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Abstract
Contemporary research from around the world provides a body of consistent findings, making it an indispensable tool 
for the evaluation of crime theory. To be valid, general theories of crime must now be able to accommodate the results of 
this cross-national research. Modern Control Theory is used as an illustration for conceptualizing this body of research. 
Research from three critical areas relevant to general theories of crime are used to illustrate the critical nature of this 
research: (1) results from self-report surveys of offending and victimization; (2) research on the lack of effectiveness 
of criminal justice sanctions in affecting rates of crime and interpersonal violence; and (3) prevention research that is 
focused both on early childhood and on the settings in which much crime occurs. Each is consistent with the expectations 
of Modern Control Theory (Gottfredson and Hirschi in Modern control theory and the limits of criminal justice, Oxford 
University Press, New York, 2019) and each demands the attention of any general theory purporting to explain crime 
and interpersonal violence.
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Introduction

There can be no doubt that the internationalization of 
criminology is an important aspect of modern, scientific 
criminology. Criminology has always rested fundamen-
tally on contributions from scholars around the world, 
of course. Theoretical criminology certainly has strong 
international, interdisciplinary roots, roots that continue 
to provide fundamental insights for contemporary theory 
(Paternoster and Fisher 2018; Valasik 2014).1 Today, it 
is simply not possible to consider theoretical issues in 
criminology absent an appreciation of empirical con-
tributions from scholars throughout the world (Bennett 
2004; Gottfredson 2018a, b; Tonry 2014). The contri-
butions to knowledge from empirical studies of delin-
quency, crime, and criminal justice globally are vast, 

such that contemporary explanations for crime from any 
source are clearly incomplete if not informed by cross-
national research. As Liu has noted, the diversity of cul-
tures, peoples, settings, and justice systems provided by 
cross-national research provides an essential methodology 
for theoretical development: “…diversity presents diffi-
culties, but also advantages and opportunities”, and this 
diversity is not an impediment to scientific work; rather 
it presents “…indispensable opportunities to develop 
modern criminology” (2009, p. 5). Vazsonyi aptly argued 
nearly two decades ago that “…cross-national compara-
tive criminology is not a particular branch or subdisci-
pline of criminology; it is criminology itself” (2003, p. 
204).

From the point of view of control theory, we have argued 
that to be valid, “…a general theory of crime and delin-
quency must be applicable to diverse settings, people and 
times, including differing societies, populations, and cul-
tures” (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990, pp. 169–179). Fur-
thermore, not only must a general theory be able to account 
for correlates about crime and delinquency in diverse set-
tings and times, but the principal causal assertions also must 
find broad empirical support from research methods that are 
consistent with its logic and internal structure (Gottfredson 
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1  As just one example, Modern Control Theory (Gottfredson and 
Hirschi 2019; Gottfredson 2021), rests fundamentally on the insights 
of Beccaria (1764), Quetelet (1842), and Bentham (1798), among 
others.
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2018a, b).2 It is clear that contemporary measurement stud-
ies of violence, crime and victimization have shown there 
are important commonalities about crime among many 
countries, patterns that simply do not allow scientific crimi-
nology to be anything less than international. And, of course, 
basic causal analysis presupposes that even appreciating 
the critical importance of location, geography, culture, and 
legal/political system in the explanation of crime and victim-
ization requires a theory of crime that explains and specifies 
the commonalities of crime and justice internationally that 
do not depend on these causes (Gottfredson 2018a).

Given that it is not possible to consider the present field of 
scientific criminology in anything less than an international 
perspective, the focus of this essay must be restricted and 
modest: we can briefly illustrate the significance of cross-
national research by indicating the impact it has for Modern 
Control Theory, one aspiring general theory of crime (Got-
tfredson and Hirschi 2019). We can do so by discussing the 
relevance of some cross-national research to Modern Control 
Theory in three areas: (1) some major correlates of interper-
sonal violence, crime and victimization as shown in sample 
surveys; (2) the consistency with which it is difficult to find 
evidence consistent with a claim of substantial effective-
ness for criminal justice sanctions on crime rates in cross-
national research; and (3) the evidence about advantages 
of prevention approaches to the reduction of interpersonal 
violence and victimization, cross-nationally. Even at that, 
our consideration for this essay must necessarily be illustra-
tive and limited given the enormous scope and significance 
of cross-national work in each of these areas.

