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Applying Western 
Criminological Theories
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Abstract
Studies have revealed that self-control theory, social learning theory, and strain theory 
are useful in explaining criminal activity in China. Previous research with Chinese data, 
however, has focused almost exclusively on samples of adolescents and the minor types 
of offending that are typically captured in such samples. The present study builds upon 
prior work by considering the extent to which these three major etiological theories 
of crime can help differentiate between profiles of Chinese prisoners categorized 
with respect to re-incarceration status. Specifically, we derive hypotheses that predict 
prisoners’ status as first-time inmates or inmates with multiple incarcerations. These 
hypotheses are assessed with recently collected data for a sample of approximately 
1,800 prisoners in Southern China. The results reveal that indicators of peer criminality, 
low self-control, and negative emotions (a theorized outcome of experiences of strain) 
are all positively associated with re-incarceration status.
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Introduction

Comparative criminology has followed a rather curious life-course over the years. As 
Howard, Newman, and Pridemore (2000, p. 141) observed in their essay prepared for the 
National Institute of Justice’s four-volume report Criminal Justice 2000, “comparative 
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criminology is as old as criminology itself.” Prominent Enlightenment scholars such as 
Bentham, Voltaire, Helvetius, and Quetelet recognized the value of comparative inquiry, 
systematically contrasting features of crime and justice in their own nations with those 
of others. Interest in such comparisons waned throughout much of the 19th and early 
20th century, “as nations looked inward” (Howard et al., 2000, p. 141). Comparative 
inquiry once again began to capture the interest of criminologists in the middle years of 
the 20th century—a development that Bennett (1980) characterized as an especially ben-
eficial “revival.” Yet 20 years after Bennett’s pronouncement of this welcome develop-
ment, Farrington (2000, p. 5) offered a less optimistic appraisal of the vitality of 
comparative criminology in his 2000 Presidential Address to the American Society of 
Criminology. He lamented that “cross-national comparative studies in criminology are 
important but relatively infrequent.”

The situation has changed dramatically during the past decade and a half following 
Farrington’s address. A burgeoning literature in criminology has emerged that has 
been “comparative,” although understood in different ways. As Bennett (2004) 
explained in his Presidential Address to the American Academy of Criminal Justice 
Sciences, two important dimensions that differentiate among comparative strategies 
are their scope and their data.1 Some comparative studies entail comparisons for two 
nations or for a small number of nations with data collected from each of those nations. 
Another type of comparative research is multinational in the sense of being based on 
multivariate statistical analyses of data recorded for large samples of nations. Yet other 
studies are comparative in the sense of taking theories that were developed in a par-
ticular sociocultural context and assessing their applicability in a single nation that 
provides a very different sociocultural context from that in which the theories were 
originally formulated. Such studies are typically directed toward assessing the gener-
alizability of criminological theories (see also Bennett, 1980; Kohn, 1987).

Our analyses pursue this latter objective of comparative criminology. Specifically, we 
build upon the fairly substantial and growing body of work that has examined the extent 
to which prominent Western criminological theories can be generalized to contemporary 
China. China constitutes a particularly strategic setting for assessing the generalizability 
of Western theories because, as Chen emphasized in his comparative analyses of the role 
of formal and informal controls, Chinese society exhibits “unique cultures and tradi-
tions.” As a result, Chinese and Western societies represent “two different extremes with 
respect to the nature of social and legal control” (Chen, 2004, p. 523).

Despite these pronounced sociocultural differences, three prominent etiological 
theories—social learning theory, strain theory, and self-control theory—have proven 
to be useful in explaining delinquency in China, although the patterns occasionally 
differ somewhat from those more commonly reported in the West. A limitation of pre-
vious research, however, is the almost exclusive focus on samples of adolescents and 
on the minor types of offending that are typically captured in such samples.2 The pur-
pose of the present research is to build upon prior work by considering the extent to 
which these three major etiological theories of crime—social learning theory, strain 
theory, and self-control theory—can help differentiate between profiles of Chinese 
prisoners categorized with respect to re-incarceration status. Specifically, we derive 
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from these theories hypotheses that predict prisoners’ status as first-time inmates or 
inmates with multiple incarcerations. These hypotheses are assessed with recently col-
lected data from a sample of approximately 1,800 prisoners in Southern China.

The Research Context

Applications of Western Etiological Theories to the Chinese Context

As Cullen, Wright, and Blevins (2006) observed in their monograph dedicated to “tak-
ing stock of the status of criminological theory,” three theoretical paradigms have 
dominated the discipline over the course of the last several decades—differential asso-
ciation/social learning theory, control theory (bonding and self-control), and anomie/
strain theory. Contemporary social learning theory directs attention to the mechanisms 
that underlie “the acquisition, maintenance, and change in criminal and deviant behav-
ior” (Akers & Jensen, 2006, p. 38). Particularly prominent among these mechanisms 
is that of differential association.3 The theory predicts that association with criminal or 
delinquent others increases the likelihood of deviant behavior. A fairly large body of 
research in the West has offered support for this prediction. Indeed, the number of 
associations with criminal or delinquent peers has emerged as one of the most robust 
predicators of criminal involvement (Lilly, Cullen, & Ball, 2011, p. 57; see also Pratt 
et al., 2010).

Agnew’s (1992, 2006) general strain theory (GST) focuses on negative experiences 
that increase strain or stress and in so doing, serve as the impetus for crime and delin-
quency in the absence of effective coping mechanisms. A wide array of strains has 
been theorized as being criminogenic, but they can be organized with reference to 
three general types—the inability to realize positively valued goals, the removal of 
positively valued stimuli, and the presentation of aversive stimuli (Agnew, 2006, p. 
101). Not all claims of GST have been confirmed in the empirical literature, but “there 
is consistent evidence that exposure to strain increases the likelihood of criminal 
offending” (Lilly et al., 2011, p. 77).

