationship with finishing all tasks, but this problem was 

'corrected' once the present orientation or self-interest measures were introduced. Self-

control maintained its predictive strength over the present orientation and self-

interestedness measures on the behaviors of quitting at points one and two. Otherwise, no 

significant relationships were found between present-orientation, self-interest and 

variations in perceived opportunity. Interaction variables created from combining present 

orientation and self-interestedness were equally deficient in this respect. 
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CHAPTER VI 
DISCUSSION 

The preliminary work suggested that perceptions of opportunity might vary 

among individual decisionmakers, contrary to the theoretical expectations of rational 

choice theory and the practical meaning behind most deterrent-based crime prevention 

policies. And, these variations seemed to accompany variations in the subject's level of 

self-control. Where rational choice theory predicts more or less static individual 

assessments of cost vs. benefit to determine if an opportunity exists, self-control theory 

merely acknowledges that opportunity is an important component of the criminal event. 

The current experiment controlled conditions to explore the notion that so intricate an 

element of crime (opportunity) is based on more subjective factors than either rational 

choice or self-control perspectives describe; expecting to find that perceptions of 

opportunity are variable and that self-control affects the manner in which such variation 

is generated. If confirmed, this subjective aspect could be an important link between the 

criminality explained by self-control theory and the criminal event described through a 

rational choice approach. 

Empirically, the preliminary work left much to be desired in terms of creating a 

design that could reliably produce meaningful behaviorally-based outcomes. This was 

due, in part, to an incomplete conception of the theoretical operationalization of self-

control, and an inappropriate set of attitudinal-based self-report survey questions used to 

measure self-control. The current work sought to improve on these shortcomings by 

applying an experimental design that more precisely operationalized the central feature of 
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the self-control construct, delay of gratification used a larger sample size, randomly 

selected subjects into a situation that introduced a self-control trigger that rewarded 

concern for others (or a lack of self-interestedness), and which employed behaviorally-

based, age-appropriate self-report measures of self-control. In addition, opportunity was 

defined merely as the chance to increase one's pleasure or decrease one's pain, linking it 

with core features of the classical criminological approach rather than having it remain as 

a static feature of the external environment. 
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1. EXPECTED FINDINGS 

a. Prior Literature 

i. Impulsivity and Minor Deviance 

The behavioral manipulation using cookies as a measure of impulsivity showed 

that males outperformed their female counterparts on this task. This finding is consistent 

with earlier impulsivity research using the same methodology but in a different 

experimental setting (Mischel, 1971). However, those subjects who misreported their 

cookie choice were predominately female, reinforcing earlier research that has suggested 

female delinquency occurs more frequently for acts of minor deviance (Chesney-Lind and 

Shelden, 1998( 1992);Canter, 1982). 

ii. Self-Control 

Male subjects, as a group, represented the most extreme levels of low self-control, 

consistent with previous findings (Hay, 2002; Shoemaker, 2000:244; Evans, etal.,1997; 

Longshore, etal.1998 ; Grasmick, 1993). Self-control levels were normally distributed, 

representing a significant improvement on findings from the preliminary study that 

prompted this work. In the earlier study, dichotomous self-control self-report items with 

an attitudinal basis were largely responsible for a self-control score distribution that was 

highly skewed towards extreme ends of the range. Prior studies using behaviorally based, 

continuous response categories have also produced the more normally distributed self-

control scores seen here (Marcus, 2002; Piquero, 2000). Weighting did not improve the 

overall reliability of the self-control scale, so the debate over this technique's useftilness 

for measuring the self-control construct remains more strongly in the comer of an 
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additive approach. Consistent with prior research on self-control, the element of losing 

one's temper was dropped from the final self-control construct after data reduction and 

reliability analyses were consulted (Longshore, et al., 1998; Grasmick, et al.l993). In 

light of the growing body of evidence showing this element may not be strongly related 

to current criminological conceptions of self-control, it may be time to consider retracting 

temperamentalness from the self-control lexicon. Instead, it might be more usefiil to see 

losing one's temper as just another embodiment of impulsivity and/or self-centeredness; 

two concepts that continue to be tightly linked with most conceptions of self-control. 

iii. Social Control 

An inverse relationship was detected between levels of social control and self-

reported delinquency as well as the behavioral manifestation of minor deviance through 

lying about what cookie choice was made, reinforcing other work that suggests that 

poorly developed self control leads to poorly developed social control, so that both 

control tendencies are inversely related to deviant behavior (Evans, et al. 1997; 

Polakowski, 1994). And, social control levels were directly related to self-control levels, 

even thought the social control measure used here is not as comprehensive or rigorous as 

a pure test of social control theory would demand. 

b. Current Hypotheses 

i. Perceptions of Opportunity 

Perceptions of opportunity did vary significantly between all opt out points and 

the choice to finish all tasks. These results confirm the hypothesis that opportunity is not 

merely a static feature of the objective world and that important elements of opportunity-
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based decisionmaking rely on subjective tendencies. 

ii. Self-Control and Perceptions of Opportunity 

A weak, but significant, relationship was found between levels of self-control and 

the behavior of finishing all tasks. While this relationship was not as statistically 

powerful as would be desirable, the overall explanatory power of the model, at = .27, 

was fairly robust by comparable criminological standards, suggesting that either the 

dependent or independent variable may include a more comprehensive set of subunits 

than typically conceived or that there was a unique element present during the experiment 

that was influencing this error accountability function. 

Levels of self-control and the behavior associated with quitting at the first chance 

were strongly related to each other. This finding confirms the hypothesis that perceptions 

of opportunity might be related to one's level of self-control rather than uniformly and 

non-uniquely distributed among individuals, as current crime control policies assume. 

