Social Control Theory and Life Course – Developmental Theories
Part II – Life Course and Developmental Theories

Learning Objectives 

1. Identify who developed interactional theory, and identify the earlier sociological theories that interactional theory is rooted in
2. Identify the various other theories that form part of interactional theory
3. Explain why the author of interactional theory says that social control theory and social learning theory are “unidirectional,” rather than reciprocal, and why he says that both are “non-developmental theories”
4. Explain the role of social class in interactional theory, and why different positions in the class structure may lead to different life trajectories
5. Explain what the terms “reciprocal casual loop” and “life-course-developmental theory” refer to, and why interactional theory and turning points theory are considered to be life course-developmental theories
6. Identify who developed turning points theory and identify the earlier sociological theories that turning points theory is rooted in
7. Explain the terms “trajectories,” transitions,” and “turning points,” and why they are relevant to delinquency and criminality over the life course
8. Explain what the term “social capital” refers to and why the acquisitions of social capital is thought to act as a source of informal social control
9. Explain why both interactional theory and turning points theory say that social bonds and criminality are dynamic (rather than stable) over the life course
10. Explain why interactional theory and turning points theory would both be considered contemporary versions of social control theory
Thornberry’s Interactional Theory
· Thornberry’s interactional theory is rooted in Durkheimian notions of social control, social bonds and social constraints
· Also a “life course” or “developmental” theory, in that it examines how social bonds change as individuals transition through life stages of childhood, adolescence, young adulthood and adulthood
· Interactional theory could be characterized as an “integrated theory” because it employs elements of social bond theory, social learning theory, anomie-strain theory and social disorganization theory

Differing Assumptions

Social Control Theory
· Assumes there is widespread motivation to engage in criminal behavior or deviant behavior
· Says that most individuals would engage in such behavior if social controls were not in place to prevent them

Social Learning Theory
· Assumes that widespread motivation to engage in criminal or deviant behavior does not exist
· Says that nonconforming behavior must be learned in much the same manner that conforming behavior is learned
Thornberry’s Criticisms
· Social control theory and social learning theory are unindirectional, rather than reciprocal
· The cause-effect relationships go in one directions – weakened social controls or the learning of criminal behavior cause crime
· Both theories are “non-developmenta” – they are concerned primarily with the type of “delinquency” that occurs during mid-adolescence
· Neither theory adequately takes into considerartion the effects of the social structure on crime and deviance
Social Control and Social Learning
· Thornberry uses three of the main elements of Travis Hirschi’s social bond theory – attachment to parents, commitment to school, and belief in conventional values
· Thornberry also employs major components of differential association theory and/or social learning theory – e.g., the interaction with “delinquent peers”, the learning of “delinquent values” and the reinforcement of “delinquent behavior”
Interactional Theory at Work
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Changing Social Bonds
· Children more attached to (influenced or controlled by) parents and school teachers  
· Teenagers more attached to (influenced by) their teenage peers 
· Adults more attached and committed to employers, spouses, and children 
Social Structure and Social Class
· Members of lower class more likelt to have experienced family disruption, poverty, exposure to higher rates of crime and delinquency (less bonded to conventional society; more likely to end up on life course trajectory toward delinquency and criminality)
· Lower working class youth somewhere in between lower class and middle class in attachments to parents and teachers, commitment to school, belief in conventional values (life course trajectory more difficult to predict than trajectories for lower and middle class youth)
· Middle class youth come from more economically stable backgrounds, have brighter future prospects, tend to be more conforming and social bonded (less likely to end up on life course trajectory toward delinquency and criminality)
Laub and Sampson’s Turning Points Theory
· Similar to Terence Thornberry’s interactional theory
· Both theories talk about “reciprocal” casual paths, where weakened social bonds contribute to delinquency and delinquency in turn contributes to weakened social bonds
· Both rooted in Durkheimian tradition, and in Travis Hirschi’s social bond theory
The Stability of Crime
· Laub and Sampson argue that crime is not necessarily stable over the life course
· They say that social bonds and informal controls can change for the better over time
· Many individuals who appear to have embarked upon inevitable pathway toward criminality veer off and become “normal”, law abiding adults
Trajectories, Transitions, and Turning Points
· Trajectories – the life pathways that individuals are on
· Transitions – changes in status, e.g., graduating from high school, getting married, finding a first job
· Turning points – changes in life pathways that result from transitions
Social Capital
· In “Turning Points in the Life Course”, Laub and Sampson discuss attachment, commitment and social bonds
· Laub and Sampson redefine the development of prosocial adults bonds as the acquisition of “social capital”
· Social capital = the social resources that individuals have available to them – their social relationships, neighborhood networks, the degree of social support which they receive from family, friends and employers
· As they reach adulthood, many individuals enter into good, stable marriages, and develop a strong sense of attachment and commitment to their partners (and to their children, if they have any)
· Many find well-paying, stable jobs, where they develop ties to (and have respect for) their employer and workplace colleagues
· Through this process, they make a social investment in their future, whilst simultaneously acquiring social capital
Social Capital and Social Control
· Once individuals have acquired social capital, they are reluctant to risk it by engaging in criminal activity
· Going to prison or getting a criminal record can lead to break-up of a marriage, or to loss of employment
· Individuals who might have been on pathway to prison suddenly find they have something to lose if they continue in that direction
· Sampson and Laub say that social capital act as a new source of informal social control and helps to explain why majority of young offenders do not go on to become adult offenders 