As a variant of control theory more generally, self-control theory puts forth an 
explanatory framework that is, in Schulz’s (2006, p. 218) terms, “parsimonious to the 
extreme.” The theory postulates that all crime, at all times, in all places, can be 
explained with reference to a single, overarching propensity—low self-control 
(Gottfredson, 2006, p. 83). Persons lacking self-control “will tend to be impulsive, 
insensitive, physical (as opposed to mental) risk-taking, short-sighted, and nonverbal” 
(Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990, p. 90). Individuals possessing such traits are predicted 
to be predisposed to commit crimes, contingent on the available opportunities to do so. 
A truly voluminous literature assessing the claims of self-control theory has accumu-
lated since its introduction in A General Theory of Crime (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 
1990). Although the bold claim that self-control is the sole factor responsible for crim-
inal behavior has not fared very well, there is ample evidence that low self-control is 
a salient predictor of crime and delinquency. Measures of low self-control are consis-
tently related to increased risks of criminal offending (for comprehensive reviews of 
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the literature assessing self-control theory, see Engel [2012]; Pratt and Cullen [2000]; 
and Schulz [2006]).

Given their prominence in Western criminology, it is not surprising that much of the 
comparative research has focused on the applicability of these three theoretical per-
spectives within other sociocultural contexts. The research based on data from China 
is relatively limited in comparison with studies in the West, but it has been expanding 
appreciably over recent years.4 A considerable portion of the criminological literature 
with Chinese data has been conducted in areas in the most southern part of China, such 
as Hong Kong and Guangzhou (e.g., Cheung, 2014; Cheung & Cheung, 2008; D. S. 
Wong, 2001), while only a handful of studies have employed samples from northern 
areas, such as Beijing and Shijiazhuang (in Hebei province; e.g., Bao, Haas, & Pi, 
2007; Cretacci, Rivera, & Ding, 2009). Among these comparative studies in China, 
some attempt to test one particular theory, while others are more interested in examin-
ing the general applicability of the Western criminology theories by testing two or 
more of them in a single study, adopting the common strategy of testing theories 
“against one another” (Cullen et al., 2006, p. 4).

For example, D. S. Wong (2001) interviewed 63 male youth from Hong Kong and 
Guangzhou to explore possible pathways to delinquency by applying four crimino-
logical theories, including strain theory, differential association theory, labeling the-
ory, and social control theory. Of particular interest for present purposes, D. S. Wong 
discovered that the initiation and escalation of deviance by youth in both areas were 
related to association with delinquent peers in a positive direction, thus, providing sup-
port for the differential association component of social learning theory. In contrast, 
strain theory was only partially supported. D. S. Wong found that delinquency was 
directly related to social and financial strain only for youth in Guangzhou but not for 
those in Hong Kong. For youngsters in Hong Kong, social disadvantage was more 
likely to affect delinquency by undermining social control by parents.

In a very similar effort to explore predictors of delinquency, Ngai and Cheung 
(2005) employed data from 229 marginal youth recruited through outreaching social 
work teams in Hong Kong to study the generalizability of social control, social learn-
ing, strain, and cognitive development theories in China. Similar to D. S. Wong (2001), 
the authors found that delinquent peer association appeared to be a moderate but sig-
nificant predictor for delinquent involvement. Strain, however, failed to show expected 
positive association with the likelihood of offending. On the contrary, by showing a 
negative relationship with delinquency, strain in the study appeared to discourage a 
marginal youth from engaging in delinquent activities.

Looking at the same set of theories, Bao, Haas, Chen, and Pi (2014) examined how 
social control and social learning variables mediate the effect of repeated strain in 
school and at home on delinquency using a sample of 615 middle- and high-school 
students in Guangzhou and Shijiazhuang. The authors found that repeated negative 
treatment by teachers increased delinquency through both weakened conventional 
bonds and beliefs, and through higher association with delinquent peers. Repeated 
negative treatment by parents, however, affected delinquency only through weakened 
conventional bonds. Bao and colleagues (2014) also discovered that association with 
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delinquent peers was a significant predictor of delinquency, but its effect was weak in 
magnitude. They suggested that this may be a reflection of the greater control of 
Chinese authority figures than their Western counterparts in resisting the challenge by 
youth subcultures against the existing order.

Extending the list of delinquency predictors, Cheung and Cheung (2008) used self-
report data collected from 1,015 Chinese secondary school students in Hong Kong to 
study the effects on deviance of self-control, along with many other social factors. The 
authors discovered that while low self-control in a bivariate regression was positively 
correlated with delinquency as predicted by Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990), it became 
nonsignificant after the introduction of a range of social factors, such as disrupted social 
bonds, labeling by parents and teachers, delinquent association, and strains. Among 
other findings, Cheung and Cheung found that both association with delinquent peers 
and strains demonstrated the expected positive relationship with delinquency.

Rather than seeking delinquency predictors in general, other studies have limited 
their scope to a single theory or two theories that could be bridged by mediation or 
moderation process. Research on self-control using Chinese data has provided consid-
erable empirical support for self-control theory, notwithstanding the null effects 
reported by Cheung and Cheung (2008) noted above. Assessed in various ways, self-
control has generally been shown to be negatively associated with deviance measured 
as violent and property crimes (Chui & Chan, 2013b), bullying behaviors (Chui & 
Chan, 2013a), gambling and intoxication (Cheung, 2014), or using a general delin-
quency scale (Cretacci et al., 2009). However, opposing evidence to the impeding 
effect of self-control on delinquency was reported in an early study based on a rather 
limited measure of self-control. Using data collected from 527 adolescents in Southern 
China, G. T. Wang, Hengrui, Shaowei, and Zhang (2002) showed that adolescent 
impulsivity was not related to either substance use or deviant behaviors. In addition, 
contrary to the expectation of the self-control theory, the authors found that their per-
sistence variable, which was used to assess the capacity of exercising self-control, was 
positively rather than negatively related to substance use (G. T. Wang et al., 2002).

