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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study is four-fold: (1) to 

test delinquency theories in social settings that vary by 

their degree of religiousness; (2) to determine whether 

delinquency causal processes vary according to the nature 

of religious ecology; (3) to assess whether variation 

exists in the rates and types of adolescent offenses 

committed in these settings; and (4) whether these 

offenses are a response to unique influences in each 

context. 

Religious ecology is measured by tapping a 

dimension of school religious characteristics, including a 

school's level of religiousness and a school's religious 

group composition. Adolescent boys who are exposed to 

the confines of schools that are predominately 

irreligious or disproportio~ately low in orthodoxy are 

significantly more likely to engage in delinquency than 

boys from more moral or highly orthodox schools. 

Experiences in fundamentalist reference groups also 

protects youngsters against engaging in substance use 

episodes, including harmful drugs such as cocaine. These 
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patterns are independent of demographic characteristics 

such as race, gender, socioeconomic status, family size 

and community size. 

To account for religious ecological differences 

in problem behavior, strain and control theories of 

delinquency are tested. These testing procedures reveal 

little support for processes advocated by strain 

theorists. Not only is structural and interactionist 

induced strain not correlated with delinquency and 

substance use, but discrepancies between cultural 

expectations and perceived realization of these goals do 

not lead to psychosocial frustration and tension, as 

implied in many strain models. 

Control models more aptly account for delinquency 

and substance use variation in various religious climates, 

but the strength of religious, school, and family effects 

varies with the type of offense and the measure of 

religious ecology. If we measure religious ecology by 

the nature of denominational composition, religiosity has 

a uniform effect on delinquency. However, religiosity's 

effect in settings that vary by religious level is to more 

strongly inhibit chronic offending in secular disorganized 

communities. 



xviii 

Involvement in delinquency and substance use is 

probabilistically less likely in moral and highly 

orthodox settings because religion's social expression is 

stronger, the broken home phenomenon is weaker and 

potentially harmful school behaviors and attitudes are 

unrelated to delinquency in these settings. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Explanations of individual delinquency have been 

firmly guided by Durkheim's ecological work on suicide. 

For years the bulk of delinquency research which emerged 

out of sociology reflected Durkheim's assumptions about 

the individual consequences of social disintegration and 

deregulation. In investigating how social disorganization 

perpetuates crime, researchers commonly explored 

conditions in densely populated communities, or contexts 

most likely to experience processes of secularization. 

Consequently, few studies encompassed work on delinquency 

within less secularized settings, facilitating little 

knowledge about delinquency causes in moral contexts. 

This dissertation addresses the following: (1) how 

adequately various theories account for delinquency and 

substance use in moral and secular settings; (2) whether 

these causal processes vary according to the nature of 

one's immediate religious reference group; (3) whether 

variation exists in the rates and types of offenses 

committed in these settings; and (4) how such offenses 

1 



might be a response to unique influences in these 

contexts. 

2 

While sociologists have explored how religion 

promotes or deters deviant behavior, they have not 

explicitly assessed the effect of ecological religious 

properties on deviant outcomes until quite recently (stark 

et al., 198~; Tittle & Welch, 1983). However, these recent 

articles do not offer concrete information about the 

strength of various intervening influences on delinquency 

(family, religiosity, school), nor do they attempt to 

determine whether these processes affect mala prohibita 

offenses such as drinking and drug use, similarly as they 

affect delinquency. This investigation is shaped by the 

belief that there are orderly characteristics by which 

social contexts vary which generate different modes of 

behavior among its members. In this study we explore how 

variation in the nature and extent of religious properties 

of social contexts influence individual patterns of 

substance use and delinquency. 

This introductory chapter attempts to accomplish 

three tasks. We begin by tracing Durkheim's influence in 

chronicling the genesis of moral norms and values from 

religious beliefs and practices. Durkheim recognized that 

structural developments had changed the shape of communal 
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life by impeding religion's capacity to structure a 

common set of moral values. These conditions signaled 

negative consequences for individual behavior since 

Durkheim equated the demise of religion as a moral force 

with its decline as a social control and integrating 

mechanism. Secondly, we attempt to show that the 

sociological studies of delinquency that emerged out of 

the Chicago School focused strongly on aggregate moral 

values. In an effort to locate the causes of delinquency, 

sociologists subsequently developed two different analytic· 

models, both of which assign different causal roles to the 

family, religion, and the school. Finally, we assess the 

link between morality and our dependent variables -

delinquency, drug use and drinking. Here we elaborate 

upon the relationship between the nature and degree of 

religious values and each of the dependent variables, and 

discuss how these values become translated into social 

properties that influence adolescent transgressions. 

Social Contexts ~ Moral values 

The assumption that religious climate is a relevant 

unit of study for understanding delinquency and substance 

use requires us to describe how it is relevant. There is 

little doubt that social structures create moral climates 

that vary from one so.cial context to another. These 
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climates, like other social characteristics were 

considered by Durkheim to be social phenomenon suig,eneris, 

enduring over time and encompassing the moral rules which 

guide behavior. In fact, much of Drukheim's writings in 

Division Qf Labor in Society (1947), Suicide (1951), and 

~ Rules Qf Sociological Method (1950), stress how 

individual behavior is shaped and guided by external norms 

and values; arguing that the source of moral standards 

can ultimately be traced to religion. 

Durkheim felt that religion provides the moral base 

which binds individuals together since its rituals prepare 

individuals for social life by imposing self-discipline. 

Furthermore, by bringing people together religious 

activities serve to reaffirm individual commonalities, 

thereby enhancing social solidarity. Where these 

conditions permeate a social setting - a moral 

consciousness envelops individuals and they internalize 

the moral rules of the group. 

However, Durkheim believed that the changing moral 

fabric of social life had harsh consequences for 

individual conduct. In rural agricultural communities, 

people were generally involved in similar activities and 

therefore shared common goals and values. These 

communities were held together by strong social 
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institutions such as the family, religion, and the 

school. With industrialization and urbanization emerged 

a division of labor which weakened the collective identity 

since it led individuals to emphasize differences rather 

than similarities. Social institutions became 

intertwined through interdependencies rather than common 

values and norms which changed how they controlled 

behavior. 

Durkheim did not mean to imply that modern 

communities would be supplanted by an amoral order. In 

fact, it is quite clear that processes of social change 

would render a new form of moral regulation which could 

not be understood independent of its religious origins 

(Giddens, 1971). Durkheim realized that religion's 

influence would vary in force; maintaining the capacity to 

bind adherents into a moral unity even among communities 

experiencing processes of urbanization and 

industrialization. In such communities' processes of 

structural differentiation are not strong enough to 

debilitate the cultural conditions anchoring individuals 

to a common set of assumptions. In other settings, rapid 

growth, heterogeneity, and mobility hastens the 

secularization of culture. Religion loses influences in 

these communities because religious institutions become 
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increasingly isolated from other institutions. As a 

result, religious moral values no longer effectively 

translate into normative properties, which weakens the 

governing power of the family, the school and individual 

religiousness. 

~ Chicago School 

Shortly after the dissemination of Durkheim's 

writings, sociologists at the University of Chicago 

attempted to demonstrate how structural changes altered 

social relations within communities. Writers such as 

Thomas, Park, Wirth, Sellin, Burgess, Shaw, and McKay 

focused much of their attention on the links between 

ecological characteristics and criminal behavior. Of 

principal concern to many of these researchers was the 

onset of rising rates of delinquency in various settings. 

In attempting to locate the causes of delinquency, 

sociologists at the Chicago School developed two different 

analytic models. Ironically, in their efforts to spell 

out the causal processes leading to delinquency, each of 

these perspectives identified a common influence on the 

intervening stages of delinquency--the moral values 

permeating a social environment. Commonly referred to as 

community disorganization studies, adherents of this 

school felt that delinquency arises in community 



environments because of variation in the strength of 

commitment to values of unopposed moral validity 
1 

(Kornhauser, 1978). In control models of social 

disorganization, social contexts that fail to establish 

7 

common standards of morality unwittingly allow their 

members to serve as their own conduct guides. Under these 

conditions individuals are unleashed to choose means for 

gratifying wants that are quick and convenient, since 

training structures (family, school, religion) are more 

diffused in attenuated moral clima·tes. 

In strain models of social disorganization, 

delinquency is conceived to result from strong strains. 

The same processes that weaken the capacity of communities 

to realize common moral values operate on delinquency 

through pressure that is generated when communities fail 

to provide uniform access to valued goals. At the 

structural level, the family, school and religion impede 

the gratification of wants that are universally promised, 

prompting juveniles to use illegal means'to get ahead. 

Implied in both of these models is the notion that 

social environments vary in their efficiency to govern 

processes working toward the compatibility and 

1 
Shaw and McKay actually use the term social 

disorganization, but Kornhauser contends that these 
studies were about disorganized communities. 
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adequacy of moral norms and values. In these models 

secularization of culture strips away the moral veneer of 

social life and leaves in its wake a precarious social 

order. Implicit in this process is Durkheim's account of 

moral norms being replaced by nonmoral norms as the basis 

of social relations as religion loses its living, salient 

features in the community. Under stable conditions 

exchange relations can facilitate changes in the status of 

nonmoral norms from non-cultural to cultural norms 

(Kornhauser, 1978). In the latter condition, common 

values make social life possible, but they do not 

necessarily make the social environment brim with 

morality.· This is ensured only if formal religion 

maintains its penetrating capacity at all levels of 

social structure~ otherwise, social processes of 

integration and regulation are weakened. 

Both of these models were originally intended to 

account for delinquency in settings undergoing massive 

social change. As a result, much of our knowledge about 

the causes of delinquency has been accumulated in settings 

where poverty, growth, mobility, and ethnic mixing are 

most common. This presupposes that the processes which 

lead to delinquency are similar in social environments 
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insulated from disrupting influences. The task ahead is 

to determine whether this assumption is warranted by 

examining delinquency and substance use causal influences 

in social environments that vary according to, (1) the 

strength of religious values, and (2) the nature of 

religious values. 

To ferret out these influences and explain why they 

affect delinquency requires us to define our domain within 

which these processes operate. Human ecologists often 

isolated ecological characteristics on a community level, 

contending that communities served as a focal point of 

daily activities and had an immediate impact on its 

members (Reiss, 1954). However, sociologists have rarely 

agreed on what constitutes community bounda~ies, instead 

allowing empirical investigation rather than definition, 

to determine what variables are communal by studying the 

relationship of any such variables to size or density of 

settlement. 

Perhaps a.more reasonable approach is to measure 

religious properties within a physically identifiable 

unit, using this structure as a proxy measure for 

community. A schoQl structure readily conforms to this 

criteria. Like a. community, adolescents are daily 

exposed to the properties of a school and experience 
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primary group relations within its scope. as a larger 

ecological unit than the family, the school can be treated 

as an encompassing agent of various primary groups and 

individual characteristics. In this study we will assess 

the influence of family factors, school variables and 

individual religiosity as they function within the 

parameters of the moral climate of schools. We now 

discuss the relations between the dependent variables in 

this investigation and moral values. 

Moral Values, Delinquency, and Substan~e ~ 

Rooted in these major perspectives of delinquency 

is the assumption that community structures vary by 

normative climate. Thus far we have attributed this 

variation to processes that have weakened or altered the 

scope and/or nature of religion's moral influence in the 

community. At this stage it is important to discuss how 

moral values are linked to drinking, drug use, and 

delinquency. We begin with a discussion of the 

relationship between morality and delinquency and then 

consider the role of religious norms in shaping alcohol 

and drug use. 

Delinquency 

Delinquency has assumed a variety of definitions 

over the years, seemingly in flow with the most popular 
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theoretical perspective of the times. It is not too 

uncommon to read delinquency texts or empirical articles 

on delinquency while noting that the author(s) has 

refrained from defining his or her object of study. This 

is because delinquency cannot be usefully defined apart 

from an attempt to explain delinquency so defined 

(Hirschi, 1969,: 47). 

In this study, delinquency is behavior that 

violates basic norms of the society, the detection of 

which is thought to result in punishment of the person 

commi tting them by agents of· the larger society (Cloward & 

Ohlin, 1960; Hirschi, 1969). Underlying this definition 

is the assumption that a society has reached some kind of 

consensus about what moral values are necessary to ensure 

social order. This means that there must be widespread 

agreement within American society that stealing, assault, 

vandalism, and intentional acts of violence cannot be 

condoned as proper forms of behavior. Research conducted 

across age, race, sex, and socioeconomic categories 

indicates consensual validity about the moral values which 

these acts violate (Sellin & Wolfgang, 1969), even among 

those who violate them (Kornhauser, 1978). The ideals 

upon which these precepts are based can be found in 

organized religione 
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Although various religious denominations and sects 

emphasize different characteristics of the common value 

system, they generally agree on individual and collective 

rights to security of person and property (Rhodes & Reiss, 

1970). The messages delivering these values may be 

subtle or they may be direct such as "Thou shall not 

steal," or "Thou shall not kill." Or, religion may 

reflect morality in emphasizing various doctrines such as 

the Golden Rule. 

Religious groups also may differ in their methods of 

controlling individual action, but for the most part all 

conventional religious groups attempt to control behavior 

by establishing moral relationships with transcendent moral 

beings Durkheim (1915) has suggested that, in associating 

morality with a transcendent power, religion has made 

authority inherent in moral precepts easily represented. 

God is not only conceived as a lawmaker and the guardian of 

the moral order, he also represents an ideal which the 

individual strives to realize. The more strongly religious 

beliefs are internalized the more effectively religion 

behaves as a conscience constructing and punishing agent. 

Given the emphasis on integrity of person and 

property rights in religious values one would expect that 

young persons who participate in organized religion should 



13 

exhibit less delinquency than youth not enmeshed in 

religious organization. This relationship has not received 

unequivocal support. Some investigators have found that 

religion contributes to delinquency rather than prevents 

its occurrence (Bonger, 1969; von Hentig, 1948; Schur, 

1969; Lunden, 1964); a view consistent with the cultural 

deviance perspective. Others have found that religion is 

either unrelated to delinquency (Hirschi and Stark, 1969), 

or irrelevant to delinquency since its effects are 

overridden by values transmitted through the family (Rhodes 

& Reiss, 197B; Elifson et al., 1983) or social status 

background (Schur, 1969; Sutherland & Cressey, 1974). 

Since 197B seven studies using large samples and 

sophisticated research designs have documented an inverse 

religion-delinquency relationship (Ellis, 1985). 

These discrepant findings galvanized Rodney Stark 

and his colleagues to search for a common social variable 

that might account for religion's equivocal sanctioning 

effect on delinquency. In recalling Durkheim's discussion 

of how religion supports the moral order, Stark et al. 

(198B, 1982), arrived at the hypothesis that religion's 

individual effect on delinquency will vary according to the 

religious climate of the community studied. That is, 

religion will only serve to bind people to the moral order 
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if religious influences permeate the culture and 

interaction patterns of individuals occupying a community. 

Their findings showed that religion constrained delinquent 

behavior only in communities permeated by shared religious 

beliefs and concerns, referred to appropriately as "moral 

communities." These communities are marked by high levels 

of church membership and a sense that religion's influence 

is interwoven with various features of daily life. This 

finding supports a community disorganization model of 

delinquency in showing how religion provides a community 

with a structural source by which it can realize its common 

values. 

Despite the significance of Stark et aI's effort to 

revive Durkheim's notion of religious ecology, we need more 

precise information on the relationship between the moral 

climate of communities and delinquency. For one thing we 

have little knowledge about how a communities' moral 

climate affects other mediating processes of delinquency 

(family, school performance, self-esteem, peer group), 

besides individual religiousness. Secondly, we need to 

determine whether community moral climate influences 

delinquent behavior through these factors by (1) producing 

strain which pressures individuals to engage in delinquency 

(strain theory), or by loosening up constraints which keep 
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ungratified wants in check (control theory). Finally, we 

need to demonstrate whether alcohol and drug use can be 

accounted for by a common set of causal processes similar 

to delinquency. There is considerable evidence suggesting 

that the use of alcohol and drugs is part of a general 

deviance syndrome that involves a wide range of norm 

violating and minor criminal acts (Jessor et al., 1968; 

Johnston, 1973; Jessor & Jessor, 1977; Kandel, 1980). We 

turn now to a discussion of how moral values might shape 

individual patterns of drinking and drug use. 