However, the overall explanatory power of self-control in predicting the variation in the 

decision to quit immediately was not as strong as would be expected if self-control was 

the defining feature of these perceptual variations. 

Level of self-control was also related to the decision made at the experimental 

step where subjects need to decide whether they will complete the process, but give back 

some of their reward, or whether they will truncate the process, but receive the full 

reward. Although this relationship was not as strong as would be hoped, it was an inverse 

relationship where those continuing on had the highest levels of self-control (lowest 

score) and those quitting had the lowest levels of self-control (highest score). This 
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finding, while still somewhat inconclusive, provides enough support to continue to test 

the notion that individuals with low self-control are less likely to pursue an opportunity 

that is not immediate and/or geared towards the well-being of others. Since the 

experimental manipulation combined both conditions (immediate gratification and self-

centeredness) it is not possible to distinguish which factor, if either, was exerting the 

strongest influence over the decision to quit. 

iii. Self-hiterestedness and Present Orientation 

The final hypothesis asserts that of the many components said to comprise self-

control, self-interestedness and present orientation will be most strongly related to 

variations in behavior on the opportunity measures (opt out points). While neither 

element showed any independent predictive effects, they did significantly increase the 

strength of the explanatory model. This may suggest that these two tendencies are over-

represented in the behavior when facing choices regarding opportunity, where the present 

orientation and self-interest components are embodied. In addition, since the self-control 

scale relied on pre-existing items designed to test the entire construct, and not these 

tendencies in their own right, it is not unreasonable to speculate that measures designed 

to test present orientation and self-interestedness, per se, might have captured more 

explanatory variance than is demonstrated here. 



2. UNEXPECTED FINDINGS 

a. Prior literature 

i. S elf-Control 

The items tapping into a preference for simple tasks (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 

1990) were dropped from the final self control scale after analyses showed they added no 

real benefit to the scale's internal validity or explanatory power. This is not a finding that 

has been explicitly shown in previous work on self-control where most models include a 

measure of this trait. When self-control is measured attitudinally using dichotomous 

response categories, a preference for simple tasks might be masked by the tendency 

toward present orientation and therefore does not drop out of models using the term. The 

item design used here hopes to measure more sensitive behavioral variations in levels of 

self-control and that sensitivity might account for an unmasking effect where "simple 

tasks" drop out of the self-control construct. Or, it is conceivable that a preference for 

simple tasks taps into levels of intelligence which may be implied in the ability to 

respond more positively to self-control parenting tactics. 

Self-interestedness and present orientation were not related to the choice made at 

the experimental step, or any other opt out behavior, but were strongly related to the 

positive social behavior of completing all tasks. This might suggest that while the self-

control construct is helpfiil for distinguishing delinquent behavior, it may not capture all 

that can be said about conforming or prosocial behavior. After all, Gottfredson and 

Hirschi looked at crime and criminals to determine what characteristics often accompany 

these events and behaviors; they did not base their conception on a comparison between 
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conforaiing and deviant behavior. Any implications they drew were logical ones based on 

prior theoretical expectations they, and the literature, had explored ( Gottfredson and 

Hirschi, 1990). 

ii. Gender 

In many of the analyses, gender was a significant predictor of delinquent 

activity (minor and major), self-control, perceptions of opportunity, and social control. 

As an explanatory factor it was typically the largest variable responsible for reducing the 

overall variance in each model tested. While much of this is expected, based on prior 

self-control research and delinquency research in general, the ubiquity of gender's 

importance in this study can not go unnoticed. This is magnified by the additional finding 

that self-control was better expressed as a two factor construct for females in the sample 

rather than the one factor structure seen for males. The school-based setting might 

account for more gender effects, especially in regard to social control, since females are 

typically more responsive to school settings and expectations placed on them when in 

those settings (Cavan and Ferdinand, 1975; Morris, 1965 ; Reiss, 1960). Additionally, 

having a measure of minor deviance (lying about taking the cookies) may have tapped 

into more female delinquency than is usually identified in studies involving serious crime 

or crimes of a physical nature which more often than not involve males ( Chesney-Lind 

and Shelden,1998 (1992); Canter, 1982b). Still, these findings support a long line 

of research that has criticized the lack of attention given to the gender component of 

crime and delinquency, given the stark contrast between males and females when 

explaining delinquent behavior. 
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3. CURRENT HYPOTHESES 

a. Perceptions of Opportunity 

Behavior at the fourth opt out point showed a stronger relationship to not 

understanding what the fourth exercise was about and some "other" unexplained reason 

for quitting, than any other opt out point. And, there was a tremendous difference 

between those who decided to quit at steps 3 and 5 and those who decided to quit at point 

four. While all five quit points showed significant differences between them, point 4's t-

test value was almost twice as large as the next most significant point (quit at 1st chance). 

When self-control levels were regressed on each opt out point, the fourth opt out point 

showed the second strongest relationship and was inversely related to self-control. 

Although a diminishing sample size could be confounding results, these findings may 

suggest what was alluded to earlier about self-control's inability to describe conforming 

behavior as well as non-conforming behavior. Those opting out at point four, were almost 

through with the experiment, yet they quit anyway. 

