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The current study uses a case-control design to analyze the effect of social control and adult 

social bonds on the likelihood of an adult committing homicide. Using data from the Survey of 

Inmates in State Correctional Facilities and the General Social Survey, logistic regression 

analysis was performed to determine whether individual differences in social control and adult 

social bonds representing marital attachment, parental attachment, commitment to education, and 

occupational involvement are related to the likelihood of committing homicide. Results show 

that marital attachment (being married and living with your spouse), parental attachment (living 

with your kids), and commitment to education (completing at least one year of college) are 

related to a decrease in the likelihood of committing homicide when controlling for age, race, 

sex, Hispanic ethnicity, region, and income. Implications for both theory and policy are 

discussed.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Within the field of Criminology, individual differences in crime and delinquency, 

including violence, have been explained in many different ways. Explanations such as strain 

theory argue that crime stems from frustrations caused by a disconnect of goals and socially 

appropriate means by which one can achieve them (Merton, 1938) or a disjunction between 

one’s expectations and their achievements (Agnew, 1992). Learning theorists argue that criminal 

behavior is learned via interactions with deviant peers (Sutherland, 1947). These theories seek to 

understand why certain individuals break the law. Conversely, control theories assume that all 

individuals are equally motivated towards delinquent and criminal behavior and that crime is 

controlled via outside forces such as the law or family (Nye, 1958; Hirschi, 1969; Reiss, 1951). 

Consequently, control theorists see crime and delinquency as a matter of conformity versus non-

conformity. The current study analyzes the effect of social control (Hirschi, 1969) and measures 

of adult social bonds (Sampson & Laub, 1990; Sampson & Laub, 1993) on the likelihood of an 

adult committing homicide, defined as the intentional killing of one person by another.  

The theoretical framework for this study is rooted primarily in social control theory 

(Hirschi, 1969) which suggests that when an individual’s social bond to conventional society is 

low, then their propensity to commit criminal behavior is increased. Hirschi (1969) introduced 

four elements of the social bond: attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief. Together 

these elements form a social bond to conventional society and serve to decrease one’s propensity 

for criminal behavior. Additionally, the current study tests the effects of specific social bonds 

that are thought to deter adult criminality according to Sampson and Laub’s (1993) theory of 
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age-graded informal social control. In the process of extending Hirschi’s (1969) theory to explain 

deviant and criminal behavior across the life course, Sampson and Laub (1990, 1993) identified 

specific adult institutions such as marriage, parenthood, higher education, and employment 

which are said to decrease the likelihood of criminal behavior in adulthood. Although many 

empirical tests of age-graded informal social control (Sampson & Laub, 1993) are specifically 

focused on the desistance of criminal behavior between childhood and adulthood, it is expected 

that the same adult social bonds can be used to predict the likelihood of an adult committing 

homicide using cross-sectional data.  

Similar to the methodology used in Kleck and Hogan (1999), the current study uses a 

case-control design to compare data from a nationally representative sample of adults who were 

incarcerated for homicide to data from a nationally representative sample of non-offending adults 

from the general population. The current study is the first of its kind to test the effects of social 

control (Hirschi, 1969) and adult social bonds (Sampson & Laub, 1990; Sampson & Laub, 1993) 

on adult homicide behavior. Unlike prior empirical tests of social control theory that have used 

samples of adult probationers (DeLi & MacKenzie, 2003; Lamet, Dirkzwager, Denkers, & Van 

Der Laan, 2013; Lindquist, Smusz, & Doerner, 1975) or those in community corrections 

programs (Alarid, Burton, and Cullen, 2000), the use of a nationally representative sample of 

adult offenders and non-offenders extends generalizability of the findings to the larger U.S. adult 

population.  

While social control theory was originally used to explain delinquent behavior in 

juveniles (Hirschi, 1969), it has since been applied to adult samples and used to explain a variety 

of deviant and criminal acts such as assault (Horney, Osgood, & Marshall, 1995), white-collar 
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crime (van Onna & Denkers, 2018) and deviant behavior such as police misconduct (Donner, 

Maskaly & Fridell, 2016) and the use of internet pornography (Stack, Wasserman, & Kern, 

2004). Furthermore, the empirical literature on Sampson and Laub’s (1993) age-graded theory of 

informal social control has provided even more support for the role of adult social bonds such as  

marriage (Bersani, Laub, and Nieuwbeerta, 2009; Craig, 2015; Nielsen, 2018), parenthood 

(Zoutewelle-Terovan, van der Geest, Liefbroer, and Bijleveld, 2014), employment Apel & 

Horney, 2017) and education (Stack et al., 2004; Salvatore & Taniguchi 2012; Hjalmarsson, 

Holmlund, & Lindquist, 2014) in reducing adult criminality. Guided by the prior literature, the 

current study seeks to determine the role of social control (Hirschi, 1969) and adult social bonds 

(Sampson & Laub, 1990; Sampson & Laub, 1993) in reducing the likelihood of an adult 

committing homicide.  

Based on findings from the prior literature, it is hypothesized that adults with lower levels 

of overall social control (Hirschi, 1969) and fewer aggregated measures of adult social bonds 

representing marital attachment, parental attachment, commitment to education, and 

occupational involvement (Sampson & Laub, 1990; Sampson & Laub, 1993), will be more likely 

to commit homicide. Findings are expected to expand the literature on control theory by 

speaking to the utility of using a combined control theory approach to explain violent criminal 

behavior such as homicide. The following section traces the theoretical history of Hirschi’s 

social control theory (1969) and reviews the empirical literature on the role of social bonds on 

delinquent and criminal behavior. The prior literature on adult social bonds stemming from 

institutions such as marriage, parenthood, higher education, and employment (Sampson and 

Laub; 1990; Sampson & Laub, 1993) are also discussed.
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

2.1 Social Control Theory 

The intellectual ideas that underly control theories can ultimately be traced back to 

European Sociologist Émile Durkheim. In his book Suicide, Durkheim described the process by 

which individuals are integrated into society and subsequently regulated. While Durkheim 

stopped short of providing a formal definition for social integration, his early work provides 

clear examples for how individuals and groups are attached to social institutions. For example, in 

his study of suicidal behavior, Durkheim noted that individuals who were married were less 

likely to commit suicide than those that were not. The same finding was observed for those 

individuals who had children. Durkheim concluded that marriage and children represented forms 

of attachment, either to one’s spouse, one’s children, or both. This attachment subsequently 

hindered the individualistic behavior of suicide. These ideas of social integration and regulation 

serve as the cornerstone for the control perspective.  

 Modern control theories started to gain prominence in 1951 when Reiss used the control 

perspective to predict probation revocation in a sample of juvenile offenders. He posited that 

controls, both personal and social, insulate and guard youth against delinquent behaviors. Reiss 

(1951) defined personal control as “the ability of the individual to refrain from meeting needs in 

ways which conflict with the norms and rules of the community” and social control as “the 

ability of social groups or institutions to make norms and rules effective” (p. 196). According to 

Reiss, delinquency occurred when individuals failed to conform to these controls. Although 
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Reiss (1951) did not detail specifically what “abilities” lead to conformity, he did note the 

significance of primary social groups such as families, schools, and communities in controlling 

the behavior of individuals. These institutions were said to be particularly important for 

adolescents. These groups were important in not only providing direct control over adolescent 

behavior but also promoting the internalization of societal norms. Ultimately, control is 

weakened or lost when these primary groups fail to adequately address the needs of their 

members (Cardwell, 2013). While Reiss (1951) set the groundwork for future control theories, 

his original study did not find a significant amount of support for the theory.  

Toby (1957) extended the control perspective by introducing the idea of “stakes in 

conformity,” which described an individual’s stake in the conformative values of American 

society. Stakes in conformity vary between individuals and correspond to the amount that one 

potentially has to lose by participating in delinquent behavior. Attachment to conventional 

institutions, such as family, school, or religion, control crime and deviancy by increasing their 

stakes in conformity. Therefore, Toby (1957) suggests that there is a negative relationship 

between an individual’s stake in conformity and their propensity for delinquent behavior.  

Building on Reiss’ theory, Nye (1958) endeavored to explain why delinquency occurred 

so infrequently. Nye examined the effect of social control on adolescents and suggested that 

primary social groups produce four broad categories of control: direct control, indirect control, 

internalized control, and control through alternative means of satisfaction. Direct control is 

centered around punishments and rewards, issued by groups for the purpose of keeping youth 

within certain behavioral boundaries. In addition to direct control, indirect control is exhibited 

via an individual’s connection to non-criminal authority figures. This is particularly important in 
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the case of relationships with parents, who are crucial in controlling the behaviors of their 

children. Internalized control is the ability of an individual to self-regulate their behavior through 

psychological elements such as a conscious or superego (Cardwell, 2013). While external 

controls are important, Nye (1958) noted that individuals who exhibit poor external controls can 

still avoid delinquency and engage in normative behavior if their internalized controls are strong. 

Finally, control through alternative means of satisfaction refers to social systems that allow for 

individual achievement. These controls can be represented through access to meaningful societal 

roles that serve to reduce the desire for non-conformity and subsequent delinquent behavior. 

While Nye (1958) noted that these four types of control operate independently of one another, he 

also noted that each type of control is essential to the other and they are collectively important in 

predicting whether individuals will resist deviant behavior (Cardwell, 2013).  

In 1969, Hirschi took the ideas set forth by Reiss, Toby, and Nye and published a book 

entitled Causes of Delinquency (Hirschi, 1969). The book outlined the principles of what he 

referred to as social control theory. Drawing inspiration from previous work on the control 

perspective, Hirschi (1969) developed the construct of the “social bond.” Hirschi described this 

bond as being comprised of four key components: attachment, commitment, involvement, and 

belief (1969). Taken together, these four elements bond individuals to significant social groups 

(e.g. family, friends, school, church) and protect one from delinquent behavior. However, when 

these bonds are weakened or destroyed, then crime or delinquency are more likely to occur.  

The first bond, attachment, refers to an individual’s affectional relationship with other 

people. Following the work of both Nye and Reiss, Hirschi (1969) stated that the emotional 

attachment youth have with conventional adults, such as parents and teachers, provides the most 
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basic element for internalization of normative values. The idea of attachment assumes that youth 

who are close to their parents (or other conventional authority figures) will be deterred from 

engaging in crime and delinquency out of a desire to not disappoint these individuals. Therefore, 

attachment is closely aligned with the idea of “indirect control” mentioned by Nye (1958). 

