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Abstract. According to Gottfredson and Hirschi and their general theory of crime (1990), self-control – defined as
the degree to which individuals are vulnerable to temptation – is a relatively stable, universal trait that accounts for
individual differences in criminal, deviant, and reckless behavior. Self-control is said to develop in early childhood,
while the family is still the most important socializing agent. Thus, the absence of self-control and subsequent deviant
activity are a result of familial factors. Using a large, nation-wide sample of Canadian children, this study examines
the effect of parenting on children’s self-control while considering the role of such factors as parental composition and
household size. Analyses reveal that self-control varies by family structure, whereby children living with two biological parents report higher levels of self-control than children in reconstituted and single parent families. However,
this relationship is offset, in part, by parental monitoring. Overall, regardless of family structure, it is evident that a
nurturing, accepting family environment is positively associated with self-control.
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Introduction
Gottfredson and Hirschi’s assertion that their general
theory of crime explains “all crime, at all times and, for
that matter, many forms of behavior that are not sanctioned by the state” (1990:117) has proven to be one of
the most controversial claims made by criminologists in
recent years. According to Gottfredson and Hirschi, selfcontrol, defined as the degree to which individuals are
vulnerable to temptation, is a relatively stable, universal
trait that accounts for individual-level differences in criminal, deviant, and reckless behavior. Indeed, they use the
term synonymously with criminality, or the propensity to
commit crime, giving an indication of how large the role
of self-control is thought to play in the commission of
criminal acts. Later, they soften their assertions about the
primacy of self-control; age, gender, and race are also said
to be important determinants of criminal activity (Hirschi
and Gottfredson, 1995). Nevertheless, self-control is
thought to be the primary social characteristic that leads
to crime and delinquency. To be sure, Gottfredson and
Hirschi express in no uncertain terms, low self-control is
“the individual-level cause of crime” (1990:232).
Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) argue that their
theory of crime is general in that it accounts for a multi-

tude of criminal and noncriminal behaviors that transcend
cultural boundaries. They define crime as any act of
“force or fraud undertaken in the pursuit of self-interest”
(1990:15). Crime, then, is not restricted by definition to
those activities that violate the laws of a particular society
at a particular point in time. The authors contend that,
because their definition of crime does not follow cultural,
behavioral, or legalistic guidelines, the general theory is
valid across time and space. That is, low self-control is
the primary cause of all types of crime and deviance, at
all times and in all cultures. Furthermore, self-control
is said to develop in early childhood, while the family is
still the most important socializing agent. The absence
of self-control, the authors contend, is therefore a result
of familial factors. It is this aspect of the general theory
that is the focus of the present investigation. While the
contention that low self-control leads to criminal and
analogous acts has received much empirical attention, the
claim that the family is the source of low self-control has
to date been of less interest to criminology researchers.
As will be discussed in further detail, research that has
sought to test this latter proposition is contradictory and
offers only a modest degree of support for the general
theory.