It is plausible to suggest that those with the highest levels of self-control might be 

more easily finistrated (much like those with low self-control) by a lack of control over 

the opportunity available to them. If they do not understand how to access the 

opportunity or do not want to "fail" at the opportunity, these higher self control 

individuals might display behaviors analogous to individuals with lower levels of self-

control who also failed to complete the experiment. This is not behavior that you would 

expect of a low self-control individual. However, if there was some confiision over what 

the 4th step was requiring, or if another reason was bothering the student at this point in 
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the experiment, it may not have been self-control that was determining the decision to 

stop early. To clarify these issues, it would be helpful to replicate question four's 

instructions with a sample of sufficient size , against a simpler set of instructions using 

subjects already known to display higher levels of self-control. This might show whether 

frustration with failure was triggering higher self-control individuals to turn away or 

whether high self-control had no effect on quitting at choice four. These distinctions 

would be important to make since these results showed that those choosing to quit at 

point four were evenly split by gender. All prior research has clearly shown male gender 

to be the strongest predictor of low self control, making low self-control alone an 

unlikely explanation for the opt out behavior seen at point four. 

b. Self-Interestedness and Present Orientation 

It was theorized that of the 6 typically measured self-control tendencies, 

self-interestedness and present-orientation would be most strongly related to variations in 

perceived opportunity. Since opportunity was defined as the chance to increase one's 

pleasure or decrease one's pain, this was a logical theory to pursue. While these 

tendencies did provide more explanatory strength to the regression model, their predictive 

power was not evident here. But, as previously argued, the question can not be settled 

until a direct comparison can be made of the explanatory difference between the self-

control construct and measures designed to detect present orientation and self-

interestedness in their own right, and not as indicators of low self-control. 
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4. LIMITATIONS 

a. Theoretical 

Self-control as envisioned in this study is a latent trait that contains personality-

level elements which are used to define behavioral tendencies toward deviance and 

delinquency. For example, a "preference" for simple tasks is certainly being described as 

an element of personality, since preferences are typically quite subjective and even 

subject to some variability according to time, place, and context. Thus, measures which 

simply capture one point in time, place or context may not fully express the theoretical 

understanding of the self-control component, "preference for simple tasks". And, this 

complaint could be made for each of the self-control tendencies that were used in this 

study and which have predominated studies on self-control in the criminological 

literature. A better theoretical picture of what it means to be highly self-interested or 

impulsive, for example, might be found by utilizing the more developed measures of 

personality that have predominated the social psychological literature for some time 

(Reti, Samuels, Eaton, Bienvenu III, Costa, Jr. and Nestadt, 2002; Helson, Kwan, John, 

and Jones, 2002; Morf, 2002; Cervone and Mischel, 2002; Winter, John, Stewart, 

Klohnen, and Duncan, 1998; Costa and McCrae, 1992; Goldberg, 1992;Haapasalo, 1990; 

Rutter, 1987; Epstein, 1979; Walton and Presley, 1973; Eysenck, 1967). 

Although criminology, and Hirschi especially, has historically rejected the notion 

of integration among theoretical perspectives, the use of well-defined theoretical 

components of personality, need not trample all that is sacred among the criminological 

tradition or violate the integrity of scientific process (Hirschi, 1979). A suggestion would 
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be to utilize the well-defined concepts from social psychology, which are so apparent in 

self-control theory, as measures for self-control rather than creating a whole new lexicon 

of measures which have not been subjected to rigorous experimental verification. These 

measures, in comparison to many standard personality assessments, have failed to 

consistently explain or predict behavior in the limited quasi-experimental settings used to 

study mostly offender populations, often in an ex-post facto manner. The observation that 

the concept of self-control could be informed by other well-measured social psycho

logical concepts, is not a new one, but has to date received only limited support in the 

criminological literature (Marcus, 2002; Polakowski, 1994;Wood, Pfefferbaum, and 

Amkelev, 1993; Moffitt, 1990b; Farrington, etal.,1990; Losel, 1975). 

b. Methodological 

While the current study is methodologically superior to the earlier investigation 

which first sparked interest in these research questions, it was clear that some confusion 

attended the performance of subjects on the fourth opt out step. Although this was an 

unintended feature of the experiment, it's effect on subject behavior might have shed light 

on an important issue still unresolved in the self-control literature; namely, that self-

control can more accurately predict deviant behavior than conforming behavior. If low 

self-control is truly the "main" explanatory variable for understanding crime and 

criminality (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990), then the control of crime would 

(and already has) depend on raising levels of self-control during the childhood years, 

prior to the middle school years as the General Theory has suggested. However, if the 

highest levels of self control are not necessary and sufficient conditions for generating 
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conforming social behaviors fixed on the long-term, as suggested by the theory, crime 

prevention efforts based on this parenting approach would bear modification. Of course, 

it is quite possible that subjects were honestly confused on the requirements of the 

question for moving on past point four. More inquiry would need to be made into the 

adequacy of the instructions at the fourth opt out point before drawing any conclusions on 

theoretical explanations for the quitting behavior so apparent at point four. 

More significantly, the design should have accounted for the incremental 

reduction in sample size as subjects opted out of the process so that the remaining sample 

available at the experimental step (opt out 5) was minimally at 132, the number arrived at 

after statistical power calculations were made. Since the sample was reduced by more 

than two thirds by the time subjects encountered the experimental prompt, we can not 

say whether behavior there indicates something about self-control or if the small sample 

size is creating statistical artifacts. 

Ideally, all subjects would have encountered the identical experimental setting. 

The fact that three settings were utilized is a disappointment for the experimental design 

that was intended. Even though means testing did not show significant differences among 

subjects based on these setting disparities, there may have been unmeasured setting 

effects that went undetected. Examples of such effects might have been noise levels in 

the various settings, proximity of other students to the subjects work station, perception 

that performance was being monitored, or even quality of computers used at the various 

sites and differences between the equipment used such as mouse, or keyboard tools. 
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The sample did not represent a randomly chosen population. Due to transportation 

constraints of charter schools (the original target group), public, private and home 

schooled students were participants in the experiment. These remaining schools were 

referred to the project by teachers in the charter schools already chosen, thus presenting a 

selection bias that could threaten the validity of study results. Even though means testing, 

again, showed no significant differences among these school types and any features of the 

sample otherwise, a sample whose integrity remained intact would have added another 

degree of confidence to the findings produced. 