However, Hirschi (1969) contends that his ideas of attachment is not rooted in the personality of 

the individual and therefore “avoids the problem of explaining changes over time” (p. 19). While 

Hirschi (1969) argues that parents are likely the most important source of attachment, he also 

outlined the importance of attachment to school and conventional peers.  

The second bond is commitment, which refers to “the person investing time, energy, 

himself, in a certain line of activity” (1969, p. 20). Commitment is closely aligned with the idea 

of an individual having a “stake in conformity” as outlined by Toby (1957, p.16).  In other 

words, individuals who engage in conventional activities, whether it be school or a job, view 

themselves as having something to lose. Hirschi (1969) suggested that individuals who are 

presented with an opportunity for crime or deviance will “consider the costs of this deviant 

behavior, the risks [they] run of losing the investment [they] made in conventional behavior” (p. 

20). In this sense, commitment represents the rational element of the social bond. Individuals 

who have a vested interest in a certain conventional activity (i.e., education, employment, 

military, etc.) will be deterred from engaging in criminal or delinquent behavior because the 

costs outweigh the potential rewards. Further, “the concept of commitment assumes that the 

organization of society is such that the interests of most persons would be endangered if they 

were to engage in criminal acts” (1969, p. 21). Thus, individuals who are committed to 

conventional institutions are also committed to conformity and the norms of the conventional 
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society that those institutions represent. Individuals who make the decision to follow a 

“conventional line of action,” are therefore committed to conformity as well (1969, p. 21). 

The third bond is involvement, which represents the amount of time that a person spends 

engaging in conventional activities. Hirschi (1969) argued that individuals who have lengthy 

involvement in activities “[are] tied to appointments, deadlines, working hours, plans, and the 

like,” insinuating that such individuals will be so involved with their duties that “[they] cannot 

even think about deviant acts, let alone act out [their] inclinations” (p. 22). Conversely, 

individuals who lack structured activities and have a greater amount of leisurely time are at an 

increased risk to engage in criminal or delinquent activity because they are potentially exposed to 

more opportunities for non-conventional behavior. This element is often described in lay terms 

via the statement “idle hands are the devil’s workshop” (Hirschi, 1969, p. 22).  

The final bond is belief. Social control theory posits that larger society has a value 

system, which determines norms and defines acceptable behaviors. The extent to which 

individuals believe in this system determines if they engage in crime or delinquency. Individuals 

who are socialized into accepting criminal norms are more likely to engage in crime, while those 

who are taught to follow the law and conventional beliefs are more likely to refrain from 

delinquent or criminal behavior. According to social control theory (Hirschi, 1969), early life 

experiences play a large role in the acceptance or objection of conventional norms. Adults play a 

crucial role in teaching children conventional norms and in ensuring that those norms are 

internalized. However, in the absence of good role models and without the internalization of  

conventional values, this bond can become weakened and subsequently increase one’s propensity 

for crime and delinquency. While social bonds insulate one from delinquent or criminal 
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behavior, Hirschi (1969) notes that the weakening of social bonds is a necessary, but not entirely 

sufficient explanation for crime or delinquency. In other words, an individual with weakened or 

broken social bonds must still be presented with the opportunity to offend.  

Social control theory (Hirschi, 1969) is one of the most tested theories in criminology 

(Agnew, 1985). Since its introduction, a large number of empirical studies have tested and 

confirmed support for social control theory (Kempf, 1993). The original test of social control 

theory (Hirschi, 1969) was performed on a sample of 3,605 adolescent males drawn from the 

Richmond Youth Project. Survey data was used to test the effects of the social bond (i.e., 

attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief) on self-reported delinquency. Hirschi 

included more measures for attachment than any other bond, citing parents, the school, and peers 

as separate sources for attachment. In addition to attachment, Hirschi (1969) included five 

measures of involvement, 12 measures of commitment, and 10 measures of belief. Although 

Hirschi (1969) argued that the findings of control theory should not be dependent on the 

operationalization of delinquency, Hirschi only utilized six measures of delinquent behavior in 

his study:  

“Have you ever taken little things (less than $2) that did not belong to you? Have you 

ever banged up something that did not belong to you on purpose? Have you ever taken 

things of some value (between $2 and $50) that did not belong to you? Have you ever 

taken things of large value (worth over $50) that did not belong to you? Have you ever 

taken a car for a ride without the owner’s permission? Not counting fights that you may 

have had with a brother or sister, have you ever beaten up on anyone or hurt someone on 

purpose? (Hirschi, 1969, p. 256)” 
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While Hirschi (1969) developed three substantive indices from the questions above (a 

standard index, a persistence index, and a recency index), only the recency index that tracked the 

number of incidents that occurred in the prior 12 months was used. The recency index was 

considered the “most appropriate as an operationalization of delinquency according to the 

theory” (Hirschi, 1969, pp. 62-63). Based on results from tabular analyses, Hirschi (1969) 

concluded that there was support for the negative relationship between social bonds and 

delinquency. Despite finding overall support for the theory, Hirschi himself noted that social 

control theory ‘underestimates the importance of delinquent friends and overestimates the 

significance of involvement in conventional activities” (Hirschi, 1969, p. 230). He further notes 

that the limitation seems to stem not from social control theory specifically, but the fundamental 

assumption of control theories in general, which is that everyone is naturally motivated to 

commit criminal or delinquent acts. If this were true, then association with delinquent peers 

would be of no consequence and involvement in conventional activities would be more effective 

in curtailing crime and delinquency.  

2.1.1 Early Empirical Tests of Social Control Theory 

Subsequent empirical studies that tested social control theory attempted to replicate 

Hirschi’s (1969) findings, as well as extend the theory to unique demographics such as company 

executives (Lasley, 1988), rural youth (Gardner & Shoemaker, 1989; Krohn & Massey, 1980), 

females (Hindelang, 1973), minority youths (Gardener & Shoemaker, 1989; Robbins, 1984), and 

adults (Lindquist et al., 1985; and Minor, 1977). In addition to extending the theory to other 

demographics, subsequent studies tested social control theory on other outcomes including drug 
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and alcohol use, adult crime, sexual behavior, and mental health disorders (Kempf, 1993). These 

subsequent tests have produced several key themes. For example, social control theory seems to 

be better at explaining less serious forms of deviance and may have differential effects on males 

and females (Kempf, 1993; Krohn & Massey, 1980).  

One particular study, Krohn and Massey (1980) tested the overall effects of the social 

bond as well as the disaggregated effects of each of the elements of the social bond on 3,065 

adolescents in grades 7 through 12. Self-report questionnaires were used to determine the effect 

of three social bond elements (attachment, commitment, and belief; involvement was combined 

with commitment) on the frequency of drug use, minor delinquent behavior (e.g. running away 

from home, sexual intercourse, truancy, etc.), and serious delinquent behavior (e.g. vandalism, 

motor vehicle theft, assault, use of or threatening to use a weapon, etc.). Findings indicated 

moderate support for social control theory. The full model containing all three elements of social 

bond was more predictive of less serious forms of deviance. Additionally, the full model 

explained female deviance better than male deviance. When disaggregated, commitment was 

determined to have the greatest overall effect on deviance, however, belief was the strongest 

effect on minor substance use. This was particularly true among females. Attachment had a 

larger effect among males than females, particularly attachment to one’s mother. The study was 

significant to the overall empirical status of social control theory in several ways. First, the study 

incorporated both minor and major forms of delinquency, as well as minor and major substance 

use (i.e., drugs and alcohol). Second, the study looked at the overall effects of social bond on the 

above forms of delinquency, as well as the relative effects of three of the elements of the social 

bond (i.e., attachment, belief, and commitment). Lastly, the study included both males and 
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females in order to determine whether the relationship between social bond (and its components) 

are gender specific.  

 Several other key themes have developed from empirical tests of social control theory, 

including those examining demographic differences such as age (LaGrange & White, 1985; Meir 

& Johnson, 1977) and race (Cernkovich & Giordano, 1992; Eve, 1978). LaGrange and White 

(1985) studied 341 male adolescents aged 12, 15, and 18. Results from path analysis determined 

that processes associated with delinquency change considerably as youths get older. Particularly 

they found that social control theory is most applicable to youths in the middle of adolescence.  

Race has also been considered in prior tests of social control theory. Cernkovich and Giordano 

(1992) analyzed a neighborhood sample of 942 adolescents to determine whether the effect of 

school bonding on juvenile delinquency was contingent on race. Results from regression analysis 

suggest that there are no significant differences in the effect of school bonding on delinquency 

across race-sex subgroups. In other words, it was determined that Black students appear to be at 

least as strongly bonded to school as Whites, despite these two groups often having different 

school experiences. Although these findings tend to support the idea that social bonds are 

invariant across race, other studies have suggested that racial differences exist in the effect of 

social bonds on delinquent behavior (Matsueda & Heimer, 1987; Peguero, Popp, Latimore, 

Shekarkhar, & Koo, 2011)  

In perhaps the largest meta-analysis of social control theory to date, Kempf (1993) 

analyzed the results of 71 empirical tests of social control theory that occurred between 1970 and 

1991 to determine the overall significance of the theory to predict delinquent and criminal 

behavior. Kemp (1993) evaluated the merits of social control theory based on four criteria: the 
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extent to which the theory is effective in explaining correlations between social bonds and 

subsequent outcomes, the theories ability to establish temporal order, its ability to explain 

potentially spurious factors, and the theory’s generalizability through replication. Findings 

suggested that there was a lack of consistency and replication among many of the studies 

included in the analysis. While Kempf (1993) noted that the majority of studies included in the 

meta-analysis found at least partial support for the relationship between social bonds and 

delinquency, there was a distinct lack of consistency between studies in terms of operationalizing 

the elements of the social bond. Kempf (1993) found that each study largely failed to build off of 

one another in terms of measuring the different elements of the social bond. Additionally, many 

empirical tests of social control theory failed to incorporate Hirschi’s (1969) original variables, 

therefore drawing into question the validity of their measures of the elements of the social bond. 

Subsequently, Kempf (1993) argued that this hindered the ability of prior empirical studies to 

expand the knowledge or status of the theory.  

Kempf (1993) also noted a lack of consistency in how each study interpreted temporal 

order within social control theory. For example, Agnew (1985) suggested that parental 

attachment preceded belief in conventional values, but Bernard (1987) suggested that 

commitment is the only element of the social bond that provides temporal structure. She 

suggested that some of the confusion regarding temporal order could be attributed to a reliance 

on cross-sectional data in many of the studies.  The use of cross-sectional data, specifically as it 

applies to testing social control theory (Hirschi, 1969) remains a topic of debate. Some 

researchers have tested social control theory with longitudinal data (Agnew, 1985; Paternoster, 

Saltzman, Waldo, & Chiricos, 1983). However, other researchers, including Hirschi himself, 



 

14 

have balked at the idea that longitudinal or panel data is necessary to establish causal order 

among social bonds and delinquent behavior or between the individual elements of social bond 

(Agnew, 1991; Cullen, Pratt, & Graham, 2019; Hirschi & Selvin, 1973; Gottfredson & Hirschi, 

1987).  