Family Structure and Parental Behavior
Self-Control
Central to the general theory of crime is the assumption that humans have an innate tendency to seek immediate gratification of desires. The sense of urgency to satisfy
such desires, however, varies across individuals; that is to
say, some individuals are better able to delay gratification than others. According to Gottfredson and Hirschi,
those who are especially sensitive to immediate pleasure
are more likely to engage in crime than others, despite
its apparent long-term negative consequences, because of
the “immediate, easy, and short-term pleasure” that crime
offers (1990:41). The authors label the trait responsible
for the variation in the likelihood of engaging in criminal
acts “self-control.” Those high in self-control are better
equipped to resist criminal impulses, while those with
lower levels of self-control are more likely to succumb
to temptation in order to attain the immediate pleasures
associated with crime. Criminal behavior, however, does
not stem solely from the absence of self-control. An additional, interrelated factor that influences criminal behavior
is the degree of opportunity available to the actor. It is the
interaction of low self-control with opportunity that leads
individuals to commit crime: only those individuals who
lack self-control and are presented with opportunities to
commit crime will do so. Nevertheless, Gottfredson and
Hirschi point out that, because opportunities to engage
in criminal activity are generally abundant, crime commission arises first and foremost from the absence of
self-control. As such, self-control should be considered
prior to situational factors when examining the causes of
criminal behavior.
Gottfredson and Hirschi’s general theory suggests
that people lacking in self-control tend to (a) be shortsighted, with little interest in long-term pursuits; (b) enjoy exciting, risky, and adventurous activities; (c) have an
impulsive, “here and now” orientation; (d) favor physical
activities as opposed to cognitive ones; (e) be insensitive
or indifferent to the needs of others; and (f) prefer to settle
disputes through physical means rather than verbally
(1990:89-91). These six dimensions are not separate
indicators of self-control, but rather, these traits will tend
to be found in the same people (Arneklev et al., 1999;
Grasmick et al., 1993; Longshore, 1996; Polakowski,
1994). It is important to note, however, that these traits
are not themselves motivators of crime; rather, they inhibit
the individual’s ability to foresee the consequences of his
or her actions. The long-term negative consequences of
participating in crime do not negate its obvious benefits
for the impulsive, short sighted, adventurous individual,
thereby removing any barriers that may have prevented
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the actor from committing crime.
Self-control, Gottfredson and Hirschi contend, develops early in childhood and remains highly stable over the
life course. Because humans are inherently selfish with
a propensity to seek pleasure and avoid pain, self-control
will only develop if there is an effort, whether conscious
or not, to teach it. Children must therefore learn selfcontrol, and the burden of its teaching falls primarily on
the shoulders of the family. The general theory asserts
that three conditions are necessary in order for a child
to develop self-control: Parents must monitor the child’s
behavior, identify deviant behavior when it occurs, and
correct or punish such behavior. Underlying each of
these components is parental affection, for a parent who
cares for the child will tend to watch the child and correct
inappropriate behavior when it occurs (Hirschi, 1995).
The stronger the parent-child bond, the more likely this
will happen. Conversely, the weaker the bond, the less
motivated the parent will be to nurture the child.
Gottfredson and Hirschi’s emphasis on the importance of parenting to the development of self-control
among children is consistent with Baumrind’s influential
theory of authoritative parenting (1966, 1991, 1996). The
crux of Baumrind’s theory is that demanding and responsive parenting is crucial to positive child outcomes. The
former refers to supervision, discipline, and a willingness
to confront the child who disobeys, while the latter has
to do with being supportive, attuned, and agreeable to
children’s needs (1991). Baumrind contends that children with demanding and responsive (i.e., authoritative)
parents will be more socially competent, and hence have
higher self-control, than children whose parents are lacking one or both of these parenting styles.
Nonetheless, a parent who cares for and disciplines
his or her child may be insufficient for instilling selfcontrol. Barriers can arise which may hinder the parent’s
ability to satisfy the conditions for effective child-rearing.
The general theory focuses specifically on two structural
factors that have well documented effects on delinquency: family size and family structure (Gottfredson and
Hirschi, 1990; Hirschi, 1994; 1995). With respect to the
former, Gottfredson and Hirschi argue that that “one of
the most consistent findings of delinquency research is
that the larger the number of children in the family, the
greater the likelihood each of them will be delinquent”
(1990:102; see also, Sampson and Laub, 1993). In order
to account for such findings, the general theory makes
two claims. First, the more children there are in the family, the less time, energy, and financial resources parents
will have to devote to each individual child. They will be
less able to directly or indirectly supervise each child’s
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behavior and subsequently punish deviant behavior when
it occurs. Hirschi (1994) later added that family size is itself an indicator of parental self-control. In brief, parents
low in self-control will pass this characteristic on to their
offspring via their inability or unwillingness to fulfill all
of the conditions necessary for adequate socialization.
In terms of family structure and its impact on deviance, Hirschi (1994) contends that it is better to have two
parents than one. The single parent must invest a good
deal of time and energy into parenting practices that are, at
least in part, shared by the two-parent family. The single
parent therefore faces special challenges when it comes to
child rearing. Without the assistance of a second parent or
guardian, and perhaps without social support, the single
parent must engage in the same practices as any other
to raise the child effectively. The single parent too must
supervise children and respond to problematic behavior.
The higher rate of delinquency documented among children from single-parent households as compared to intact
households (Cookston, 1999; Lipman et al., 1996; Rankin
and Kern, 1994) suggests that it may be more difficult
for single-parents to meet the requirements necessary to
instill self-control within their children (Gottfredson and
Hirschi, 1990; Hirschi, 1994).
While two parents in the household, whether biological or step, make monitoring and discipline easier than for
single-parents, reconstituted families face a different set
of problems. Stepparents may not be as closely bonded
to the child as a natural parent (see, for example, White,
1999), thereby reducing the likelihood that the stepparent
will be motivated to adequately socialize the child. In
their influential work, Homicide, Daly and Wilson (1988)
hypothesized that children living with non-genetic parents
are at a higher risk of being killed by a parent than are children living with biological parents because stepparents
are less motivated care to for their children. The presence
of a stepparent may therefore increase the likelihood that
children will be exposed to a hostile or indifferent family environment. Although much research indicates that
children from single-parent and reconstituted families
participate more frequently in delinquent activities than
do children from intact families (Cookston, 1999; Gove
and Crutchfield, 1982; Hoffman, 2001; Pierret, 2001;
Rankin, 1983; Rankin and Kern, 1994; Wells and Rankin,
1991), Demuth and Brown (2004) recently revealed that
family factors such as parental closeness, involvement,
supervision, and monitoring attenuate the effects of family structure on delinquency. Their study, however, did
not contain any measures of self-control.