Illustrations from Modern Control Theory3

We have argued that the scope of a theory is one essential 
element in judging a scientific theory’s value (along with 
such dimensions as validity, parsimony, and internal con-
sistency) and therefore that testing our theories against the 
high-quality research throughout the world is essential for 

criminology’s search for explanation (Gottfredson 2018a).4 
A brief outline of our general theory of crime and victimiza-
tion, what we refer to as Modern Control Theory (Gottfred-
son and Hirschi 2019), can help conceptualize the impact of 
what may seem to be somewhat disparate findings and sug-
gest why future contributions from cross-national research 
are vital to inform theoretical criminology.

Figure 1 presents a simple schematic of essential elements 
of Modern Control Theory (Gottfredson and Hirschi 2019, 
Chap. 12) useful for thinking about how some methods and 
findings from cross-national criminology relate to the theory. 
Although there are differences between our theory and other 
versions of control theory and other uses of some of these 
terms (especially the concepts of self-control and crime), 
these key elements, collectively differentiate our perspec-
tive from many other theories of crime, and are useful as a 
context to consider the connections between Modern Control 
Theory and cross-national research on crime and justice. 
A depicted by Fig. 1, our perspective begins with a com-
mon, but distinctive, disciplinary-free animating assump-
tion of human nature (the pursuit of self-interest, guided 
by rationality), an assumption that readily provides for a 
cross-disciplinary focus on problem behaviors; it includes 
a developmental focus beginning with early childhood; it 
acknowledges the now rather vast accumulated evidence 
about the importance of both self-control and informal social 
controls for understanding interpersonal victimization, crime 
and violence; it similarly acknowledges the large literature 
demonstrating the importance of characteristics of events 
or settings as causes of crime; it stipulates the vast evidence 
about the necessity of including a direct age effect in theo-
ries of crime; and it embraces the accumulating evidence 
from policy-related research about the comparative benefits 
of prevention early in life and attention to the event proper-
ties of crimes relevant to informal prevention, in contrast 
to policies focused on the criminal justice system. Each of 
these elements finds considerable support in cross-national 
criminology, research that has examined these elements on 
the basis of many societies, types of crime (from interper-
sonal violence to fraud, bullying and white-collar crime), 
differing demographic groups, and via very wide range of 
methods. Taken together, these elements of Modern Con-
trol Theory provide a parsimonious, logically consistent, 
empirically grounded general theory. The extent to which 
these assertions have validity, this support challenges sub-
stantially other theories of crime and victimization, theories 
with markedly different assumptions and concepts for these 
elements.

3  This section draws on Gottfredson and Hirschi (2019), esp. Chap. 
11, Gottfredson (2018a, 2021). There has been an important literature 
suggesting many of these same points from other theoretical points 
of view, e.g., Agnew (2015), Bennett (2004), Liu (2009), Messner 
(2015), Sampson (2015), Tonry (2014), Vazsonyi (2003), Wikström 
et al. (2012, 2018).

4  For an earlier argument stressing the importance of scope for 
assessing the value of crime theories in cross-national work, see Ben-
nett 1980.

2  Although not adequately considered in this essay, it needs be said 
that cross-national research has demonstrated important advantages 
for politically or culturally distinct traditions of justice and social 
control, with findings that can spawn improvements elsewhere (e.g., 
Huff and Killias 2013).
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The element, or animating assumption, for Modern Con-
trol Theory that may be of most consequence for a scientific 
cross-national criminology concerns the very issue of what 
the dependent variable for our science should be: for control 
theory, the dependent variable is not a legal definition of 
crime or victimization, but rather problem behaviors that 
harm self and others.5 It therefore rests on a general, disci-
plinary- free definition of the dependent variable, one that 
is not synonymous with crimes as that term is often used in 
criminology or strictly with legal definitions for crime and 
delinquency. Our focus is on acts that provide near-term 
benefits to the actor, but which can carry subsequent nega-
tive consequences. Such a definition permits inclusion of 
most behaviors that are violations of delinquency statutes 
and criminal laws (but not all), as well as many behaviors 
that cause harm but which are not violations of criminal 
laws, thus enabling application of the theory’s principles 
broadly across cultures, political systems, traditions of infor-
mal social control and the like.