c. Analytical 

As already mentioned, a more complete look at the causal pathways implicated in 

models showing both predictive and explanatory power is needed before the hypotheses 

relating self-control and perceived opportunity can be confirmed. Without this structural 

modeling element, it is unclear whether self-control is directing perceptions of 

opportunity, or if perceptions of opportunity are being created by different means. The 

factor structure of self-control could not be adequately addressed, given the finding that 

structures diverged between males and females. Since the design included an important 

behavioral indicator of impulsivity using the cookies and then adapted that task to 

measure minor delinquency (concealing the cookie choice made) females may have had 

their low self-control tendencies enhanced in a way that biased results of data reduction 

tests. Although this is a limitation for constructing a clear picture of self-control's 

boundaries, it does provide an interesting view into reasons why these structures might 
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diverge based on gender differences, as some self-control research has found (Longshore, 

1998). 
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5. IMPLICATIONS 

a. Criminology 

i. Theory 

This research provides support for the sense that choice theories and control 

theories of crime are compatible and could be used, collectively, to more fully explain 

crime and criminaUty ( Hirschi, 1986). To further this effort, however, the rational choice 

perspective would need to accept the more modest version of choice proffered by more 

recent descriptions of the theory. This would mean exploring the more subjective side of 

human decisionmaking, with all of its limitations, imperfections, biases, and flaws and 

rejecting the perfectly calculating strategist persona that has for too long typified rational 

choice perspectives and the deterrent-based policies they have spawned. The current 

work suggests that choices are subjectively made not only in terms of effect (they are 

made to serve the self) but in terms of cause (they vary depending on subjective qualities 

of self). And, this subjective variation may be dependent on subjective levels of restraint 

or control (self-control). Successful integration of these two theoretical perspectives 

could mean not only greater explanatory models of crime and criminality, but might lead 

to more effective combinations of crime prevention policy. This could be achieved by 

targeting the distal causes of criminality (parenting and socialization effects that fail to 

sanction low self-control) with the proximate causes of crime (the opportunity to act on 

low-self control to increase pleasure or decrease pain). 

Minor deviance has long been associated with, both, gender and control theories 

of crime as opposed to other explanations, such as learning theory, more typically 
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reserved for "serious" crime (Elliott, 1986) While this work provides no definitive answer 

on resolving the veracity of such claims, it is apparent that minor delinquency measured 

here correlates well with both gender and levels of self-control. Females were much more 

likely than males to incorrectly report their behavior with regard to how many cookies 

they chose to take at the beginning of the experiment. And, those females were also more 

likely to exhibit levels of self-control that were lower than their truth-telling female 

counterparts. Since food was the object around which the behavioral manipulation was 

centered, however, what can not be ruled out is any effect that the desire for a positive 

self-image might be playing on the female's choice to lie about eating sweets. If the 

choice was with regard to money, for example, would the females still show this 

propensity towards dishonesty when reporting how much money they'd taken? With 

gender a variable so ill-explained in the criminogenic process, it might add clarity to the 

discussion if more studies would systematically study minor delinquency in experimental 

settings not unlike that used here. 

ii. Method 

This study has soundly demonstrated the ability to utilize a double blind randomly 

controlled experimental design to study questions on subjective dimensions of 

criminality. The ethical complaints that so often attend experimental designs meant to 

study criminality (stigmatizing effects, unequal treatment, withholding benefits, etc.) 

found no basis in this study. Of course, this feature was helped by the fact that self-

control theory envisions criminality as a natural by-product of a person's asocial nature 

and crime as a behavior with analogs in the legal domain (such as promiscuity or chain



162 

smoking). Nonetheless, the importance of using the most rigorous scientific methods and 

experimental designs when studying criminal behavior can not be overstated. With civil 

liberties hanging in the balance and taxpayer dollars dwindling ever more quickly, 

criminological findings must be reliably based on the most sound theoretical, 

methodological, and analytical foundations (Austin, 2003, Chilton, 2000; Hirschi, 1990). 

Behavioral indicators of low self-control should be the agreed-upon way to 

measure this construct, no matter its bases in criminology or psychology. As 

demonstrated previously, and reemphasized here, behavioral fi"equency measures are 

internally valid and do not appear to suffer from the same social desirability, 

acquiescence, and self-report biases that have plagued attitudinal barometers of self-

control.® 

This study also shows that it is possible to use younger children as subjects with 

whom self-control can be studied. Since middle-school aged youth are now theoretically 

in their state of permanence for self-control, this age group presents an interesting test for 

the claim that self-control is stabilized by 10-12 years of age. More studies should be 

done to replicate earlier findings that self-control is stable to only about 60% and that 

self-control is in flux during childhood (Turner and Piquero, 2002; Polakowski, 1994), to 

investigate where low self-control first exhibits a recognizable pattern over time -

stability-(and what that means), and when, or if, low-self control becomes less 

® The attitudinal vs. behavioral measurement question was not specifically tested in this 
study. However, the exploratory research appeared to confirm other well-established 
claims (even by the authors of self-control theory) that behavioral measures of self-
control are superior to their attitudinal corollaries. 
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detenninative of behavior and is replaced by other personality traits. Fine-tuning the 

developmental aspect of self-control could mean the creation of more targeted crime 

prevention programs over the life course. 

b. Public Policy 

i. Prevention Theory 

The current trend toward "evidence-based" crime prevention programming is 

good news for criminality researchers, who typically try to tease out the complexities of 

behavior associated with crime. There has long been discussion that simplistic notions of 

crime causation fail to capture the explanatory power that might justify widespread (and 

oftentimes expensive) crime prevention strategies (Elliot, 1986; Short, 1986). And, there 

has been a disconnect of long-standing between crime control attempts targeted through 

deterrence and crime prevention attempts earmarked for changing individual propensities 

(Hirschi, 1986). The former assumes a perfectly rational creature (man) who will desist 

from crime if the obstacles are too great and the reward too small, while the latter 

assumes an animal, either of or apart from the society it has created, which has an ability 

to be influenced by its environment. This work shows, however, that strategies aimed at 

influencing human behavior by sanctioning low self-control may have an ancillary effect 

of reinforcing the relevance of deterrents designed from a rational choice perspective. So, 

if the low self-control person encounters a deterrent to crime, the effect of the deterrent is 

only as great as the offender's perception that the crime is no longer worth attempting. 