Kempf (1993) also suggested that social control theory was inconsistent in its ability to 

explain extraneous variables. Although Hirschi (1969) suggested that social bonds should be 

invariant across demographics, several studies found that the relationship between social bonds 

and delinquency can be conditional on extraneous variables such as age (Agnew, 1985; Sampson 

& Laub, 1990), race (Cernkovich & Giordano, 1992), and gender (Krohn & Massey, 1980). The 

role of delinquent friends is another extraneous variable that even Hirschi himself draws 

attention to (Hirschi, 1969). It is unclear whether the association with delinquent peers 

negatively impacts elements of the social bond, or if weakened bonds attribute to the association 

with delinquent peers.  

Lastly, Kempf (1993) raised questions concerning the replicability and subsequent 

generalizability of social control theory to specific crimes across various demographic groups. 

She echoed the calls from LaGrange and White (1985) and Peternoster et al. (1983) for better 

data among more representative samples. Future tests of social control theory were encouraged 

to oversample for race if necessary. In addition to racially and gender diverse samples, Kempf 

(1993) noted that future studies should include samples of older individuals. Finally, she 

suggested that other forms of norm violation such as mental health disorders and sexual behavior 

should be included as outcome measures in order to test the applicability of social control theory 

beyond deviance and delinquency (Kempf, 1993).  
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2.2 Social Control Theory on Adult Crime and Deviance 

As previously mentioned, many of the early empirical tests of social control theory were 

concerned with explaining delinquent behavior in samples of juveniles (Hirschi, 1969; Kempf, 

1993). However, some studies have also found a negative relationship between social bonds and 

various forms of adult criminality and deviancy such as alcohol abuse, smoking, intimate partner 

violence, and the use of internet pornography (Alarid, Burton, & Cullen, 2000; DeFronzo & 

Pawlak, 1993; Lamet, Dirkzwager, Denkers, & Van Der Laan, 2013, Lasley, 1988; Stack, 

Wasserman, & Kern (2004).  

Lasley (1988) tested Hirschi’s social control theory (1969) on a sample of 435 

automobile executives. First, Lasley assumed that white-collar crime results when the bonds 

between an executive and the corporation are broken. Second, the assumption was made that the 

bond between executives and the corporation is subject to the effects of four interdependent 

elements: managerial attachments, organizational commitments, work involvements, and 

institutional beliefs. Therefore, it was theorized that stronger bonds of attachment, commitment, 

involvement, and belief among executives, management, co-workers, and the corporation would 

predict a lower frequency of white-collar offending. Regression analysis suggested that 

executives with higher levels of attachment to the corporation, stronger commitments to 

corporate lines of action, strong involvement in corporate activities, and a strong belief in the 

rule of the corporation, committed less white-collar crimes.  

Additionally, DeFronzo and Pawlak (1993) evaluated the effect of childhood trauma and 

social bonds on smoking and alcohol use/abuse among a sample of 595 adults from the 1988 

edition of the General Social Survey (GSS). Findings revealed mixed support for social control 
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theory. Belief in the need for moral conformity and religious belief were significant control 

factors in all outcomes, however, commitment only had significant negative effects on smoking 

and attachment only had significant negative effects on alcohol. Involvement in conventional 

activities such as membership in church, service, or political organizations was found to have 

significant effects on smoking and alcohol abuse, but not general alcohol use. In addition to 

explaining white-collar crime, social control theory has been applied to other types of workplace 

deviance, such as police misconduct.  

 Social control theory (Hirschi, 1969) has also been studied among adult probationers 

(DeLi & MacKenzie, 2003; Lamet, Dirkzwager, Denkers, & Van Der Laan, 2013; Lindquist, 

Smusz, & Doerner, 1975) and young adults in community corrections programs (Alarid, Burton, 

and Cullen, 2000). Findings from both Lindquist, Smusz, and Doerner (1985) and Lamet et al. 

(2013) suggested that stronger conventional social bonds among probationers were correlated to 

more successful outcomes. Specifically, Lidquist et al. (1975) noted the salience of education 

and the amount of time the probationer spent at their current job, elements that both 

corresponded to commitment. Conversely, Lamet et al. (2013) noted that attachment and belief 

seemed to be the most effective bonds in their sample, particularly attachment to one’s partner, 

parents, work, and school. DeLi and MacKenzie (2003) also looked at social control theory as it 

applied to adult probationers, however they were specifically concerned with the differential 

effects of gender in the relationship between social bonds and monthly measures of crime. Their 

findings indicated that social bonds in the form of living with a spouse, attending school, and 

having a job affected both males and females, albeit in different ways. The bonds inhibited male 

crime and increased female crime. The authors attributed the differential effects of the social 
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bond between male and female probationers to differences in antisocial tendencies between men 

and women, although the data were unable to directly measure these differences.  

Alarid, Burton, and Cullen (2000) also found mixed results for the effect of social bonds 

on 35 separate deviant and criminal acts among a sample of 1,153 young adult felony offenders 

in a community corrections program. Findings indicated partial support for social control theory, 

with 3 out of 5 social control variables (parental attachment, peer attachment, and involvement) 

being related to overall measures of criminal behavior. However, belief was not a significant 

predictor of general crime (a summative measure that combined violent, property, and drug 

offenses) for men or women in the sample. Despite partial support for certain social bonds, 

marital attachment was found to be positively correlated with criminal behavior among women 

and peer attachment was found to be positively related to criminal behavior among men. Neither 

of these findings supports social control theory (Hirschi, 1969); however, the latter findings 

suggest support for differential association theory if peers were criminal/delinquent. Indeed, even 

Hirschi himself noted that he underestimated the effect of delinquent peers in his original test of 

social control theory in Causes of Delinquency (1969). Hirschi (1969) notes that the 

underestimation of the role of delinquent peers likely stems from general control theory 

assumption of “natural motivation” (p. 230). In other words, in the sense that one’s bonds are 

already weakened or broken, an individual may be more susceptible (i.e., more motivated) to 

engage in criminal, delinquent, or deviant acts.  

As previously mentioned, an important extension of social control theory as it applies to 

adult offending was established by Sampson and Laub’s (1993) theory of age-graded informal 

social control. Sampson and Laub (1990) originally proposed that social bonds to adult 
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institutions such as a happy marriage and stable employment influence criminal behavior over 

the life course, even when controlling for an individual’s past delinquency. Furthermore, they 

suggested that the sources of informal social control change as one gets older. Unlike previous 

studies of social control, Sampson and Laub (1990, 1993) stressed the importance of the quality 

and strength of adult social bonds in decreasing criminal behavior. Although research on age-

graded informal social control (Sampson & Laub, 1993) has typically focused on desistance from 

criminal behavior, it can also be used to explain why some adults begin to offend in the first 

place and why others persist from childhood (Laub & Sampson, 2003; Nielsen, 2018; Sampson 

& Laub, 1993). Prior studies have found support for social bonds such as marriage (Bersani, 

Laub, and Nieuwbeerta, 2009; Craig, 2015; Nielsen, 2018), parenthood (Zoutewelle-Terovan, 

van der Geest, Liefbroer, and Bijleveld, 2014), employment Apel & Horney, 2017) and 

education (Stack et al., 2004; Salvatore & Taniguchi 2012; Hjalmarsson, Holmlund, & 

Lindquist, 2014) in reducing adult criminal behavior.  

2.2.1 The Role of Marriage on Adult Offending 

The role of marriage on criminal behavior has been thoroughly examined in the prior 

literature (Siennick & Osgood, 2008) and findings have generally shown a link between marriage 

and adult criminality (Barnes, Golden, Mancini, Boutwell, Beaver, and Diamond, 2014; Craig, 

2015; Craig, Diamond, & Piquero, 2014; Nielson, 2018). Sampson and Laub (1993) established 

the role of marriage as a primary source of informal social control for adults. They asserted that a 

quality marriage that is characterized by strong bonds between partners increases social capital 

that can ultimately curb criminal behavior. The so-called “marriage effect” operates by 

increasing an individuals’ stake in conformity thereby making criminal behavior riskier. 
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Particular importance is placed on the quality and strength of the marital relationship, suggesting 

that it is not merely the act of being married, but the strong social bonds that are formed from a 

cohesive relationship that are most likely to reduce criminal behavior (Simons, Stewart, Gordon, 

Conger, & Elder, 2002; Forrest, 2014; Laub & Sampson, 2003; Sampson, Laub, & Wimer, 2006; 

Sampson & Laub, 1993).  

Following the work of Sampson and Laub (1993), several empirical studies have 

highlighted the importance of marriage in reducing adult criminality (Craig et al., 2014; 

Skardmar, Savolainen, Aase, & Lyngstad, 2015). Reviews of these studies generally show that 

marriage has a significant protective effect on adult criminal behavior even when controlling for 

covariates such as genetic factors (Barnes & Beaver, 2012) and offending frequency (McGloin, 

Sullivan, Piquero, Blokland, Nieuwbeerta, 2011). While many studies have used longitudinal 

data to analyze the effect of marriage on adult desistance from crime, Theobald and Farrington 

(2010) note that the marriage effect has been demonstrated in cross-sectional studies as well.  

2.2.2 The Role of Parenthood on Adult Offending 

In addition to marriage, parenthood is thought to be another important adult institution 

that is capable of producing strong adult bonds (Sampson & Laub, 1990; Sampson & Laub, 

1993). The additional responsibilities and obligations that come along with parenting were 

thought to strengthen bonds and discourage criminal behavior (Sampson & Laub, 2003). 

However, empirical studies that have analyzed the effect of parenthood on adult criminal 

behavior have been largely inconsistent (Zoutwelle-Terovan et al., 2014). For example, 

Giordano, Cernkovich, and Rudolph (2002) found that having a child was not significantly 

related to desistance in females from a state-level institution for delinquent girls. However, 
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Ganem and Agnew (2007) found that individuals from a U.S. national survey who shared strong, 

quality relationships with their children were less likely to be involved in crime when compared 

to non-parents. Although the researchers did note an increase in criminality for individuals with 

multiple children. 