Alcohol .srui D..n1.g ~ 

Warnings and worries about adolescent substance use 

are often premised on evidence that the prevalence of 

consumption remains ten times what it was two decades ago 

(Akers, 1985). Substance abuse continues to reduce chances 

of achieving success in school, harmonious family 

relations, and safe highways. In addition, current alarm 

about nKids and Cocaine n (See Newsweek, March 17, 1986) 

signals a shift toward use of more euphoric and addicting 

substances. While it is still difficult to determine the 

precise interplay between substarice use and delinquency, we 

can confidently state that adolescents who report use of 

anyone of a variety of substances are more likely than 
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nonusers to be involved in delinquent acts (Johnson et al., 

1978; Huizinga & Elliott, 1981; Akers et al., 1983). 

Furthermore, longitudinal research shows that the 

differences in the level of delinquent acts for high and 

low delinquency groups rises after drug use begins 

(Johnston et al., 1978). 

In the case of drug use a moral consensus exists 

among conventional religious groups in defining it as an 

antisocial and dangerous activity, even though society has 

become less consistent in sanctioning such drugs as tobacco 

and marijuana. Previous research has indicated that the 

influence of religious values on drug use decreases as we 

move from mild to illicit drugs (Hadaway et al., 1984). 

This suggests that the relationship between religious moral 

values and illicit drug use is more similar to the 

relationship between moral values and delinquency, than it 

is for alcohol and marijuana use. In short, it may not be 

necessary to consider the nature of ecological religious 

values in explaining delinquency and illicit drug use. 

But, any relationship between religious values and drinking 

behavior may be interlocked with religious group 

composition. 

Research on alcohol has revealed some variation in 

the context of religious group norms regarding alcohol use. 
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Most religions agree in condemning alcohol use among 

adolescents, but those groups which tolerate adult drinking 

do not explicitly condemn adolescent drinking. Other 

denominations stand out because of their moral teachings on 

alcohol use, holding that it is not only wrong for 

adolescents to drink, but morally wrong for everyone. 

Research on alcohol use indicates that drinking 

behavior will reflect the content of group norms for those 

who are members of the group (Krohn et al., 1982; Hadaway 

et al., 1984; Larsen & Abu-Laban, 1968; Mizruchi & 

Perrucci, 1962). Some of these groups may be more salient 

sources than others, but evidence shows that religious 

group norms regarding alcohol act independently of other 

group norms (Hadaway et al., 1984; Larsen & Abu-Laben, 

1968). Consequently, it is worthwhile to examine the 

various dimensions of religious norm qualities regarding 

alcohol. 

Some religious groups establish explicit standards 

of abstinence for all substances. Groups such as S~uthern 

Baptists, Mormons, Quakers, and Fundamentalists that 

prohibit the use of alcohol and other substances are 

termed proscriptive groups. It has been inferred, but not 

empirically supported, that adolescents from traditionally 

abstinent denominations are more likely to experience 
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problems if they drink, since they lack a context of norms 

for moderate use of alcohol (Mizruchi & Perrucci, 1962; 

Mulford, 1964; Schlegel & Sanborn, 1979). 

Groups such as liberal Protestants and Jews often 

advocate prescriptive norms. For these groups, drinking 

is permissible within certain guidelines defined as 

acceptable. These groups generally have high rates of 

drinking but low rates of problem drinking (Bales, 1946; 

Skolnick, 1958). 

Norms facilitating use without setting guidelines 

or limits on use are termed permissive norms. Bales (1946) 

argues that permissive norms should generate higher levels 

of alcohol use and more problem use than perscriptive 

norms. Krohn et ale (1982) contend that the conceptual 

distinction between permissive vs. prescriptive norms has 

not been well enough attended to allow for clear 

categorization of groups. Akers (1985) has suggested 

another normative category involving ascription or 

nonscription. These are vague, unclear, or conflicting 

norms which neither proscribe nor p~escribe use. An 

ascriptive alcohol climate involves ambiguous or 

unclarified norms; a nonscriptive setting is distinguished 

from ascription by existing norms which conflict. For all 

intents and purposes proscriptive groups could be lumped 
# 



with nonscriptive groups since both are exposed to 

widespread media messages that trumpet alcohol use as a 

socially acceptable activity. 
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There is some speculation that variation in 

religious condemnation or toleration about alcohol is 

irrelevant for adolescents since most moral influences 

condemn adolescent drinking (Hadaway et al., 1984). This 

statement is premised on the assumption that religious 

groups do not vary in their demands on members for 

commitment, nor do they differ in the strength of their 

voice. Contrary to this assumption, some religious groups 

do stake a higher moral interest in the welfare of their 

members and staunchly adhere to the belief that the 

happiness and usefulness of young people is dependent upon 

having youth accept their values (Dudley, 1978). These 

conditions are common to fundamentalist religious groups 

and are projected to be the cause of both religious 

alienation and widespread conformity (Dudley, 1978). 

Research linking alcohol norms at an ecological 

level with adolescent drinking behavior has attended to 

describing levels and styles of use, rather"than 

documenting how causal processes influence drinking 

patterns (Midgley, 1971; Globetti, 1978). Furthermore, 

several studies have offered explanations for patterns of 
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alcohol use in proscriptive settings but have not offered 

comparative accounts of drinking rates and styles in non

proscriptive settings (Alexander, 1967; Globetti, 1969). 

Despite their shortcomings it is important to point out 

that these studies recognized that units other than the 

family can provide a common fabric of values, norms, and 

meanings toward alcohol which governs the drinking behavior 

of its members. Our task is to determine whether patterns 

of substance use vary according to the nature of one's 

normative climate, and whether the same, sets of influences 

account for drinking and drug behavior of individuals in 

various normative milieus. 

Summary and Issues Qf Interpretation 

Social contexts are suspected to vary in the degree 

to which they are permeated by moral norms and values. 

The thesis of this study is that variation in the religious 

properties that characterize social contexts will help us 

account for delinquency and substance use. Presently we 

lack information on how the nature and extent of moral 

climate might affect adolescent transgressions, rendering 

it necessary to construct these causal processes using 

current delinquency theories. 

The deviance literature indicates that the content 

of religious moral values varies most from group to group 
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for alcohol, followed by drug use and delinquency. Some 

have argued that religious values weakly influence 

delinquent behavior because there are so many other 

discriminating voices and sanctions in society (Elifson et 

al., 1983). However, we do not know whether ecological 

religious values are similarly overridden by other 

sanctioning agents, or whether they have an independent 

effect on delinquency. Perhaps the influences of the 

family, school performance, self-esteem and other factors 

function as intervening mechanisms in the framework of 

explaining delinquency and substance use. This we leave 

to the task of theory. 

In the next chapter we review the assumptions of 

strain and control perspectives of delinquency. Social 

disorganization strain models assume that delinquency and 

substance use result because frustration or pressure drives 

individuals to engage in behavior they normally would 

avoid. Strain mechanisms have been popularly targeted as 

a device for explaining why good kids turn to drugs, 

alcohol, and vandalism in contexts permeated by secular 

values. Our chore is to determine whether strain processes 

function similarly in moral contexts. Social 

disorganization control models search for delinquency and 

substance use causes in weakened controls. Control theory 
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assumptions have recently been tested in moral and secular 

climates (Stark et al., 198B, 1982), but these studies 

were limited to explaining how individual religiousness 

accounted for delinquency in these settings. 

Unlike the maj or var iables of deviance, n\ost 

delinquency theories have not offered explicit predictions 

about the social distribution of delinquency and substance 

use in various religious climates. In following the 

assumptions of strain and control theory we should be able 

to derive predictions about the causal dynamics leading to 

adolescent transgressions in moral and secular settings. 

Each of these theories contains a different intervening 

mechanism which helps to interpret the original 

relationship. Our task in Chapter Two is to dissect the 

major assumptions of each of the theoretical perspectives, 

and then summarize the ideas of their contributing 

theorists. We close each theory section by discussing how 

these causal processes might explain individual 

probabilities of delinquent involvement and substance use 

in various religious climates. 
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SOCIOLOGICAL EXPLANATIONS OF DELINQUENCY 

AND SUBSTANCE USE 

To explain something is to make it clear (Nettler, 

1984:157), to account for its existence. The level of 

confidence we place in explanations depends greatly upon 

how comfortable we are with the clarity of their 

theoretical concepts and how well they account for facts. 

Some theories may be grasped because their prescription 

for social maladies is relatively clear and cost 

effective. Others may be adopted because their assumptions 

conform to the prevailing values and beliefs about human 

nature and social order (Empey, 1982:158). 

Among the various sociological theories of 

delinquency, we have elected to test the assumptions of 

social disorganization (strain and control) models. The 

selection of these theories is based on two criteria. For 

one, these theories contain empirically derivable, a priori 

propositions regarding the causes of delinquency. These 

characteristics of theories facilitate the successful 

identification of intervening or explanatory processes. 

For this reason we have chosen to ignore sociological 

23 



24 

theories that derive support from ex post facto processes 

of explanation. Second, we have chosen to concentrate on 

these theories because they are anchored in fact and 

verifiable by means of observation (Jensen & ROjek, 198~). 

This condition is premised on the belief that answers to 

delinquency causation questions can only be revealed 

through empirical research. This assumption omits theories 

of leftist criminology. In general, proponents of these 

theories condemn positivistic postures as inadequate ways 

of knowing, and they therefore do not advance propositions 

that can be independently tested. 

Social learning theories are conspicuous by their 

absence in this study. Social learning theories have been 

criticized because the factors they advocate as causes of 

delinquency and substance use can be maintained as true 

regardless of what occurs. In stressing the behavioral 

mechanisms (modeling, definitions, reinforcement) which 

shape ~elinquent behavior, social learning theories fail to 

specify th.e circumstances by which such processes generate 

delinquency. Nettler (l984il59) argues that if nothing 

that happens, or everything that happens makes the answer 

(causal processes) correct, then the question is beyond 

experience. Hence, social learning theory cannot be 
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falsified in its present form since its advocates do not 

offer advance statements about when learning mechanisms 

will and will not enhance the likelihood of delinquent 

behavior. 

Labeling theory, a very popular perspective in the 

late 60's and early 70's, has not merited attention in this 

investigation for several reasons. Kornhauser (1978) 

contends that labeling theory is somewhat akin to cultural 

deviance models, but upon close examination of its 

purported causes of delinquency, labeling processes tend to 

resemble strain theory. It attributes the causes of 

delinquency as being external to the individual; it 

conjures up images of sympathy with deviance; it requires 

changes in the self-image as a result of social 

experiences; and it establishes a motive to commit 

delinquent acts. Despite the different origins of 

labeling theory and strain theory, their theoretical 

framework may differ more in degree than kind. Hence, to 

avoid problems with overlapping concepts, we will focus 

only on the latter perspective. 
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Leftist or radical criminological theories do not 
2 

conform to the nature of this study for several reasons. 

First, Marxists contend that interests not values govern 

behavior. A study proposing that moral values shape 

behavior is then foreign to any assumptions or propositions 

of Marxist theory. Secondly, leftist criminologists 

emphasize that crime is defined, not discovered. This 

implies that people do not always agree on what is right 

and wrong and on what should be considered criminal 

(Chambliss & Ryther, 1975). In the case of radical theory, 

differences in crime rates between social groups are 

speculated to be a product of powerful and wealthy 

minorities imposing their definition of morality on 

disorganized and powerless groups (Quinney, 1975). This 

definition of crime and delinquency is at odds with 

empirical research on the moral validity of criminal acts 

(Kornhauser, 1978), and certainly is antithetical to our 

2 
There are of course various camps of leftist 

criminology. Nettler (1984) argues that what separates 
. these views is the kind of conflict that a theory 
emphasizes, the source of that conflict, and the 
prescriptions that follow. 
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proposed definition of delinquency. Principally on these 

grounds and others (see Nettler, 1984:192-203) we cannot 

begin to derive testable proportions from Neo-Marxist 

theories. 

In the remainder of this chapter I will attempt to 

accomplish three tasks: (1) to discuss the assumptions of 

strain and control theory; (2) to trace the historical 

development of these sociological theories of delinquency; 

and (3) to extract the testable propositions from each 

theory in accordance with the predictive causes of 

delinquency and substance use in contexts aggregated on 

the basis of their religious properties. 

Strain Theories 

Strain theories of crime and delinquency emerged out 

of the writings of Durkheim and have achieved wide 

popularity among academicians and policy makers. Part of 

their appeal lies in the basic a~sumption that good people 

are driven to engage in activities they would ordinarily 

not do. This assumption conformed to the philosophy set 

3 
Leftist criminologists would assert that the real 

causes of social phenomenon underly that which positivists 
claim to measure, so that empirical strategies are not 
capable of tapping real social relationships. 
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down by the Great Society programs in the 1960's in which 

social forces (like poverty, decaying schools, and 

community blight) were heralded as the producers of 

unnatural evil. Since that time strain models have waned 

in popularity primarily because their postulated causal 

processes are factually weak. Nonetheless, the efficacy of 

strain theories' causal mechanisms have rarely been tested 

in communities permeated by strong moral values. In light 

of this, we need to consider how strain theory mechanisms 

might facilitate delinquency and substance use in various 

religious climates. 

Strain theory assumes that human nature is 

inherently social or is the product of interaction in 

intimate groups. This implies that delinquents are 

socialized human beings who are taught to adhere to the 

common value system of their culture. In response to the 

question of nwhy do delinquents violate the tenets of such 

values and beliefs,n strain theorists respond by asserJ~ing 

that delinquents suffer acute and intense frustration when 

they are denied legitimate access to shared desires. 

Hence, delinquents must be motivated to bepaviorally oppose 

the norms and values they are conditioned to adopt. If we 

are to understand delinquent behavior from a strain 

perspective then, we must search for the structural and 



interaction processes that impede universal success 

seeking among adolescents. 
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Since this investigation is not premised on a class

based model of delinquency, testing for the relationship 

between strain and delinquency would appear to be 

problematic. There are several reasons why I feel class 

can be ignored as a correlate in subsequent analyses. 

First, research has shown that class is unrelated to self

reported delinquency and substance use (Hirshi, 1969; Akers, 

1964; Tittle & Villemez, 1977; Donovan & Jessor, 1978; 

Kandel et al., 1976). Second, when class is found to 

correlate with delinquency or substance use the proportion 

of explained variance tends to be small (Gold, 1978; 

Hindelang et al., 1981; Kandel, 198~). Third, if 

youngsters' school performance does not keep pace with the 

amount of energy and time they spend on school work, they 

will experience frustration regardless of their class 

background. This assumption does not deny the existence of 

an empirical relation between class and school performance. 

Rather, it rejects on empirical grounds the notion that 

pressure to achieve is greater in the lower class which 

then leads to higher levels of delinquency (see 

Stinchcombe, 1964:134-139 and Hirschi, 1969:173-175 for 

further discussion of this idea.) And last, current strain 

theorists have themselves chosen to ignore class, 



contending that the discrepancy between personal goals and 

conventional opportunities for realizing these goals need 

not vary systematically by class (Elliott & Voss, 1974; 

Elliott et al., 1985). 