The growing recognition of the critical role of self-control 
for life chances and success results in a strong claim for 
concepts of self and social control that are disciplinary- and 
culturally free. The definition of low self-control used in 
our general theory is fully applicable to a wide range of 
problem behaviors studied in criminology, education, public 
health, economics, and psychology6: as we said in the initial 
presentation of the theory, “It is the tendency of individuals 
to pursue short-term gratification without consideration of 
the long-term consequences of their acts…[b]ecause crime 
transcends national boundaries, criminality does the same” 
(Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990, p. 177). In other words, our 

Fig. 1   The five essential ele-
ments of modern control theory. 
Source Adapted from Gottfred-
son (2021)
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5  For a detailed discussion of the rationale for this principal assump-
tion, see Gottfredson and Hirschi 2019, Ch. 2; Gottfredson 2011).
6  Our concept of self-control was derived from the properties of 
crime and related problem behaviors. It has occasionally been char-
acterized in some quite misleading ways. Our concept differs funda-
mentally from some other definitions, such as those imported from 
psychology and biosocial criminology (see, e.g., Burt et  al. 2006, 

Hay and Meldrum 2016). It is similar to, but distinct from, some 
definitions of self-regulation, or “executive functions”, but it is 
explicitly inconsistent with the idea that self-control is an impulse 
or a “propensity” for crime. For a recent critique of the conse-
quences of failing to appreciate these differences, see Gottfredson 
and Hirschi 2019; esp, Chaps. 2, 4). For arguments that advance 
the merits of the Modern Control Theory definition over these 
recent attempts, including the ideas of “criminality”, “propensity 
for crime” and of “conscience”, see Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990, 
pp. 87–88; 2019, Chap. 2). We have also argued that self-control is 
relatively stable over lengthy periods—a concept sometimes misun-
derstood or mischaracterized by critics (see, esp., Gottfredson and 
Hirschi 2019, Ch. 4).

Footnote 6 (continued)
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theory expects the same concept to help explain delinquency 
and crime in global contexts.7 To date, many researchers 
have found strong reason to agree and find self-control “…
one of the most prominent and most researched theories of 
crime causation in international contemporary criminology” 
and to claim that “[i]n the empirical literature, low self-
control has been established as one of the best predictors 
of deviant and criminal activity” (Hirtenlehner and Kunz 
2017, p. 37).

The development of strong social bonds in conjunction 
with strong self-control creates many life-long advantages 
for individuals and reduces the harms both to self and others 
caused by interpersonal violence, crime and victimization. 
And, of course, as depicted in Fig. 1, as many decades of 
data show, there is a fundamental, substantial relationship 
between age and the frequency of these harms. As is well 
known and validated by extensive cross-national data, the 
general age distribution of crime can be summarized as 
rising rapidly through preadolescence, peaking in late ado-
lescence or early adulthood and then declining rapidly and 
then continuously throughout life (Quetelet 1842; Hirschi 
and Gottfredson 1983; for a recent review and connection to 
Modern Control Theory, see Gottfredson and Hirschi 2019, 
Chap. 3). For Modern Control Theory, the disciplinary-free 
assumption of bounded rationality is essentially the same as 
that employed by modern theories of opportunity in crimi-
nology (see, e.g., Clarke 2018; Gottfredson and Hirschi 
2019, pp. 207–209).

Finally, our theory begins with the observation that 
crimes and delinquencies are events; they require for their 
occurrence an individual disposed to behave in ways that 
facilitates delinquent or criminal acts and also “targets” and 
“opportunities.” For our general theory, both individual 
dispositions and suitable situations are proximate causes of 
crime (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990, pp. 177–179; Got-
tfredson and Hirschi 2019, Chaps. 5–6). Of course, differ-
ences in self-control and in social bonds are themselves 
predictive of individual differences in opportunities as they 
are associated with daily activities and settings in which peo-
ple interact, both via self-selection and informal and formal 
selection by others.

With these elements of our theory in mind, we can turn 
to several strands of contemporary cross-national research 
to illustrate how they are essential considerations for the 
theory.