Self-Control and Deviant Behavior
It is hardly a surprise that the ambitious claims
made by Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) have made the
general theory of crime a target of much theoretical and
empirical criticism (Akers, 1991; Entner Wright et al.,
1999; Geis, 2000; Greenberg et al., 2002; Marenin and
Reisig, 1995; Miller and Burack, 1993). An impressive
amount of research has emerged that has tested the core
propositions of the theory, the bulk of which has focused
on Gottfredson and Hirschi’s contention that individuals
lacking in self-control will engage in crime and analogous
acts at higher rates than those who possess greater levels
of self-control. Despite criticisms, findings have generally been supportive of the theory. In their meta-analysis,
Pratt and Cullen (2000) summarized the results of 21
empirical studies in order to determine the aggregated
effect of self-control on crime. Results of their analysis
provided strong empirical support for the general theory,
finding that low self-control has a statistically significant
mean effect size of .27. The authors concluded that low
self-control is “one of the strongest known correlates of
crime. . . . [F]uture research that omits self-control from
its empirical analysis risks being misspecified” (p. 952).
Researchers have consistently documented a significant negative association between both attitudinal
and behavioral measures of self-control and crime among
adults and adolescents (Brownfield and Sorenson, 1993;
Burton et al., 1999; Evans et al., 1997; LaGrange and
Silverman, 1999; Nakhaie et al., 2000; Paternoster and
Brame, 1998). More specifically, significant negative relationships have been found to exist between self-control
and “imprudent” behaviors, such as smoking, drinking,
gambling, and speeding (Arneklev et al., 1993; Burton
et al., 1999), drinking and driving (Keane et al., 1993),
adolescent drug use (Sorenson and Brownfield, 1995;
Wood et al., 1993), accidents (Junger and Tremblay,
1999; Pulkkinen and Hamainen, 1995; Tremblay et al.,
1995), class cutting among university students (Gibbs
and Giever, 1995), childhood aggression and misconduct
(Brannigan et al., 2002), white collar crime (Benson and
Moore, 1992), relationship violence (Sellers, 1999), and
intentions to deviate (Piquero and Tibbetts, 1996).
Despite considerable research attention, many of the
key propositions of the general theory are empirically underdeveloped. Gottfredson and Hirschi’s contentions surrounding the stability and dimensionality of self-control,
the role opportunity plays in the commission of criminal
acts, offender versatility, and the source of self-control
have received much less attention. Ambiguity persists
concerning the resistance of self-control to change in
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later life (Arneklev et al., 1999; Tittle and Grasmick,
1998; Tittle et al., 2003), whether the six elements of
self-control form a unidimensional or a multidimensional
construct (Grasmick et al., 1993; Longshore et al., 1996;
Piquero and Rosay,1998; Piquero et al., 2000; Vazsonyi
et al., 2001, and Wood et al., 1993), the proposed interaction between opportunity and self-control (Burton et
al., 1998; LaGrange and Silverman, 1999; Longshore,
1998), and whether those with low levels of self-control
will tend to avoid specializing in any particular criminal
or analogous behavior (Benson and Moore, 1992; Forde
and Kennedy, 1997; Gibbs and Geiver, 1995; Gibbs et
al., 1998; Junger et al., 2001; Longshore et al.,1996;
Paternoster and Simpson, 1996; Piquero and Tibbetts,
1996; Polakowski, 1994; Pratt and Cullen, 2000; Sorenson
and Brownfield, 1995). Furthermore, only a handful of
studies have been conducted that examine parenting as
the main source of self-control (Cochran et al., 1998;
Feldman and Weinberger, 1994; Gibbs et al., 1998; Hay,
2001; Polakowski, 1994).
The significance of parental attachment to selfcontrol, and parental monitoring and discipline to selfcontrol has been noted by some (Cochran et al., 1998;
Gibbs et al., 1998; Hay, 2001; Polawaski, 1994). On
the other hand, Feldman and Weinberger (1994) found
little relationship between parenting practices and
adolescent boys’ self-restraint. Although these studies
make important contributions by focusing attention on
parenting practices and self-control, they also have some
limitations. Each of the studies had fairly small sample
sizes, ranging from 81 to 448 participants, with limited
geographic coverage. Further, three of the five studies
used nonrandom, convenience samples (Cochran et al.,
1998; Gibbs et al., 1998; Hay, 2001), two of which consisted of undergraduate students who should be expected
to have fairly high levels of self-control. In four of the
five studies, the researchers did not include all of the necessary conditions for effective parenting as stipulated by
the general theory. Two did not use measures of parental
affection for the child (Gibbs et al., 1998; Polakowski,
1994), and only one (Cochran et al., 1998) included a
measure for the recognition of inappropriate behavior.
Finally, Feldman and Weinberger’s (1994) research was
not a direct test of the general theory and therefore did
not attempt to operationalize Gottfredson and Hirschi’s
definitions of self-control and parental effectiveness.