Although there have been some exceptions, as noted above, strain theory has 
received a fair degree of support in China. For example, using data from 1,026 second-
ary school students in Guangzhou and 1,116 in Hong Kong, Cheung, Ngai, and Ngai 
(2007) discovered that family strain, measured as parental agitation, sibling agitation, 
family problems, and the like, exhibited positive effects on violence and status offense. 
In a similar effort to test the GST, Bao et al. (2007) employed data from 615 middle- 
and high-school students from rural and urban China areas located in and around 
Guangzhou and Shijiazhuang. Using a general strain scale, the authors found that 
strain had a positive association with delinquency. In addition, they discovered that 
boys and girls differ in how they cope with strain. Specifically, their study suggests 
that girls are more likely to use cross-domain support resources in managing interper-
sonal problems taking place in family, school, and peer group, whereas boys are more 
susceptible to delinquent peers in their adaptation to interpersonal strain in all domains. 
Two other studies by Cheung and Cheung (2008) and by Liu (2011b) also studied 
strain along with its potential moderators. Using data from Hong Kong (Cheung & 
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Cheung, 2008) and Fuzhou city (Liu, 2011b), both studies found that strain exhibited 
a positive association with delinquency. In addition to this key finding, Cheung and 
Cheung (2008) also found that self-control mitigated the effects of certain strains on 
delinquency for females but not for males, and Liu (2011b) found a moderation pro-
cess whereby the negative association between parental attachment and delinquency 
became weaker as adolescents report greater status or achievement strain.

In a more recent effort to test strain theory in China, Sun, Luo, Wu, and Lin (2016) 
employed survey data collected from 335 incarcerated women in four Chinese prisons 
to examine how strain variables were associated with inmates’ levels of criminality, 
operationalized on the basis of features of the offenses committed and self-reports of 
delinquent and criminal behavior prior to incarceration. The results offered mixed sup-
port for strain theory. Their measure of physical abuse and discrimination exhibited 
positive associations with criminality, while indicators of financial stress and negative 
emotions failed to yield significant effects in the fully specified model. It is worth not-
ing that the research by Sun et al. (2016) is one of the few studies that employed adult 
samples and applied the theory to serious offenders in China.

We noted above that studies by D. S. Wong (2001) and Ngai and Cheung (2005) 
informed by the logic of “competitive theory testing” both reported that association 
with delinquency peers was positively related to delinquency, consistent with social 
learning theory. Support for social learning theory has been observed in other studies 
as well. For example, based on self-report data from 1,139 secondary school students 
in Hong Kong, Cheung (1997) found that peer and parental deviant behavior, among 
other predictors, such as preference for violent/obscene content and imitation of media 
characters, exhibited significant positive associations with delinquency. Also con-
ducted in Hong Kong, the study by Davis, Tang, and Ko (2004) employed data col-
lected from 718 Chinese adolescents to explore the relationships among family, peer, 
and school factors on delinquency. The authors discovered that negative peer and fam-
ily influence was the most salient predictor of delinquency. Among the handful of 
longitudinal studies on peer association and delinquency in China, Ma and colleagues 
collected data from 56 Hong Kong Chinese adolescents in two waves, in 1996 and 
1998. Based on their analysis, the authors found that students who maintained a rela-
tively high level of deviant behavior across the two waves tended to show higher peer 
influence, and that there was a positive correlation between peer influence and delin-
quent behavior at Time 1 and Time 2 (Ma, Shek, Cheung, & Tam, 2002).

Table 1 presents a summary of key features and findings of studies that have 
assessed the applicability of elements of social learning theory, strain theory, and self-
control theory with Chinese data. Taken together, the literature based on data from 
China can sustain several general conclusions. First, as previously noted by Sun et al. 
(2016), the data employed are heavily concentrated on adolescents. Adult offenders 
have been largely left out of the picture.5 Second, the sources of the data have not been 
very diverse and have come mainly from Guangzhou and Hong Kong. China is not 
only socially and culturally different from Western society, but also highly diversified 
internally. Therefore, data from other locations should also be collected and used to 
assess the utility of Western theories. Third, while Western criminology theories have 
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enjoyed much support, exceptions have also been found. These exceptions could, of 
course reflect idiosyncratic methodological factors (e.g., sampling, measurement, sta-
tistical model specification), but they also raise the possibility that the Chinese context 
is so different from Western ones that some theoretical revisions are warranted. Thus, 
there is good reason to explore further the generalizability of the leading criminologi-
cal theories to the Chinese context, especially by considering the relatively neglected 
population of adult offenders, and the kinds of criminological outcomes that are rele-
vant to such populations, such as experiences with the formal institutions of social 
control (prisons) in the form of re-incarceration.

Re-Offending and Social Control

Our focus on the re-incarceration status of prisoners represents not only a shift in the 
domain of criminal activity commonly studied in Chinese research, it also entails the 
introduction of processes of social control. A good deal of research has accumulated in 
the West that is directed toward the general issue of repeat offending or recidivism (see 
MacKenzie, 2012 for a comprehensive review of this research). These studies reveal 
that relatively large numbers of those released from correctional institutions are re-
arrested, convicted, and sentenced again, at least within the United States. Much of the 
Western recidivism research has been devoted to assessing the effectiveness of various 
treatments intended to reduce the likelihood of reoffending that can be applied within 
the prison setting. Of course, imprisonment presupposes not only offending but appre-
hension, conviction, and sentencing, that is, criminalization. The core Western crimi-
nological theories under consideration in the present analyses are theories of the 
etiology of crime. They purport to identify determinants of criminal offending. 
Nevertheless, it is plausible to anticipate that some of the very same factors are likely 
to be related to the risks of criminalization.

A consistent finding in policing research in the West is that attitudes and demeanors 
of suspects often have a strong impact on the arrest decisions made by police officers 
(Worden, Shepard, & Mastrofski, 1996). Not surprisingly, suspects showing disre-
spectful or hostile attitudes or demeanors toward the police are more likely to be 
arrested (Engel, Sobol, & Worden, 2000; Smith & Visher, 1981). It seems reasonable 
to surmise, therefore, that whatever the level of offending might be, association with 
criminal peers might increase the likelihood of detection and processing by the crimi-
nal justice system because this delinquent association may increase the likelihood that 
offenders will exhibit disrespect and hostility toward the police, given that such asso-
ciation is likely to foster values, beliefs, and attitudes that favor deviant behaviors. 
Similarly, offenders with a high level of strain and low self-control might be especially 
likely to get caught up in the web of formal social control. According to GST (Agnew, 
1992), one type of strain that is most likely to give rise to crimes is strain considered 
to be unjust. Under such circumstance, offenders tend to justify their crimes as a way 
both to alleviate their strain and to correct the injustice done to them. Thus, when 
caught by the police, it is very likely for such offenders to demonstrate hostile attitudes 
and thereby run a higher risk of being arrested or being punished in a more severe way. 
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In a similar vein, people who are low in self-control may also be more likely to be 
arrested as they tend to be impulsive, risk-taking, and short-sighted (Gottfredson & 
Hirschi, 1990) and, thus, have a greater tendency to confront the police.