Advances in Measurement: Theory‑Sensitive 
Self‑report Surveys of Crime 
and Victimization in Cross‑national Studies

The creation and refinement of surveys measuring self-
reported problem behaviors and victimization, by scholars 
working on cross-national projects, is one of the most sig-
nificant methodological advances in the study of crime and 
its correlates in criminology in the last half-century. These 
systematic, carefully developed, surveys have enhanced 
measurably our ability to understand the meaning of offi-
cial data about crime. Even more so, they have provided a 
wealth of high-quality research findings from diverse set-
tings around the world on the correlates of delinquency and 
crime measured in strikingly comparable ways. They have 
been purposefully developed to assess offending and vic-
timization without reliance on legal definitions or particu-
lar legal codes, making them essential basic data for global 
criminology. Furthermore, these surveys have, from the 
beginning, been developed in accordance with careful meth-
odological assessments. From individual studies that use 
surveys to test theories of crime in one or more countries at 
a time, to the international victimization and self-report sur-
veys that measure common variables with common instru-
ments, these studies provide essential tools for criminology, 
tools that have, as a substantive matter, advanced the role of 
cross-national data to the status of foundational knowledge 
(examples include, Enzmann et al. 2018; Gruszczyaska et al. 
2012; Junger-Tas et al. 2012; Marshall et al. 2020; and Van 
Dijk et al. 1989).

Certainly, challenges of measurement and of sampling 
remain significant and interesting research areas of their own 
right and there are ample reasons to be concerned about 
the comparative validity of the absolute levels of crime and 
victimization described in these surveys (for analyses of 
this issue, see Enzmann et al. 2018; Marshall and Enzmann 
2012; Marshall and Maljevic 2013). They also have revealed 
important cultural differences of considerable significance, 
for example, the documentation of some differences in 
responses to confidentiality and in reporting interpersonal 
violence (Enzmann et al. 2018). Taken together, however, 
results of these efforts to measure and study offending and 
victimization by survey methods internationally have pro-
duced data with significant implications for how we know 
about and understand the meaning of major facts about 
crime and delinquency, in international context. Simply put, 
global criminology has developed a body of research find-
ings that theoretical criminology cannot ignore.

One methodological decision in the design of these sur-
veys critical to enhancing cross-national study (and criti-
cal to Modern Control Theory) was the very definition and 
subsequent measurement of the dependent variable. As 

7  For example, Ren, Zhao, and Luo (2018) have pointed out that the 
concept of self-control is common to both Chinese and Western soci-
eties. They note that self-control plays a major role in Chinese society 
“… in that the ongoing exercise of self-control for a common cause 
lies at the very core of Confucian philosophy” (p. 170).
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Marshall et al. (2020, p. 36) observe, “self-report surveys 
measure offending by using common sense, incident-based 
behavioral descriptions of offenses, rather than legal defini-
tions. This feature allows comparisons among groups with 
different legal systems, which is of paramount importance 
for cross-national comparisons of offending and victimiza-
tion among young teens.” This innovation (also pioneered 
in early cross-national victimization surveys, e.g., Van Dijk 
et al. 1989), allows flexibility in the creation of dependent 
variables and strips them from the traditional, narrow focus 
on legal or moral acts and substitutes instead a focus on 
harms. As such, this method facilitates connections among 
otherwise seemingly widely disparate problem behaviors 
and enables comparisons among groups with differing legal 
or cultural ideas of delinquency and crime, both within and 
between societies.