Robert Merton (1938) offered the first pure strain 

model to American sociology. Borrowing heavily upon 

Durkheim's concept of anomie, Merton characterized an 

imbalanced American society, in which the occurrence of 

cultural and structural characteristics defined the 

conditions that led to strain. Unlike Durkheim, Merton 

emphasized the strength of culture in its capacity to 
4 

influence success seeking. The source of strain was not 

located in culture but in the structural barriers which 

confronted individuals in their effort to attain the goals 

they so revered. This intolerable gap produced strain; the 

alleviation of which required individuals to resort to 

illegal activities, apathy, or revolutions. 

From this exposition Merton derived predictions 

about the kinds of adaptive responses which strained 

4 
Kornhauser (1978) argues that Merton misinterpreted 

the role assigned to culture in Durkheim's theory of anomic 
suicide. It may be that Merton fully understood Durkheim's 
usage of culture and felt dissatisfied with it, thereby 
compelling him to modify its role in anomie theory~ 
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individuals might adopt. Innovation for Merton results 

from the discrepancy between accepted cultural values and 

opportunities to legitimately exercise those values. 

Individuals faced with these conditions feel compelled to 

substitute illegal means for legal ones, by engrossing 

themselves in thievery, racketeering, swindling, and a host 

of other criminal activities. Ritualists on the other hand 

end up scrapping cultural goals since lofty incomes, 

prestigious jobs, and social rewards are perceived as 

attainable only for the advantaged classes. Properly 

trained to cling to appropriate means, however, ritualists 

end up enduring school, showing up to work on time, and 

obeying proper authorities. Thus, strain does not lead to 

crime, under these conditions, but apathy. 

Retreatists differ from innovators and ritualists 

in their lack of ability to adjust to the circumstances 

that confront them. Unable to succeed in school or in 

conventional jobs, they lack the skills and opportunities 

necessary' to launch a criminal career. Frozen in their 

efforts to get ahead properly they end up rejecting the 

toils of hard work. From here it is only a short step to 

drug use, train hopping and transiency. 

Individuals likewise can find that the goals and 

means are unsuited for their temperaments, skills and 

philosophies and proceed to reject· them, whi~e 
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simultaneously adopting new standards. These rebels, as 

Merton terms them, do not withdraw like ritualists and 

retreatists but actively seek to create a more equitable 

society, one in which they will not be subjected to 

alienating conditions. Merton never really specifies 

what kind of behavior will be structured by these 

conditions, although images of unemployed youngsters 

pamphleteering, or struggling writers and artists 

collectivizing workers seem to fit this typology. 

Albert Cohen's Delinquent ~ (1955) signaled an 

effort to mix delinquency models. .Borrowing from Shaw and 

McKay, Cohen proposed a theory that combines elements of 

strain theory and self-role theory from social 
5 

psychology. Cohen suggested that delinquency and 

delinquent gangs flourish as a result of status 

frustrations that confront urban working-class boys. 

Although these boys are socialized to accept the American 

dream, their lack of skills and competencies prevent them 

from achieving good grades and experiencing normal 

relations with middle-class peers and authority' structures. 

5 
Wells (1978) prefers to call Cohen's theory a 

structural-interactionist model since the source of 
delinquency is located in both structural and 
interactionist components. 
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Derogated in self-esteem, working-class boys gradually 

reject middle-class standards and search for collective 

solutions to their identity problems. Cohen contends that 

the delinquent gang serves this purpose. These gangs 

function autonomously; gang members are granted social 

rewards for successfully ripping off middle-class 

antagonists, while simultaneously insulating boys from the 

piercing criticisms of the middle-class. 

Cohen's theory provided fuel for the notion of a 

separate youth subculture in American society at· the same 

time that Elkin 'and Westley (1955) dismissed this 

phenomenon as myth. Like Shaw and McKay's nonrecursive 

mixed model of delinquency, Cohen constructs an 

oppositional culture attractive enough to reduce or 

eliminate the initial source of delinquency. For Shaw 

and McKay, this emphasis weakens the power of control 

processes, while for Cohen, rival cultures nearly obviates 

the strength of strain (Kornhauser, 1978:153). 

A number of properties emerged from Cohen's theory 

which led criminologists to reassess their basic 

assumptions. First, Cohen's boys were no longer involved 

in d~linquency for utilitarian reasons. Delinquency was 

now approached as a vengeful, irrational activity. 

Second, his theory conferred creativity and social 

intelligence upon boys formerly perceived as slow. Given 



34 

their ability to identify'with incentives, delinquents 

had no difficulty in inventing and enforcing their own 

cultural rules. Finally, Cohe~ )aints a picture of a 

severely divided socie~y. However, in contrast to Walter 

Miller's (1958) working class adults, Cohen's adults do 

not condone these negativistic values, but are simply 

powerless to change them. 

The desire for money is the strongest influencing 

agent in Cloward and Ohlin's (196~) version of strain 

theory. Similar to Cohen they grant massive power s of 

control to delinquent subcultures. However, Cloward and 

Ohlin felt that access to illegitimate avenues varies 

within working class culture. Subsequently, criminal 

gangs specialize in theft, conflict gangs value fighting, 

and retreatist gangs do drugs. What induces youth to 

join up with these groups is their frustrated attempts to 
6 

make money. 

Cloward and Ohlin contend that money and crass 

materialism form the focal points of lower class culture. 

Status and prestige simply don't matter. Owning things 

and ostentatiously displaying them become the mark of a 

6 
Kornhauser (1978) argues that it is ridiculous to 

conceive of money making schemes among boys who pal around 
for purposes of gang fighting. It is highly dubious that 
these boys beat other gang members up to rob them of money. 
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man in lower class communities. In Cloward and Ohlin's 

theory, anticipation of negative encounters with middle

class culture leads to frustration for lower class 

youngsters. Lower class children are not strained by 

poor marks in school. Rather, they reject as alien the 

style of life and definition of success promoted by 

middle-class agents who devalue the materialistic success 

goals to which poor youth aspire (Cloward & Ohlin, 

1960:97). Their subculture not only ensures this, but 

prepares for its occurrence. Slum communities are not 

disorganized as Shaw ~nd McKay proclaimed. On the 

contrary, they function as highly integ~ated communities, 

capable of organizing peoples' ncareersn and marshalling 

enough control over legal agencies to perpetuate its 

existence. 

Up until now we have discussed the major versions 

of structural models of strain theory. Social 

psychological versions of strain theory have also been 

pursued in explaining delinquency and it is to this 

tradition that we now turn. 

A large portion of the interaction literature of 

delinquency has been devoted to studying the self-concept 

as a cause or consequence of delinquent behavior. Strain 

models which link the self to delinquency note that the 

self, at any time might act as an independent or 
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dependent variable. In the writings of the Rosenbergs' 

(1978) and Kaplan (1975), negative self-concepts motivate 

adolescents to adopt delinquent behavior (motivating 

function) which subsequently enhances their self-concept 

(enhancement function). The first assumption is derived 

from research on the self which contends that people 

universally need to think well of themselves and avoid 

negative self-conceptions. This says that individuals who 

suffer from negative self-images are driven to interact 

with individuals and groups in their immediate environment 

who are capable of bolstering their damaged images. The 

interaction phase then assumes that the peer group or gang 

heightens self-esteem by rewarding successful performance 

and providing social acceptance. 

This model is of course quite similar to Cohen's 

model with two exceptions: Cohen placed more emphasis 

upon the structural causes of self-derogation (status 

frustration), rather than focusing upon the interaction 

processes affecting the self; Cohen was also more 

interested than interactionists in understanding how 

delinquent gangs emerge and persist, arriving eventually 

at his notion of autonomous contracultures. However, both 

kinds of models assume that self-concept injuries lead 

adolescents to seek out unconventional groups rather than 

conventional groups. Musical ensembles, athletic teams, 
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and forensics groups are less preferred than delinquent 

peers since the former groups cannot adequately fulfill an 

important motivating property of this model: that is, 

delinquency functions to repudiate conventional bases of 

self-evaluation (Gold, 1978). We shall have utility for 

this revenge mechanism later. 

The social psychological theory of balance 

provides a similar kind of motivating principle to 

delinquency except that the relational units are 

different. Balance theorists account for attitudes and 

behavior on the basis of imbalanced relationships 

involving units (like people and objects) and sentiments. 

The original idea behind balance theory is that people 

seek balance in their cognitive structure and that 

attitude change occurs when the system is not balanced 

(Heider,1958). The usual schematic portrayal of this 

process includes three stages, but it is plausible to 

integrate a fourth step involving behavior. For instance, 

sons who do not "get along with fathers (-) find that 

their fathers respect the law (+). To relieve this 

imbalance, sons disdain legal institutions (-) which leads 

to law breaking (+). Delinquency then is initiated as a 

consequence of stress caused by imbalanced affectiv'e 

relationships. Balance theory could easily introduce 



other kinds of superordinate agents into relationships, 

such as religious leaders, teachers, and employers. 
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Like other strain theories there are dual

motivating mechanisms at work here. One source of strain 

is embedded in the bothersome cognitive state affecting 

the individual. Balance theorists assume (as do 

behaviorists) that human beings are driven to avoid 

unpleasantness. To counter this state, individuals are 

more likely to modify their attitudes toward objects 

(like alcohol use) than people since this route is easier 

and less costly. The other" motivating force then becomes 

the gratification that results from defying the authority 

structures which are responsible for inducing the tension 

arousing condition. 

There are of course other social psychological 

schools of thought which require strain as a motivating 

mechanism of behavior. For example, although 

psychoanalytic theories contain assumptions that are 

quite compatible with social control theories, resolution 

of inner conflict is still identified as the chief cause 

of behavior problems. Alcoholologists sometimes talk 

about the dependency conflict which governs individual 

behavior. In these theories, alcohol or drug use is 

thought to assuage the conflict between the opposing 
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motivations of dependency needs and self-reliance (McCord 

& McCord, 1960). Since neither of these theories are 

concerned with identifyingy the social conditions that 

influence delinquency and substance use, we will return 

to the aforementioned strain models in deriving testable 

propositions. 

How might religious climate shape strain processes 

of delinquency and substance use? There are several 

predictions we might consider. First, highly secularized 

communities might place a higher cultural value on 

success and status seeking because of their emphasis on 

the here and now, rather than the hereafter. 

Consequently, secular climates are more likely than moral 

climates to stimulate situations in which youth will 

confront structural barriers in their effort to achieve 

cultural goals. Hence, structural strain might be a 

stronger cause of delinquency in secular settings than in 

moral settings. 

Research on adolescent transgressions in rigid 

religious contexts leads us to suspect that p~rental and 

religious pressure is more extensive and intense in these 

type of settings. Dudley (1978) has suggested that 

conservative religious climates tend to foster a strong 

belief that the happiness and usefulness of young people in 

this life and the hereafter is dependent upon youth 
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accepting parental values. In pressing children to adopt 

this belief parents may likely establish inflexible 

guidelines of behavior, thereby enhancing areas of 

friction in the home. This process implies that being 

irreligious in a moral climate will produce more 

deleterious consequences than being irreligious in a 

secular climate because the moral climate-individual 

beliefs disjunction will increase levels of social

psychological tension. 

Adolescents who expierence rigid authority 

structures might also use problem behavior as a rebellion 

mechanism. Alexander (1967) found that boys who were 

exposed to rigid norms of abstinence from alcohol 

exhibited high levels of abusive drinking as a response to 

parental restrictions against drinking. Alexander 

reasoned that the boys in this sample were driven to 

relieve imbalanced cognitive states, and that alcohol use 

simultaneously served to reduce anxiety and decrease 

feelings of dependence on parents. 

In sum, strain theorist~ contend that delinquency 

and substance use are outcomes of frustration or failure 

to satisfy personal goals or needs. Our task is to 

unrayel these processes in various religious climates in 

order to demonstrate; (1) how adequately structural strain 

and interactionist induced strain account for delinquency 
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and substance use; (2) whether variation in strain 

adequately accounts for delinquency and substance use 

without reference to controls; and (3) whether strain 

processes of delinquency function differently in contexts 

that vary by religious properties. 

Control Theories 

Like strain theories, social control theories 

originated in a conception of social disorganizaiton. 

Rooted strongly in a Hobbesian-Durkheimian tradition, 

control theorists in the early twentieth century pondered 

questions about the changing nature of the social order 

and its capacity to keep natural tendencies leashed. At 

the macro level theorists like Park, Thomas and Redfield 

from the Chicago School described how processes of 

industrialization and urbanization lead to structural and 

cultural differentiation. Mass immigration, migration and 

specialization, in turn, increased heterogeneity; 

destroying the cohesion of ethnic groups and eroding the 

stability of community and kinship relationships (Shaw & 

McKay, 1942)~ In their place emerged secondary (and more 

remote) social control structures. These changes signaled 

a weakening of the primary social units capable of 

mediating gratification and controlling wanton desires. 

Individual delinquency then is a product of uncaged, 

unfulfilled wants. 
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Frederick Thrasher (1927) was the first pure 

control theorist among American criminologists. His 

classic work on the social organization of gangs depicts 

the gang as a primary group functioning to fulfill unmet 
7 

needs. Thrasher felt that boys join gangs because their 

families neither can supervise them nor establish 

mechanisms to meet basic human needs (Thomas's four wishes 

- excitement, fellowship, status, security). These gangs 

were not solidified by interpersonal attraction but 

through external conflict. 

Shaw and McKay (1942) elaborated upon the relation 

between social disorganization and weak controls by 

drawing cultural transmission into their control model. 

Shaw and McKay initially set out to establish indicators 

of social disorganization; identifying economic factors, 

mobility, and heterogeneity as broad correlates of 

delinquency. Uncertain of the potency of weak controls 

in their model, Shaw and McKay allowed for a feedback loop 

in which delinquent subcultures operated independent of 

undue strain or weak controls. In clouding their model, 

Shaw and McKay attracted criticism from theorists who 

7 
Thrasher identified over 1300 gangs in Chicago in 

the 1920's. A majority of these gangs were involved in 
conventional activities, while a few specialized in 
delinquency. 
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claimed that their theory was fraught with tautologies and 

therefore untestable. Kornhauser (1978:69) suggests that 

mixed models unfortunately diminished attentiveness to 

social disorganizaton-control theories, thereby neglecting 

the testable causal chains in these models. 

In the 195~'s three theorists took steps to 

explicate propositions from the intervening mechanisms of 

control models, that being weak controls. Albert Reiss 

(1951) discussed the impact of social (external) and 

personal (internal) controls as potential rewards and 

punishments. In Reiss's view effective socialization and 

supervision of the child gratifies needs by enhancing 

affective bonds, and forestalls deviance by successfully 

manifesting guilt and shame in the child's inner self. 

Jackson Toby (1957) similarly argued that effective 

controls limit or deter delinquency by guaranteeing 

commitments to established reward structures. F. Ivan Nye 

(1958) distinguished four types of controls; internal, 

direct, indirect, and need satisfaction. Nye felt that 

controls need not always operate observably or through the 

self, but could function additionally as by-products of 

rewarding role relationships. 

Travis Hirschi (1969) operationalized these 

various types of controls which he referred to as 
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elements of the social bond. For Hirschi, attachment 

refers to sensitivity to the opinion of otherss People 

who are enmeshed in reciprocal obligations with 

significant others (parents, friends, teachers) are less 

likely to offend them by engaging in deviant activity. 

Commitment is somewhat commensurate with Briar and 

Piliavin's (1965) stakes in conformity. People who have 

commitments to conventional goals and achievements are 

less likely to risk losing their investments through 

deviant acts. Involvement is another mechanism that 

bonds the individual to society. Individuals engrossed 

in routine conventional activities simply have less time 

and energy to devote to alternative, albeit deviant lines 

of action. Belief, the final component of social 

control, refers to faith in the norms and values of 

society. Individuals who have not adequately internalized 

conventional values are more likely to disregard laws 

postulated on those values. 