Similar to the United States, much Chinese research has addressed the general issue 
of repeat offending or recidivism (e.g., Z. Q. Wang, 2002; Z. Q. Wang, 2010; Yuan, 
Han, Zheng, & Wang, 2014). Related to the shift of focus of our present article, a num-
ber of Chinese studies focus on the re-incarceration of offenders previously released 
from correctional institutions (e.g., Han & Li, 2007; He, Qin, & Hu, 2012; Shang & 
Lu, 2014; Yu & Tan, 2007; Zeng, 2011). For example, a study by Zeng (2011) found 
that among 1,391 incarcerated offenders in Zhejiang Province prison, 26.41% of the 
inmates are re-incarcerated a second time. A number of Chinese studies addressed the 
effects of the correctional programs in reducing risk of re-incarceration, particularly 
the reform through labor and educational programs traditionally used in the Chinese 
prison based on the belief that laziness leads to criminal propensity. Studies also 
explored effects of programs for prevention of reoffending and incarceration (e.g., 
Liu, 2011a; Yu & Tan, 2007). These studies suggested the importance of a general 
understanding of etiology for re-criminalization (Dong & Zhang, 2015; Han & Li, 
2007; He et al., 2012). One current interest of Chinese research is to investigate the 
etiology of re-criminalization for those who were on community correction pro-
grams—probation and parole (Shang & Lu, 2014; Z. Q. Wang, 2010).

A broader range of causes, including general etiological factors, has been suggested 
and studied. For example, research by Han and Li (2007) and by He et al. (2012) sug-
gested that many of the general causes of criminal offending are relevant to re-incar-
ceration, including criminal associations, strain, negative emotions, and low 
self-control. Similarly, Zeng (2011) conducted analyses of the risk of re-incarceration 
and found that this risk is related to delinquent friends before incarceration. Han and 
Li found that released offenders tend to have a limited social circle that is mainly com-
prised of previous peers and friends acquired in prison. They observed that released 
offenders tend to associate with other offenders during their incarceration and learn 
criminal techniques and values, leading to a higher chance of re-offense and re-incar-
ceration after release. Han and Li also maintained that the negative experience of 
imprisonment leads to isolation from mainstream society, increasing the chances of 
re-incarceration.

In short, similar to the work in the West, research by Chinese scholars provides a 
rationale for anticipating that many of the same factors that affect criminal offending 
in general are also likely to be related to re-incarceration risk. However, studies have 
not yet incorporated predictors from the main etiological theories in an integrated 
analysis. Our data set is particularly well suited for pursuing this objective.

The Current Study

Our research is, thus, intended to extend prior research by analyzing the re-incarcera-
tion status for a sample of inmates currently serving time in prisons. By studying 
prisoners, we are able to examine an adult population and a domain of offending 
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behavior that is not typically examined in prior work. Sentences for the prisoners in 
our survey encompass the serious offenses of robbery, burglary, rape, homicide, and 
kidnapping.

We include in the analyses an indicator from each of the influential Western theo-
ries that have guided much of the previous criminological research, both in the West 
and in China. The key independent variables are association with criminal peers, low 
self-control, and a potentially salient manifestation of strain, that is, negative emo-
tions. We also include in the regression models measures for sociodemographic char-
acteristics to serve as control variables. Age is a particularly important control variable 
for present purposes because older respondents obviously have been “at risk” of mul-
tiple incarcerations for longer periods of time than have younger respondents. Our 
main hypotheses are straightforward: Net of the control variables, the greater the 
degree of exposure to criminal peers, the higher the level of negative emotions, and the 
lower the degree of self-control, the higher is the likelihood that the prisoner has expe-
rienced repeated incarceration.

Data and Method

Sampling and Data Collection

The respondents in the survey were inmates who were serving their sentences in pris-
ons in a southeastern coastal province of China. To select the respondents, we 
employed a stratified random sampling design. There are 14 prisons in the province, 
nine provisional prisons and five municipal prisons. In the first stages of sampling, 
four prisons were selected to represent each of four different types of prisons deter-
mined with respect to the inmates’ terms of sentences and gender. One type is popu-
lated by male inmates who serve a sentence above 15 years. A second type is populated 
by the next level of male offenders in terms of seriousness, that is, inmates who serve 
a sentence below 15 years but more the 3 years. A third type is populated by compara-
tively less serious male offenders who serve a sentence below 3 years. The final type 
of prison is populated by female offenders who serve a range of sentences. The prison 
with the less serious male offenders was selected from the municipal prisons. The 
other three prisons, including the women’s prison, were selected from the provisional 
prisons.

We randomly selected a target survey of 500 inmates in each of the four prisons. It 
was not possible to administer the survey in a relatively small number of cases; com-
pleted surveys were obtained from 1,936 inmates. Information on re-incarceration sta-
tus is available for almost all of the respondents (93.2%). Missing data on independent 
variables have been imputed using multiple imputation with Stata. As the missing data 
display a non-monotone missing pattern, we implemented multiple imputation with 
the MICE (Multiple Imputation by Chained Equations) method. The sample N after 
the multiple imputation is thus 1,804.