Overall, the literature provides a modest degree of
support for the core propositions of the general theory,
though the results are not unequivocal. In terms of the
impact of parental effectiveness on self-control, the relative shortage of research, the limitations of existing stud-
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ies, and the inconsistent results warrant further empirical
examination. Following the suggestion of Paternoster
and Brame (1998:661-662) that researchers should investigate not only the consequences of low self-control but
also its causes, the present study aims to contribute to the
current body of research in ways that differ from previous approaches. Using a large, nation-wide sample of
Canadian children, we examined the effect of parenting
on children’s self-control while taking into consideration
family size and parental composition. Based on the propositions of the general theory, the following hypotheses
were tested:
Hypothesis 1: Factors representing effective parenting
practices should have a significant and positive
impact on children’s self-control, while measures of
ineffective parenting should be negatively correlated
with self-control. This finding should hold across
gender and family structure.
Hypothesis 2: Levels of self-control should vary
according to gender and family type. Females and
children from intact families should demonstrate the
highest degree of self-control. Males and children
from single-parent and step-families should have
lower levels of self-control.
Hypothesis 3: Factors previously determined to be
significantly related to delinquent or deviant behavior,
such as family type, family size, and socio-economic
status, should have a negligible impact on self-control
when controlling for parental effectiveness.
Data and Methods
The data are from the National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth (NLSCY), Cycles 1 and
3. Conducted by Statistics Canada, the NLSCY was
designed to measure the development and well-being of
Canadian children as they grow from infancy through to
adulthood with the goal of helping policy makers create
effective programs for children at risk. Information was
gathered from parents, teachers, and children concerning
various social, biological, and economic characteristics.
The first cycle was conducted in 1994-1995; since then,
four additional waves have been released. Waves one,
two and three are currently available for public use; data
from waves one and three were included in the present
analysis.1
Data from 13,439 households were collected at
wave one from a variety of respondents using different
data collection techniques. Basic demographic informa-
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tion about each household member was obtained from
a knowledgeable household member. Once completed,
one child aged 0 to 11 years living in the household was
randomly selected and the person most knowledgeable
(PMK) about that child was then asked to complete a set of
three questionnaires: the Parent Questionnaire, the Child
Questionnaire, and the General Questionnaire. Additional
children belonging to the same economic family were
then chosen at random and the Child Questionnaire was
completed by the PMK for each child. In 91.8 percent of
the cases, the PMK was the child’s mother.
The present study also utilized self-reported data collected at wave three from children aged 10 to 15, which
was collected four years after the initial survey. The
use of self-reported survey data is consistent with previous research on the general theory (Evans et al., 1997;
Grasmick et al., 1993; LaGrange and Silverman, 1999).
Further, given the objectives of this study, it was decided
that self-reported data would be more informative than
data collected from the PMK, particularly for the parenting variables. Take, for instance, the previously discussed
relationship between parental supervision and delinquent
behavior. Where the parent might state that he or she is
not always aware of his or her child’s whereabouts, the
child might believe that the parent does in fact monitor
his or her behavior at all times. As a result, the child may
take care not to engage in activities that could result in
disapproval or punishment. In this case, using parentreported data on child supervision would generate very
different results than data collected from the child. The
child’s awareness of parenting and parent-child relations
was thus determined to be more relevant to this research,
for any behavioral responses associated with particular
parenting practices would necessarily rely on how the
child perceives or internalizes those practices (Hirschi,
1969; Webb, Bray, Getz, and Adams, 2002). For the sake
of consistency, self-reported data were used whenever
possible.
Self-reported data at wave three were collected only
from respondents aged 10 to 15. In total, 5,539 participants aged 10 to 15 were included in the NLSCY sample.
Of this subsample, 2,663 were males (48.1%) and 2,876
were females (51.9%). Elimination of missing cases using listwise deletion resulted in a working sample size
for this study of 3,927. In order to derive meaningful
estimates, survey weights provided in the public data file
were used. Weights were normalized to return the sample
to its original size.