Hirschi's control perspective addresses the 

Hobbesian question of nWhy do men obey the rules of 

society?n Man is seen as an amoral animal, capable of all 

kinds of vicious and aggressive acts. If people are not 

trained to be moral beings, they will often select 

malicious means to gratify wants since these avenues tend 
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to be easier and expedient. This view of social control 

implies that people make choices which more or less 

jeopardize or reinforce social relationships. Moral 

lessons inadequately taught are rarely learned which 

allows individuals to rationally choose activity routes 

natural to one's constitution. 

If the image of the delinquent in strain theories 

is that of a problem solver, control theories envision 

delinquents as pleasure seekers. When families, schools 

and communities lack the money and skills with"which to 

attract and hold the child to a conventional course of 

action~ he is free to engage in episodic acts of law 

breaking behavior. Delinquency then is situational and 

unstructured, in contrast to the sequential unfolding of 

delinquency espoused in some delinquency models. 

There appears to be empirical support for these 

assumptions about human nature and the social order. 

Hirschi found that elements of the social bond, like 

attachment to parents, commitment to school, and belief in 

the rightness of the law provided significant barriers to 

delinquency. In addition, these elements operate 

independently of factors like the child's social class 

background or social disabilities. In extensive studies 

of young children, Patterson (1980) discovered that 



undesirable behavior persisted in some children even 

through efforts to ignore it and encourage rewards for 

desirable behavior. Patterson concluded that children 
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must be taught moral prescriptions and punished when they 

transgress established boundaries, otherwise they will 

not cease to do what comes natural. 

Research on how control processes operate in 

moral aggregates has been sparse, although patterns tend 

to support its various assumptions. Stark and associates 

(1982) recently tested religion's power as a control 

mechanism of delinquency in moral versus secular 

communities. They found that religious controls (church 

attendance, belief) explained a larger portion of 

delinquency variation in moral communities than in secular 
8 

communities. In keeping with Durkheim, the 

investigators concluded that individual religion is more 

salient where the surrounding community is permeated by 

religious beliefs and concerns (Stark et' al., 1982:15). 

A study conducted in a semi-rural, highly religious area 

i~ North Carolina (Prendergast & Schaefer, 1974), found 

that lax control by parents led to higher drinking levels 

8 
Measures of delinquency included official 

delinquency and self-reports. 



among adolescents. Further, other factors such as race 

and socio-economic indicators had little influence on 
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drinking, while maternal controls explained 35 percent of 

the variance in the drinking index. Lassey and Carlson 

(1980) sampled adolescents in rural, north-central Idaho 

and found that non-drinking seniors were three times more 

likely than drinkers to come from families with a closer 

than average parent-child relationship. Finally, in a 

sample of girls in a small (15,000) Atlantic community, 

Zucker et ale (1981) showed that nurturance, affection, 

affiliative companionship, and affective reward processes 

in the home were significantlyk inversely related to anti-
9 

social behavior. g 

Unlike strain theory, control theory allows for 

individual differences in reaction to an environment 

(Nettler,1984:313). Control theorists would not deny 

that there is less variation in socialization 'processes in 

moral versus secular communities. But they would 

ardently dispute claims that moral communities produce 

similar human material from non-malleable socialization 

9 
Obviously, rurality does not directly corrrespond 

with moralilty. Most of these' studies involved sparsely 
populated communities which contained a high proportion of 
religious believers. 
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agencies. Constitutions or propensity to criminality 

need not change with changes in the unit of observation, 

like culture, class or community. If nurturing is 

defective, one's proclivity to drin·k to excess, steal from 

others or inflict injuries on others is enhanced. Human 

conditions make this possible, not necessary (Hirschi, 

1969: 2 9) • 

Summary ~ Issues Qf Interpretation 

Each of these theoretical perspectives posits a 

different causal process of delinquency. Strain models, 

like control models locate their genesis in social 

disorganizations Strain theorists, however, contend that 

social disorganization leads to frustrated wants, not 

variations in internal and external controls. In 

contrast, cont4ol models ignore variations in the strength 

of motivation to del.inquency. Individuals violate the 

norms structuring social life because the quality of 

training and the content of what is taught varies. 

Strain theorists perceive that natural good must be 

induced to commit evil, while control theorists posit that 

amorality will naturally flourish unless it is contained. 

Explicating propositions from strain and control 

models pose few problems. It is admittedly more taxing 

to achieve adequate construct validity with the various 
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concepts derived from each theory. One need only peruse 

the substance use and delinquency literature to find 

examples of measures interpretable as indicators of both 

strain and inadequate controls. For in~tance, does 

parental rejection signal strained relations or inadequate 

controls? Or is conflict with parents an indicator of 

weak bonds or tension? Strain theory contends that 

shattered aspirations will lead to delinquency, and that 

delinquency is positively related to strain holding 

weakened bonds constant. Control theory claims that 

strain helps to understand delinquency, but denies that 

strain can cause delinquency unless it simultaneously 

weakens controls (Kornhauser, 1978:49). Controls should 

inversely affect delinquency then'irrespective of 

strain. 

To avoid construct validity problems, we will 

define and use three measures of strain: The structural 

measure of strain is usually defined as the discrepancy 

between aspiration and expectation; the interactionist 

perspective relies upon degrading self.-images; and 

psychosocial measures usually involve conditions such as 

rebellion, tension and frustration. In this manner we can 

appropriately use control measures as indicators of the 
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strength of relationships, investments, and beliefs, 

independent of social-psychological pressure that emanates 

from interacting in social groups. 



CHAPTER 3 

DATA AND METHODS 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the 

data sources used in this investigation. The data sets 

selected have been used extensively in studies of 

delinquency and substance use. The Youth in Transition 

study was initiated primarily in an attempt to identify 

the causes and effects of dropping out of high school. As 

a result this data set contains a variety of measures that 

lend themselves to a study of delinquency. The Seattle 

Study was fashioned out of concern with the measurement of 

delinquent behavior, with an emphasis on resolving the 

discrepancies between self-report instruments and official 

data. The most recent study involved a comprehensive 

investigation of values, behaviors, and lifestyle 

orientation of American youth, termed Monitoring the 

Future. Substance use and related attitudes received 

extensive coverage in this project, allowing a systematic 

account of a variety of drug using patterns among todays 

youth. 

The use of secondary data has drawbacks as well as 

advantages. On the latter side, tapping these resources 

51 
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saves time and requires scant research funds. These data 

also contain measures which have previously been assessed 

for reliability and validity, enhancing our confidence in 

their use" 

The major disadvantage of secondary data is that the 

researcher is reliant on using items that were selected by 

the project investigators and their associates. This 

precludes the researcher from including the desired items 

and response categories to suit one's theoretical agenda. 

Nevertheless, these are minor concessions to pay for the 

availability of good data. 

Before describing each of the data sets, it is 

necessary to justify preference of the self-report 

technique in this investigation over official data. This 

preference stems not so much from skepticism about the 

validity of official reports as it does from confidence in 

the reliability and validity of self-reports. To date, 

efforts to validate self-report measures of delinquency 

have been reasonably successful (Hindelang et al., 1981). 

In addi·tion, self-reports of patterns and trends of 

adolescent substance use have proven to be extremely 

reliable in comparisons across ·national survey data. This 

enhances the generalizations one can make from the data. 
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One of the chief criticisms of self-reported 

delinquency instruments is that they tend to tap trivial, 

nonserious offenses (Elliott & Ageton, 1980). Given that 

more serious offenses might be committed in less 

religiously devout settings, this practice could bias 

estimates of delinquency in secular contexts. However, 

previous research shows that the correlates involving 

ecological religiousness and delinquency do not depend on 

the measure of delinquency employed (Stark et al., 1982). 

This evidence implies that official records and self

reports will produce similar results, given the etiological 

framework of this investigation. 

Youth in Transition Study (1966) 

The Youth in Transition Study involved a 

nationwide longitudinal survey of young men in high school 

and beyond. The study was conducted from 1966 to 1970 by 

the Survey Research Center of the Institute f.or Social 

Research of the University of Michigan (Bachman et ale 

1967). A multistage sampling technique resulted in the 

selection of 87 of the nation's high schools. 

Approximately 25 tenth-grade boys were selected to be 

interviewed and fill out questionnaires from each school 

(n=2,2l3). These boys were again administered surveys in 

1968, 1969, and 1970. For our purposes, analyses will be 

based on the 1966 cross-sectional data. 



The Youth in Transition Study did not assess 

respondents' drug and alcohol behavior, but did inquire 
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into respondents' delinquent activities. Few of these 

items were available as separate measures of delinquency 

since most of the items had been constructed into 
10 

indices. The original questions asked respondents how 

often they had engaged in each of a number of delinquent 

activities. Individual responses ranged from "never" to 

"five or more times" (range = 1-5). Using a number of 

items the original investigators constructed several 

indices: these included a frequency of delinquency index 

(made up of nine items including running away, assault, 

shoplifting, joyriding, and fighting); a seriousness index 

of delinquency (10 items involving minor and serious theft, 

assault, fighting, and robbery); and a theft-vandalism 

index (nine items involving trespassing, arson, vandalism, 

minor and serious theft, and joyriding). Although there 

is a small degree of overlap in these indices, they 

generally appear to tap different dimensions of delinquent 

behavior (see Bachman et al., 1967 for scale items and 

information on scale validity). The overall scale score 

10 
To protect respondents, the individual delinquency 

items which made up each of the indices were not written on 
the tape. 



55 

for each respondent is the mean of the individual item 

scores. Scale scores range from "1" (never committed any 

of the delinquent acts) to "5" (committed all acts five or 

more times). The final delinquency measure taps a 

dimension of police contact. In this item, boys were 

asked, "How often have you gotten in trouble with the 

police because of something you did?" Response categories 

ranged from "Never" (1) to "five or more times" (5). 

Seattle Youth Study (1979) 

The seattle Youth Study designed samples of three 

populations to maximize variance in measures of delinquency 

and to represent the adolescent population of Seattle 

(Hindelang et al., 1981:31-33). This design included 

samples of "official nondelinquents" drawn from Seattle 

public schools; a sample of juveniles experiencing police 

contact but with no record of juvenile court involvement; 

and a sample of juvenile offenders drawn from the King 

County Juvenile Court. 

In this study juveniles were asked a series of 

questions about having "ever been involved" in a variety of 

delinquent behaviors. Among these measures we used the 

following: (1) drunk beer or wine; (2) drunk hard liquor; 

(3) smoked marijuana; (4) used cocaine; (5) sold illegal 

drugs; (6) stolen items valued between $2-5~i (7) stolen 
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items valued at over $50; (8) destroyed public property; 

and (9) been arrested. The possible responses to these 

nine items were either "yes" or "no." 

Monitoring ~ Future (1981) 

The most recent data set used in this study comes 

from the 1981 wave of the Monitoring the Future Project 

conducted by researchers at the Institute of Social 

Research of the University of Michigan (Johnston et al., 

1982). The project involved a nationwide sample of high

school seniors, and employed a three-stage sampling design 

based on geographical areas, schools and the demographic 

characteristics of students. The sample was weighted to 

take into account variations in the size of school 

samples. The response ~ate for this particular year of the 

survey was 81 percent (n=18,267). 

Students were administered questionnaires in 

classrooms during normal class periods by a Survey Research 

Center representative. The questionnaire was divided into 

five different forms but all students were asked to respond 

to a set of "core" items. These items include demographic 

variables and measures of substance use. Unfortunately, 

the five different forms cover different topic areas which 

means that respondents for each questionnaire form"must be 
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treated as separate subsamples. This leads to certain 

limitations on the associations which can be examined for 

the delinquency measures since they are not included in the 

core variables. This sampling procedure does not affect 

construction of the religious context variable since its 

indicators can be derived from the core section of the 

questionnaire. 

The Monitoring the Future Study was principally 

designed to assess drug and alcohol patterns among the 

nation's youth. For this reason these behaviors receive 

extensive coverage. Among these items students were asked 

how frequently they had used alcohol in the last 30 days. 

A similar question was asked of marijuana use. 

Respondents were categorized as non-users (0 occasions), 

occasional users (1-2 times), and frequent users (3-40+ 

times). As a measure of alcohol abuse'respondents were 

asked how many times they had five or more drinks in a row 

during the last two weeks. If respondents did not engage 

in episodes of heavy consumption they were categorized as 

non-abusers; occasional use entailed involvement in one 

11 
These subsamples are randomly produced and are 

claimed to be virtually identical according to the 
principal investigators. 
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episode and frequent abusers were those who reported two 

to ten or more episodes in the last two weeks. To measure 

more serious drug behavior we used an item inquiring into 

lifetime cocaine use. Respondents were trichotomized to 

represent non-users (0 occasions), occasional users (1-2 

times), and frequent users (3-40+ times). All of these 

measures are core variables and can be analyzed with every 

variable in the study. 

The delinquency items are located in the second 

questionnaire form and can therefore be analyzed only with 

core variables and those items in the second form. From 

the 16 delinquency items in the questionnaire we selected 

three measures of legal infractions. Respondents were 

asked ROuring the last 12 months how often have you~ (1) 

taken something not belonging to you worth less than $50; 

(2) damaged school property on purpose; or (3) gotten into 

trouble with the police because of something you did. R 

Each measure was trichotomized to distinguish non

offenders (not at all), occasional offenders (once), and 

frequent offenders (2-5+ times). 

Limitations Qf ~ ~ 

One possible shortcoming of these data is that the 

distributions in the dependent variables will vary because 

of the composition of the samples and the time frame 
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structuring various questions. This should not affect the 

patterns of relationships we will examine, but it might 

mislead the reader to believe that the adolescents 

surveyed in the Youth in Transition Study are somehow 

different from adolescents surveyed in the Monitoring the 

Future Study because of their higher rates of police 
12 

contact. The higher rates of police contact among 

adolescents in the Youth in Transition Study might also 

be a function of age and gender, given that this sample was 

composed of 15-16 year-old boys; a group that has the 

highest rate of property offenses. The Monitoring the 

Future sample included only high school seniors and 

involved girls as well as boys, so the rates of delinquency 

should be somewhat lower than the delinquency rates of 

middle adolescent boys. Nevertheless, there is little in 

the literature that would lead us to believe that 

ecological religious properties will interact with age 

12 
For instance, 33 percent of the adolescents in the 

Youth in Transition study reported contact with the police 
compared with 25 percent of the adolescents in the 
Monitoring the Future Study. In the former survey, 
adolescents were asked how many times they had "ever" had 
contact with the police, whil,e in the la tter survey 
responses were structured by a 12 month time frame. 
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or gender in influencing delinquency and substance use, 

although in a later chapter we will attempt to confirm this 

notion with respect to gender. 

One problem which evokes concern among investigators 

using self-reported data is nonresponse bias. Adolescents 

who fail to fill out questionnaires have higher rates of 

delinquency (Hirschi, 1969:41) and alcohol consumption 

(Johnston et al., 1982) than those who complete 

questionnaires. This evidence is often employed to 

dismiss findings based on questionnaire studies. However, 

Reiss and Rhodes (1961:721) note that this phenomenon 

should give investigators greater confidence in any 

differences they observe since the inclusion of the out-of

school groups would increase the magnitude of the observed 

differences. 

Studies which compare results across data sets must 

consider random variations in survey samples and 

artifactual differences between surveys. Even though our 

principal intent is to explain deviant behavior ~thin each 

data source rather than between them, we cannot totally 

dismiss serendipitous results without considering the 

particular nuances that compose each data set. This 

neither signals distress or lack of confidence with our 

data. Rather, it suggests that scientific findings are 
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only worth the data they are premised on. With respect to 

testing the issues in this study we conclude that these are 

the best available data on adolescents. 

Analysis gog Procedures 

The analysis in the next chapter will follow a 

series of steps. We begin with a theoretical discussion of 

ecological religious properties and proceed to derive 

measures of these constructs from the data sets. The next 

stage involves an empirical examination of the distribution 

of delinquency and substance according to, each theoretical 

construct. In the last stage we test the validity of these 

indicators by correlating them with variables that underlie 

its theoretical framework. Positive evidence concerning 

external associations indicates that our measures of 

religious properties of aggregates measure what they 

purport to measure. 