Members of our research team administered the survey in the four selected prisons 
in July and August of 2014. Prison staff assisted with security but otherwise were not 

 at Australian National University on November 24, 2016ijo.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ijo.sagepub.com/


12 International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology 

involved in the data collection. In each survey site, the general procedure was similar. 
First, the research group leader introduced all the group members, who were members 
of a juvenile delinquency research society in the province. Second, he explained the 
academic nature and the scope of the survey. The group leader stressed that the ques-
tionnaire was totally anonymous and that the respondents could choose not to answer 
any questions if they did not want to. He also assured the inmates that the data would 
be used only for academic research and would not be shared with the prison adminis-
tration or any other official agencies. Third, the group leader explained that the results 
of the research would hopefully be beneficial to inmates, stimulating better public 
policies with respect to rehabilitation and future job prospects. The respondents were 
advised to fill in the questionnaire carefully based on their own situation and under-
standing of the questions. They were allowed to ask the researchers on-site for clarifi-
cation if necessary. In the very small number of cases with illiterate inmates (four in 
the prison with sentences from 3-15 years, and nine in the women’s prison), the 
researchers assisted the respondent in completing the questionnaire with his or her 
permission.

Measures

Dependent variable. Our primary dependent variable is a measure of re-incarceration 
status. Respondents were asked in the questionnaire how many times they had been 
sentenced to prison. We constructed a dummy variable that is coded as “1” if the num-
ber of incarcerations is equal to or greater than two, and coded as “0” if the respon-
dents’ current imprisonment is the only one. Given the dichotomous nature of the 
dependent variable, we estimate logistic regressions in the multivariate analyses.

Independent variables. As noted, the three primary independent variables in our hypoth-
eses are associations with criminal peers, negative emotions, and low self-control. Our 
operationalization of associations with criminal peers follows well-established prac-
tices in Western research (see, especially, Akers & Jensen, 2006, p. 47). The question-
naire asked respondents to report how many of their friends were involved with four 
types of offending—drug use, burglary, robbery, and aggravated assault. For each 
item, respondents could respond none, a few, many, and all. To measure association 
with criminal peers, we created a component score based on principal component 
analysis using the four items. The items are well represented by a single component, 
with the loadings for these offenses ranging from .663 to .800.

The data set does not include direct measures of strain, but it does include multiple 
indicators of negative emotions, which according to GST, are theorized to serve as key 
mediating variables between experiences of strain and criminal offending.6 Inmates 
were asked how often in the 12 months prior to imprisonment they had experienced 
fear, anger, depression, and shame. The answers could range from 1 (very often) to 4 
(never). The four items were reverse-coded so that higher values on each indicate 
greater levels of strain. Once again, principal component analysis indicated that the 4 
items loaded well on one dimension with an Eigenvalue greater than 1 and component 
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loadings from .714 to .837. We, accordingly, computed a component score based on 
these items to operationalize strain.

The questionnaire features 9 items intended to measure the level of self-control 
of respondents. These questions were selected from the original, widely used 
Grasmick, Tittle, Bursik, and Arneklev (1993) scale for low self-control. The ques-
tions ask whether the respondents would “act without thinking and planning care-
fully, only care about short-term happiness, enjoy risky activities, and etc.” (See the 
appendix for the full list of items.) The 9 items tap into four of the six dimensions of 
low self-control (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990), which include impulsivity, risk-
seeking, self-centeredness, and short temper. The response set for these items fol-
lowed a Likert-type format ranging from 1 = strongly agree to 5 = strongly disagree. 
To construct the measure for low self-control, all nine questions were reverse-coded 
so that higher values on each indicate lower self-control. We started with all 9 items 
in preliminary principal component analysis with varimax rotation. All loadings on 
the first component were above .5, which is the conventional standard for an ade-
quate loading to represent a single dimension. However, we decided to exclude the 
item asking respondents if they “act on the spur of the moment without stopping to 
think” because its loading is only marginally larger than .5. (Results are substan-
tively unchanged if this item with a comparatively low loading is included in the 
composite scale.) The final principal components analysis with a single-component 
solution was conducted using the remaining 8 items, yielding the component scores 
for the measure of low self-control. The resulting loadings are all reasonably high, 
ranging from .604 to .832.

Control variables. Our multivariate analyses incorporate a number of control variables 
that have been conventionally included in criminological research, including demo-
graphic characteristics of the respondents. Age is measured as a continuous variable 
coded in years ranging from 16 to 68. For gender, we created a dummy variable coded 
as 1 if the respondent is male and 0 if female. The variable for marital status was origi-
nally coded as married, single, divorced, or widow/widower. We constructed a dummy 
variable differentiating married respondents (coded 1) from unmarried respondents 
(coded 0).

We also include as a control variable an indicator of exposure to a criminogenic 
residential context, that is, crime in the neighborhood. Neighborhood crime is mea-
sured with responses to a single item based on subjective perceptions. Respondents 
were asked about their level of agreement with the statement: “There is a lot of crime 
in my neighborhood.” The answers could range from 1 (strongly agree) to 4 (strongly 
disagree). To create the appropriate polarity of the measure, the item was reverse-
coded so that higher scores indicate greater perceived crime in the neighborhood.

One final control variable reflects distinctive features of the Chinese context. Since 
1978, rural-urban migrants have played a crucial role in both the success story of “Made 
in China” and the epic urbanization (Chan, 2013). It has been estimated that the total 
amount of rural migrant labor approached 155 million as of 2010 (Cai, 2011). In addi-
tion, during the past 30 years, China’s urban population increased by around 440 million 
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as of 2009 (Chan, 2010). Moreover, of the 440 million, about 340 million of the increase 
was said to be attributable to net migration and urban reclassification (Chan, 2013).

A related and important factor relevant to migration in China is the Hukou system. 
The Hukou system is a registration program originally instituted to regulate population 
mobility and especially movement from the rural areas to urban areas. Those living in 
rural areas register to receive rural Hukou, while urban residents register to receive 
urban Hukou. The Hukou system has long been considered a major source of hardship 
for migrant workers in Chinese urban areas as it plays a decisive role in their life 
chances (see Alexander & Chan, 2004; Loong-Yu & Shan, 2007). Discriminatory poli-
cies can be found in social services and welfare benefits, including education, voca-
tional training, income inequality, health insurance, and so on. Given these 
disadvantages, it is not surprising that a number of scholars have attributed rising 
crime rates in China since the economic reform to offending by rural migrants to cities 
(see Ma, 2001; F. Y. Wong et al., 2010; Xu, 2013). We, accordingly, created a categori-
cal variable to reflect migrant/Hukou status. One category captures the population 
allegedly at particularly high risk for offending given Hukou status in China—rural 
migrants to the cities who lack urban Hukou. A second category reflects respondents 
who are likely to be in an advantaged position, that is, respondents who were urban 
non-migrants with urban Hukou. The remaining category is comprised of inmates with 
“other” migrant and Hukou status (e.g., rural non-migrants, urban migrants, those not 
registered). In the regression analyses, the urban non-migrant category serves as the 
reference category for the dummy variables.