Since this study shows that such perceptions are subject to considerable variation, it 

might make more sense to increase the prevention side of increasing self-control rather 
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than making adjustments to deterrents based on an uncertain pool of perceptual 

assessments (just imagine the legal and social ramifications of enforcing swifter 

punishment consequences for the same crime based on a person's decreased ability to 

perceive the seriousness of the consequence, or deterrent). 

ii. Policy and Practice 

Deterrent-based policies were created out of the rational choice tradition that 

views human behavior as a product of hedonistic, calculating automatons. In practice, 

however, little can be said for the preventative power of such deterrence-based 

approaches to crime. Instead, it is common to hear criminologists and civil libertarians 

complain that more of our fi-eedoms are being restricted in the name of controlling crime, 

which has shown no signs of ceasing(Chambliss, 2001; Chilton, 2000; Dworkin, 1999; 

Hirschi, 1990). If it can be shown that deterrent based strategies (such as more police on 

the street, videocameras in public places, etc..) will largely be effective at deterring only 

those least likely to offend in the first place, than the justifications for increasing these 

restrictions on liberty would be rendered facile. More research on the subjective qualities 

affecting decisionmaking could be used to inform the development of new crime 

prevention policies which seek to understand the development of human behavior as 

opportunities are encountered, rather than enlarging the crime control fimction as a policy 

with no basis in crime prevention practice. 

The most promising crime prevention practices have nothing to do with the 

deterrence based policies that predominate the American crime control agenda. 

Promising practices typically involve school-based programs that teach critical thinking 
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or decisionmaking skills and bring students together to solve common problems, or 

family-based interventions that help parents strengthen their monitoring and discipline of 

children while spending more quality time together as a family (Sherman, et al. 1999). 

Ironically, much like individual outcomes, it is those crime prevention policies that are 

focused beyond the moment when a crime can occur (opportunity barriers) and on the 

long-term of personal development (Internal controls) that seem to show the most 

promise for keeping crime in check. With more focus on the preventative side of 

reinforcing internal controls, while making sure that external controls remain strong, 

crime control practices will have the best chance of deterring those least likely to offend 

as well as those who are most vulnerable to engaging in criminal opportunities. 
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APPENDIX A 

RESEARCH INSTRUMENTS 

1. Experimental Process 
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A Follow-up Investigation of the Proposed Link Between 
Perceived Opportunity and Levels of Self-Control 

Introductory Screen- Computer Introduction: 

Thank you for coming here today to help us with our research. We are very 
interested in the way that young people make decisions about the things they 
would like to have. There are no wrong or right answers to any of the questions 
you may be asked while you're here. Your name will never be a part of the 
answers you give. By participating in today's activities, we hope you will learn a 
little about how scientists study human behavior. 

Screen 1: 

It is important that you take the time to read any instructions completely before 
answering a question or completing an exercise. Once you make a decision to 
continue or quit, you can not go back and change your response. If you have 

any questions about what you are being asked to do, click on the ? symbol at 
the bottom of the screen to get some help. You may use either the mouse or the 
keyboard to complete your answers. 

Once you are completely done, you will reach the screen with the yellow smiley 
face. At this point, you may leave the computer station and join your class where 
you left them. It is very important that you keep your answers to 
yourself once your turn is over. Do not tell other students what they 
might see or do on their turn before they take their turn. If you tell 
them ahead of time, we won't be able to use your answers or their 
answers in the experiment. Thanks! 

CONTINUE 
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Screen 2; 

While you are here you will be asked to complete a variety of tasks on the 
computer. You can complete these activities using either the mouse or the 
keyboard. None of these activities require that you be really smart, talented, or 
experienced in any particular way, so don't worry about whether, or not, you have 
done the task perfectly. The exercises may become more difficult to complete as 
you continue through them and at any time, you can decide to stop and go on to 
the end of the experiment by clicking the QUIT NOW button. After you complete 
each activity, you will accumulate one more dollar for a possible total of $5.00 for 
completing all of the tasks. 

At this point, you can quit now and collect $1.00 or you can move on to the first 
activity. If you decide to press the QUIT NOW button, you will not be able to 
change your mind and go back to the activity. 

QUIT NOW GOON • Pg.5 

Repeat for all quit now except experimental 
step 4 

You have decided to end your session. You may collect your money 
after answering the following questions. 