These international self-report surveys document funda-
mental facts about interpersonal crime and violence, delin-
quency and victimization that transcend specific societies. 
Just a few examples: they underscore the important role of 
parents, schools, age, gender and peers everywhere; they 
reinforce the image of versatility of problem behaviors, of 
the victimization/offending connection, and the importance 
of settings in which delinquency tends to more frequently 
occur (all consistent with  Modern Control Theory). At the 
same time, the many systematic reviews of empirical work, 
both cross-national and individually within many coun-
tries, from a variety of behavioral science disciplines, very 
consistently support the inference that self-control is a sub-
stantial, general cause of crime, victimization and related 
problem behaviors (e.g., Baumeister and Heatherton 1996; 
Botchkovara et al. 2015; Chen 2009; Cho 2017; Cho and 
Wooldredge 2016, 2018; Cunha and Heckman 2007; de Rid-
der et al. 2012; Duckworth 2011; Engel 2012; Gottfredson 
2018b; Gottfredson and Hirschi 2019; Hirtenlehner and 
Kunz 2017; Junger and Dekovic 2003; Kim et al. 2018; Kob-
ayashi et al. 2010; Lu et al. 2012; Moffitt et al. 2011, 2013; 
Nofziger 2009; Pauwels and Svensson 2011; Posick 2013; 
Pratt 2016; Pratt and Cullen 2000; Pratt and Turanovic 2016; 
Pratt et al. 2014; Rebellion et al. 2008; Ren et al. 2018; 
Schulz 2006; Schreck 1999; Serrano Maillo 2013; Serrano 
Maillo and Birkbeck 2013; Tangney et al. 2004; Vazsonyi 
et al. 2001, 2004, 2015, 2017, 2018; Weng and Chui 2018). 
The recent meta-analytic study by Vazsonyi et al. (2017) 
includes studies published between 2000 and 2010. They 
conclude that the results.

… provided strong and convincing evidence, based 
on about 100 cross-sectional and longitudinal stud-
ies, that a strong link between low self-control and 
deviance or crime exists and that it does not greatly 
vary across modes of assessment, across study designs 
(cross-sectional versus longitudinal), across measures 

of deviance, across different populations within the 
United States, but also across samples across cul-
tures” (Vazsonyi et al. 2017, p. 30, emphasis added).

Similarly, Marshall et al. (2020, p. 76, citations omitted) 
report that self-control “…has demonstrated its conceptual 
validity in diverse cultural contexts ranging from Argentina 
to Saudi Arabia and China and its predictive utility in rela-
tion to a range of offending behaviors, from cyberbullying 
to credit card fraud and victimization. Thus, low self-control 
has been firmly established as a relevant causal variable in 
criminology, whether modeled separately or as part of crime 
propensity”.

The high-quality, cross-national ISRD self-report studies 
show additional strong cross-national similarities in other 
correlates as well, including gender and age effects, and “ 
…in all participating countries, adolescents with strong and 
positive links to school and family, with law-abiding friends, 
living in well-integrated neighborhoods and with high self-
control are most likely to report low levels of delinquent 
behavior” (Marshall et al. 2020, pp. 36–37). They also reveal 
that the relations between victimization and offending, peers, 
school attendance, neighborhood organization, parental 
bonding and self-control are similar (Marshall et al. 2020, p. 
41). Such cross-national consistency in correlates for offend-
ing and victimization are findings consistent with Modern 
Control Theory, findings that no putative general theory of 
crime and victimization should be allowed to ignore.

Cross‑national Trends in Crime and Violence

Another noteworthy contribution of cross-national research 
in criminology pertinent to and consistent with the expecta-
tions of Modern Control Theory are empirical studies of 
national crime trends. These studies tend to show remark-
able consistency in these trends of crime and interpersonal 
violence in a wide range of settings, studies that also funda-
mentally challenges the role of state sanctions in producing 
substantial crime-effects. At the same time, much of this 
research supports the role of prevention, centered both on 
early childhood circumstances and on situational prevention 
techniques. Beyond question, cross-national research has 
played a very significant role in contemporary (and histori-
cal) explanations for national-level trends in interpersonal 
violence, crime and victimization. In fact, the cross-national 
research on this topic could well stand as a text-book exam-
ple of the hazards of explanations of criminology that rest on 
provincial, single-nation considerations for explanations of 
crime (e.g., Blumstein and Wallman 2005). Cross-national 
studies of crime-rate trends have demonstrated that the 
early “crime drop” studies, with their focus on U.S.-centric 
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policies, practices, and aspects of crime, left out two major 
facts: (1) the similarity of trends among very many other 
countries in many forms of problem behaviors; and (2) the 
substantial crime rise in the preceding period. Perhaps these 
oversights were due to the steadfast focus in the U.S. on the 
putative effects of the criminal justice system, particularly 
deterrence and incapacitation. In any event, because not all 
countries experience the massive criminal justice responses 
to the initial rate increases during this period, there was not 
the preexisting view everywhere that they should somehow 
be responsible for the “crime drop”.8