In Chapter Five through Nine we test for the effects 

of intervening mechanisms on delinquency and substance use. 

In these chapters we attempt to ascertain whether 

individual religiosity, school behaviors and family 

influences 'significantly account for variation in the 

dependent variables, and if so, whether strain or control 

explanations more adequately account for any patterns 

observed. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE SOCIAL DISTRIBUTION OF DELINQUENCY AND 

SUBSTANCE USE IN VARIOUS RELIGIOUS CLIMATES 

In this chapter we analyze the empirical relations 

between the religious climate of social contexts and 

various forms of adolescent transgressions. Because the 

sociological literature does not provide a firm foundation 

for measuring the extent and nature of moral values within 

a social setting, our initial task is to bridge the gap 

between ecological morality and its empirical indicators. 

In this process we hope to design a general strategy that 

will contribute to knowledge of the causes ·of delinquency 

and substance use in moral and secular settings. 

In the course of this endeavor we shall focus on 

testing and evaluating the construct validity of our 

measures. Cronbach and Meehl (1955:282) note that 

construct validity must be investigated whenever no 

accepted criterion or universe of content is available to 

define the quality to be measured. The most common method 

used to assess construct validity is to correlate one1s 

indicators with variables that can be generated from the 
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predictive logic of the theoretical construct itself. For 

example, if our indicators are valid we would expect 

adolescents in highly moral schools to exhibit lower rates 

of victimizations, higher levels of ethical concern for 

others, and a stronger acceptance of social obligations 

than adolescents in less moral schools. If these external 

associations point in the direction predicted by our 

hypotheses, we can assert with some degree of confidence 

that our indicators measure what they purport to measure. 

The chief issue confronted in this chapter is to 

establish criteria for identifying moral and secular 

settings. At present we are confident about measures of 

social class and self-esteem because researchers have 

toiled to establish the validity of measures of these 

concepts. But how can it be said that an adolescent 

experiences membership in a secularized or in a moral 

community? Previous attempts to address this question 

offer a good starting point. Hence, we begin by 

replicating and extending Stazk et al.'s (1982) measurement 

scheme and then explore alternative ways by which the 

morality of social contexts can be measured. 
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School Moral Climates gnQ Delinquency 

The impetus behind reviving religious ecology in 

delinquency research lay in specifying conditions where 

religious properties effectively influence behavior. In 

their seminal work in this area, Stark and his associates 

(1980; 1982) suggested that religious beliefs and practices 

are not ecologically uniform in the United States. To 

support this claim they show that SMSA's and regions within 

the U. S. have varying rates of church membership. In 

areas where church membership rates are low, such as the 

west coast, delinquency rates are high; in cities or 

regions with high levels of church membership delinquency 

rates are low. 

. How extensive must this religious domain be to 

effectively penetrate the lives of individuals? 

Criminologists have discovered that rates of suicide, 

delinquency and alcoholism vary by state and region. As 

social contexts, however, states, regions and nations are 

too remote to have a direct and immediate impact on the 

daily behavior patterns of its members. Stark et ale are 

attentive to this problem and opted to measure the 

religious climate .of schools as an indicator of moral 

Climate. By measuring a school's religiosity they believe 

they are tapping an intensity dimension of religion's 
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social expression. Since youngsters are daily exposed to 

the social psychological climate of their school, they must 

somehow internalize its moral or secular values. 

Stark et ale aggregated individual-level data to 
13 

classify a school's religious environment. The Youth in 

Transition Study contained a Religious Values Index asking 

boys to assess how good or bad it was for "people" to be 

religious in these ways: "being devout in one's religious 

faith; always attending religious services; always living 

one's religion in his daily life, and encouraging others 

to attend services and lead religious lives." The 

investigators admit that these items probably picked up 

some of the boys' own religious concerns, but defended its 

use on grounds that irreligious boys might think it proper 

for others to be devout and vice versa. Cutting points for 

this index were established by aggregating the 87 schools 

by religious value scores. Boys were classified as 

13 
Social researchers sometimes are compelled to 

wrestle with the· methodological and statistical problem 
associated with autocorrelation. Researchers risk 
erroneous interpretations of their data when they correlate 
the same units at different points in time, or when they 
construct indicators for independent variables and then 
later use that measure to account for variation in the 
variable in the same analysis. For our purposes individual 
religiousness will be inferred as an intervening mechanism 
in later analyses. Therefore, it would be erroneous to 
include it as an indicator of ecological religiousness. 
Stark et ale recognized this trap and avoided it by using 
aggregate or semi-aggregate measures of religiosity. 
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attending secularized schools if 6~ percent or more of the 

particular school's sample scored below the mean (x = 4.86, 

range = 1-6) on the Religious Values Index and if no more 

than 2~ percent scored at the top of the index. The 

investigators note that "in these schools a substantial 

majority of students did not think it particularly 

desirable for people to be devout and to manifest their 

faith in everyday life" (1982:16). 

But why these particular cutting points? We might 

generalize that it a majority of boys in the school sample 

do not consider religion to be particularly significant for 

people's lives, then they are probably representative of 
14 

and influenced by equally irreligious classmates. In 

secular schools, the small minority (2~%) of boys who score 

near the top of the scale are treated as exceptions. 

According to this criteria a majority (81%) of boys in the 

Youth in Transition Study are exposed to other 

adcilescents on a daily basis who are more likely to express 

religious than irreligious concerns. At this point we can 

14 
It is not possible given the format of the study to 

identify the location of the secular schools, although 
Stark et ale have suggested that they are situated on the 
west coast. 



explore how the distribution of delinquency is affected 

by the properties of this social construct. 
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Table 1 presents the relationship between moral 

climate and four delinquency measures. According to 

standard measures of association (gammas) we see that three 

of the four delinquency measures are weakly to moderately 

associated with school moral climate. Approximately 21 

percent of boys in secular schools have frequently 

encountered trouble with police because of illegal or 

illicit activities compared with thirteen percent of boys 

in moral schools. Boys in moral schools are significantly 

less likely to commit frequent acts of theft or vandalism 

(18%) than boys in secular schools (25%), and are less 

frequently delinquent on the frequency of delinquency 

index (23% vs. 30%). The only nonsignificant association 

(seriousness of delinquency) still points in the direction 

of the other associations. If we were simply interested in 

describing associations it would be safe to conclude that 

the likelihood of engaging in delinquent acts and getting 

caught committing them is higher for boys in secular 

schools than for boys in moral schools. 

However, confining analyses to gammas sheds little 

light on the form or structure of the association between 

the variables being analyzed. Another method used to 



Table 1. Tabular Analysis of School Moral Climate by Delinquent Behavior, Youth in 
Transition Study.a 

Motal SQbOO1~ SeQulat SCbQQ1~ 
(n = 1770) (n = 420) 

Delinquency Involvement 

Gamma 
Never Occas. Frea. Never OCQas. FteQ. Coeff. 

Police Contact 68.4 IB..3 13.2 60.6 18.5 20.9 -.18* 

Theft-Vand. 19.6 62.7 17.7 13.2 61.8 25.0 -.21* 

Freq. Delinq. 14.1 62.9 23.0 9.2 61.3 29.5 -.18* 

Serious. Del. 27.6 61.1 11.3 23.2 63.7 13.2 .10 

*Indicates chi-square values with probabilities < 005. 

aThe Delinquency Indices ranged from a scale score of 1-5. Boys scoring 1.0 
were categorized as "never offenders," scores between 1.1-1.9 qualified as 
"occasional offenders," and scores between 2.0-5.0 qualified as "frequent offenders." 

0'\ 
co 
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analyze contingency tables is to calculate a basic set of 

odds ratios. In some instances this procedure provides us 

with little additional information about the structure of 

the relationships. However, in most cases it is much 

easier to specify and clarify the form of the associations 

by calculating odds ratios and testing their significance 

by fitting models that place constraints on those odds 

ratios using a single degree of freedom (see Goodman, 1978 

for a more elaborate discussion of these techniques). 

This procedure is attractive for two reasons: First, it 

provides marginally independent results. This removes 

concerns that the observed associations have as much to do 

with variation in the frequency distributions of the 

variables themselves as with the joint variation between 
15 

them. And second, it allows us to describe the 

association in the table parsimonously by reference to a 

single structural parameter. 

This procedure is illustrated with reference to the 

same data in Table 2. The traditional model of 

independence used to test the significance of the 

association is one that constrains both. odds ratios to 

15 
This becomes a stronger justification when analyzing· 

multi-way contingency tables. 



Table 2. Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square Values for the Independence and 
Uniform Association Models and Parameters Underlying the 
Uniform Association Model for Each, Youth in Transition Study. 

Delinquent Behavior L2 (indep) .at L2 (UA) 

Police Contact 14.32 2 1.11 

Theft-Vandalism 15.91 2 .01 

Frequency of De1inq. 11.61 2 .26 

Seriousness of Delinq. 3.82 2 .21 

UA 0fSE 
at (log form) UA1! U~ 

1 

1 

1 

1 

-.27 
(.07 ) 

-.37 
(.07) 

-.32 
(.09) 

-.17 
(.09 ) 

.77 .59 

.69 .48 

.73 .53 

.84 .70 

~ 
o 
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equal unity. The likelihood-ratio chi-square value (L ) 

and degrees of freedom (df) associated with it clearly 

shows that this is not a tenable set of constraints to 
16 

place on three of the four associations. If we rej ect 

the model of independence we must adopt an alternative, 

more acceptable model to describe the associations. 

One way to describe the associations is to use the 

observed frequencies which are the expected frequencies 

under the trivial model for the two-way table. This model 

yields two sets of odds ratios for each association. The 

value of 0 and 0 for the observed frequencies show that 
11 12 

the difference between moral and secular climates is 

greatest when contrasting never vs. occasional offenders 

for all associations save trouble with the police. Since 

these odds ratios are all less than 1.9 an attractive 

alternative is to fit a model which allows us to describe 

the structure of the associations with a single parameter 

rather than with two parameters. To accomplish this we fit 

a model which allows a uniform association across adjacent 

16 
The association between moral climate and 

seriousness of delinquency fits at the .05 level (p=.17). 
But since this is by no means an acceptable fit we will 
treat this association similarly to the other three. 
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rows and columns of the table. Returning to Table 2 we 
2 

see that the L values for the uniform association models 

fit the data reasonably well which indicates that the 

discrepancies in the expected frequencies from the observed 

can easily be attributed to sampling fluctuations or 

chance. Further, in three of the four associations the 

uniform association model significantly improves upon the 
2 2 

model of independence (L indep. -L UA with 1 df) and is 

not significantly improved upon by the trivial model 

(observed frequencies). 

The parameter estimates for the. uniform association 

models in Table 2 are all twice as large as their standard 

errors, save the seriousness measure which is significant 

at the p.l~ level. The odds in the next column inform us 

that the probability of occasional vs. never and frequent 

vs. occasional offending diminish by factors ranging 

from .69-.84 or byf 31-16% as we move from secular to moral 

climates. The associations are strongest for the theft-' 

vandalism scale and weakest for the seriousness of 

delinquency scale. Since this parameter applies to two 

pairs of adjacent rows and columns in the table it should 

be taken to the second power to determine the whole of the 

17 
This requires that ~ or ~ =l.~. 

11 12 
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association therein. These results show that boys exposed 

to secular climates are slightly less or slightly more 

than twice as likely to be offenders than boys in moral 

climates for three of the four delinquency measurese The 

association for the ser iousness measure is weaker, but the 

direction of its effect resembles that of the other 

measures. 

We can state with some degree of authority that 

Stark et ale 's measure of school religious climate is a 

fairly good predictor of delinquency. It also appears that 

for the most part we would find similar results if we had 

dichotomized three of the four delinquency measures. 

However, forewarned by the observed frequencies it might be 

wise to adhere to our present measurement strategy, since 

moral climate is a better predictor of occasional vs. 

frequent police contact, than it is for occasional vs. 

never. 

To ·test the validity of this construct it is 

necessary to assess its explanatory power with variables 

that can be derived from its theoretical logic. If moral 

climate has an impact on delinquency it should predict 

behaviors and attitudes that have been shown to be 

correlated with delinquency. Six items were selected from 

the Youth in Transition Study to function as validity 
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markers. Among these items are general measures of a 

boys' ethic of care, acceptance of social responsibilities, 

and respect for social norms (see bottom of Table 3 for 

exact question wording). According to the logic of our 

theoretical construct, boys attending schools higher in 

moral climate should exhibit higher rates of socially 

valued responses to these questions. 

The patterns in Table 3 show that all six items are 

associated with moral climate in the direction predicted by 

theoretical logic, although boys exposed to moral schools 

are no more likely to get along well with other .students. 

The other five associations suggest that our indicator of 

moral climate is valid. Boys who attend schools in which a 

majority of their school-mates adhere to some kind of 

religious standards are significantly more inclined to aid 

people in need, internalize guilt, forgive and forget, 

adopt socially responsible values, and develop respect for 

the law~ 

Moral Climates Hjthin a Secular Setting 

Of 216 metropolitan areas for which there exist 

church membership rates, Seattle ranks 2llth, with only 280 

members per 1,000 population (Stark et al., 1982). This 

makes Seattle a highly secular setting, suggesting high 

rates of delinquency, drug use, and drinking. Since 



Table 3. Associations of Moral Climate of Schools and Theoretically 
Derived Validity Items, Youth in Transition. 

Expected 
~ _Siq~ Gamma Sia. Level 

1. Help someone in trouble + .15 .. 006 

2. Feel bad about mistakes + .17 .001 

3. Turn the other cheek + .17 .000 

4. Borrow money-don't intend to repay -.12 .012 

5. Laws strictly enforced + .17 .001 

6. Disharmony with other students -.01 .868 

Item Wording 

1. nI never hesitate to go out of my way to help someone in trouble. n 

2. nI feel bad about my mistakes." 

3. nls this a good thing for people to do?--Turning the other cheek 
and forgiving others when they harm you." 

4. nls this a good thing for people to do?--Borrowing money and not 
expecting to pay it back.n 

5. nI am in favor of a very strict enforcement of all laws, no matter 
what the consequences." 

6. "How often do you fight or argue with other students?" 
-....J 
U1 
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religion is of less concern to the people of Seattle 

relative to most other metropolitan areas, then church 

attendance and religious salience should be weakly related 

to individual delinquency. Stark and associates (1982) 

confirmed this hypothesis using both a recency index and a 
18 

standard index of delinquency. 

Despite claims of irreligiosity in West Coast 

cities, we suspect that one can still locate pockets within 

cities like Seattle which are dominated by religious 

concerns. In other words, patterns from a secular 

metropolitan area might mask any influence that smaller, 

ecological religious settings will have on delinquency and 

substance use. To test this hypothesis we re-examined a 

number of schools in the sample. From this study we 

selected schools ,in which at least 25 students were 

sampled. This left us with approximately 90 percent of 

18 
This finding is contrary to Tittle and Welch's 

(1983) discovery that individual religion manifests greater 
explanatory power in settings permeated by secular 
disorganization. However, their methods differed vastly 
from Stark et ale by measuring future probabilities of 
deviance among a sample of adults. 
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the entire school sample, or twelve schools (n=1,259). 

Unlike the Youth in Transition Study the Seattle Study 

does not contain a semi-aggregate measure of religiosity. 

To counter this situation we shall have to measure moral 

climate by aggregating characteristics derived from 

variables measured at the individual level. In the 

study, respondents were asked nHow religious do you 

consider yourself?n Response categories ranged from not 

at all religious to very religious (range = 1.4, X = 

2.31). Schools were classified as moral climates if over 

50 percent of the school sample scored above the mean on 

this item ana if less than 20 percent of the sample 

responded "not at all religious. n This criteria left us 

with but two moral schools (n=158), sufficient enough for 

cursory analyses. 