1. Why did you decide to stop? 
0 It's taking more time than I have 
01 don't want to wait to collect my money 
OI don't understand what to do 
0 Other reason (please write 
here) 

2. How would you rate your ability using a computer? 
O I'm very good at it 
O I'm pretty good at it 
O I know enough to get by 
O It's really hard for me 

3. How would you rate your ability to read and write in English? 
O I'm very good at it 
0 I'm pretty good at it 
01 know enough to get by 
0 It's really hard for me 



4- How would you describe your family? 
01 live with both my parents, who are married 
0 I live with both my parents, who are divorced 
01 live with only one parent 
01 don't live with my parents at all 

5. How many kids are in your family and living at home with you? 

6. How many kids living in your family are younger than you? 

7. Who is home in charge of you and other kids after school and on 
weekends? 

After School: 
On Weekends: 

8. Think about the last time you did something that made you feel 
really bad and describe how you felt afterward: 

O Even though it was wrong I felt like I had a good reason to do it. 
0 Even though it was wrong I knew I was a good person anyway. 
0 Even though it was wrong I felt like I couldn't stop from doing it. 
0 Even though it was wrong I knew other people who did the same 
thing 

9. How often do you wonder what's the point of going to school? 
OI wonder about it a lot 
0 I've wondered about it a couple of times 
01 never really wonder about it 

10. How often have you thought about cheating on a test or exam? 
0 I never really think about it 
0 I've thought about it once or twice 
0 I think about it a lot 

11. How often have you been in trouble at school? 
0 I've never been in trouble in school 
01 was in detention once 
0 I've been in detention more than once 
0 I've been suspended 
0 I've been expelled 



12. How often have you taken something that didn't belong to you? 
0 I've never taken anything that wasn't mine 
0 I've taken something once or twice 
01 take things whenever I get the chance 

13. How many times have you been seriously hurt Qike a broken 
bone) from some kind of accident or activity? 

0 I've never hurt myself in an accident or activity 
0 I've been hurt once or twice 
01 seem to get hurt a lot 

13. How hard is it for you to wait for things you want right away? 
01 really have a hard time waiting for what I want 
0 Sometimes it's hard to wait for what I want 
O It's never really hard to wait for what I want 

14. How careful are you when you're doing something? 
0 I'm really careful when I'm doing something 
O Sometimes I'm careful when I'm doing something 
0 I'm never that careful when I'm doing something 

15. How often do you worry about the future? 
01 never really worry about the future 
0 Sometimes I worry about the future 
01 worry about the future a lot 

16. How hard to you tiy to save any money you get? 
OI save as much money as I can 
0 I save some and spend some 
01 don't save any money I get 

17. How easily do you lose your temper? 
OI lose my temper really easily 
O Sometimes I lose my temper 
O I never really seem to lose my temper 

18. How important is it to tell the truth all the time? 
O Only babies tell the truth all the time 
O It's important to tell the truth most of the time 
O It's always important to tell the truth 

19. How often should rules be bent to get ahead? 
0 It's never ok to bend the rules to get ahead 
O Sometimes it's ok to bend the rules to get ahead 
0 It's always ok to bend the rules to get ahead 
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20. How hard do you tiy to do things , no matter what you are 
doing? 

0 Whatever I do, I try my hardest 
0 Sometimes I don't try as hard as I should 
01 never try my hardest 

21. How dangerous would it be for you to go out alone at night? 
0 It's never too dangerous for me to go out alone at night 
0 Sometimes it's too dangerous to go out alone at night 
0 Going out alone at night is too dangerous for me 

22. Are you a girl or boy? 

23. How old are you? 

24. What is your ethnic heritage? 

0 Caucasian 0 African American 0 Hispanic American 0 Native American 
0 Asian American 0 Other (please write in) 

SMILEY FACE SCREEN 

You have completed the experiment. Your work today will help us 
understand the way young people make decisions. Use the pencil 
and paper to write down this code: urio. and bring it to the desk to 
collect your money. Thank you for being such a good participantl 

PRESS OK TO CONTINUE If „ 
all questions are 
not answered 

You forgot to answer one or more 
of the questions. Please go back 
and answer each question so you 
can receive your money. 

If all questions answered 
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Screen 3; 

You have chosen to continue. Choose from one of the following categories to 
begin your activity. 

Numbers (^^^ITNOW^ 

Type the following sequence of numbers/letters, in the order you 
see them, on each of the five boxes 

45346976138500057285 

OR 

dkwgfpoehsmgelkwuifdp 

(^^Q^NOW^ 

X5 

OK, I'm Done 

(Error message will return student to directions if all the work is not 
done-each box filled ) 

At this point, you can quit now and collect $2.00 or you can move on to the 
second activity. If you decide to press the QUIT NOW button, you will not be able 
to change your mind and go back to the activity. 

CONTINUE OR QUIT NOW See Page 1 
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Screen 4: 

You have chosen to continue. Choose from one of the categories for the 
next activity. 

Type the name of your favorite Sports Team/TV Show/Subject in each of 
the moving shapes below. To make the shape stop moving, click on it with 
your mouse. Then, you can type in the letters you want. 

(8 shapes: 3 triangles, 2 circles, 2 squares, i star- some moving faster 
than others) 

(Error message will return student to directions if all the work is not 
done-each shape filled ) 

At this point, you can quit now and collect $3.00 or you can move on to the third 
activity. If you decide to press the QUIT NOW button, you will not be able to 
change your mind and go back to the activity. 

School W 
Shows 

c 

CONTINUE OR QUIT NOW See Page i 

Screeln 5: 
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Use the keyboard to fill the shaded area on the computer screen. You can 
use any combination of letters, numbers, or symbols as long as each spot 
is filled. 

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa 
aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaallllllllllllllllllllll 

444444444444444444444444444, etc Quit Now 

OK. I'm Done^^^ 

Now, delete everything you have entered, so the box is completely empty 

OK. I'm Done 

Now, fill the box again with any new combination of letters, numbers or s5Tnbols, 
so that the box is foil. 

Kkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkbbbbbbb 
bbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbb777 
777777777777777777777777777777777rrrrrrrrr| 

. rrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrriT,etc.. 

Quit Now 

OK. I'm Do^~^^ 
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At this point, you can quit now and collect $4.00 or you can move on to the final 
activity for a total of $5.00. If you decide to press the QUIT NOW button, you will 
not be able to change your mind and go back to the activity. 