Dependent Variable
The dependent variable, self-control, was measured
using a 17-point self-report hyperactivity/inattention
scale constructed by Statistics Canada using items drawn
from the Ontario Child Health Study and the Montreal
Longitudinal Survey. In previous research, Brannigan
and colleagues (2002) used a parent-report version of
the same scale as an indicator of self-control and we
agree with the authors that it is a good approximation
of the construct as outlined by Gottfredson and Hirschi.
Children were asked to respond to a series of eight statements having to do with such behaviors as impulsivity,
distractibility, and inattention (Cronbach’s alpha = .75).
Possible responses included 1 = never or not true, 2 =
sometimes or somewhat true, and 3 = often or very true
(scale items are presented in Appendix A). For the purposes of the present study, the variable was coded such
that the higher the score on the scale, the higher the level
of self-control.
Independent Variables
The NLSCY contains several questions that comprise
a scale intended to measure children’s perceptions of the
parent-child relationship and parental supervision. The
scale was developed by Lempers et al. (1989) and was
previously used in the Western Australia Child Health
Survey. Participants’ were asked to respond to a total of
17 Likert-type statements designed to assess whether the
respondents’ parents behaved in punitive, nurturing, and/
or consistent ways. Possible responses ranged from one
(never) to four (very often). A factor analysis conducted
by Statistics Canada revealed three factors: parental nurturance, parental rejection (or negligence), and parental
monitoring (see Appendix A for scale items). The scales
consist of items that correspond to the parenting practices
identified by Gottfredson and Hirschi as necessary for the
development of self-control and all three were included
in the present analysis. The scales can also be seen as
reflecting elements of direct and indirect parental control
(Demuth and Brown, 2004; Nye, 1958). Parental nurturance was a 29-point scale consisting of five items that
measured the amount of affection the parent shows the
child, including how often parents smile at and praise the
child, and whether the child feels appreciated (Cronbach’s
alpha = .88). Higher scores indicate higher degrees of
nurturance. This scale was included in the present analysis as an indicator of parental affection.
Parents’ supervision and recognition of inappropriate
behavior were measured using the parental monitoring
scale (Cronbach’s alpha = .57). Parental monitoring was
a 21-point scale that included four questions related to
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parents’ knowledge about children’s whereabouts and
activity restriction, as well as one question that tapped
into recognition of misbehavior. Higher scores on the
parental monitoring scale correspond to greater levels of
parental supervision and recognition of misbehavior.
Finally, parental rejection, or negligence, was a
29-point scale containing seven items that gauge parents’ disciplinary techniques (Cronbach’s alpha = .73).
Children were asked questions related to how consistently their parents enforced rules. The higher the score,
the more likely parents were to inconsistently discipline
the child for incorrect behavior or ignore it altogether.
The parental rejection scale was included as a measure
for disciplining misbehavior. Higher scores on the scale
correspond to higher levels of inconsistent discipline.
Two questions regarding family structure and number of children in the household were also included in
the analysis. For family structure, the PMK was asked
to indicate with whom the child lives. To examine the
impact of family structure on self-control, answers were
recoded to create three categories: intact, reconstituted,
and single-parent. Previous research supports this approach. The findings of Rankin (1983) and Wells and
Rankin (1986) indicate that the “broken versus intact”
dichotomy traditionally used in criminology research is
not a sufficient operational definition of family structure.
Simply put, too much information was lost when family
composition was reduced to only two categories. Based
on empirical tests of delinquency rates, the authors recommended a four-category classification of family structure: intact, single-parent, stepparent, and neither parent
present. In order to better capture the effect of family
structure on self-control, then, the simple “broken versus
intact” dichotomy was rejected in favor of a measure that
is more representative of the kinds of families that children experience today.
Intact families were those families in which both
biological or both adoptive parents were present.
Single-parent families were those in which one guardian
was present in the household, either biological or nonbiological. And reconstituted families consisted of those
households in which two guardians were present, at least
one of whom was a step, adoptive, or foster parent. Of the
children aged 10 to 15 included in the analysis, 66 percent
belonged to intact families, 27 percent lived with single
parents, and seven percent resided in reconstituted family
households. To examine the general theory’s claims about
family composition, the relationship between parental effectiveness and self-control was examined for each type
of family.
Family size was measured using a question in the
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dataset that asked about the number of children aged 0 to
17 in the household. For confidentiality reasons, the total
number of children aged 0 to 17 in the household was
capped at four in the NLSCY. Due to the small number of
response categories, number of children in the household
was treated as a categorical variable and dummies were
created. One child was treated as the reference category.
In addition to measures of parental effectiveness,
family structure, and family size, three control variables
were included in the present study: gender, household
income, and education of the PMK. For gender, males
were coded as 0 and females were coded 1. Previous
tests of the general theory have often included gender as
a control variable (see, for example, Keane et al., 1993
and LaGrange and Silverman, 1999). The relationship
between parental effectiveness and self-control was examined while controlling for gender, and, for exploratory
purposes, interaction effects of gender with the parental
effectiveness variables were also tested.
Turning to household income, prior research has
shown that children of low SES families display higher
levels of deviant and delinquent conduct than children of
high SES families (Gove and Crutchfield, 1982; Rosen,
1985). It is therefore reasonable to conclude, based on
the general theory, that SES influences parental effectiveness, which in turn impacts the development of selfcontrol. Given the income disparity between single- and
two-parent families, it was important to control for SES
to eliminate the possibility that any difference in selfcontrol found to exist between children reared in intact,
single, and reconstituted families may instead be due to
differences in SES. For the first cycle of the NLSCY, a
measure of SES was derived for each household in the
sample from five sources: level of education of the PMK
and of his or her spouse partner (if applicable), PMK’s
occupational prestige and of the PMK’s spouse or partner
(if applicable), and household income. The SES score
was calculated by taking the unweighted average of the
five standardized variables. The result was a standardized measure of SES that ranges from -2.00 to +1.750,
with larger values representing higher SES scores.
Education of the PMK was included as an indicator
of parental self-control. According to Gottfredson and
Hirschi (1990:96), the presence of low self-control is
not conducive to the attainment of individual long-term
pursuits. Low self-control impedes, among other things,
educational achievement. It therefore follows that education is itself an indicator of self-control. Recall that
the general theory suggests that parents lacking in selfcontrol are less likely to instil self-control within their
children. Including education of the PMK as a control
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variable allowed for self-control of the PMK to be controlled. PMK’s education was measured using a variable
that asked about the highest level of education attained.
Four categories were constructed: less than high school,
high school, some post-secondary, and college or university degree. High school was treated as the reference
category.
It is important to note that, for confidentiality reasons, it was necessary for Statistics Canada to suppress
certain information for male PMKs with no spouse or
partner in the household. One of the variables suppressed
are relevant to the present analysis: PMK’s education.
Consequently, the single-parent category of the family
structure variable is comprised only of those households
headed by females.
Results
Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for our
variables. Results indicate that two-thirds of all children
Table 1. Descriptive Statistics
for Variables in the Analysis
Mean/
proportion
Gender
Male
Female