Two Trajectories with Differing Outcomes
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TRUE – Terence Thornberry’s interactional theory and Laub and Sampson’s turning points theory are in general agreement with each other when it comes to the importance of attachment and commitment (i.e., social bonds)

FALSE - Terence Thornberry argues that social control theory and social learning theory are both multi-directional, reciprocal, life course theories

TRUE - Laub and Sampson’s turning points theory is rooted in Durkheimian notions of social bonds and Travis Hirschi’s social bond theory 

FALSE - According to Laub and Sampson, “social capital” is equivalent to human capital, financial capital and social bonds

TRUE - Terence Thornberry’s interactional theory blends elements of Travis Hirschi’s social bond theory and Ronald Aker’s social learning 

FALSE - According to Laub and Sampson, criminality is stable over the life course- most delinquent teens go on become adult criminals

FALSE - Terence Thornberry argues that delinquency is the end product of transitions and turning points

TRUE - Laub and Sampson say that the acquisition of social capital may act as a new source of informal social control 

Transition – from Laub and Sampson’s turning points theory. Transition are changes in status, for example, graduating from high school, moving from adolescence into adulthood, going from being single to being married, or finding a first job. These transitions may lead to turning points, where the pathway comes to a fork in the road. If the individual chooses the right fork in the road, then he or she may be deflected away from a lifetime of crime. They end up making a social investment in their future, whilst simultaneously acquiring social capital

Life course-developmental theories – theories that examine changes in the propensity for delinquency and criminality as individuals transition through the life stages of childhood, adolescence, young adulthood and adulthood. Such teories view crime and delinquency as a part of reciprocal casual loops, where the variables interact with and influence each other over the life course. Terence Thornberry’s interactional theory and Laub and Sampson’s turning points theory are both developmental-life course theories.

Toward an interactional theory of deviance – title of an article by Terence Thornberry. Includes elements of Travis Hirschi’s social control theory, Ronald Akers’ social learning theory, Chicago School social disorganization theory, and Durkheim’s notion of the social bond. Thornberry argues that weakened attachment to parents, lack of commitment to school and weakened belief in conventional values can lead to increased interaction with delinquent peers, the learning of delinquent values and involvement in delinquent behavior. On the other hand, interaction with delinquent peers, the learning of delinquent values and involvement in delinquent can lead to weakened attachment to parents, lack of commitment to school and weakened belief in conventional values. In other words, delinquency is not merely an end product of the social environment and social institutions; rather delinquency in turn influences the social environment and strength (or weakness) of social institutions

Attachment, commitment and belief – three of the four elements of Travis Hirschi’s social bond theory (the other element is involvement). Attachment refers to the attachment of the individuals to others – to parents, school teachers and other significant role models. Commitment means commitment to conventional activities, such as getting good grades at school, obtaining a higher level of education, finding a good job or career and maintaining a good reputation. Belief refers to belief in the law and conventional normal and respect for authority. Terrence Thornberry uses attachment, commitment and belief in his interactional theory. Laub and Sampson use attachment and commitment in their turning points theory. 