Results

Descriptive statistics for the full sample of inmates and for the subsamples differenti-
ated by re-incarceration status are reported in Table 2. Beginning with the full sample, 
approximately 20% of the prisoners in the sample were experiencing a repeat incar-
ceration. The average age of respondents was about 34 years old, while more than 
three quarters were male (76.7%) and more than a third (38.6%) were married. 
Prisoners from urban areas who had rural Hukou (i.e., rural migrants to the cities) 
comprised a slight majority of the respondents (54.7%), while non-migrants in urban 
areas with local Hukou constituted about 8% of the sample. The “other category” 
(non-migrants with rural Hukou, urban migrants, and those not registered) constituted 
slightly more than a third of the sample.

The final two columns in Table 2 display the contrasts between inmates experienc-
ing their first incarceration and those who have repeated incarcerations. Consistent 
with expectations, the means for the theorized “risk factors” are all significantly higher 
for the multiple incarceration subsample. The means for age, proportion male, and 
reported neighborhood are also significantly higher for the multiple incarceration sub-
sample. In contrast, the two subsamples do not differ significantly with respect to 
marital status or migrant/Hukou status.

Odds ratios and their 95% confidence levels from the multivariate logistic regres-
sion analyses are reported in Table 3. Model 1 is a baseline model that includes only 
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the control variables. As expected, age is positively related to re-incarceration status. 
For each additional year, the likelihood that the inmate was serving a repeat incarcera-
tion rather than a first-time sentence increases by about 4%, Exp(β) = 1.036. The find-
ings for the other sociodemographic variables are consistent with patterns that have 
been widely observed in analyses of criminal offending. The likelihood that males had 
re-incarceration status is approximately 4 times greater than that for females, whereas 
married inmates exhibited about a 35% lower chance of being a re-incarcerated 
inmate. The indicator of residential location also exhibits a significant effect on re-
incarceration status. As the perceived level of crime in the prisoner’s neighborhood 
prior to going to prison increases, so does the likelihood that the prisoner was serving 
a repeat incarceration. Migration/Hukou status, in contrast, is not significantly related 
to the re-incarceration measure.

The key independent variables are added to the equation in Model 2 of Table 3. All 
of the coefficients for these variables are in accord with the hypotheses. The likelihood 
of re-incarceration status increases along with the lack of self-control, level of nega-
tive emotions, and reported association with criminal peers. With respect to the control 
variables, the results for age, gender, and migrant/Hukou status are largely unchanged. 
In contrast, the significant effects for marital status and for neighborhood crime 
become nonsignificant in Model 2 in comparison with the results in Model 1.

A plausible interpretation of the findings for neighborhood crime is that exposure 
to criminal peers statistically interprets the significant association observed in the 
baseline model. Inmates residing in areas with high levels of crime have greater 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics With Mean Comparisons Between Samples by Incarceration 
Status.

Variables

Full sample  
(N = 1,804)

First incarceration 
(n = 1,431)

Multiple incarceration 
(n = 373)

M SE M SE M SE

Re-incarceration .206 .009 — — — —
Low self-control −.007 .024 −.093a .027 .302a .054
Negative emotions −.001 .023 −.048a .026 .203a .054
Peer criminality −.002 .023 −.112a .025 .404a .055
Age 33.70 .213 33.31a .251 34.41a .431
Male .767 .009 .730a .011 .910a .014
Married .386 .011 .388 .013 .343 .024
Neighborhood crime 2.083 .014 2.056a .016 2.186a .033
Urban local/Hukou .078 .006 .081 .007 .068 .013
Rural migrant/Hukou .547 .011 .541 .013 .556 .026
Other migrant/

Hukou
.374 .011 .377 .012 .375 .025

Note. Statistics generated from multiple imputations for missing values in independent variables.
aSignificant difference between the first incarceration sample and the multiple incarceration sample.
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opportunities to associate with criminal peers, which could then be reflected in the 
increased likelihood of being an inmate serving a repeat sentence. To explore this pos-
sibility, we estimated an ordinary least squares (OLS) regression model with the mea-
sure of peer criminality as the dependent variable and perceived neighborhood crime 
as an independent variable, along with the other variables as predictors (excluding the 
measure of re-incarceration status).

The results are presented in Table 4. Consistent with our speculative interpretation, 
inmates perceiving higher levels of crime in their neighborhood prior to incarceration 
are significantly more likely to report higher degrees of exposure to criminal peers (β = 
.229). The measures of both low self-control and negative emotions also yield signifi-
cantly positive coefficients (β = .229 and .107, respectively). The former relationship 
accords with the arguments in the general theory of crime that persons with low self-
control tend to seek out criminally or delinquently oriented peers (Gottfredson & 
Hirschi, 1990, pp. 157-158). The finding for negative emotions is also compatible with 
some type of “selective association” process, although we caution that causal order is 
ambiguous for these variables (criminal peer associations could foster negative emo-
tions). With respect to the control variables, males also report higher degrees of expo-
sure to criminal peers, whereas older inmates and married inmates report less criminal 
peer exposure. A particularly interesting finding emerges for the migrant/Hukou vari-
able. Rural migrants exhibit lower levels of association with criminal peers than do 
urban residents with local Hukou (the reference category for the dummy variables).

The interpretation of the changing coefficients for marital status across Models 1 
and 2 in Table 3 is uncertain. In their general theory of crime, Gottfredson and Hirschi 

Table 3. Odds Ratios From Binary Logistic Regressions Predicting Re-Incarceration Status.