0.48
0.52

Number of children in
the household
1 child
2 children
3 children
4 or more children

0.38
0.41
0.15
0.07

PMK's education
High school
Less than high school
Some postsecondary
econdary degree/diploma
Socio-economic status

0.27
0.18
0.30
0.24
0.35

Family Type
Intact parent family
Stepparent family
Single parent family

0.66
0.07
0.27

Parental nurturance
Parental rejection

21.13
9.37

Parental monitoring

14.68

Self-control

11.66

in the working sample came from intact families. Just
over one-quarter are from single parent families and the
remaining seven percent are from reconstituted family
households. Forty percent of all children in our sample
come from households with two children and another 38
percent are the only child. Fifteen percent have an additional two children living in the same household and only
seven percent of households in our sample contained four
or more children. With respect to the parenting variables,
respondents reported overall high levels of nurturance
and monitoring and low levels of rejection. Further,
the average level of self-control was reasonably high, at
11.66 on a 17 point scale.
Tables 2a and 2b present the parenting and selfcontrol scores broken down by family type and gender.
Looking first at variation by family type, it can be seen
that the mean scores on self-control for intact families is
11.70, for reconstituted families it is 11.72, and for single
parent families it is 11.55. Analysis of variance (not
shown) indicates that these differences are statistically
significant (p < .05). Thus, children from two parent
families report significantly higher levels of self-control
than children from single parent families. With respect to
the parenting variables, levels of nurturance and rejection
do not differ significantly by family type; however, this
is not the case for parental monitoring. On average, children from reconstituted families report higher levels of
monitoring (14.83) than children living in intact (14.68)
and single-parent (14.65) households. This difference is
highly significant (p < .001).
Turning to gender, males have a mean self-control
score of 11.48, while females report higher mean levels
of self-control, at 11.82; the difference is statistically
significant (p < .001). There is also some variation in
parenting scores by gender. Males, on average, report
significantly lower nurturance scores (p < .05) and higher
monitoring scores (p < .001) than females. The difference in rejection scores is not statistically significant.
Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression was used to
analyze the effects of family type and parenting styles on
self-control. The models were estimated in four steps:
First, the effects of gender, number of children, SES,
and PMK’s education on self-control were tested. In the
second model, the parent status dummy variables were
added. For the third model, parenting variables were
included in order to test whether the parent structure effect disappears when parenting process is included, as
predicted by the general theory (hypothesis 3). Finally,
interaction effects were added in the fourth model to test
for differences in the effects of gender and parenting style
by family type. Results are presented in Table 3.
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Table 2a. Comparison of Means for Parenting and Self-Control Variables by Family Type
Reconstituted families

Intact families

Parental nurturance score
Parental rejection score
Parental monitoring score ***
Self-control score *

Mean

Std.
deviation

21.03
9.44
14.68
11.70

5.63
4.81
3.36
3.18

***p < .001

**p < .050

Single-parent families

Mean

Std.
deviation

Mean

Std.
deviation

20.99
9.46
14.83
11.72

5.90
5.02
3.47
3.00

21.43
9.17
14.65
11.55

5.27
4.46
3.28
3.17

*p < .100

Table 2b. Comparison of Means for Parenting
and Self-Control Variables by Gender
Males

Parental nurturance score *
Parental rejection score
Parental monitoring score ***
Self-control score ***