 Zoutwelle-Terovan et al. (2014) also found mixed results on the effect of parenthood on 

criminal behavior. They studied the effects of marriage and parenthood among 540 high-risk 

respondents in the Netherlands. Parenthood was found to only reduce criminal behavior among 

males. Fatherhood was specifically associated with a significant decrease in serious violent 

offending. Conversely, parenthood did not produce any significant effects for females, regardless 

of the number of children reported. Furthermore, the findings suggested that the combination of 

being married and having children had the greatest effect on criminal offending.  

 Expanding on Zoutwelle-Terovan et al. (2014), Craig (2015) found similar results for the 

effect of marriage and parenthood over time. Using data from the National Longitudinal Study of 

Adolescent Health (Add Health), Craig (2015) found that parenthood was significantly related to 

criminal desistance. Two separate measures of parenthood were assessed to determine if 

desistance was more likely in parents that lived with their children. Both measures (i.e., “being a 

parent” and “living with your child”) were statistically significant, although living with one’s 

children produced the more significant effect once controls were added to the model. Unlike 

Zoutwelle-Terovan et al. (2014), parenthood had more of an effect on females rather than males.  

2.2.3 The Role of Higher Education on Adult Offending 

Previous literature has also suggested that education, particularly postsecondary 

education can play a role in reducing adult criminal behavior (Runell, 2017). Hirschi (1969) 



 

21 

focused on educational aspirations as a measure of commitment to conventional society in 

juveniles. Similarly, Sampson and Laub (1990) specifically mention higher education as an 

institution that is tied to increasing social bonds in adults. The positive effects of higher 

education are well documented. Individuals with higher levels of education traditionally have 

higher social capital, higher-paying jobs, and are less likely to be involved in criminal behavior 

(Salvitore & Taniguci, 2010). Higher educational attainment is also positively correlated to other 

adult social bonds such as marriage and employment (Cherlin, 2010; Torpey, 2018). 

 Analyzing the role of college education on adult criminal desistance, Ford and Schroeder 

(2010) found a negative association between college attendance and investment (i.e., 

commitment) to higher education and adult criminal offending. Findings remained significant 

even when controlling for the effects of other adult social bonds, namely a romantic partnership 

and employment. The empirical findings in Ford et al. (2010), while not specifically testing the 

effects of adult social bonds, demonstrate the positive effect of higher education in reducing the 

likelihood of adult criminal behavior. These findings are supported by Dennison (2019) who 

analyzed Waves I and Wave IV of the Add Health data and found that attaining a bachelor’s 

degree is negatively associated with crime when compared to obtaining a high school diploma.  

 Lamet et al. (2013) also reported statistically significant differences in levels of higher 

education (i.e., education beyond high school) between Dutch adults who successfully completed 

a probation program versus those that failed. Findings from subsequent logistic regression 

models revealed that low education was a significant predictor of probation failure. However, the 

researchers note that more elaborate measures of education that measure the quality of 
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educational bonds, such as those mentioned in Sampson and Laub (1990, 1993), may produce 

different results.  

2.2.4 The Role of Employment on Adult Offending 

The prior literature has generally found a negative correlation between quality 

employment and criminal behavior among adults (Apel & Horney, 2017). Additionally, work is 

listed as one of the dominant institutions that characterize bonds in later adulthood and can serve 

as an important transition point in one’s life (Sampson & Laub, 1990; Sampson & Laub, 1993). 

However, research has also shown that is not simply employment per se that increases social 

control, but rather it is the quality of the job that plays the largest role in bond formation. 

Sampson and Laub (1990) note that jobs that are stable and foster strong ties and personal 

commitment are the types of jobs that are most likely to lead to a reduction in criminal behavior. 

For example, Horney et al. (1995) found that employment was only weakly related to offending 

among 658 newly convicted male offenders in the custody of the Nebraska Department of 

Correctional Services. However, researchers noted that the crude, dichotomous measure that they 

used for employment status may have been responsible for the weak results. 

 Recently, Apel and Horney (2017) analyzed the effects of employment conditions on 

criminal behavior among 717 adult male offenders. Findings show that respondents who 

indicated a strong commitment to their job reported significantly less crime. This was in contrast 

to more objective measures of work quality such as the number of hours worked and income.  

In addition to supporting the idea that quality bonds lead to the most significant change 

(Sampson & Laub, 1990; Sampson & Laub, 1993), the findings also indicate that the 

operationalization of work quality is important.  
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 Metcalfe, Baker, and Brady (2019) also found quality employment to be a significant 

factor in the reduction of criminal behavior among serious juvenile offenders transitioning into 

adulthood. Using the Pathways to Desistance dataset, the findings indicated that employment 

quality, as measured by wage, is significantly correlated to longer average gaps between arrests. 

Unlike Apel and Horney (2017), the findings suggested that wage can be an effective measure of 

work quality. Additionally, the findings in Metcalfe et al. (2019) suggest that the ideas 

established in Sampson and Laub (1993) can be applied to other outcomes such as the 

intermittency of criminal offending.  

 Lastly, studies have highlighted the fact that employment has a direct and indirect role in 

reducing adult criminal behavior. For example, Sampson and Laub (2006) note that the literature 

suggests that one of the most important predictors of marriage is quality, stable employment. 

Additionally, other social bonds such as educational attainment are themselves related to quality 

employment (Torpey, 2018). The interconnectedness of each social bond supports Hirschi (1969) 

which argued that each bond was correlated with the others and that social control is the result of 

all of the bonds working together.  

2.3 Social Control Theory and Violent Crimes 

Findings from earlier tests of social control theory (Hirschi, 1969) suggested that the 

theory is most effective in explaining less serious forms of crime and deviance (Agnew, 1985; 

Kempf, 1993; Krohn & Massey, 1980). However, some studies have found a link between social 

bonds and more serious forms of criminality, such as assault (Horney, Osgood, & Marshall, 

1995). In recent decades, several studies have also found a link between social bonds such as 
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school attachment, commitment to religion, and involvement in organizational activities on 

violent delinquency among various adolescent samples (Chan & Chui, 2015; Cretacci, 2003; 

Guo, Roettger, & Cai, 2008).  

For example, Cretacci (2003) tested the effects of social bonds, including those stemming 

from religion, on six self-reported violent offenses among a sample of 6,500 youths from the 

National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health). The study specifically looked 

the effects of social bonds on three developmental stages: early adolescence (10-13 years old); 

middle adolescence (14-16 years old); and, late adolescence (17-19 years old). Several indices 

were created from questions measuring each element of the social bond as outlined by Hirschi 

(1969). Attachment measures included questions probing the individual's levels of maternal 

attachment, peer attachment, and parental religious attachment. Although religion was not 

originally considered by Hirschi (1969), prior studies of earlier control theories (Durkheim, 

1915; Nye, 1958) and subsequent tests of social control theory have highlighted its beneficial 

effects on reducing deviant behaviors (Evans, Cullen, Dunaway, & Burton, 1995). Commitment 

was measured according to the individual’s school commitment, religious commitment, family 

commitment, and peer commitment. Lastly, the element of belief was measured in terms of one’s 

general belief (i.e., “how much do you feel like you want to leave home?”) and religious beliefs 

(Cretacci, 2003, p.266). Findings indicated that school attachment and commitment was 

important across the middle and late adolescent groups, while peer commitment was salient in 

the early and middle adolescent groups. Furthermore, the bond of belief only affected violence 

among the middle adolescent group.  
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 Similar to Cretacci (2003), Chan and Chui (2015) looked at the effect of social bonds on 

violent offending among 1,777 male adolescents in China. The adolescents were grouped 

according to their level of risk, including non-adjudicated low-risk individuals, non-adjudicated 

at-risk individuals, and individuals who had a history of adjudication. Eight items were used to 

measures the various elements of the social bond, including parental bonding, parental 

dependence, peer attachment, peer attachment, commitment to education, involvement in 

organizational activities, and belief in the legal system. Findings indicated that social bonds had 

differential effects on each group. Parental bonding, educational commitment, belief in the legal 

system and involvement in organizational activities were found to have a significant effect on 

violence in the non-adjudicated low-risk group. For at-risk youth, only parental bonding and 

commitment to education had a significant effect on violence, and only belief in the legal system 

and involvement in organizational activities were significant predictors of violent offending. 

Contrary to the theoretical relationship between social bond and delinquency outlined in Hirschi 

(1969), involvement in organizational activities was found to be positively correlated to violent 

offending among both low-risk youth and juvenile offenders. 

Social control, specifically the bond of attachment, was also found to be a useful 

mediator between prior violent victimization early in life and adult violence (Marganski, 2013). 

Family violence victimization and adult attachment were analyzed in a group of 327 college 

undergraduate students between the ages of 18 and 28. Variables for adult attachment were 

modeled after Hirschi (1969) and included measures of “love (i.e., emotional closeness and 

emotional involvement), affectional identification (i.e., admiration), and respect of relationship 

(i.e., trust)” (Marganski, 2013, p. 214). Bivariate analysis between adult attachment and adult 
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violent behavior indicated that only attachment to a parent or best friend were related to adult 

violence. Additionally, social control theory appeared to be more useful in explaining adult 

violence among individuals with no prior history of family violence victimization. Despite the 

partial support noted in the above studies, more attention should be given to the relationship 

between social bonds and violent behavior.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1 Research Question 

In order to examine the relationship between social control and homicide offending in a 

nationally representative sample of adult offenders and non-offenders in the United States, the 

central research question was: Does social control in the form of adult social bonds affect the 

likelihood of an adult committing homicide? According to social control theory (Hirschi, 1969), 

individuals with fewer social bonds to conventional society will have lower levels of social 

control and an increased probability of committing delinquent or criminal acts. It is therefore 

hypothesized that lower levels of adult social bonds such as marital attachment, parental 

attachment, commitment to education, and occupational involvement will be associated with a 

higher likelihood of an adult committing homicide.  

3.2 Study Design 

The current study utilizes a case-control design to analyze the relationship between social 

control and homicide offending in U.S. adults. Case-control designs are retrospective studies that 

allow for the comparison of individuals with a given outcome of interest to a matched control 

group that does not possess the outcome. This type of research design is particularly useful in 

situations where the outcome can be considered a rare event (Mann, 2003). Case-control designs 

produce odds ratios which can be used to determine the relative importance of a predictor in 

relation to the presence or absence of the outcome. Although this type of study design is 

typically seen in the medical field, particularly epidemiology (Mann, 2003; Schulz & Grimes, 
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2002), it has been used to study criminal justice outcomes such as the effect of gun ownership on 

homicide victimization (Kellermann et al., 1993).  