Advances from cross-national scholars in the study of 
crime trends have been made on both empirical and theoreti-
cal levels, both with respect to modern trends and histori-
cal periods. This is a vast and active literature and, given 
large changes in routine and not-so-routine activity patterns 
currently being experienced, crime-rate changes will con-
tinue to be a rich and vital source of data for cross-national 
criminology. For present purposes we can focus on exam-
ples of two significant findings from cross-national studies 
in this area and one theoretical inference: (1) the generality 
of trends, including interpersonal violence, other crimes, 
and other problem behaviors and their commonality across 
places; (2) the lack of substantial effects found for varia-
tions in criminal justice sanction practices and policies for 
accounting for these trends across societies; and (3) the 
strong likelihood that trends in individual and group levels 
of Modern Control Theory factors (perhaps especially self-
control and age effects, along with situational opportunity 
variables) can help account for both modern trends and sub-
stantial historical patterns.9

Tonry (2014, p. 1) provides a comprehensive and detailed 
summary, along with a sophisticated analysis of the inter-
national trend data, noting that crime rates have moved in 
parallel in Western societies (since the late Middle Ages) 
and, in the recent modern data, rates nearly everywhere 
have mostly fallen, considerably. These trends are shown 
in both police and victimization data. On the basis of the 
research, he concludes that “Most agree that, whatever the 
explanations may be, they do not include direct effects of 
changes in policing or sanctioning policies” (2014, p. 1). In 
addition, “All Western countries (and many others) appear 
to march to the same distant drummers without realizing 
that is what they are doing and that ….many of the things 

that governments have done to reduce crime rates in recent 
decades have been largely epiphenomenal—normatively 
and politically important, and having major effects on many 
people’s lives, but pretty much beside the point in terms of 
crime rates and patterns” (Tonry 2014, p. 3).

Recent work by Eisner et al. (2016) show that trends 
in interpersonal violence are similar for different types of 
violence and are also similar for property crime, teenage 
pregnancy rates, and alcohol use, smoking, and the use of 
illicit drugs other than cannabis among adolescents (see 
also, Mishra and Lalumière 2009). Although they report that 
local or national policy decisions do matter, the underlying 
consistency in trends despite variability in policy and prac-
tice suggests strongly that “…. some broad underlying factor 
has shaped the shared trend across high-income countries” 
(2016, p. 71).

On the situational opportunity front, cross-national stud-
ies provide evidence of effects for what may be considered 
situational prevention methods (Clarke 2018).10 For exam-
ple, Farrell et al. (2014) present data and arguments that the 
recent international fall in crime may well be significantly a 
consequence of widespread use of modern prevention meth-
ods that disrupt the opportunity for crime.11

With respect to age effects on crime rates, recent empiri-
cal work indicates that the role of age is quite general cross-
nationally. Santos et al., noting that “…age has been estab-
lished as one of the best predictors of deviant and criminal 
activity” (2019, p. 37), provide an extensive homicide 
date set that shows that many countries have experienced 
the substantial declines in homicide rates over the modern 
period. Unlike many prior studies, however, they are able to 
show that age structure is associated with the international 
homicide trends since the 1960s, which of course includes 
both the increase and then the large decline in these rates 
in recent decades. The generality of the effect, leads them 
away from explanations centered on domestic policies and 
social events within individual countries (similar to Tonry 
2014) to a broader global phenomenon; in the end, they 
argue that changes in country-level age structure is a “key 
factor” in understanding global homicide trends over the 
past six decades.12

10  For connections between situational prevention notions and oppor-
tunity to control theory, see Gottfredson and Hirschi (2019, Ch. 6).
11  But compare Tonry (2014, p. 52).
12  Exceptions to the pattern include countries with substantial, “drug-
wars” with associated homicide events. Such major national phenom-
ena may well overwhelm the causes for trends in interpersonal crime 
and violence more generally.