Variables

Model 1 Model 2

Exp(β)

Confidence 
interval

Exp(β)

Confidence 
interval

Lower Upper Lower Upper

Age 1.036*** 1.019 1.052 1.046*** 1.029 1.063
Male 4.078*** 2.758 6.031 3.635*** 2.430 5.437
Married 0.657*** 0.500 0.864 0.768 0.580 1.018
Neighborhood crime 1.349*** 1.110 1.640 0.936 0.753 1.163
Rural migrant/Hukoua 1.068 0.627 1.819 1.205 0.694 2.092
Other migrant/Hukoua 1.069 0.636 1.797 1.170 0.685 1.998
Low self-control — — — 1.207* 1.042 1.397
Negative emotions — — — 1.148* 1.005 1.311
Peer criminality — — — 1.503*** 1.316 1.717
Constant 0.014 0.019

Note. N = 1,804; 95% confidence intervals reported.
aReference category: urban locals with urban Hukou.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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(1990) maintain that self-control is formed relatively early in life and that it, thereafter, 
becomes a stable personal characteristic. The lack of a significant association between 
marital status and re-incarceration in Model 2 of Table 3 would, accordingly, be sug-
gestive of a spurious association in Model 1. Persons with low self-control are less 
likely to get married and are more likely to “achieve” re-incarceration status. Other 
research, however, has challenged the “stability” postulate in self-control theory (Burt, 
Simons, & Simons, 2006), which raises the possibility that marriage might foster 
greater self-control. We do not engage this debate but simply note that unmarried 
inmates have significantly higher average levels of low self-control, which would be 
consistent with either a mediating relationship (marriage fosters greater self-control) 
or a spurious association (low self-control is positively associated with both being 
unmarried and repeat incarceration status).

Summary and Conclusion

We have analyzed data from a recently conducted survey of inmates incarcerated in 
Chinese prisons. This data set has allowed us to examine criminological outcomes for 
adult offenders, a population that has been relatively neglected in previous research in 
China. In addition, we have been able to extend the focus beyond the forms of offend-
ing commonly studied in self-report studies of adolescents—minor delinquency—to 
encompass involvement with the formal institutions of social control that deal with 
serious offenders. Our specific focus has been on differentiating between inmates who 
were in prison for the first time from those who had experienced repeated incarcera-
tions. Drawing upon three of the more influential theories in the discipline—social 
learning theory, self-control theory, and GST, we have derived hypotheses about char-
acteristics of prisoners that might serve as useful predictors of their re-incarceration 

Table 4. Peer Criminality Regressed on Low Self-Control, Negative Emotions, and 
Sociodemographic Variables.

Unstandardized 
coefficients SE

Standardized 
coefficients (β)

Neighborhood crime 0.365*** 0.035 0.229
Low self-control 0.227*** 0.023 0.229
Negative emotions 0.106*** 0.022 0.107
Age −0.015*** 0.003 −0.142
Male 0.237*** 0.051 0.102
Married −0.182*** 0.048 −0.089
Rural migrant/Hukoua −0.167* 0.084 −0.085
Other migrant/Hukoua −0.125 0.082 −0.062
Constant −0.229  

Note. N = 1,804.
aReference category: urban locals with urban Hukou.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

 at Australian National University on November 24, 2016ijo.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ijo.sagepub.com/


18 International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology 

status, and we have assessed these hypotheses in multiple logistic regression analyses 
with an array of sociodemographic controls.

The results of our statistical analyses indicate that the hypotheses derived from 
Western criminological theories perform very well. The measure of association with 
criminal peers, a key indicator from social learning theory, is positively associated 
with the likelihood that a prisoner was serving a repeat incarceration rather than serving 
a first-time sentence. Similarly, as anticipated on the basis of self-control theory, the 
likelihood of repeat incarceration increases along with higher levels of low self-control. 
Finally, our measure of negative emotions—which has been theorized to be a typical 
outcome of experiences of strain—is significantly associated with re-incarceration sta-
tus. Inmates with higher recorded levels of negative emotions exhibit increased likeli-
hoods of having served multiple incarcerations. We acknowledge that strain is not the 
only source of negative emotions, and, thus, more definitive assessments of GST will 
require more direct measures of core concepts. In addition, it would be particularly 
instructive in future research to include indicators of distinctive strains that are likely 
to follow the experience of incarceration, such as stigma associated with the label of 
being an ex-inmate and associated experiences of discrimination.

More generally, we recognize that despite the benefits of studying a prison sample 
noted earlier, the design of the study precludes definitive inferences about the determi-
nants of the overall risk of recidivism. Our analyses allow us to identify factors that 
effectively differentiate between inmates who were serving a prison sentence for the 
first time from those who had experienced previous incarcerations. However, the extent 
to which prisoners serving their first-time sentence are representative of the population 
of prisoners who will ultimately experience no more than a single incarceration is 
unknown. We have no information about the actual fate of first-time offenders upon 
their release, and the extent to which they reoffend and encounter the formal agencies 
of social control. In addition, although it is plausible to presume that certain etiological 
and criminalization processes work in tandem as explained above, our analyses cannot 
distinguish between them. A more rigorous strategy would entail identifying a cohort of 
incarcerated prisoners, following them over an extended period of time upon release, 
and modeling the hazards of re-incarceration, allowing for the censoring of some cases 
(i.e., the released inmates who manage to avoid another incarceration during the time 
frame under investigation). The logistical difficulties of conducting such a study are 
formidable, and we are unaware of any such data. Implementing such a design is nev-
ertheless a worthy goal for future research.

With these caveats in mind, it is notable that the overall pattern of results conforms 
rather closely to what would be expected if the inmates currently serving a sentence for 
the first-time are, in fact, representative of the population of offenders who end up hav-
ing experienced a single incarceration. In addition to the results consistent with social 
learning theory, strain theory, and self-control theory noted above, the findings for the 
sociodemographic control variables are in accord with what would be expected given 
previous research on crime and delinquency more generally. The likelihood of re-incar-
ceration status is higher for males and for those residing in neighborhoods where crime 
is more prevalent (as perceived by the respondents), while this likelihood is significantly 

 at Australian National University on November 24, 2016ijo.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ijo.sagepub.com/


Messner et al. 19

lower for married than for unmarried respondents.7 Our analyses would, thus, seem to 
provide at least suggestive, albeit indirect, evidence about some of the factors that affect 
an important aspect of criminal careers in China—the likelihood of re-incarceration—
and they lend further credibility to the utility of transporting theoretical insights from 
Western criminology to very different sociocultural contexts.