Specifically, the current study is based on a case-control design that was originally 

established by Kleck and Hogan (1999) to study the effect of gun ownership on homicide 

offending among adults in the United States. Kleck & Hogan (1999) combined nationally 

representative data on adult homicide offenders from the Survey of Prison Inmates (SPI) (“the 

cases”) with nationally representative data on U.S. adults (age 18 or older) from the general 

population who were interviewed in the General Social Survey (GSS) (“the controls”). The two 

datasets were combined by identifying variables that were related to homicide or gun ownership 

in both datasets, creating unified names and coding schemes for each variable, and then merging 

the two sets of data together. The result was a nationally representative sample of U.S. adults that 

was used to determine whether gun ownership increased the likelihood of an adult committing 

homicide. One of the defining factors of Kleck and Hogan’s (1999) design was their decision to 

statistically control for specific confounding factors related to homicide offending (e.g. sex, race, 

age, etc.) instead of matching on them as previous case-control studies had done (Kellerman et 

al., 1993). The decision not to match cases and controls on confounding factors allowed the 

researchers to use samples that were representative of larger populations (Kleck & Hogan, 1999).  

Following the methodology outlined in Kleck and Hogan (1999), the current study uses 

the same case-control design to determine whether social control (Hirschi, 1969) and adult social 

bonds (Sampson & Laub, 1990; Sampson & Laub, 1993) affect the likelihood of an adult 

committing homicide in the United States. Nationally representative data on adult homicide 

offenders collected by the Survey of Inmates in State Correctional Facilities (SISCF) in 2004 
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(U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2004) was combined with nationally representative data from a 

sample of adults (age 18 or older) from the general U.S. population collected by the General 

Social Survey (GSS) in 2004 (Smith, Davern, Freese, & Hout, 1972-2018). In order to maintain a 

consistent age range, only adult offenders who were age 18 or older at the time that they 

committed the homicide were taken from the SISCF. Adult respondents in the SISCF served as 

the cases in the case-control design, while the adults in the GSS served as the controls. Similar to 

Kleck and Hogan (1999), the two datasets were combined by identifying all variables related to 

homicide or adult social bonds that appeared in both datasets, creating new variable names and 

standardized coding schemes for these variables, and then merging the two sets of cases together 

to form a nationally representative sample of adults. The final sample (unweighted n = 3,917) 

included 1,136 homicide offenders (29%) and 2,781 non-offending members from the general 

adult population (71%). Each individual dataset is described below. 

3.3 Data 

 The SISCF is a nationally representative sample of known adult offenders that was 

conducted for the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) by the Bureau of the Census (U.S. Bureau of 

Justice Statistics, 2004). The survey provides nationally representative data on inmates held in 

State prisons and Federally-owned and -operated prisons. The data were collected through 

personal interviews through which respondents provided information on a variety of categories, 

“including information on their current offense and sentence, criminal history, family 

background, and personal characteristics, prior drug and alcohol use and treatment programs, 

gun possession and use, and prison activities, programs, and services” (U.S. Bureau of Justice 

Statistics, 2004, p. 4). 
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The sample of inmates for the SISCF (2004) was selected from two different universe 

files. The first SISCF universe file, obtained from the BJS 2000 Census of State and Federal 

Correctional Facilities enumerated on June 30, 2000, contained 1,549 State facilities. The SISCF 

secondary universe file contained 36 prisons which had been opened between June 30, 2000, and 

April 1, 2003. The survey used a two-stage sample design. Prisons were selected in the first stage 

and inmates within sampled prisons in the second stage (U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2004). 

Only data from inmates that were serving a sentence for homicide were examined in the current 

study.  

The GSS is a nationally representative sample of adults in the United States. The survey 

is collected under the direction of the National Data Program for the Social Sciences at the 

National Opinion Research Center (NORC), University of Chicago (Smith, Davern, Freese, & 

Hout, 1972-2018). The 2004 GSS like its previous editions since 1975, used full-probability 

sampling to select English speaking, noninstitutionalized adult respondents from the United 

States population. In 2004, a total sample of 2,812 individuals were interviewed. While all 2,812 

individuals were asked the questions that were used as independent variables, there is variation 

in the number of observations for each variable according to data that was missing or not 

applicable for the 2004 dataset. In total, information on 1,319 different variables were collected 

on topics such as health, religion, social networks, politics, respondent demographics, etc. Both 

the Survey of Inmates in State Correctional Facilities from 2004 and the General Social Survey 

data from 1972 to 2018 were retrieved from the Inter-university Consortium for Political and 

Social Research (ICPSR) website maintained and provided by the University of Michigan.  
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3.4 Variables 

3.4.1 Homicide Measure 

The main dependent variable in the current study was a dichotomous measure of whether 

or not the respondent had committed a homicide. Originally this variable was coded as a 

categorical variable in the SISCF, with values for twenty-six different offenses from “1” 

(murder) to “26” (other offenses). This variable was recoded into a dichotomous measure of 

whether one was incarcerated for committing homicide. Values for the offense of murder were 

coded as “1” while all other offenses were coded as “0.”  

3.4.2 Independent Variables 

The primary independent variables in the current study include measures of adult social 

bonds in the form of marital attachment, parental attachment, commitment to education, and 

occupational involvement. For SISCF respondents, the adult social bond questions referred to 

any period before they were imprisoned for committing homicide, while for GSS respondents, it 

referred to the time that the respondent was interviewed. The measures of adult social bonds, as 

well as the control measures included in the final analyses, are described below. Table 4.1 

presents descriptive statistics for all of the main independent variables and the control variables 

used in the final analyses.  

Marriage 

The respondent’s marital attachment was measured in the form of two dichotomous 

variables. The first measure of marital attachment is a dichotomous measure of whether the 

respondent was married. Respondents who indicated that they were married were coded as “1” 
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while those who were not married were coded as “0.” This measure matches the previous 

literature that has studied the effects of marriage on criminal behavior (Craig, 2015; De Li & 

MacKenzie, 2003; Horney, Osgood, & Marshall, 1995). Prior literature has generally found 

support for the crime reduction effect of marriage (Horney et al., 1995; Sampson et al., 2006) 

although some researchers note that the effect is inconsistent across race (Craig, 2015; Piquero, 

MacDonald, & Parker, 2002) and gender (Doherty & Ensminger, 2013; King, Massoglia, & 

MacMillan, 2007).  

Research has also shown that individuals who live with their spouses have lower levels of 

violent crime such as assault (Horney et al., 1995). Therefore, in order to determine the effect of 

living with one’s spouse on homicide offending, a second dichotomous measure was created. 

Respondents who indicated that they lived with their spouse were coded as “1”, while those that 

indicated that they did not live with their spouse were coded as “0.” It is assumed that living with 

one’s spouse is a higher quality bond than simply being married.  

Parental Attachment 

Similar to marriage, prior research has shown that parenthood can affect delinquent and 

criminal offending (Craig, 2015; Fleisher & Kreinert, 2004; Kreager, Matsueda, & Erosheva, 

2010). Following the direction of Craig (2015), two dichotomous measures of parental 

attachment are included in the current study. The first measure was a dichotomous variable based 

on whether the respondent had children. Responses were coded as 1 for “yes” and 0 for “no.” 

The second measure of parental attachment was a dichotomous measure that determined whether 

the respondent lived with their children. Respondents that indicated that they lived with their 

children were coded as “1,” while respondents who did not live with their children were coded as 



 

33 

“0.” Similar to living with one’s spouse, it is assumed that living with one’s children represents a 

stronger bond than a simple dichotomous measure on the existence of children. 

Commitment to Education 

The respondent’s commitment to educational pursuits was originally categorically 

measured according to the highest grade that they had completed (GSS) or attended (SISCF) 

either at the time of the interview (GSS) or prior to incarceration (SISCF).  The SISCF began at a 

value of 0 for “never attended or attended kindergarten only” and ended with a value of 18 for 

“Graduate school two or more years.” In the GSS, responses began at 0 for “no formal 

schooling” and ended with a value of 20 for “8 or more years of college.” A new variable was 

created to represent the highest grade that prisoners from the SISCF had actually completed in 

the month prior to their incarceration in order to match the GSS. This variable was created by 

subtracting one year from the highest grade that they attended. In order to analyze the effect of 

higher levels of education on homicide offending, a dichotomous variable was created to indicate 

whether the respondent had completed at least one year of a college education. The variable was 

coded as 0 for “no” and 1 for “yes.”  

Occupational Involvement  

In order to determine the relationship between occupational involvement and homicide 

offending, a categorical variable was created to represent the type of job that the respondent had. 

The SISCF recorded job status as a dichotomous measure of whether or not the offender had a 

job in the month before arrest with values of 1 for “yes” and 2 for “no.” Additionally, the SISCF 

recorded whether the respondent’s job was 1 “full-time,” 2 “part-time,” or 3 “occasional.” The 

GSS originally recorded employment status as a categorical variable based on the respondent’s 

self-reported labor force status in the prior week of the interview. The variable was coded as 1 
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for “working full-time,” 2 for “working part-time,” 3 for “temporarily not working,” 4 for 

“unemployed,” 5 for “retired,” 6 for “keeping house,” and 8 for “other.” In the interest of 

creating a common variable that represented the number of hours that a respondent spent at their 

job per week, a categorical variable was created with 0 for “unemployed,” 1 for “part-time,” and 

2 for “full-time.”.”  

Control Variables 

In addition to the main independent variables of interest, several factors related to 

homicide were also included to serve as controls in the final analyses. These included variables 

that measured the respondent’s age, race, gender, Hispanic ethnicity, personal monthly income, 

and the geographical region in which the respondent lived. These control measures are similar to 

those used in Kleck and Hogan (1999) to analyze the effect of gun ownership on homicide 

offending.  

Age of the perpetrator was coded continuously in both datasets, with higher numbers 

representing older respondents. In order to capture the age of the respondent’s from the SISCF at 

the time that they were incarcerated for the charge of murder, the number of years they had been 

incarcerated was subtracted from the year in which they took the survey (i.e., 2004). Another 

additional year was subtracted in order to account for the average time it takes between arrest 

and incarceration. The age of respondents in the final sample ranged from 19 to 89 years of age, 

with a median age of 39. The respondent’s race, Hispanic ethnicity, and gender were all recorded 

as dichotomous measures. The variable for race was coded as 1 for “Black” and 0 for “Non-

Black.”  Hispanic ethnicity was coded as 1 for “yes” and 0 for “no.” Gender was coded as 1 for 

“male” and 0 for “female.”  
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In addition to demographics, two variables were also included to control for the 

geographical region in which the respondent lived and their personal monthly income. The 

geographical region variable was originally coded categorically with values of 1 for “Northeast,” 

2 for “Midwest,” 3 for “South,” and 4 for “West.” Similar to Kleck and Hogan (1999), this 

variable was recoded into a dichotomous measure of whether or not the respondent lived in the 

south with responses coded as 1 for “yes” and 0 for “no.” Research suggests that there are 

regional differences in homicide rates and homicide victimization (Rosenfeld & Fox, 2019), 

therefore it is important to control for this variable in the final analysis.   