It is obvious from Table 4 that Seattle's secular 

nature overrides ths deterrent impact of moral climates on 

delinquency and substance use. Schools interwoven with 

religious concerns are only slightly less likely to 

19 
7.9 percent of the Seattle study sample 

attending any school at the time of the survey 
pe~cent of the cases were recorded as missing. 
were not counted as part of the school sample. 

were not 
and 3.5 

These cases 



Table 4. Percent Engaged in Adolescent Transgressions by Moral Climate 
of Schools, Seattle Youth Study. 

Moral Secular Gamma 
Schools (0=158) Schools (0-1068) Coefficieot 

Drunk Beer or Wine 88.0 91.7 -.2" 

Drunk Hard Liquor 69.1 77.3 -.21* 

Smoked Marijuana 73." 76.9 -.1" 

Used Cocaine 18.8 24.1 -.16 

Sold Illegal Drugs 33.7 39.0 -.11 

Theft $2-$5" 41.4 45. " -."7 
Theft $50+ 15.9 18.6 -.10 

Vandalism 37.2 37.7 -."1 

Arrested 19.4 22.8 -.10 

*Indicates chi-square values with probabilities of < .05. 

......, 
00 
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contain populations of drug users, alcohol users, and 

delinquents, than schools governed by a secular order. 

Furthermore, these findings do not convey any systematic 

pattern according to the gravity of the offense. These 

findings confirm the major thesis of this study that 

religious ecology functions as an expansive social

psychological network. Even relatively moral communities 

within a relatively irreligious structure fall prey to its 

pervasive climate. This statement implies it converse 

that irreligious contexts within the confines of a 

predominately religious setting should likewise exhibit 

only slightly higher levels of immoral and illegal 

behavior. Unfortunately, we lack immediately available 

data to test this hypothesis. Hence, we will explore 

alternative strategies relying on national surveys. 

~ School aa a Distinguishing 
" Climate ~ Orthodoxy 

Research on denominational differences in 

delinquency has produced fairly consistent findings. In a 

recent review of the delinquency-religion literature, 

Ellis (1985) found denominational variation in crimes for 
29 

24" out of 27 studies. For the most part religious 

29 
Ellis does not state whether these findings are 

statistically significant, but merely presents an ordering 
of crime rates according to denomination. 
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groups such as Jews, Fundamentalists, Baptists, and Mormons 

had lower rates of crime than other religious groups. 

Among Christians, Catholics were found to have the highest 

delinquency-crime rate in all 10 studies where their rates 

were compared to Protestants. 

This discussion of denomination's impact on 

delinquency obscures the fact that religious groups have 

aggregate properties as well as individual characteristics. 

Social contexts composed of a distinct climate of religious 

beliefs may have an integrating and reinforcing effect on 

the beliefs of its individual members. Research 

conducted on religious sects (Lofland, 1966) points to the 

importance of group influence on conversion and maintaining 

membership in a sect. Similar observations have been 

made about religiously homogeneous communities such as 

Provo, utah, which are able to effect compliance regarding 

religious norms from a majority of its members (Stark et 

al.,1982). 

To the degree that adolescents attend schools in 

which a majority of their classmates are involved in 

highly orthodox religions, then one could surmise that 
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they are exposed to a strong religious environment. 

These schools are characterized by a high level of 

religious commitment, and represent an enclave capable of 

reinforcing moral precepts and obligations. Other schools 

may be predominately composed of religious groups that do 

not require strong involvement in the church, nor rigid 

adherence to religious values. These schools, whatever the 

religiosity of their members, are likely to be flooded 

with secular values. 

Which denominations can we accurately 

·operationalize as being highly orthodox? Work on religious 

orthodoxy (stark ~ Glock, 1968; Hunter, 1981) has proposed 

a set of guidelines based upon survey responses to 

theological and moral questions. For example, Hunter 

suggests classifying groups according to, (1) the extent to 

which they specifically accept Christ as a divine figure, 

21 
Throughout this section I will use the concept of 

orthodoxy to refer to the level of religious beliefs and 
practices adhered to by American religions. The use of 
this concept is commensurate with Stark and Glock's (1978) 
use of the term, although many students of religion may not 
feel comfortable with the intent of its usage in this 
study. This is because this concept may be a multi
dimensional indicator, measuring conformity to traditional 
sex roles, rejection of worldly influences, tolerance of 
sinful pasttimes, and skepticism of modern, scientific
based education for knowledge. 
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and (2) their criteria for attaining salvation. According to 

Stark and Glock's research, Southern Baptists, Disciples of 

Christ, Church of Christ, Pentacostals, and various 

evangelistic faiths could all be identified as highly 

orthodox. Hunter also places Seventh-Day Adventists, 

Fundamentalist-not specified, Nazarene, Spiritualistic, 

Mormons, Jehovahs Witnesses, and Quakers in this category. 

The Youth in Transition Study contains a composite 

breakdown of 37 different religious denominations. 

Included in this list are all of the affiliations we have 

identified as highly orthodox, plus several others such as 

Primitive Baptist, Salvation Army, and Bahai which can be 

similarly classified. The aggregate Religious Values mean 

for these groups is 5.41 (on a 6 point scale), contrasted 

with an overall mean of 4.86 and a mean of 4.53 for low 

orthodox groups. So it clearly appears that this 

classification scheme is justified by the extent of 

religious devoutness of each group. 

To determine whether a school offers a distinctive 

climate of orthodoxy it was deemed necessary for at least 

55 percent of the school sample to reflect membership in a 

high or low orthodox religion. Because the boys in each 

school were randomly selected, we can assume that the 

religious composition of the school sample statistically 
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represents the school population. After categorizing 

denominations by orthodoxy we discovered that six of the 87 

schools did not contain a clear majority of high or low 

orthodox groups. These schools were elimianted from the 

analysis. This left us with 24 schools defined as highly 

orthodox (n=654) and 57 low orthodox schools (n=1169). 

These schools vary by their degree of orthodox 

homogeneity, but presently we are only interested in the 

dichotomous properties of these school climates. 

How strongly does a schools' level of orthodoxy 

influence delinquent behavior? According to the results 

in Table 5 the odds on being delinquent are significantly 

higher for boys attending schools where a majority of their 

classmates identify with low orthodox religions (parameter 

estimates at least twice as large as their standard 

errors). As with Table 2, all four associations can 

readily be described by referring to models which allow a 

uniform association across adjacent rows and columns (since 
222 

L indep-L unif. assoc.=L p<.~5). Substantively, the 

associations for these models inform us that the odds on 

occasional vs. never and frequent vs. occasional offending 

decrease by as much as 32 percent as we move from weakly 

orthodox to highly orthodox schools. In squaring these 

parameters we find that the ratio of frequent offenders to 



Table 5. Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square Values for the Independence and 
Uniform Association Models and Parameters Underlying the 
Uniform Association Model for Each, Youth in Transition Study. 

L2 (indep) L2 (UA) 
UA 0fSE 

UA02 Delinauent_aeha~o~ df. at (log form) UAf! 

Police Contact 28.17 2 .12 1 -.39 .68 .46 
(.08) 

Theft-Vandalism 22.68 2 .33 1 -.39 .68 .46 
(.08) 

Frequency of Delinq. 25.18 2 4.03 1 -.38 .68 .46 
(.08) 

Seriousness of Delinq. 18.87 2 1.71 1 -.35 .71 .50 
(.08) 

00 
~ 
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non-offenders is about two times greater for boys in low 

orthodox schools than it is for boys attending highly 

orthodox schools. 

These patterns would be more convincing if it could 

be demonstrated that we are not merely retapping the 

dimension of school religiousness. In other words, do 

these findings persist after controlling for school 

religiosity? Tabular analysis of orthodox climate of 

schools by each of the delinquency measures shows that 

there is a slight reduction in the zero-order associations 

for frequency of delinquency (from -.2~ to -.17.), 

seriousness of delinquency (from -.19 to -.18), and trouble 

with the police (from -.26 to -.23) after controlling for 

school religiosity. Nevertheless, these associations are 

still significant, and the reduction in the level of 

associations is not large enough to alter the substantive 

significance of these findings. 

One question raised by these findings is whether the 

level of delinquency changes significantly as the high and 

low orthodox component is extended. In other words, is the 

effect of orthodoxy greater if we polytomize this measure 

instead of treating it as a dichotomy? To test for this 

effect we extended the cutting points for the orthodox 

measure. .To avoid labels we will simply refer to these 
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categories as conditions one through four. Condition one 

included schools in which at least 75 percent of the school 

sample identified themselves as belonging to a highly 

orthodox faith. Schools were included in condition two if 

less than 75 percent but more than 55 percent of the 

sample were highly orthodox. If less than 75 percent but 

more than 55 percent of a school sample identified with a 

low orthodox group they qualified as condition three. 

Schools with more than 75 percent of its sample claiming 

membership in a low orthodox group were categorized as 

condition four. The mean deviations for each category, 

presented in Table 6 show that there is a slightly 

stronger protective effect against delinquency for boys in 

condition one. There is less variation in delinquency 

between conditions three and four, indicating that the 

potential deleterious effect of attending a weak orthodox 

school does not rise significantly as the proportion of 

weak orthodox students rises. These patterns suggest that 

we would gain significant variation by extending the 

cutting points for the high dimension of the orthodox 

measure, but we gain little at the low end. 

The findings in this section are relevant to several 

issues raised in prior research. We earlier discussed 

Ellis's (1985) summary of the denomination-delinquency 



Table 6. Unadjusted Mean Deviations of Delinquency by Orthodox Climate 
of School, Youth in Transition. 

Frequency Seriousness 
of DelinQ. of DelinQ. Theft-Vand. Police Contact 

Condition 1 
(n = 223) -13.01 -6.67 -10.41 -.25 

Condition 2 
(n = 316) - 6.14 -5.93 - 7.38 -.16 

Condition 3 
(n = 509) 2.20 4.27 3.14 .05 

Condition 4 
(n = 885) 3.76 1.00 3.02 .09 

F=6.64, p<.001 F=4.18, p<.01 F=5.45, p<.001 F=10.12, p <.001 

CD 
-....J 
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literature and noted that most studies have demonstrated 

the existence of associations, but the literature has 

suggested that these effects are weak (Rhodes & Reiss, 

1910; Kvaraceus, 1944), or are interlocked with other 

religious factors (Jensen & Erickson, 1979). Our results 

suggest that religious affiliation may have a more powerful 

impact on delinquency at the ecological level than at the 

individual level. This finding supports speculation that 

variation in delinquency associations observed from one 

study to another may reflect the denominations encompassed 

by the samples studied (Jensen & Erickson, 1979; Higgins & 

Albrecht, 1977). Studies that include samples of large 

numbers of various religious groups will show ample 

variation in delinquency rates. 

Testing ~ Validity Qf ~ 
Orthodox School Measure 

In the previous section we were led to the 

conclusion that eXPQsure to a highly orthodox religious 

group reduces one's chances of engaging in delinquency. If 

this is any indicator that highly orthodox youngsters 

foster more respect for person and property rights, then 

they should likewise invoke other values commensurate with 

moral behavior. To test the validity of our construct we 

need to assess whether it is related to measures such as 
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kindness, honesty and reciprocity. Theoretically, orthodox 

religious ideals should be strongly intertwined with moral 

obligations to be kind to others, be honest'in oners 

relationships and reciprocate in interacting with others. 

The Youth in Transition study contains indices in 

which dimensions of kindness, honesty and reciprocity are 

tapped. For each item boys were asked "Is this a good 

thing for people to do?" The kindness items are directly 

linked to religious precepts as they emphasize values such 

as turning the other cheek, tolerance and sacrifice. The 

honesty items measure values like cheating, lying and 

integrity. The reciprocity items inquire about oners 

commitment to norms helping those who help you. These 

items were combined in indices similar to the Religious 

Values Index used earlier. 

Table 7 indicates how these indices relate to the 

orthodoxy measure. As would be expected, the largest 

association appears for the kindness index. Close to 57 

percent of boys from highly orthodox schools scored above 

the mean on this index compared with 48 percent from low 

orthodox schools. ,Boys in the high dimension were also 

slightly more likely than boys in the low dimension to 

register scores in the upper l~ percent of the index (16% 

vs. l~%). The associations involving honesty and 



Table 7. Tabular Analysis of Orthodox School Climate by Kindness Value 
Index, Honesty Value Index, and Reciprocity Index, Youth in 
Transition. 

Low Orthodoxy (n=1429) 

High Orthodoxy (n=574) 

Percent Scoring Above the Mean 

Kindness Index 

48.0 

56.6 

Honesty Index 

49.3 

53.8 

Reciprocity Index 

55.6 

58.5 

\0 
o 



reciprocity are weaker, although they correlate in the 

expected direction. In short, there is some level of 
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support for our assumption that delinquency rates and moral 

considerations will va~y by the nature of ecological 

religious properties. 

community Size. Ecological Religiosity 
Ana Delinquency 

In the Division Qf Labour in Society, Durkheim 

argued that physical density is important only in so far 

as it becomes transformed into moral or dynamic density, 

and it is the frequency of social contact that is the 

explanatory factor (Durkheim, 1947). Durkheim was 

attempting to identify sociological factors that were 

causes and consequences of the transformation of society. 

It is clear from Durkheim's writings that community size 

was theoretically linked to the level of morality; 

communities with rapid growth experience a concomitant 

expansion of the division of labor producing a decline in 

the pervasiveness of the collective conscience in the 
22 

community. Durkheim felt that urban enclaves still 

22Durkheim felt that the division of labor provided a 
source of conscience as well. 



constitute a moral order, but the process of 

differentiation works to erode shared beliefs and 

sentiment. 
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If Durkheim was correct, community size and 

ecological religiousness can be theoretically combined as 

an indicator of moral climate. However, a problem arises 

if we simply assume that all large communities constitute 

secular settlements, especially given evidence to the 

contrary (Higgins & Albrecht, 1977). It may be more 

accurate to speculate that ecological religiousness and 

community size will interact in their effect on 

delinquency. That is, the strength of religion's 

ecological impact on delinquency will depend on the size of 

one's community, and vice versa. Figure 1 illustrates the 

expected outcome based upon the assumption that ecological 

religiousness will carry more weight than community size. 

To construct this particular concept of moral 

climate we first needed to locate a residential measure. 

The Youth in Transition Study contained such a measure, 

asking boys to identify where they were raised mostly. The 

response categories include "on a farm, in the country (but 

not on a farm), in a town, in a small city, or in a large 

city." As a measure of a setting's religious climate we 

again use the Religious Values Index, recalling that this 



Community Size 

Small 

Large 

Religiousness 

Lowest 

Low 

High 

Highest 

Figure 1. Expected Delinquency Level Based Upon 
Community Size and Ecological Religiousness. 
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index is a semi-aggregate measure rather than an 

individual measure of religiosity. 

94 

Before examining the associations between this 

measure of moral climate and delinquency we first need to 

determine whether the Religious Values Index and community 

size are associated. Community size is dichotomized to 

include rural areas and towns (small communities) vs. small 
23 

and large cities (large communities). These variables 

are weakly associated. Approximately 54 percent of boys 

residing in small communities scored above the mean on the 

Religious Values Index compared with about 50 percent of 

boys in large communities. However, the differences get 

slightly magnified near the upper 10 percent of the index 

with 27.2 percent of small community respondents scoring at 

this level compared with 21.9 percent of boys residing in 

large communities. Although the level of association is 

by no means robust, there does appear to be slightly more 

opportunity for religious concerns to manifest themselves 

23 
One of the weaknesses of this item is that boys were 

allowed to interpret this question as they saw fit. Most 
items of this sort in other questionnaires establish 
population guidelines next to each response for the 
respondent. However, by dichotomizing residence in this 
way we can avoid errors in judgment since it seems most 
likely that boys would exhibit uncertainty about whether 
they dwelled in a small city or a large city. 



in less populated areas. On the basis of these two 

indicators then we have extended the levels of moral 

95 

climate to include small, secular communities and large, 

moral communi ties. According to Our kheim IS wr i t.ings 

delinquency rates should be highest in large residential 

areas low in religious concerns and lowest in small 

communities dominated by religious principles. 