CONTINUE OR QUIT NOW See Page 1 

Past this point, subjects will become randomly selected into either the 
experimental or control group 

If you finish the final exercise 
you will collect $5.00, but you will 
have to give back $1.00 of the money 
to one of the other students who does 
not collect as much money as you do 

You have chosen to continue. 
This final activity....(should be 
about waiting )_shows 
a funny joke that the computer 
is having trouble showing you 
because the computer is "slow" 

CONTINUE OR QUIT NOW 

(Slow appearance of letters 
and words, forming three 
sentences) 

You have decided to end your session. 
You may collect your money after 
answering the following questions 

Press to 
continue 

(Show 3 sentences again) 

Choose one word from these 
sentences and type it in the box 

Continue the 
( story (error if 

Quit 
Now 



Why did you decide to stop? 

01 don't want someone else to get my money 
01 would get the same amount of money either way 
01 don't want to do any more activities 
OI don't understand what to do 

Repeat above until 
entire joke is visible 
(should be ~ 5x) 

(Resume questions 2-24 to end) 

You have completed all of the activities. You may collect your money after 
answering the following questions. Remember that you are not allowed to tell 
the other students who have not had their turn yet, what the experiment is 
about or how much money they will get or what decisions they should make. 

1. Why did you continue through all of the activities? 

0 I like to see things through until the end 
01 wanted to collect as much money as I could 
01 like to work hard on things that are new 
01 thought that's what we were supposed to do 
01 thought everyone else was doing all of them 
0 I'm not really sure why 
O Other reason (write here): 

(Resume questions 2-24 to end) 
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SELF-CONTROL MEASURES 

1. Correlation Matrix 

2. Factor Loadings 

3. Component Frequencies 
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1. Correlation Matrix of Dependent, Independent and Control Variables (N = 132) 

Gender Age Race Finishing 
all Tasks 

Quit at 
ist 

Chance 

Delinq. 
And 
Analog 
Acts 

Self Social 
Control Control 

Gender 
Age .035 
Race .058 .002 
Finishing all -.058 .024 -.095 
Tasks 
Quit at First .267** .029 -.020 -.300** 
Chance 
Delinquency -.252** -.212* .002 .062 
and -.119 
Analogous 
Acts 
Self Control .107 .141 -.130 .019 -.145 .274** 
Social -.178* .119 .045 .208* -.225** .049 -.034 
Control 

2. Factor Loadings: 1 Factor Structure for Self-Control 

HOW OFTEN DO YOU WONDER WHAT'S THE POINT OF 
GOING TO SCHOOL? 

.326 

How often have you thought about cheating on a test or exam? .390 
How careful are you when you are doing something? .820 

How hard do you try to save your money? .335 
How often should rules be bent to get ahead? .872 

How hard do you try to do things n matter what you're doing? .252 
How much do you worry about the future? .854 

How often do you lose your temper? .393 
How important is it to tell the truth all of the time? .863 

How dangerous is it for you to go out alone at night? .821 
How hard is it to wait for what you want? .854 

Chose one bag of cookies immediately rather than waiting for two bags 
later 

.883 
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3. Component Frequencies for Self-Control Scale Items* 

NEVER SOMETIMES A LOT 
How often do you 
wonder what's the 
point of going to 

school? 

40% 36% 24% 

How careful are you 
when you are doing 

something? 

33% 41% 26% 

How hard do you 
try to save your 

money? 

29% 42% 29% 

How often should 
rules be bent to get 

ahead? 

37% 33% 30% 

How important is it 
to tell the truth? 

28% 36% 36% 

How hard do you 
try to do things no 
matter what you're 

doing? 

39% 37% 24% 

How much do you 
worry about the 

future? 

27% 34% 39% 

How often do you 
lose your temper? 

24% 36% 40% 

How dangerous is it 
to go out alone at 

night? 

34% 36% 30% 

* Actual response categories were written to be specific for each behavior, but did 
increase in frequency from never to sometimes to most of the time. 
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inc. «aiNivE,iwit I wr 

ARIZONA, 
THE UNIVERSOY OF 

Human Subjects Protection Program 
http://vpr2.admin.arizona.edu/humi 

11 July 2002 

1 Program 
.edu/human_subject3 

TUCSON ARIZONA 

1350 N. Vine Avenue 
P.O. Box 243137 
Tucson, AZ 85724-5137 
(520) 626-6721 

Patricia Campie, Ph.D. Candidate 
Advisor: Keith Provan, Ph.D. 
Public Administration and Policy 
PO BOX 210108 

RE; BSC B02.142 A FOLLOW-UP IbTVESTIGATION OF THE PROPOSED LINK 
BETWEEN PERCEIVED OPPORTUNITY AND LEVELS OF SELF-CONTROL 

Dear Ms. Campie: 

We received your research proposal as cited above. The procedures to be followed in this study 
pose no more than minimal risk to participating subjects. Regulations issued by the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services [45 CFR Part 46.110(b)] authorize approval of this 
type project through the expedited review procedures, with the condition(s) that subjects' 
anonymity be maintained. Although full Committee review is not required, a brief summary of 
the project procedures is submitted to the Committee for their endorsement and/or comment, if 
any, after administrative approval is granted. This project is approved effective 11 July 2002 for 
a period of one year. Note; Site authorization for each site must be obtained and submitted 
prior to accrual of subjects at that site. 

The Human Subjects Committee (Institutional Review Board) of the University of Arizona has a 
current assurance of compliance, number M-1233, which is on file with the Department of 
Health and Human Services and covers this activity. 

Approval is granted with the understanding that no further changes or additions will be made 
either to the procedures followed or to the consent form(s) used (copies of which we have on 
file) without the knowledge and approval of the Human Subjects Committee and your College or 
Departmental Review Committee. Any research related physical or psychological harm to any 
subject must also be reported to each committee. 