The variable representing personal monthly income was also coded categorically. The 

2004 GSS originally only measured the respondent’s income in the prior year, therefore the 

respondent’s annual income was divided by 12 to create values that were similar to the SISCF. 

The two variables were then combined to create a single categorical variable that was used in the 

final models. The average monthly income of respondents was separated into four categories 

with values of 1 for “less than $400,” 2 for “$400 to $800,” 3 for “$801 to $2,000,” and 4 for 

“More than $2,000.” Table 4.1 provides descriptive statistics for the control variables with non-

missing values that were used in the final models.   

3.5 Analytic Strategy 

Based on Hirschi’s (1969) social control theory and the importance of the quality and 

strength of adult social bonds on criminal behavior (Sampson & Laub, 1990), the hypotheses for 

the analyses are as follows: 

Hypothesis 1: Being married will be associated with a lower likelihood of committing homicide  
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Hypothesis 2: Living with one’s spouse will be associated with a lower likelihood of committing 

homicide 

Hypothesis 3: Having children will be associated with a lower likelihood of committing homicide 

Hypothesis 4: Living with one’s children will be associated with a lower likelihood of committing 

homicide 

Hypothesis 5: An increased commitment to education (i.e., college education)  will be associated 

with a lower likelihood of committing homicide  

Hypothesis 6: Higher occupational involvement (i.e., the more hours spent at work per week) 

will be associated with a lower likelihood of committing homicide  

First, descriptive statistics for the variables included in the final models are provided in 

Table 4.1. According to social control theory (Hirschi, 1969), it is expected that adults who are 

incarcerated for committing a criminal homicide will have fewer adult social bonds than non-

offenders. Next, a correlation matrix is presented in Table 4.2 that displays the relationship 

between the variables used in the final models. Finally, in order to address the central 

hypotheses, two multivariate logistic regression models were used to estimate the effects of 

social control and adult social bonds (Hirschi, 1969; Sampson & Laub, 1990) on homicide 

behavior among adults in the United States. Although research has shown that ordinary least 

squares (OLS) regression and logistic regression produce similar results when predicting binary 

outcomes, logistic regression is thought to be better at predicting the probability of belonging to 

the dependent category (Pohlman & Leitner, 2003). Additionally, logistic regression is the 

recommended method of analysis for case-control data, (Kleck & Hogan, 1999; Loftin & 

McDowall, 1988).  



 

37 

Due to multicollinearity between the two measures of marital attachment and the two 

measures of parental attachment, two separate models were run. Table 4.3 presents results from 

Model 1 which included measures for marital status and the variable that represented whether the 

respondent had children. Model 2 included measures for living with one’s spouse and living with 

one’s children. The results for Model 2 are presented in Table 4.4. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 

4.1 Descriptive Statistics  

Table 4.1 presents the descriptive statistics for the variables used in the final models. 

Homicide offenders were less likely to be married (16%) compared to non-offending adults 

(53%). Among those that were married, adults convicted of homicide were less likely to live 

with their spouse before their incarceration (10%) when compared to non-offending adults 

(51%). Offenders were less likely to have kids (70%) compared to non-offenders (13%) and 

those that did have children were less likely to live with them prior to their incarceration on the 

homicide charge (22%). In terms of education, non-offending adults were more likely to have 

completed at least one year of college education (60%) compared to only 18% of homicide 

offenders. However, adults convicted of homicide were more likely to report having a job before 

their incarceration (74%) when compared to non-offenders at the time of their interview (64%). 

In terms of demographics, the average age of homicide offenders was 28.88 compared to 46.22 

for non-offenders. Offenders were also more likely to be male (82%), African-American (16%), 

Hispanic (16%), reside in the south (45%), and have a lower income (2.78) than non-offenders. 

Table 4.2 presents the bivariate correlation coefficients between homicide offending and 

the independent variables of interest. Results from Table 4.2 show that marriage (-0.34), living 

with your spouse (-0.38), having kids (-0.03), living with your kids (-0.12), completing at least 

one year of college education (-0.38), age (-0.46), and personal monthly income (-0.27) are all 

negatively correlated to homicide offending. The only measure of adult social bond that has a 

positive bivariate correlation to homicide offending is job type (0.06), along with being male  
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Table 4.1 Descriptive Statisticsa   

  

Homicide 

Offenders 

Non-

Offenders 

Variable Description Mean S.D. 

Mea

n  S.D. 

Homicide Offender Subject is incarcerated for intentional 

criminal homicide 1.00 0.00 

   

 0.00 0.00 

Marial Attachment         

Married Subject is married 0.16 0.37 0.53 0.50 

Living with Spouse Subject lives with their spouse 0.10 0.29 0.51 0.50 

Parental Attachment         
Kids The subject has kids 0.70 0.46 0.73 0.44 

Lives with kids Subject lives with their kids 0.22 0.41 0.34 0.41 

Commitment to Education         
College Education Subject completed at least one year of 

college 0.18 0.39 0.60 0.49 

Occupational Involvement         

Full-time Job Subject held a full-time job 0.85 0.36 0.52 0.50 

Controls         

Age (19-89) Exact age of subject in years  28.88 9.05 

46.2

2 

16.6

6 

Male  Subject is Male 0.82 0.38 0.45 0.50 

Black  Subject is African American 0.16 0.50 0.14 0.34 

Hispanic Subject is Hispanic 0.16 0.37 0.09 0.28 

South Subject resides in the South 0.45 0.50 0.39 0.49 

Income (1-4) Midpoint of personal income  

category 
2.78 1.02 3.34 0.93   

Notes: 
a For imprisoned homicide offender, the variables above describe the individual at the time of their incarceration 

on the homicide charge. For the General Social Survey respondents, the above variables describe the individual at 

the time of the interview. Means and standard deviations (S.D.) were calculated from only the variables with non-

missing values on all of the listed variables. All binary variables (including Homicide Offender) were coded 0/1.  

 (0.33), African-American (0.32), Hispanic (0.11), and living in the south (0.06). Table 4.2 also 

displays the correlations that the independent variables have to each other. For  example, 
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Table 4.2 Correlations Between Analysis Variables     

Variable Homicide Married LWS Kids LWK Job Type College  Age Male Black Hisp South Income 

              

Homicide 1.00             

Marriage -0.34* 1.00            

Lived with Spouse -0.38* 0.93* 1.00           

Kids -0.03* 0.26* 0.25* 1.00          

Lived with kids -0.12* 0.24* 0.25* 0.41* 1.00         

Job Type 0.06* 0.00 0.01 -0.04 -0.02 1.00        

College Education -0.38* 0.16 0.18* 

-

0.07* -0.07* -0.01 1.00       

Age -0.46* 0.22 0.25* 0.27* -0.14* -0.07* 0.09* 1.00      

Male 0.33* -0.08 

-

0.10* 

-

0.14* -0.14* 0.17* -0.14* 

-

0.17* 1.00     

Black 0.32* -0.19 

-

0.23* 0.05* -0.00 -0.00 -0.18* 

-

0.22* 0.09* 1.00    

Hispanic 0.11* -0.04 

-

0.07* -0.02 0.06* 0.04* -0.11* 

-

0.16* 0.07* 

-

0.13* 1.00   

South 0.06* -0.04 -0.03 0.03* 0.02 0.06* -0.08* 

-

0.04* -0.01 0.15* 

-

0.02* 1.00  

Income -0.27* 0.19 0.20* 0.07* 0.08* 0.34* 0.30* 0.24* 0.05* 

-

0.15* 

-

0.06* -0.02* 1.00 

Note: * p  ≤  0.05 
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marriage is highly positively correlated to living with your spouse (0.93) as is having kids and 

living with them (0.41). The high correlation between these variables introduced issues with 

multicollinearity, therefore two separate multivariate logistic regression models were performed. 

The first model included measures for “being married” and “having kids,” while the second 

model included measures for “living with one’s spouse” and “living with one’s kids.”  

4.2 The Effect of Adult Social Bonds on Homicide Offending 

Due to multicollinearity, the two measures of marital attachment (marital status and 

living with one’s spouse) and parental attachment (having kids and living with one’s kids) were 

assessed separately. Table 4.3 presents the results from Model 1 which predicted the effects of 

being married, having kids, completing at least one year of college education, and job type (i.e., 

part-time, or full-time) on homicide offending. Column 1 shows the effect of these four social 

bonds on homicide offending independent of controls. Being married (OR = 0.08, 95% CI: 0.06, 

0.12) and having at least one year of college education (OR = 0.11, 95% CI: 0.08, 0.15) are 

associated with a lower likelihood of homicide offending. However, having kids (OR = 1.60, 

95% CI: 1.09, 2.34) and job type (i.e., (i.e., part-time, or full-time) (OR = 1.75, 95% CI: 1.43, 

2.15) are both associated with a higher likelihood of committing homicide without controlling 

for extraneous factors.  

Column 2 displays the results from Model 1 after the addition of controls for age, gender, 

race, Hispanic ethnicity, living in the south, and personal monthly income. Results from the full 

model show that being married (OR = 0.06, 95% CI: 0.03, 0.10) and having at least one year of 

college education (OR = 0.19, 95% CI: 0.11, 0.34) are still associated with a lower likelihood of 

an adult committing homicide, along with older age (OR = 0.91, 95% CI: 0.89, 0.93). 
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Living in the south (OR = 0.93, 95% CI: 0.56, 1.55) and higher personal monthly income 

(OR = 0.81, 95% CI: 0.59, 1.11) were also associated with a lower likelihood of an adult 

committing homicide, however, their effects were not statistically significant. Column 2 also 

shows that having kids becomes significantly associated with a higher likelihood of committing 

homicide (OR = 2.11, 95% CI: 1.14, 3.90) after controls are added to the model along with being 

male (OR = 2.29, 95% CI: 1.31, 4.01) African-American (OR = 4.93, 95% CI: 2.60, 9.37), or 

Hispanic (OR = 3.32, 95% CI: 1.17, 9.42).  