Females

Mean

Std.
deviation

Mean

Std.
deviation

11.48
20.95
9.44
14.41

3.22
5.57
4.83
3.45

11.82
21.30
9.31
14.93

3.10
5.55
4.65
3.23

***p < .001

**p < .050

*p < .100

Model 1 presents the OLS regression coefficients for
self-control on the demographic variables. Consistent
with previous research, results indicate that females report significantly higher levels of self-control than males
(p < .01). In addition, children whose PMK has a postsecondary degree or diploma report significantly higher
levels of self-control than children whose PMK has not
completed college or university (p < .05). However,
number of children in the household and socioeconomic
status do not appear to impact self-reported self-control
among children aged 10 to 15. Together, the variables
in Model 1 explain five percent of the variation in selfcontrol.
Model 2 adds the family type dummies to the
regression equation. Results indicate that children in
single parent households report significantly lower levels of self-control than children from intact families (p
< .001). There appears to be no significant difference
in self-control between children from intact families and
children from reconstituted families when controlling for
sociodemographic characteristics. The effect of gender
remains statistically significant (p < .01); however, the
association between PMK’s education and self-control is
no longer significant when controlling for family type,
suggesting that the education effect in Model 1 is due to
differences in education levels of single-parents relative
to intact parent families. The addition of family type increased the amount of variance explained to ten percent.
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The third Model introduces the three parenting variables, two of which are statistically significant and in the
expected direction. Higher levels of parental nurturance
predict higher self-control among children aged 10 to 15
(p < .001), while higher parental rejection predicts lower
self-control (p < .001). Interestingly, parental monitoring
does not have a statistically significant effect on the dependent variable. Gender remained significant (p < .01);
however its effect was somewhat weaker after intruding
the parenting variables. As such, it can be concluded
that parenting style (i.e., nurturance and rejection) partly
explains the difference in self-control between males and
females. Collectively, the variables in Model 3 account
for 11.5 percent of the variance in self-control.
Six interaction effects were tested for Model 4.
Interaction terms for gender and each of the parenting
variables were included in the model (not shown), none
of which were statistically significant. Thus, the effects
of parental nurturance, rejection, and monitoring on selfcontrol do not appear to vary depending on the gender of
the respondent. Interaction terms for family type and the
three parenting variables were also tested. Results indicated that the effects of parental nurturance and parental
rejection do not vary significantly across family types
(results not shown).
The interaction of parental monitoring and family
type is statistically significant (see Model 4). The interaction coefficients represent the differences in the slope
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of parental monitoring for children in single parent and
reconstituted families relative to those in intact families.
Results indicate that the association between parental
monitoring and self-control is not statistically significant
for children from intact families; however, among children from reconstituted and single parent households, the
associations are positive and significant (p < .001 and p <
.05, respectively). Thus, higher monitoring is associated
with higher self-control among children from reconstituted and single-parent families but not for those from
intact families. Moreover, the slope for children from
reconstituted families is stronger [b = 0.131 (i.e., -0.029
+ 0.131)] than for those from single parent families [b =
0.78 (i.e., -0.029 + 0.078)], meaning that higher levels

of monitoring have a stronger impact on self-control for
children living in reconstituted households.
In addition to the significant interaction, Model 4 reveals a second interesting finding. After introducing the
interaction terms, the difference in self-control between
intact and reconstituted families becomes large and significant (p < .01). Further, the magnitude of difference in
the dependent variable between intact and single-parent
families nearly triples (p < .001). When controlling for all
other variables in the model, children from reconstituted
families score, on average, 2.2 points lower on the selfcontrol scale, and children from single-parent families
score 1.69 point lower than children from intact families.
It appears, then, that the stronger effect of monitoring

Table 3. OLS Regression Coefficients of Self-Control on Demographic,
Parent Status, and Parenting Variables
Model 1
Estimate
Constant

Model 2

Std. error

12.129

Estimate

Model 3

Std. error

12.189

Estimate

Std. error

11.412

Model 4
Estimate

Std. error

11.593

Gender
Male
Female

(ref)
0.311 **

0.100

(ref)
0.301 **

0.100

(ref)
0.255 **

0.095

(ref)
-0.099
-0.023
0.086

0.114
0.154
0.216

(ref)
-0.071
-0.010
0.146

0.114
0.153
0.216

(ref)
-0.045
-0.018
0.272

0.108
0.145
0.205

(ref)
-0.075
-0.029
0.265

0.108
0.145
0.205

(ref)
-0.085
0.176
0.336 *
0.029

0.161
0.150
0.165
0.093

(ref)
-0.110
0.124
0.301 *
-0.141

0.161
0.151
0.165
0.101

(ref)
-0.026
0.107
0.200
-0.154

0.152
0.142
0.157
0.096

(ref)
-0.024
0.118
0.210
-0.141

0.152
0.143
0.156
0.096

(ref)
0.134
-0.549 ***

0.192
0.130

(ref)
0.128
-0.567 ***

0.182
0.123

(ref)
-2.235 **
-1.694 ***

0.765
0.495

Parental nurturance

0.095 ***

0.010

0.094 ***

0.010

Parental rejection

-0.145 ***

0.011

-0.146 ***

0.011

Parental monitoring

0.005

0.016

-0.029

0.019

Stepparent*
parental monitoring

0.160 ***

0.050

Single-parent*
parentall monitoring
i i

0.078 *

0.033

Number of children in
the household
1 child
2 children
3 children
4 or more children
PMK's education
High school
Less than high school
Some postsecondary
condary degree/diploma
Socioeconomic status
Family type
Intact parent family
Stepparent family
Single parent family