To what extent can we define a boysl surrounding 

milieu as permeated by moral or secular beliefs? When he 

resides in an area in which a majority of his significant 

others are either religious or irreligious (score above or 
24 

below the mean on the Religious Values Index). How 

adequately does this four-category construct predict 

delinquency? Quite well according to the patterns in Table 
25 

8. Delinquency percentages increase· monotonically as we 

travel down the table, indicating that boys are most likely 

to be protected from engaging in delinquent acts in small, 

24 
Recall that we are using this Religious Values Index 

as an indicator of typical religious devoutness in the 
boyls immediate environment. So that some boys might see 
certain religious values in a positive light even though 
this may not conform to their personal pattern. 

25 
To simplify the presentation of this table, the 

categories for occasional and frequency delinquency were 
collapsed. 



Table 8. Tabular Analysis of Delinquency by Community Size and Level 
of Religiosity, Youth in Transition. 

Percent Engaging in DelinQuent Acts 

Police Theft- Freq. of Seriousness 
Contact Vande DelinQ. of Pelina. 

small, moral communities 24.4 77.5 82.2 65.7 
(n = 660) 

large, moral communities 30.5 79.1 85.6 71.1 
(n = 624) 

small, secular communities 35.5 84.6 88.3 77.4 
(n = 403) 

large, s~cular communities 44.5 87.2 91.6 80.7 
(n = 429) 

Average Difference 6.7 3.2 3.1 5.0 

1.0 
m 
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moral communities. At the opposite spectrum we see that 

large, secularized communities enhance the probability of 

delinquency involvement. It is also apparent that the 

level of association rises with the gravity of offense, 

since trouble with police and the seriousness scale of 

delinquency indicate the largest associations. 

These associations are alternatively presented in 
26 

Table 9 via association models. In describing the data 

from the uniform association models we see that all of the 

parameter estimates in log form are negative and more than 

twice their standard errors. This tells us that as we move 

from large, secular to small, moral communities, the odds 

on delinquency involvement significantly decrease, and 

decline from 15 to 18 percent depending on the delinquency 

measure used. Since with a 4x3 table we are describing 

six pairs of adjacent rows and columns these estimates can 

be extended to the sixth power. This means that the ratio 

of frequent offendera to nonoffenders is about three times 

greater in large, secular communities than it is in small, 

moral communitiesG 

26 
In this analysis we have re-extended the levels of 

the dependent measures to include the never, occasional, 
and frequent categories. 



Table 9. Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square Values for the Independence and 
Uniform Association Models and Parameters Underlying the 
Uniform Association Model for Each, Youth in Transition. 

L2 Cindep) L2 (UA) 
UA (3fSE 

uM! Delinquent~eha~iDI at. at. (log form) I.!M1 

Police Contact 53.97 6 2.(36 5 -.19 .82 .3(3 
(.(32) 

Theft-Vandalism 28.5(3 6 1.8(3 5 -.17 .85 .37 
(.(33) 

Frequency of Delinq. 32.86 .6 3.19 5 -.18 .84 .35 
(.(33) 

Seriousness of Delinq. 37.4(3 6 1.47 5 -.2(3 .82 .3(3 
(.(33) 

1.0 
00 
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The findings thus far reveal some important 

ecological influences on not only delinquency, but other 

forms of behavioral and attitudinal outcomes. Boys who 

fall under the influence of moral climates obviously 

internalize its effects. They are more law abiding and 

likely to evoke respect for the law; they are more inclined 

to internalize guil~ and aid people in trouble; and they 

are simply more sensitive to the plight of others in their 

immediate setting. In this last section we attempt to 

measure religious orthodoxy and community size as 

indicators of moral climate. 

Religious OrthodoxY. Community ~ 
And Substance ~ 

We earlier discovered that boys attending schools 

dominated by a common organized religious body have varying 

levels of delinquency. Durkheim similarly recognized that 

communities in nineteenth century Europe were in part 
27 

structured and integrated by religious confession. The 

church served as a unifying force in the community since it 

27 
Durkheim used religious confession to refer to 

affiliation or denomination. 
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functioned to reaffirm common beliefs and sentiments 

through religious rituals. Prior research and previous 

findings unearthed in this chapter indicate that religious 

entrapment is not a uniform process across religious 

groups. This social fact helped Durkheim explain variation 

in suicide rates among religious confessions, irrespective 

of the religious group proportions comprising an area. 

With this in mind it seems plausible to explore the 

distribution of delinquency and substance use on the basis 

of denomination and community size. 

In the conclusion of their article on "The Religious 

Factor and Delinquency," Jensen and Erickson (1979:175) 

noted that delinquency is more likely to be related to 

denomination in small town samples. They went on to state 

that "it may be that religious affiliation is more likely 

to be a basis for social differentiation in small towns 

than in large urban settings" (1979:175). Tittle and Welch 

(1983) similarly have suggested that religion has a 

stronger net effect on behavior in settings where" the 

normative pressures of religious precepts are potent. On 

the basis of these statements it can be surmised that the 

relationship between orthodoxy and deviant behavior will 

depend on community size. Despite evidence of widespread 

religiosity in large cities such as Atlanta, Georgia 



Hn 
(Higgins & Albrecht, 1977) and Nashville, Tennessee (Rhodes 

& Reiss, 1970), religious affiliation is likely to be more 

visible and more consequential for social relationships in 

settings where people are familiar with each other's 

background (Jensen & Erickson, 1979:175). 

The U. S. Census would offer an ideal data set to 

test this hypothesis, but since the government is not 

permitted to collect data on religious affiliation we 

shall have to search elsewhere. In the Monitoring the 

Future Study information was gathered on religious 

affiliation and community size. In the former item, 

respondents were asked to divulge their religious 

pr~ference. Since we have no aggregate structure such as a 

school, we shall treat this affiliation item as a 

contextual variable by aggregating individual responses 

from subjects in various places. In so doing we can 

examine levels'of adolescent transgressions by the 

religious context and size of community that adolescents 

are exposed to on a daily basis. 

Earlier in this chapter we offered a set of 

theoretical guidelines for operationalizing orthodoxy. 

These categories adequately accounted .for variation in 

delinquency levels in school settings. With reference to 

our earlier discussion about proscriptive and 
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prescriptive milieus, we suspect that this measure of 

orthodoxy will be an even stronger predictor of substance 

use than it will be of delinquency. 

The Monitoring the Future Study contains a 

sufficient number of religious groups to merit use in a 

contextual analysis. According to our previous 

classification, highly orthodox adolescents include those 

who listed their religious preference as Baptist, Church of 

Christ, Disciples of Christ, Methodists, other Protestant, 
28 

or other religion. Unfortunately, Baptist was an all-

inclusive response category making it impossible to 

separate American from Southern Baptists. This is less of 

a problem than it appears since American Baptists 

correspond more closely to the beliefs of Southern Baptists 

than they do with more liberal Protestant denominations 

(Stark & Glock, 1968). Adolescents were classified as 

belonging to a weak orthodox faith if they listed their 

religious preference as Lutheran, Presbyterian, 

Episcopalian, Unitarian, Catholic, United Church of 

28 
The other Protestant category includes Calvinists, 

Pentacostals, Seventh-Day Adventists, Nazarenes, and United 
Missionaires. The other religion group is comprised of 
groups such as Mormons, Jehovahs Witnesses, Quakers, Unity, 
Spiritualistic, and small sects. 



H'3 

Christ, Jewish, and no preference. Although some 

investigators have argued that Jews belong in the highly 

orthodox category (Ellis, 1985), their norms regarding 

alcohol use certainly do not warrant including them with 

proscriptive groups (Skolnick, 1958; Glassner & Berg, 

1980) • 

The same study asked respondents to identify where 

they grew up. Adolescents were categorized as being raised 

in a small community if they mentioned residing on a farm, 

in the country, or in a town containing less than 50,000 

peopLe. Large communities included six categories 

ranging from cities of from 5g,000-l00,000 people to very 

large cities (over 500,000 people). 

This gives us four comparative contexts involving: 

(1) highly orthodox groups in small communities; (2) highly 

orthodox youngsters in large communities; (3) low orthodox 

groups in small communities; and (4) low orthodox groups in 

large communities. The extent of substance use and 

delinquency activities for these groups are summarized in 

Table 10. These results show that the probability of 

engaging in any of a number of adolescent transgressions 

has ~ittle to· do with whether youngsters are raised in a 

small setting or a metropolis. For the most part, 

adolescents are less likely to engage in transgressive 



Table 10. Percent Engaging in Adolescent Transgressions by Orthodox 
Context and Community Size, Monitoring the Future. 

Small, High Large, High Small, Low Large, Low 
Orthod~ Orthodoxy Orthodoxy Orthodoxv 

Alcohol Use 60.4 54.1 78.1 79.8 

Heavy Cons. 
Episodes 36.8 31.6 49.0 46.7 

Marij. Use 26.3 28.0 33.3 34.7 

Cocaine Use 12.3 12.8 19.1 22.5 

Minor Theft 23.8 27.7 38.4 37.1 

Vandalism 10.5 15.0 12.0 15.3 

Police 
Contact 17.6 17.0 25.6 26.8 

I-' 
o 
~ 
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behavior in proscriptive contexts. Another pattern evident 

from this table shows that religion's impact varies most 

for alcohol use. Apparently the explicit denunciation of 

alcohol use by proscriptive churches has a clear 

constraining effect on the drinking decisions even among 

high school seniors. This includes protection against 

numerous bouts of heavy drinking which some investigators 

have suggested may be more common for youth who experience 

abstinence norms (Skolnick, 1958; Mulford, 1964; Larsen & 

Abu-Laban, 1968; Straus & Bacon, 1953). 

To more ,adequately illustrate the probability of 

substance use and delinquency involvement in the two most 

polar contexts we again describe the data using uniform 
2 

association models. The L values in Table 11 for the 

models of independence are all sizeable and can 

significantly be improved upon my models allowing a uniform 

association. Among these selected models the parameter 

estimates show that the largest association in the table 

appears for alcohol use. Here the odds on occasional 

drinking vs. abstaining and occasional vs. frequent 

drinking are reduced 'by a factor of .58 (or by 42%) as we 

move from low orthodox contexts to high orthodox contexts. 

Taken to the second power this means that the ratio of 

frequent drinkers to abstainers is three times greater for 



Table 11. Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square Values for the Independence and 
Uniform Association Models and Parameters Underlying the 
Uniform Association Model for Each Offense, Monitoring the 
Future. 

L2 (indeDJ L2 CUA) 
UA 0fSE 

U~ d.f. d.f. (log form) lIM 

Alcohol Use 85.65 2 3.33 1 -.54 .58 .34 
(.06) 

Heavy Cons. Episodes 23.97 2 1.34 1 -.27 .76 .58 
( .06) 

Marij. Use 20.35 2 .97 1 -.27 .76 .58 
( • 06) 

Cocaine Use 31.45 2 1.79 1 -.45 .64 .41 
( • 08) 

Minor Theft 46.05 2 .18 1 -.44 .64 .41 
(.07) 

Vandalism 11.86 2 .001 1 -.33 .72 .52 
(.09) 

Police Contact 23.82 2 .14 1 -.37 .69 .48 
(.08) 

I-' 
o 
0\ 



low orthodox youngsters than for youngsters exposed to 

highly orthodox contexts. 
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The rest of the associations are slightly weaker but 

are all significant and negatively related. These 

associations interestingly enough do not reveal any clear 

patterns regarding the seriousness of offense. For 

instance, knowing what kind of orthodox climate adolescents 

are exposed to more aptly predicts whether they will use 

cocaine or steal minor items than it does in predicting 

vandalism or marijuana use. The level of the association 

for police contact, a more serious indicator, falls 

somewhere in the middle of the seven associations. In sum, 

these indicators of orthodox climate are significantly 

related to alcohol, drug, and delinquency offenses without 

differentiating among types or gravity of offenses. We can 

state with some degree of confidence then that highly 

orthodox contexts provide a moderate source of protection 

against engaging in illegal and anti-social behaviors. 

Summary ~ Issues Qf Interpretation 

The findings of this chapter demonstrate that the 

probability of engaging in delinquency and SUbstance use 

varies by ecological religious properties, in a way that 

highly religious or orthodox settings provide protection 
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against engaging in problem behaviors. We have also 

discovered that the social effects of secular values, like 

religious values, are capable of overriding the effects 

that moral enclaves potentially have on members in large" 

secular settings (Seattle), so that the anti-social 

behavior levels of individuals in moral and secular 

settings do not significantly differ. It is my suspicion 

that the reverse would be true in highly moral cities such 

as Provo, Utah. 

There also seems to be some support for the 

hypothesis that an aggregate level of orthodoxy will 

explain more variation in delinquency than an individual 

level measure. Boys who attend schools in which a 

,majority of their peers are members of a highly orthodox 

religious group receive some kind of systematic, 

reinforcement of their faith which deters delinquency. Low 

orthodox faiths do not require the same level of 

commitment form its members which indicates that even in 

contexts where these groups predominate, religious group 

solidarity will not be strong enough to constrain 

delinquency. 

Congruent with Durkheim's writings community size 

was shown to condit10n the effect of ecological 

religiousness on delinquency. In communities where 
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religion forms an integral part of daily life, the 

likelihood of delinquent involvement will be somewhat 

enhanced"in densely populated vs. sparsely populated 

communities. This pattern probably results because 

religious expressions must compete with a wider variety of 

social forces in larger communities which attenuates 

religion's moralizing effect. 

In the final measurement scheme we attempted to 

approximate Tittle and Welch's (1983) contextual analysis 

involving community size and orthodoxy. For this scheme 

it was necessary to assume that, in the aggregate, the 

religious groups in the sample constituted a reasonable 

representation of the characteristics of orthodoxy in each 

context. These findings show that community size is a poor 

predictor of adolescent involvement for a wide range of 

anti-social ~nd illegal behaviors. The orthodoxy of a 

religious group, however, is a fairly strong predictor of 

substance use and delinquency, irrespective of the 

population density within which the religious group 

functions. 

Several issues of interpretation emerged in the 

course of these analyses. For one, religious moral values 

appear to have a stronger thereshold effect on delinquent 

behavior in the secular dimension. This suggests that an 
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increase or decrease in the proportion of irreligious 

people in one's immediate environment will have little 

impact on changing the level of delinquent behavior. Among 

major social factors Lander (1954) uncovered an optimal 

delinquency effect with respect to race while Gordon (1967) 

has asserted that the low spectrum of socioeconomic status 
29 

may reveal such an effect. 

One possible explanation for this truncated effect 

may be that SES interacts with moral climate so that the 

children of intelligensia are disproportionately situated 

in the high secular dimension. Children from these 

families have unusually low rates of delinquency (Lunden, 

1942; Bonger, 1969; Ellis, 1985) which means that 

delinquency concentrations will be offset somewhat in 

highly secular environments. 

Contrary to previous research (Skolnick, 1958; 

Mulford, 1964; Straus & Bacon, 1953; Larsen & Abu-Laban, 

1968) youth from more religious conservative settings do 

not exhibit higher levels of abusive and aggressive 

behavior. In their defense we must mention that the 

29 
Lander (1954) found that the net relationship 

between race and delinquency is highest in areas where the 
black-white mix is evenly balanced. 
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aforementioned studies were concerned with assessing 

drinking behavior. However, drinking patterns in the 

religious contexts scrutinized in this chapter reveal that 

the likelihood of abusive drinking is lower among youth 

from more religiously rigid contexts. 