By way of closing, we call attention to some policy implications of our findings. 
The recidivism research in the West referred to briefly above has yielded mixed 
results, but one of the more consistent findings is that effective programs are those 
that are “cognitive-behavioral or behavioral in nature, skill oriented, and multimodal 
. . . Effective programs create cognitive transformations” (MacKenzie, 2012, p. 468). 
These Western findings are consistent with the Chinese belief that behavior is deter-
mined by thoughts and cognitive processes. Indeed, Chinese culture, grounded in 
Confucian philosophy, emphasizes the malleability of people (Fei, 2015; Yang, 2008).

Our analyses point to two areas in which cognitive transformations are likely to be 
particularly important—building self-control and enhancing coping mechanisms to 
deal with negative emotions. Although Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) theorized that 
low self-control is cultivated at young ages and tends to be fixed thereafter, subsequent 
research has challenged the stability postulate (Burt et al., 2006). Moreover, research 
informed by GST has underscored the importance of cognitive skills as effective cop-
ing with strains and dealing with negative emotions in non-criminal ways. Some 
Chinese research has claimed that program failures in prisons are due, in part, to the 
lack of success in promoting good thoughts and character; these programs were not 
able to touch the heart of offenders (Han & Li, 2007; He et al., 2012). Although the 
terminology differs from that in the West, the same theme of cognitive transformation 
emerges in this literature. Finally, our finding that criminal peer associations is a sig-
nificant correlate of re-incarceration status reaffirms some previous research in China, 
and it underscores the importance of promoting pro-social contacts and bonds upon 
release to reduce the risks of re-incarceration.

Appendix

Items Comprising Peer Criminality, Strain, and Low Self-Control Factors

Variable and items Factor loadings

Peer criminality
 How many friends do you know who have used soft or hard 

drugs like weed, hash, ecstasy, speed, heroin, or coke?
.663

 How many friends do you know who have entered a building 
without permission to steal something?

.680

 How many friends do you know who have threatened 
somebody with a knife or beaten someone up, just to get 
their money or other things?

.793

(continued)
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Variable and items Factor loadings

 How many friends do you know who have beaten someone 
up or hurt someone badly with something like a stick or a 
knife?

.800

Negative emotions
 How often during the past 12 months before you were in 

prison have you experienced fear?
.736

 How often during the past 12 months before you were in 
prison have you experienced anger?

.797

 How often during the past 12 months before you were in 
prison have you experienced depression?

.837

 How often during the past 12 months before you were in 
prison have you experienced humiliation?

.714

Low self-control
 I do whatever brings me pleasure here and now, even at the 

cost of some future goal.
.771

 I’m more concerned with what happens to me in the short run 
than in the long run.

.773

 I like to test myself every now and then by doing something a 
little risky.

.710

 Excitement and adventure are more important to me than 
security.

.820

 I try to look out for myself first, even if it means making things 
difficult for other people.

.832

 If things I do upset people, it’s their problem not mine. .773
 I will try to get the things I want even when I know it’s causing 

problems for other people.
.769

 I lose my temper easily. .604

Appendix (continued)
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Notes

1. “Scope” and “Data” are two elements of Bennett’s (2009, p. 172) general typology of 
comparative studies. The other two elements are “Approach” and “Design.” See Kohn 
(1987) and Van Swaaningen (2011) for further discussions of different types of compara-
tive research in criminology and in the social science more generally.

2. In his Sutherland Address to the American Society of Criminology, Cullen (2011) lamented 
what he considered to be the excessive attention devoted to adolescents in criminology 
more generally, a development that he characterized as “adolescence-limited criminology.”

3. In addition to differential association, the major explanatory concepts of social learning 
theory include “definitions (and other discriminative stimuli), differential reinforcement, 
and imitation” (Akers & Jensen, 2006, p. 38; see also Akers, 1998).

4. We limit our literature review to studies conducted in China. Researchers have also 
assessed the generalizability of Western theories in other East Asian societies, especially 
South Korea and Japan. See, for example, Gover, Jennings, Tomsich, Park, and Rennison 
(2011); Gover, Park, Tomsich, and Jennings (2011); and Yeon and Messner (2014).

5. An early study by Zhang et al. (1996) also examined incarcerated populations, that is, 
a sample of inmates in prison and reform camps in Tianjin. This study was not oriented 
toward applying Western criminological theory but, rather, focused on traditional forms 
of neighborhood control in China (Bang-jiao and Tiao-jie). Yin, Yang, and Xie (2008) 
conducted a study of migrants serving sentences in a prison in Guangdong Province. Their 
study was also not focused explicitly on the Western criminological theories, although they 
reported that the prisoners exhibited risk factors that are commonly cited in these theories, 
such as lack of parental care and discipline, and association with delinquent peers.

6. See Agnew (1992, 2006) for a discussion of the role of negative emotions as mediators 
between the experience of strain and criminal offending. Research in both Western and 
non-Western contexts has provided support for these arguments about mediating processes 
(e.g., Bao, Haas, & Pi, 2004; Broidy, 2001; Jang & Johnson, 2003; Sun, Luo, Wu, & Lin, 
2016).

7. The null effect for rural migrant status (working in an urban area with rural Hukou prior 
to current incarceration) is somewhat surprising, although it may reflect, to some extent, 
the constricted time frame for rural migrants to “move through” a potential criminal career, 
given the time since the economic reform. Not surprisingly, the rural migrant prisoners 
are significantly younger than other prisoners, and although age is included as a control 
variable, the older ages are effectively censored from the sample for the rural migrants. No 
rural migrant prisoners are older than age 53, whereas the age range for other prisoners 
extends to age 68.
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