N= 3,927
R2=.005

N=3,927
R2=.010
***p < .001

**p < .010

N=3,927
R2=.115

(ref)
0.252** **

0.095

N=3,927
R2=.118

*p < .050
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for children belonging to single-parent and reconstituted
families offsets differences in self-control across family
types.
Discussion and Conclusions
In sum, regression analyses reveal that adolescents
who see one or both of their parents as rejecting, or more
specifically, being inconsistent in applying discipline,
nagging about little things, being physically abusive or
using the threat of physical abuse, or, in general, negligent in their parenting responsibilities, tend to score
lower on the self-control index than those who describe
their parents as more consistent in their disciplinary
practices. On the other hand, adolescents who perceive
their parent(s) as being proud of them, and responding to
them in a caring manner, are more likely to score higher
on self-control than their counterparts. The effect of parental monitoring is more complex, given its interaction
with family type. Among children from intact families,
parental monitoring is not associated with self-control,
while the association is positive for those in reconstituted
and single parent households. Further to this, the positive
association between parental monitoring and self-control
is stronger for children in reconstituted households than
for children in single parent families when controlling for
various sociodemographic characteristics.
Reflecting on the general theory, this paper supports
the relevance of effective parenting on children’s level of
self-control. Our first hypothesis – that factors representing effective parenting practices should have a significant
and positive impact on children’s self-control, while measures of ineffective parenting should be negatively correlated with self-control – was confirmed. However, one
would expect parental monitoring to have a significant
impact on self-control for children from intact families.
Further, if parental affection precedes supervision, then
the relationship between nurturance and self-control
should be mediated by monitoring. Yet nurturance is
a consistent predictor of self-control, regardless of the
gender and family type of the respondent and despite
controlling for parental monitoring.
Our second hypothesis – that levels of self-control
should vary according to family type, with children
from intact families demonstrating the highest degree of
self-control, and children from single-parent and stepfamilies having lower levels of self-control – was confirmed. ANOVA results indicated small but statistically
significant differences in self-control that intensified after
controlling for the family type/monitoring interactions
in the fourth OLS regression model. Mean self-control
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scores for children in reconstituted and intact families are
similar, but slightly lower for those from single-parent
families. However, these differences would undoubtedly
be larger if parental monitoring did not have a differential
impact on self-control across family types. After taking into account the interaction effect, self-control was
highest among children from intact families, followed by
those from single-parent families. Children from reconstituted families scored lowest on the self-control scale.
Differences were both significant and substantial.
Our third hypothesis was that factors such as gender, family size, and socioeconomic status should have
a negligible impact on self-control when controlling for
parental effectiveness. However, contrary to this hypothesis, and the general theory, the effect of gender persisted
after controlling for parental effectiveness. Moreover,
number of children in the household, PMK’s education,
and socioeconomic status do not significantly impact
self-control. Further, given what we believe are robust
measures of parental monitoring, nurturing, and rejection,
it is telling that the R-squared value is unimpressive at
best. Thus, contrary to Gottfredson and Hirschi’s assertion that the “major ‘cause’ of low self-control…appears
to be ineffective child rearing,” our findings suggest that
child rearing practices alone are insufficient to explain
low self-control (1990:97). Future research examining
the predictors of low self-control must therefore take into
account other factors in addition to parental behavior,
such as peer influence, strain, and adverse neighbourhood
conditions (see for example, Pratt et al., 2004; Rutter, et
al. 1999a; 1999b).
Turning to the limitations of this study, we were
fortunate to have a large, national sample; nevertheless,
we also faced issues common to secondary data analysis.
For example, with respect to measurement, it would have
been ideal if our dependent variable had a broader range
of indicators of self-control. However, as Tittle and his
colleagues point out, there is currently no universally
accepted measure of self-control. Thus, it is necessary
that the contentions of the general theory be tested using various measurement instruments (2003:431). Also,
when using cross-sectional data, causal inferences always
pose a problem. For instance, in the present study, there
may be reciprocal causation. That is, parental behavior
influences child behaviour, which subsequently affects
parental behavior, and so on. A child with low selfcontrol may therefore experience inconsistent parenting
as parents struggle to find a way to handle the child.
Despite the limitations noted above, we believe this
exploratory study makes a contribution to the research on
the general theory of crime and, more specifically, to the
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sources of self-control. Although much of the variance in
self-control remains unexplained, the family dynamics of
intact households seem to have a positive affect. What is
most important in this analysis, we believe, is the recognition that parental supervision has the potential to counteract the risks associated with growing up in reconstituted
and single-parent households and, regardless of family
structure, a nurturing, non-rejecting family environment
is positively associated with children’s self-control.
Endnotes
1. The parental nurturance, rejection, monitoring,
and self-control variables (discussed below) are available
for public use only at wave 3, while many of the demographic variables are available only at wave 1.
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Appendix A. Scale Items
Parental Nurturance

Parental Monitoring

My parents smile at me
My parents praise me
My parents make sure I know I’m appreciated
My parents speak of good things I do
My parents seem proud of the things I do
Parental Rejection/Negligence
My parents forget a rule they have made
My parents let me go out any evening
My parents nag me about little things
My parents keep a rule when it suits them
My parents threaten to punish more than they do
My parents enforce rules depending on their mood
My parents hit me or threaten to do so

My parents want to know what I’m doing
My parents tell me what time to be home
My parents tell me what TV I can watch
My parents make sure I do my homework
My parents find out about my misbehavior
Self-Control
I can’t sit still, am restless, or hyperactive
I am distractible, I have trouble sticking to any activity
I fidget
I can’t concentrate, can’t pay attention for long
I am impulsive, act without thinking
I have difficulty awaiting my turn in games or groups
I cannot settle anything for more than a few moments
I am inattentive

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (1997)
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