Table 4.3. The Effect of Being Married and Having Kids on Homicide Offending 

 1   2 

Variable  β (se) OR 95% CI    β (se) OR  95% CI 

Married -2.51 (0.18)*** 0.08 [0.06, 0.12]  -2.82 (0.28)*** 0.06 [0.03, 0.10] 

Kids 0.47 (0.19)* 1.60 [1.09, 2.34]  0.75 (0.31)* 2.11 [1.14, 3.90] 

Job Type1 0.56 (0.10)*** 1.75 [1.43, 2.15]  0.21 (0.20) 1.24 [0.84, 1.83] 

College2 -2.23 (0.17)*** 0.11 [0.08, 0.15]   -1.66 (0.30)*** 0.19 [0.11, 0.34] 

Age -- -- --  -0.10 (0.01)*** 0.91 [0.89, 0.93] 

Male -- -- --  0.83 (0.29)** 2.29 [1.31, 4.01] 

Black -- -- --  1.60 (0.33)*** 4.93 [2.60, 9.37] 

Hispanic -- -- --  1.20 (0.53)* 3.32 [1.17, 9.42] 

South -- -- --  -0.07 (0.26) 0.93 [0.56, 1.55] 

Income -- -- --  -0.21 (0.16) 0.81 [0.59, 1.11] 

Constant 9.02 (0.16)*** -- --   12.50 (0.68)*** -- -- 

Notes:        
a  n = 3,849; Wald Chi2 (4) = 235.98; Prob > Chi2 = 0.00; Pseudo R2 = 0.12 

b n = 2,530; Wald Chi2 (10) = 194.04; Prob > Chi2 = 0.00; Pseudo R2 = 0.21  

*** p < 0.001 ** p < 0.01 * p < 0.05; β = logistic regression coefficient,   se = standard error of coefficient; OR 

= odds ratio, C.I. = confidence interval; 1 Reference: Unemployed; 2 Reference: Grade 12 or less 

 

Although job type continues to be associated with a higher likelihood of committing homicide, 

its effects become statistically insignificant in the full model (OR: 1.24, 95% CI: 0.84, 1.83). 
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Table 4.4 presents the results Model 2 which included measures for living with one’s 

spouse, living with one’s kids, job type, and college education. Column 1 shows the effect of  

Table 4.4 The Effects of Living with Spouse and Kids on Homicide Offending 

  1a   2b 

Variable    β (se) OR 95% CI    β (se) OR  95% CI 

Lived with 

Spouse 

 

-2.68 (0.19)*** 0.07 [0.05, 0.10] 

 

-2.67 (0.26)*** 0.07 [0.04, 0.12]   
Lived with 

Kids  -0.17 (0.22) 0.84 [0.54, 1.30]  -0.74 (0.37)* 0.48 [0.23, 0.99] 

Job Type1  0.56 (0.13)*** 1.75 [1.37, 2.25]  0.20 (0.22) 1.22 [0.79, 1.89] 

College2  -2.04 (0.19)*** 0.13 [0.09, 0.19]  -1.52 (0.30)*** 0.22 [0.12, 0.39] 

Age  -- -- --  -0.11 (0.01)*** 0.90 [0.87, 0.93] 

Male  -- -- --  0.61 (0.29)* 1.84 [1.04, 3.26 

Black  -- -- --  1.56 (0.35)*** 4.77 [2.39, 9.49] 

Hispanic  -- -- --  0.42 (0.35) 1.53 [0.76, 3.05] 

South  -- -- --  -0.17 (0.27) 0.85 [0.50, 1.43] 

Income  -- -- --  -0.20 (0.17) 0.82 [0.58, 1.15] 

Constant   9.21 (0.15)*** -- --   13.71 (0.77)*** -- -- 

Notes:         
a  n = 3,849; Wald Chi2 (4) = 233.61; Prob > Chi2 = 0.00; Pseudo R2 = 0.14 

b  n = 2,530; Wald Chi2 (10) = 183.84 ; Prob > Chi2 = 0.00; Pseudo R2 = 0.22 

*** p < 0.001 ** p < 0.01 * p < 0.05; β = logistic regression coefficient,   se = standard error of coefficient; OR 

= odds ratio, C.I. = confidence interval; 1 Reference: Unemployed; 2 Reference: Grade 12 or less 

 

these four social bonds independent of controls. Living with one’s spouse (OR = 0.07, 95% CI: 

0.05, 0.11) and having at least one year of college education (OR = 0.13, 95% CI: 0.09, 0.19) are 

significantly associated with a lower likelihood of committing homicide. Living with your kids is 

also associated with a lower likelihood of homicide offending (OR = 0.44, 95% CI: 0.21, 0.94), 

however, the effect is not significant. Job type (i.e., the number of hours spent at work per week) 

is associated with a higher likelihood of committing homicide. In other words,  is associated with 

odds of an adult with a part-time or full-time job committing homicide are 1.75 times higher than 
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an adult who was unemployed (OR = 1.75, 95% CI: 1.37, 2.25) without controlling for 

extraneous variables.  

Column 2 displays the results from Model 3 after the addition of controls for age, gender, race, 

Hispanic ethnicity, living in the south, and personal monthly income. Column 2 shows that 

adults who live with their spouse (OR = 0.07, 95% CI: 0.04, 0.12), live with their kids (OR = 

0.48, 95% CI: 0.23, 0.99), and have at least one year of college education (OR = 0.22, 95% CI: 

0.13, 0. 39) are significantly less likely to commit homicide. Additionally, when confounding 

factors are controlled for, the effect of having a full-time or part-time job is no longer 

significantly associated with a higher likelihood of committing homicide. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 

 

This research examined the effect of social control (Hirschi, 1969) and adult social bonds 

(Sampson & Laub, 1990; Sampson & Laub, 1993) on the likelihood that an adult in the United 

States will commit homicide. In his original formulation of social control theory, Hirschi (1969) 

established four elements of social control (attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief) 

that bonded an individual to conventional society and therefore prevented deviant or criminal 

behavior. Sampson and Laub (1990) expanded on Hirschi’s (1969) theory by analyzing the 

impact of social bonds in adulthood (henceforth referred to as adult social bonds) on criminality 

across the life course. Sampson and Laub (1990) were the first to suggest that sources of 

informal social control look different in adults than they do in children.  

While bonds to family, school, and peers are the dominant sources of social control in 

childhood, adult social bonds are more likely to come from institutions such as marriage, higher 

education, parenthood, and work (Sampson & Laub, 1990). The current study expands the 

existing literature surrounding social control theory (Hirschi, 1969) and the role of adult social 

bonds (Sampson & Laub, 1990) by using a nationally representative sample of adult homicide 

offenders and non-offenders to analyze the impact of social control on the likelihood of an adult 

committing homicide. Findings suggest that adult social bonds in the form of being married, 

living with one’s spouse, living with one’s children, and higher levels of education are associated 

with a significantly lower likelihood an adult committing homicide in the United States.   
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5.1 Marital Attachment and Homicide Offending 

Prior literature has generally found support for the crime reducing effect of marriage, 

particularly as it applies to desistance (Bersani, Laub, & Nieuwbeerta, 2009; Craig, et al., 2014; 

Horney, et al., 1995; Kendler, Lönn, Sundquist, & Sundquist, 2017; Nielsen, 2018; Theobald & 

Farrington, 2011). Much of the literature supporting the marriage effect has supported Sampson 

and Laub’s (1993) age-graded theory of informal social control. While the focus of this theory 

pertains mainly to explaining adult desistance from criminal behavior, marriage was expected to 

produce similar effects on the likelihood of an adult committing homicide.  

 Based on findings in the prior literature, the current study tested two hypotheses 

regarding marital attachment. The first hypothesis, that being married will be associated with a 

lower likelihood of committing homicide, was confirmed. The variable that measured whether 

the respondent was currently married was statistically significant and in the predicted direction. 

This finding is in line with prior literature that has found that marriage reduces the probability of 

being convicted of a crime in any given year (Bersani, Laub, and Nieuwbeerta, 2009) and can 

specifically reduce the likelihood of committing certain violent crimes such as assault (Horney et 

al., 1995). Similar findings have also been found in prior literature that focused on the effects of 

marriage on desistance from criminal behavior across the life course (Craig, 2015; Sampson & 

Laub, 1993; Sampson et al., 2006).  

The second hypothesis, that living with one’s spouse will be associated with a lower 

likelihood of committing homicide, was also confirmed. When compared to not being married, 

living with one’s spouse significantly reduced the likelihood of an adult committing homicide. It 

was expected that living with one’s spouse would represent a stronger and higher quality bond 
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than simply being married due to the effect of cohabitation, the potential for the formation of 

stronger bonds, and the potential for direct monitoring from one’s spouse (Gottlieb & Suige, 

2019; Laub & Sampson, 2003; Sampson et al., 2006). However, the odds ratios for each variable 

suggests that both measures of marital attachment had similarly significant effects at reducing 

the likelihood of homicide. It is likely that this similarity is the product of the high correlation 

between being married and living with one’s spouse. However, it is also possible that the quality 

of a marriage is less important than Sampson and Laub (1993) originally suggested. Indeed, 

some prior literature has found that the quality of a romantic partnership does not predict 

involvement in criminal behavior (Capaldi, Kim, & Owen, 2008), and others have found that the 

quality of the marriage only matters for predicting criminal involvement in women (Simons et 

al., 2002).  

5.2 Parental Attachment and Homicide Offending 

Prior studies have suggested that the increased responsibility and obligations associated 

with parenthood can produce bonds that lead to a reduction in adult offending (Craig, 2015; 

Sampson & Laub, 2003; Zoutwelle-Terovan et al., 2014) Based on the prior literature, the third 

hypothesis in the current study stated that having kids would reduce the likelihood of committing 

homicide. Findings in the current study do not support this hypothesis. In fact, the findings 

suggest that having kids is associated with a higher likelihood of committing homicide. While 

this finding is in the opposite theoretical direction according to social control theory (Hirschi, 

1969) and the predicted effect of parenthood as an adult social bond (Sampson & Laub, 1990; 

Sampson & Laub, 1993), there are a few potential explanations for this finding. 
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 First, it is possible that having kids, but not living with them represents a weaker 

attachment to one’s children and a weaker belief in the conventional values of society which 

generally supports stable, responsible parenting. This is assuming that the decision to not live 

with one’s kids is due to personal choice and not some other factor. Second, it is possible that the 

effect of parenthood operates differently for males and females when it comes to reducing 

criminal behavior. For example, when an interaction term between gender and having kids was 

introduced into the model, the effects for males with kids produced a decrease in the likelihood 

of homicide. However, this effect was still not statistically significant. Similar results have been 

found in the prior literature on the gendered effect of parenthood on criminality. The crime 

reducing effects of parenthood tend to be more significant for males than females (Zoutewelle-

Terovan, van der Geest, Liefbroer, and Bijleveld, 2014).  