Turning points theory – By Laub and Sampson. A life course-developmental theory, rooted in Emile Durkheim’s conception of the social bond and Travis Hirschi’s social control theory. Laub and Sampson (like Thornberry) argue that crime is not necessarily stable over the life course. They say that social bonds (attachments and commitments) and informal social controls (from family, employers and significant others) can change for the better over time, and that as a consequence, many individuals who appear to have embarked upon an inevitable pathway toward criminality veer off and become “normal,” law-abiding adults.

Social Capital – In their turning points theory, Laub and Sampson talk about attachment and commitment, two of the our components of Travis Hirschi’s social bond theory. However, Laub and Sampson redefine the development of prosocial adult bonds (attachments and commitments) as the acquisition of “social capital.” Social capital refers to the social resources that individuals have available to them – their social relationships, neighborhood networks, and the degree of social support, which they receive, from family, friends and employers. Once individuals have acquired social capital like this, they are reluctant to risk it by engaging in criminal activity. Going to prison or getting a criminal record can lead to the break-up of a marriage, or to the loss of employment. 

Trajectories – from Laub and Sampson’s turning points theory. Trajectories are the life pathways that individuals are on. These pathways may go in various different directions. If an individual was skipping out of school and shoplifting during childhood, failing high school and engaging in serious delinquency (e.g., gang fighting, breaking into houses, selling drugs, etc.) as a teenager, we might say that he or she appeared to be on a pathway (or trajectory) toward a life time of criminality. On the other hand, if an individual always interacted well with other children, did not skip our of school, did homework, graduated from high school or university with good grades, got married, god a job, and avoided with the law, we might say that he or she was on a pathway toward social success and conformity with social conventions. 

Reciprocal causal loop – the opposite of a cause-effect relationship that goes in only one direction (e.g., weakened social bonds causes crime). A reciprocal causal loop (such as the one employed in Thornberry’s interactional theory) would point out that weakened social bonds can lead to the learning of delinquent behavior, and that the learning of delinquent behavior can lead to a further weakening of social bonds. A weakened belief in conventional values can lead to the learning of delinquent values, which can in turn lead to further weakening of belief in conventional values. 
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[bookmark: _GoBack][image: ]
image5.png
Qu

on 3

Laub and Sampson's tuming points theory is rooted in:

a. Durkheimian notions of social bonds and social control
b. Travis Hirschi's social bond theory

c. John Braithwaite's reintegrative shaming theory

d. All of the above

® e."a" and "b" only
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Question 4

According to Laub and Sampson, "social capital" is equivalent to:

a. The economic assets—e.g., money and property—that individu
acquire over the course of their lives

b. The sum of human capital and financial capital

c. Attachments and commitments (social bonds)

© d. The time that individuals have available to invest in their social
relationships

€. The sum of human capital, financial capital and social bonds
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When it comes to social capital and social control, Laub and Sampson say that:

a. The relationship between social capital and social control was vastly
overstated by Terence Thornberry in his article on interactional theory

b. Getting a criminal record and going to prison can actually lead to the
acquisition of social capital, and ultimately, to greater social control

c. The acquisition of social capital may act as a new source of informal
social control

d. There is no relationship between social capital and social controlthe
two concepts have entirely different starting points, and entirely different
assumptions about what motivates criminal behavior

© e. None of the above
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Delinquency is not merely an end product of the social environment
and social institutions; rather, delinquency in turn influences the
social environment and the strength (or weakness) of social institutions
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Question 1 0.2pts

Terence Thomberry's interactional theory and Laub and Sampson's tuming points
theory are:

a. Fundamentally incompatible with each other, because one is rooted
primarily in Marxist thinking, whereas the other is rooted primarily in
Durkheimian thinking

b. In disagreement with each other when it comes to the importance of
attachment and commitment (i.e., social bonds)

c. In disagreement with each other when it comes to the variability or
stability of crime over the life course

® d. Similar to each other, in that they both talk about social bonds and
reciprocal causal paths

e. None of the above
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Question 2 0.2pts.

Terence Thomberry's interactional theory is rooted in:

© a. Durkheimian notions of social bonds and social control
© b. Travis Hirschi's social bond theory

© c. Ronald Akers' social learning theory

© d. All of the above

© e. None of the above
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