8  For general critiques of the fascination in the U.S. to the potential 
deterrent and incapacitative prospects for the criminal justice system, 
see Gottfredson and Hirschi (2016, 2019) and Tonry (2015).
9  Admittedly, these are large topics and involve a large literature that 
can only be mentioned here—for general arguments, see, e.g., Eis-
ner (2001, 2014), Farrell et al. (2014), Mishra and Lalumière (2009), 
Santos et  al. (2019), Tonry (2014), and Gottfredson and Hirschi 
(2019, Part II).
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Lack of Effects for Criminal Justice 
Sanctioning Policies but Significant Effects 
for Prevention Focused on Childhood 
Environments and Situational Prevention

In describing Modern Control Theory, we have for some 
time argued that a focus on early childhood environments, 
the family, and situational opportunities provide clear public 
policy alternatives to policies focused on policing and incar-
ceration by the state justice systems (Gottfredson and Hirschi 
1990, 1995, 2016, 2019). Although beyond the scope of this 
essay, a large body of research in the U.S., both on the effects 
of criminal sanctions on crime rates and on the benefits of 
enhancements of early childhood environments for reduction 
of problem behaviors, largely confirms these inferences (see, 
e.g., Gottfredson and Hirschi 2016, 2019, Chaps. 7, 11; Got-
tfredson 2013; see also Heckman 2006, 2007). The develop-
ment of self-control relatively early in life is predictive of less 
delinquency, less involvement in the juvenile and criminal 
justice systems, better success in school, higher wages, better 
health outcomes, and more stable interpersonal relationships. 
At the same time, research strongly suggests that variation in 
criminal justice sanctions, especially variation in their severity, 
have little impact on crime and carry substantial negative col-
lateral consequences (National Research Council 2014; Pratt 
2009; Pratt et al. 2006).

Considerable consistency with these views has been pro-
vided by cross-national research, a consistency that cannot be 
ignored by scientific criminology. The relative lack of credible 
evidence finding that variations in criminal justice sanctions 
substantially cause the level of crime and violence in a soci-
ety and the growing consensus about evidence supporting the 
benefits of prevention strategies for the reduction of levels of 
interpersonal violence and crime transcend national bound-
aries (see, e.g., Eisner et al. 2016, Gottfredson and Hirschi 
2019, Chaps. 7–11; Tonry 2015; von Hirsch et al. 1999; Tonry 
2014). As Tonry (2014) reports based on an appreciation of 
the cross-national data, the penal policies and punishment sys-
tems of different societies are likely the products of their own 
distinctive national histories and cultures…but they have little 
or no effect of crime rates. Something else is responsible for 
the changes over time. Eisner and colleagues put it this way:

[The data] suggest a common factor or some factors that 
has/have affected the common underlying trend across 
space and between behavior domains. This corresponds 
to findings at the individual level where research indi-
cates high comorbidity across developmental psy-
chopathologies, a lack of offender specialization, and 
the subordinate role of domain-specific risk factors. 
Unfortunately, researchers do not at present fully under-
stand the nature of these possible common causes. One 
hypothesis is a broad cultural shift in much of the afflu-

ent Western world toward increasing emphasis on self-
control and a heightened moral proscription of behaviors 
that harm others. Overall, these findings underline the 
significance of prevention programming that broadly 
supports a healthy child and youth development rather 
than focusing overly on specific subtypes of violence 
(Eisner et al. 2016, p. 71).

Conclusion

From its beginnings in the classical school, theoretical 
criminology has always been an international discipline. 
The sophistication and vast international body of research 
contributions over many decades means also that empirical 
criminology is an international discipline. The innovations 
in survey research, including the development of measures 
of crime and related harms that do not depend on legal defi-
nitions, but which are present in all cultures and legal sys-
tems, has made possible scientifically appropriate measures 
for global criminology. The use of these survey methods, 
stemming from both self-reported offenses and victimiza-
tion have provided the field with indicators that demonstrate 
remarkable consistency. The emerging consensus that vari-
ations in within-country criminal justice sanctions are not 
strong causes of crime-rate differences add substantial evi-
dence that variation in informal social controls and develop-
ment of self-control are important causes of interpersonal 
crimes and violence. Evidence about prevention methods, 
focusing on early childhood and on situational effects, also 
deriving from cross-national work, lend important evidence 
to core elements of Modern Control Theory. Taken together, 
and apart from the many contributions that cross-national 
criminology has made regarding comparative criminal jus-
tice systems and practices, these contributions show clearly 
that the basic science of criminology can little afford to be 
anything less than a global enterprise.
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