Lastly, it is possible that the dichotomous measure that was used to determine whether 

the respondent had kids was simply not robust enough to produce significant effects. An 

improved measure would likely want to include a measure of the age of the respondent when 

they had their first child, the level of commitment that the respondent had to the relationship that 

produced the child (long term versus casual), and whether the respondent was financially 

responsible for the child. Literature has suggested that other factors such as unemployment and 

the age of the child may increase stress in some parents (Sears & Galambos, 1993; Marshall, 

Barnett, & Sayer, 1997) which may affect the bond between parent and child.  

In an attempt to measure a stronger parental bond, the following study also analyzed the 

effect of living with one’s child on the probability of committing homicide. The fourth 

hypothesis, that living with one’s children will be associated with a lower likelihood of 
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committing homicide, was confirmed. Living with one’s child was associated with a significantly 

lower likelihood of committing homicide. It is expected that a parent that lives with their child 

has a larger obligation to their child and therefore should have a stronger stake in conformity 

(Sampson & Laub, 2003). Similar analyses and results were found in Craig (2015) on the effect 

of living with one’s child on desistance from criminal behavior. Individuals that lived with their 

children were more likely to decrease their criminal behavior when compared to those that did 

not have children.  

Therefore, the findings in this study find partial support for the effect of parenthood on 

homicide. While simply having children was originally correlated with a higher likelihood of 

committing homicide, the relationship reversed when an interaction term for gender was 

included in the model. Furthermore, it was found that living with your children was associated 

with a statistically significant reduction in the likelihood of committing homicide. These 

findings, when combined with the findings from previous studies, support the idea that strong, 

quality parental attachment can reduce criminal behavior, including violent crimes such as 

homicide.  

5.3 Education and Homicide Offending 

Hirschi (1969) established the role of education as a commitment to conventional society. 

He specifically examined the correlation between the level of education and educational 

aspirations and delinquent behavior in juveniles. However, the crime reducing effects of 

educational commitment is not limited to juveniles. Sampson and Laub (1990) also list education 

as another institution that is thought to bond adults to conventional society. Several empirical 

tests of social control theory using adult samples have used education as a measure of 
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commitment (De Li & MacKenzie, 2003; Horney et al., 1995; Lamet et al., 2013; Salvatore & 

Taniguchi, 2012; Stack et al., 2004). Based on the prior literature, the fifth hypothesis in the 

current study stated that an increased commitment to education (i.e., college education)  will be 

associated with a lower likelihood of committing homicide. Findings show that completing at 

least one year of a college education was significantly associated with a lower likelihood of 

committing homicide when compared to those that completed grade 12 or less. Therefore, the 

fifth hypothesis is confirmed.  

This finding is in line with previous literature that reported a negative correlation 

between crime and the number of years of education completed (Stack et al., 2004; Salvatore et 

al., 2012; Hjalmarsson, Holmlund, & Lindquist, 2014). Craig (2015) also found that completing 

at least one year of college was associated with a decrease in criminal offending when compared 

to completing grade 12 or less, however, the effect was not significant. In order to determine 

whether a more robust measure of education would produce different findings, a separate model 

was run with education measured as highest grade completed with options from first grade (1) 

through two years of graduate education (18). Education remained statistically significant in the 

predicted direction, suggesting that every one-unit increase in education (i.e., every additional 

grade completed) is associated with a lower likelihood of an adult committing homicide. Taken 

together these findings provide support for the role of higher education in reducing specific 

criminal outcomes such as homicide. 

5.4 Employment Type and Homicide Offending 

The sixth and final hypothesis in the current study, that higher occupational involvement 

(i.e., unemployed vs. part-time or full-time) will be associated with a lower likelihood of 
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committing homicide, was not confirmed. Findings showed that more time spent at work per 

week was associated with a higher likelihood of an adult committing homicide. Although the 

results were in the opposite theoretical direction of what is predicted by social control theory 

(Hirschi, 1969) and Sampson and Laub’s (1993) age-graded theory of informal social control, 

they were not statistically significant. While these positive, non-significant findings are not 

unique (Craig, 2015), they do require explanation. First, it is possible that the measure used in 

the current study was not robust enough to assess the impact of occupational involvement on 

homicide. Second, it may be that an objective measure of employment, such as the number of 

hours spent at work per week, is insignificant in the absence of other subjective employment 

measures such as job satisfaction, commitment to one’s job, and income (Apel & Horney, 2017). 

Lastly, it is possible that other confounding factors such as age can affect the relationship 

between occupational involvement (i.e., the number of hours spent at work per week) and the 

likelihood of committing homicide. For example, the measure does not take into consideration 

older adults that may have had high levels of occupational involvement but were retired at the 

time of the interview (GSS) or before they were incarcerated for homicide.  

5.5 Limitations  

While the findings presented in the current study suggest partial support for social control 

theory (Hirschi, 1969) and the role of adult social bonds (Sampson & Laub, 1990; Sampson & 

Laub, 1993) on reducing the likelihood of adult homicide offending, there are some notable 

limitations. First, while marital attachment was shown to significantly reduce homicide 

offending in the current study, the possibility of a selection effect between marriage and 

criminality cannot be ruled out. In other words, it may be the case that adults with higher social 
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bonds are those that are both more likely to self-select into marriage and less likely to commit 

homicide. It may also be the case that other factors such as age, neighborhood disadvantage, and 

genetics confound the relationship between marriage and criminal behavior, including homicide 

(Burt, Donnellan, Humbad, Hicks, McGue, & Lacano, 2010; Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1995; Rowe 

& Rodgers, 1997; South &Crowder, 1999).  

Barnes, Golden, Mancini, Boutwell, Beaver, and Diamond (2014) suggest that studies 

that fail to control for the endogenous relationship between marriage and crime run the risk of 

overstating the effect of marriage on criminal behavior or finding significance in a likely 

spurious relationship. Due to limitations with the data, the current study was unable to control for 

all of the factors that may confound the marriage-crime relationship. Therefore, it is possible that 

the effect of marital attachment on homicide offending is overstated in the current study.  

However, even if a selection effect does exist, researchers have argued that the effect cannot 

fully account for the relationship between marriage and crime (Burt et al, 2010, Laub & 

Sampson, 2003; Sampson et al., 2006).   

A second limitation was that the current study was unable to construct a measure for 

every element of the social bond. For example, a measure representing the bond of belief was not 

included in the current study. Belief, which Hirschi (1969) described as the extent to which 

individuals believe in the value systems established by conventional society. Due to limitations 

with the survey data (namely the SISCF) it was not possible to include common measures of 

belief such as pro-criminal attitudes, attitudes towards school, education, work, or religious 

beliefs, which have been used in prior tests of social control theory (Hirschi, 1969; Stack et al., 

2004; Lamet et al., 2013). Additionally, the measure of occupational involvement was not as 
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robust as I would have preferred. Indeed, job type as a singular measure of social bond lacks the 

quality and strength component that Sampson and Laub (1993) suggest is essential to a bond’s 

ability to reduce criminal behavior. A more robust measure may have produced significant 

results. 

A third limitation is that the association between social control and adult social bonds to 

homicide offending is likely at least partially spurious due to uncontrolled confounding factors. 

Factors such as prior criminal behavior, drug use, alcohol use, or association with criminal peers 

which are known to increase the likelihood of homicide could also be an indication of lower 

social bonds. The current study was limited to variables that appeared in both the GSS and the 

SISCF. In some instances, there was a variable in the SISCF, but not in the GSS (e.g. prior 

criminal behavior, history of drug/alcohol abuse) or vice versa (e.g. the GSS included various 

measures for the element of belief that could not be found in the SISCF). The omission of a 

confounding factor with a large effect on homicide offending could artificially inflate the effect 

of social control.  

A fourth limitation is the possibility of sampling bias between incarcerated offenders and 

non-incarcerated offenders. The SISCF sample only includes data from homicide offenders who 

were convicted and incarcerated, thereby excluding those who were never arrested. If the type of 

homicide offenders who were arrested and incarcerated have different levels of social control, 

then it could bias the results presented here. However, according to the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation (2017) homicide has the highest clearance rate of all violent crimes. Therefore, 

while it is possible that non-incarcerated homicide offenders could have been captured in the 
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2012 version of the GSS, it seems unlikely that there would have been enough to bias the results 

of this study.  

5.6 Conclusion 

Despite the noted limitations, the current study expands the literature on social control 

theory (Hirschi, 1969) in several ways. First, the use of a nationally representative sample 

increases the generalizability of the findings to the U.S. adult population. Second, the findings 

support the use of social control theory (Hirschi, 1969) to explain specific criminal outcomes, 

namely homicide. While previous studies have looked at the effect of adult social bonds on 

violent criminal behavior (Horney et al., 1995; Lackey & Williams, 1995; Marganski, 2013), the 

current study is the first of its kind to specifically look at the relationship between social control 

(Hirschi, 1969) and homicide. The study is also unique in its application of a case-control design 

to analyze the effects of social control on adult homicide. While Kleck and Hogan (1999) used a 

similar technique, with similar data, the study was only concerned with the effect of gun 

ownership on homicide offending. The findings in the current study speak to the utility of case-

control designs in situations where cohort studies are not appropriate or available.  

The findings in the current study also speak to future policies aimed at increasing social 

bonds related to marriage, parenthood, and higher education. Barnes et al. (2014) note that 

policies such as the Healthy Marriage Initiative (HMI) have been utilized in recent years in an 

attempt to focus funds and resources towards encouraging marriage among American adults. 

These programs have generally received bipartisan support, and have additionally focused on 

responsible parenting, particularly fatherhood (Cohen, 2010; Geva, 2011). Additionally, the 

findings presented in the current study support the proliferation of programs that promote the 
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benefits of higher education and subsequently provide pathways to college for at-risk adults, 

such as those that have been formerly incarcerated (Runell, 2017). Support for the crime 

reducing effects may also bolster political arguments for access to free college tuition. If the 

effects of a quality college education are shown to have crime reducing effects, particularly 

among violent crimes such as homicide, then constituents may be more likely to support such 

initiatives. Overall, the current study contributes to the literature on control theory by 

highlighting the role of social control (Hirschi, 1969) and adult social bonds (Sampson & Laub, 

1990; Sampson & Laub, 1993) in predicting violent criminal outcomes such as homicide in the 

general adult population.   
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