A university policy requires that all signed subject consent forms be kept in a permanent file in 
an area designated for that purpose by the Department Head or comparable authority. This will 
assure their accessibility in the event that university officials require the information and the 

J principal investigator is tmavailable for some reason. 

Sip^fely yours 

Theodore J. Giattke, Ph.D. Theodore J. Giattke, Ph.D. 
Chair 
Social and Behavioral Sciences Human Subjects Coinmittee 

TJG:tl 
cc: Departmental/College Review Committee 
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Parental Consent Form 

APPflOVED BY UNIVEfiSrrY OF 
THIS STAMP MUST APPEAR ON ALL 
^UWEOTS USED TO CONSENT SUBJECTS 
DATE EXPIRAT10N:_ajilî 3. 

A Follow Up Investigation of the Proposed Link Between 
Perceived Opportunity and Levels of Self-Controi 

I AM BHNG ASKED TO READ THE FOLLOWING MATERIAL TO ENSURE THAT I AM INFORMED OF THE NATURE OF THIS 
RESEARCH STUDY AND OF HOW MY CHILD WILL PARTIQPATE IN IT, IF I CONSENT FOR HIM/HER TO DO SO. SIGNING THIS 
FORM WILL INDICATE THAT I HAVE BEEN SO INFORMED AND THAT I GIVE MY CONSENT. FEDERAL REGUUTIONS REQUIRE 
WRITTEN INFORMED CONSENT PRIOR TO MY CHILD'S PARTIQPATION IN THIS RESEARCH STUDY SO THAT I CAN KNOW THE 
NATURE AND RISKS OF PARTIQPATION AND CAN DEQDE TO AaOW HIM/HER TO PARTiaPATE OR NOT PARTiaPATE IN A 
FREE AND INFORMED MANNER. 

My child is being invited to participate voluntarily in a career shadowing field trip that will include participation in a 
decisionmaking experiment at the University of Arizona Decision Lab. The purpose of the decisionmaking experiment 
is to leam more about the way children make choices about the opportunities available to them. My child is being 
invited to participate because he/she is in the age range where this type of decisionmaking is well established, and is 
attending a general education or charter school program. If I allow my child to participate he/she will be assigned to 

: a computer station and be asked to complete 5 short exercises that are not dependent on intelligence, talent or 
experience. The computer program will also ask each child about demographic information including family size, 

^ gender, and ethnicity. There are no identifiable risks associated with my child's participation in this experiment. The 
single benefit from participating will be the experience of seeing how social science research is conducted as part of 
the job shadowing field trip. My child's name will never be associated with this research in any way. The computer 
program will randomly assign a number to each participant based on the computer they are on and the time when 
they are using the computer. My child will receive compensation for participating in this research, ranging from one 
to five dollars. There is no cost to participate, other than time spent at the site, and my child may refuse to answer 
any question or withdraw from the study at any time. 

I can obtain further information from the principal investigator Patricia E. Camoie. M.P.A. at 520-626-3290. If I have 
questions concerning my rights as a research subject, I may call the Human Subjects Committee office at 520-625-

BEFORE GIVING CONSENT BY SIGNING THIS FORM, THE METHODS, INCONVENIENCES, RISKS AND BENEFTTS HAVE BEEN 
EXPLAINED TO ME AND MY QUESHONS HAVE BEEN ANSWERED. I MAY ASK QUESnONS AT ANY TIME AND I Al*1 FREE TO 
WITHDRAW MY CHILD FROM THE PROJECT AT ANY TIME WITHOUT CAUSING BAD FEEUNGS. MY CHILD'S PARTIQPATION IN 
THIS PROJECT MAY BE ENDED BY THE INVESTIGATOR FOR REASONS THAT WOULD BE EXPLAINED. NEW INFORMATION 
DEVELOPED DURING THE COURSE OF THIS STUDY WHICH MAY AFFECT MY WILUNGNESS FOR MY CHILD TO CONTINUE IN 
THIS RESEARCH PROJECT WILL BE GIVEN TO ME AS IT BECOMES AVAILABLE. THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE FILED IN AN AREA 
DESIGNATED BY THE HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE WITH ACCESS RESTRICTED TO THE PRINQPALINVESHGATOR, Patrida E. 
Campie. M.P.A. OR AUTHORIZED REPRESENTATIVE OF THE SCHOOL OF PUBLIC AOMINISTRATTON AND POLICY. I DO NOT GIVE 
UP ANY OF MY, OR MY CHILD'S, LEGAL RIGHTS BY SIGNING THIS FORM. A COPY OF THIS SIGNED CONSENT FORM WILL BE 
GIVEN TO ME. 

Investigator's Affidavit 
I have carefully explained to the subject the nature of the above project. I hereby certify that to the best of my 
knowledge the person who is signing this form understands cleariy the nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved 
in his/her child's participation and his/her signature is legally valid. A medical problem or language or educational 
barrier has not precluded this understanding. 

6721. 

Name of Child Date 

Parent/Legal Guardian Date 

Signature of Investigator Date 



APPROVED BY UNIVERSITY OF A2 IRS 
THIS STAMP MUST APPEAR ON AU 
DCCUME  ̂USED TO CONSENT SUBJECTS 
DATE EXPIHATIQN^^/  n '  

, MINOR'S ASSENT FORM 

Your mother/father/guardian told me it was ol<ay for you to participate in this job shadowing 
field trip. Tfie field trip will teach you a little bit about how scientists study human behavior. 
You will be asl<ed to complete some computer exercises as part of the field trip. We are 
trying to learn more about the way kids choose the things they want. You don't need to be 
super smart, really talented, or special in any particular way to be a part of today's 
activities. You may refuse to answer any questions or withdraw from the study at any time. 
Do you understand? Is this okay with you? • 

Subject's Name and Signature 

Signature of Investigator Date 
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