In Chapter 1 we justified the operationalization of 

the school as a relevant ecological structure on the basis 

of its having an immediate, daily impact on its members. 

Had we access to samples of a large number of ecological 

units (such as cities) we could assess their level of 

religiosity and determine their association with 

delinquency and substance use rates. Unfortunately, the 

only data set that contains such information is the U. s. 

Census, which is bereft of data on delinquency and 

substance user Therefore, we shall proceed with the 

remainder of our tasks by utilizing the measures 

constructed in this chapter, and by approximating contexts 

to represent a collectivity that serves as a source of 

potential influencce on the individual. 

Up until now we have shed insight on the social 

distribution of delinquency and substance use without 

addressing ~ moral and orthodox climates should affect 

delinquency, drug use, and drinking. We have also assumed 
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that religious climate has an independent influence on 

adolescent transgressions without testing its association 

while controlling for other factors, such as race, 

socioeconomic status, gender,- and family size. These 

issues will be addressed in the next chapter. 



CHAPTER 5 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN RELIGIOUS ECOLOGY, 

DELINQUENCY AND SUBSTANCE USE 

SPURIOUS OR REAL? 

This chapter empirically tests arguments that the 

associations uncovered in the preceding chapter are not due 

to links with common factors. A number of social 

characteristics associated with delinquency and sUbstance 

use might be simultaneously correlated with the religious 

climate of various settings. In this chapter the aim is to 

determine whether race, socioeconomic status, family size, 

g"ender, and community size contaminate the association 

between measures of ecological religiousness and adolescent 

deviance. For instance, it is conceivable that an 

explanation of high delinquency rates in secular areas 

might actually be accounted for by large families or higher 

proportions of economically disadvantaged youth in 

secularized settings. Such a finding would severely 

attenuate the findings in the preceding chapter. 

Race, socioeconomic status, gender, family size, and 

community size have been identified as among the most 

113 
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30 
substantively relevant variables in delinquency research. 

For year, any connection between religiosity and 

criminality was believed to be coincidental, with 

investigators contending that non-religious variables 

accounted for the relation (Schur, 1969; Rhodes & Reiss, 

1970; Elifson et al., 1983). If evidence exists to support 

this contention at the individual level, we need to assess 

its applicability at the ecological level of religiousness. 

How might the relationships in Chapter 4 be a 

function of the behavior of other variables? Alertness to 

the nature of confounding effects might help in 

interpreting why we found original relationships. For 

instance, race is probably related to religious group 

composition given the large proport~on of blacks who claim 

membership in Southern Baptist and fundamentalist churches 

(Rhodes & Reiss, 1970). Race is also slightly correlated 

with police contact (Black & Reiss, 1970) a~d with more 

serious self-reported acts of delinquency (Hindelang et 

30 
Age has also been identified as a strong correlate 

of delinquency, but its use in these models as a spurious 
factor is precluded given sampling controls for .age in the 
Youth in Transition and Monitoring the Future data sets. 
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al., 1979, 1981; Berger & Simon, 1974). These relations 

suggest that race might have a suppressor effect on the 

orthodox climate-delinquency relationship. 

Given the proclivity of lower class individuals to 

belong to evangelical Protestant faiths (Greeley, 1977), 

and 

evidence which shows a small, negative effect of class on 

serious acts of delinquency, we would also suspect that 

class will suppress the orthodoxy-delinquency 
32 

relatfonship. The extent to which a class effect might 

be a suppressor depends on whether ecological or individual 

measures are used. Since individual SES characteristics 

will have a more immediate impact on individual 

delinquency, we will control for its influence in 

subsequent analyses. 

Family size has been found to be a positive 

correlate of delinquency (Wooten, 1959; Nye, 1958; Jensen & 

Rojek, 198~), and its impact on delinquency persists after 

31 
The relationship between serious crime and race 

usually only involves higher levels of face-to-face" violent 
offenses among blacks (Hindelang et al., 1981). 

32 
The relationship between individual measures of 

class and delinquency is small enough to preclude its 
statistical control. Nevertheless, many sociologists 
still cling to the notion that dismissing class measures 
from delinquency analysis risks erroneous conclusions. 
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controlling for academic achievement, affectional ties, 

and parental supervision (Hirschi, 1969). Further, Joachim 

(1978) found that the effects of family size endure after 

controls for race, types of offense, and father's 

education. Since the data from this investigation show 

that large families (4+ children) are more common in moral 

schools than in secular schools (33% vs. 27%), and are also 

more common in highly orthodox schools than low orthodox 

schools (41% vs. 23%), family size, like race and class 

will tend to suppress the religious climate-del,inquency 

relationship. , 

The findings regarding school climate and 

delinquency might also be a product of school size or 

community size. Unfortunately, the Youth in Transition 

Study contains no information on school size, but we can 

control for community size as a proxy measure for school 

size. There is really not an a pr ior i ,reason for suspecting 

that religious groups will be differentially distributed 

in space. And, as we earlier discovered, religious group 

properties do not vary in their deterrent capacity on 

delinquency in small or large communities. However, 

schools dominated by religious concerns might have lower 

levels of individual delinquency simply because these 

schools are located in small towns and rural areas, thereby 

limiting the size of the school population. 
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Since the Youth in Transition Study controlled for 

gender by sampling only boys, we shall reserve this test 

for the Monitoring the Future study. The Youth in Transition 

Study contained three racial categories; whites, blacks and 

Hispanics. Because of limit numbers, these categories were 

collapsed into white and non-white. An index of 

socioeconomic status was constructed from five items; 

father's occupation, parents' education, possessions in the 

horne, number of books in the home, and number of rooms per 

person in the horne. This index was trichotomized to 

capture boys from low socioeconomic environments (score 

more than one standard deviation below the index mean, 

15.8% of boys), those from average socioeconomic 

environments (score one standard deviation below and above 

the mean, 67.5% of boys), and those who are exposed to 

above average socioeconomic level environments (score more 

than one standard deviation above the mean, 16.7% of boys). 

Although this measure appears to be quite crude, the 

proportion of boys in the low and high categories parallels 

the ratios of more sophisticated social status measures 

used in other studies (see Tittle & Villemez, 1977; 

Hirschi, 1969; Akers, 1964; Dentler & Monroe, 1961). 

A variable measuring family size was computed from 

two items asking boys how many brothers and sisters they 
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had. This variable was dichotomized to separate small 

families (3 or fewer siblings, 68.4%) from large families 

(4 or more siblings, 31.6%). The measure of community size 

was trichotomized so that boys could be classified as 

residing in rural areas (23%), towns (29%) or small and 

large cities (48%). 

To fit hierarchical models for all four delinquency 

measures would require a cumbersome analysis. To avoid 

this, we chose police contact to act as the response since 

it yielded associations that tended to be representative of 

the level of associations of the set, irrespective of the 

moral climate construct being tested •. We began by testing 

for the independent effect of school religious climate on 

police contact, and then tested for possible confounding 

effects on the association between orthodox reference 

groups and problem behaviors in the Monitoring the Future 

Study. 

Table 12 presents the results of model fitting 

procedures for the three-way tables. Since we are 

interested in assessing the effect of religious climate 

while controlling for other factors we made no attempt to 

impose parameter constraints on the data (i.e., to give a 

more structural representation of these social processes). 

These data reveal several patterns. First, all four 



Table 12. Preferred Models and Parameter Estimates for Moral Climate 
of Schools by Police Contact and (1) Race, (2) Socioeconomic 
Status, (3) Family Size, and (4) Community Size, Youth. in 
Transition. 

Marginals Fitted (Preferred) 

1. [school climate police] 
[race police] 

2. [school climate police] 

3. [school climate police] 
[family size police] 

4. [school climate police] 
[community size police] 

community 
community 

-lL at -L 

1.74 2 .42 
school climate 
race 

9.74 8 .28 
school climate 

.99 2 .61 
school ciimate 
family size 

6.87 4 .14 
school climate 

size--rural/town 
size--rural/city 

school climate (0 = secular, 1 = moral) 
race (0 = white, 1 = nonwhite) 
family size (0 = small, 1 = large) 
community size (0 = rural or city, 1 = town) 

(0 = rural or town, 1 = city) 

Parameter Estimates/SE 
(lo«- form) 

neyer/occ. occ./freQ. 

-.127 -.432 
-.343 -.164 

neyer/occ. oec./frea. 

-.126 -.397 

neyer/oce. oce./frea. 

-.131 -.451 
.001 .379 

never/oee. oec./frea. 

-.087 -.413 
.840 .168 
.656 .164 

I-' 
I-' 
\0 
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preferred models show that moral climate of schools is 

significantly associated with police contact while holding 

race, socioeconomic status, family size, and community 

size constant. Second, the estimates for religious climate 

are as large or larger than the parameter estimates for 

race, SES, and family size. Third, these data show that 

socioeconomic status has no independent effect on trouble 

with the police when moral climate of schools is 

controlled. Since police contact represents more serious 

behavior than most of the items in the indices, it is 

doubtful that this pattern would be altered by 

interchanging the dependent variable. Finally, it should 

be noted that the effects of race are opposite patterns 

found in other studies. In the foreward to the study's 

methodology, the investigators pOint out that most of the 

blacks in the sample were enrolled in predominant black 

schools. Questions of unreliable responses aside, it may 

be that these black boys did have lower rates of police 

contact due to-the ethnic homogeneity of their environment. 

This explanation would be consistent with Lander's (1954) 

findings which showed lower levels of delinquency in 

ethnically homogeneous areas in Baltimore, although closure 

on this issue is not presently possible. 

Model fitting procedures were also conducted for the 

orthodox school measure in the Youth in Transition 
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Study. These results are not presented since the 

strength and direction of the effects resemble the patterns 

in Table 12. One of the interesting patterns that emerged 

in these models is the lack of interaction effects. 

Religious climate of schools apparently affects a boys' 

chances of encountering trouble with the police similarly 

for different ethnic groups, various socioeconomic levels, 

large and small families, and boys from the country or big 

city. Knowledge that a factor's effect is not contingent 

upon categories of other independent variables increases 

confidence in its ability to function as a general 

predictor of delinquency. 

Earlier we discovered that exposure to a highly 

orthodox .familial context functioned as a prophylactic 

against drinking, drug use and delinquency in the 

Monitoring the Future sample. It was suggested that being 

conditioned by the standards of orthodox reference groups 

resembled the normative osmosis processes carried on by 

community structures. Given this, we need to know whether 

the effects of orthodox reference groups are independent, 

spurious or interact with other social factors. The 

Monitoring the Future Study did not contain information on 

family size but did have infcirmation on the respondent's 

sex, race and father's education level. On the 



questionnaire, respondents were asked to identify 

themselves as whites or non-whites. For fathers' 
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education level responses included, (1) grade school or 

less; (2) some high school; (3) high school graduate; (4) 

some college; (5) college graduate; and (6) professional or 

graduate training. These categories were collapsed to 

combine responses land 2 (low), 3 and 4 (medium) and 5 and 

6 (high). 

Previous patterns indicated that we gain no 

additional explanatory power by including population size 

to further distinguish level of orthodoxy. For this reason 

small and large communities are combined in the analyses 

appearing in Table 13. The models displayed in this 

table show that exposure to various religious groups has a 

significant effect on drinking, drug use and delinquency 

after controls for sex, race and father's education level. 

However, three of the 21 preferred models indi~ate that the 

effects of orthodoxy are intertwined with sex and race for 

alcohol use and interact with sex for cocaine use. 

The log odds for the saturated models involving 

alcohol· and cocaine use by gender and orthodoxy shows that 

gender effects on drinking are larger in highly orthodox 

groups (see Table 14). This pattern is repeated for never 

vs. occasionally using cocaine, but reverses itself for 



Table 13. Preferred Models for Orthodox Reference Group by Adolescent 
Transgressions by (1) Sex, (2) Race, and (3) Father's 
Education Level, Monitoring the Future Study. 

ALCOHOL USE 

Marginals Fitted (Preferred) 

(1) (orthodoxy sex ale. use) 
(2) (orthodoxy race ale. use) 
(3) (orthodoxy ale. use) 

HEAVY CONS. EPISODES 

Marginals Fitted (Preferred) 

(1) (orthodoxy H. cons.) (sex H. cons.) 
(2) (orthodoxy H. cons.) (race H. cons.) 
(3) (orthodoxy H. cons.) 

MARIJUANA USE 

Marginals Fitted (Preferred) 

(1) (orthodoxy mar. use) (sex mar. use) 
(2) (orthodoxy mar. use) 
(3) (orthodoxy mar. use) 

L 
o 
o 

8.62 

JL 
1.52 
5.54 
9.58 

L 
3.24 
8.47 

12.64 

M 

o 
o 
8 

df 

2 
2 
8 

df 

2 
4 
8 

--L. 

.37 

....L. 

.47 

.06 

.30 

--L. 

.20 

.76 

.12 

I--' 
IV 
W 

.. 



Table 13, continued 

COCAINE USE 

Mar_ginals Fitted~ref~rredl L M L-

(1) (orthodoxy sex coke) 0 0 
(2) (orthodoxy coke) (race coke) 1.50 2 .47 
(3) (orthodoxy coke) 12.64 8 .12 

MINOR THEFT 

Margjnals Fitted (Preferred) ...rL at ~ 

(1) (orthodoxy theft) (sex theft) 3.37 2 .19 
(2) (orthodoxy theft) (race theft) 3.87 2 .14 
(3) (orthodoxy theft) 4.08 8 .85 

VANDALISM 

Marainals Fitted (Preferred) -1L M L-

(1) (orthodoxy vand.) (sex vand.) .036 2 .98 
(2) (orthodoxy vand.) 6.68 4 .15 
(3) (orthodoxy vand.) 8.73 8 .37 

TROUBLE-POLICE 

Marcfinals Fitted (Preferred) -1L Qf --L 

(1) (orthodoxy police) (sex police) 3.01 2 .22 I-' 

( 2) (orthodoxy police) (race police) .32 2 .85 IV 
~ 

(3) (orthodoxy police) 4.57 8 .80 



Table 14. Parameter Estimates and Standard Errors for Alcohol and 
Cocaine Use by Gender and Orthodox Reference Group, 
Monitoring the Future. 

Alcohol Use by Gender 

Orthodox 

Non-orthodox 

never:occas. 
occas.:freq. 

never:occas. 
occas.:freq. 

log odds 

-.147 
-.738 

-.~63 
-.4~~ 

Cocaine Use by Gender 

Orthodox never:occas. 
-occas. :freq. 

Non-orthodox never:occas. 
occas.:freq. 

Gender (~ = males, 1 = females) 

log odds 

-.724 
-.~19 

-.278 
.592 

SE 

(.244) 
(.15~) 

(.142) 
(.117 ) 

Sll 

(.229) 
(.395) 

( .194) 
(.2~3) 

I-' 
N 
lJ1 
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occasional vs. frequent use. Here, gender differences are 

greater in weak orthodcx groups and girls are more likely 

than boys to use cocaine frequently. The three-way 

interaction involving race shows that being non-white 

enhances one's odds of occasional drinking bouts in a 

highly orthodox group more than a weak orthodox group. 

One additional pattern exhibited in Table 13 shows 

that father's education has no independent influence on any 

of these dependent variables. This finding is consistent 

with research involving father's education and substance 

use (Kandel, 198~), and also tends to parallel the small 

and erratic effects of father's education on delinquent 

acts (Hirschi, 1969; Stinchcombe, 1964). 

In short, there appears to be ample support for the 

assertion that ecological religious properties function 

independently of many of the substantively significant 

predictors of delinquency and substance use. Although we 

have made no attempt to contrast the explanatory power of 

all of these variables, the estimates presented for school 

climate suggest that this factor is at least as potent a 

predictor of adolescent transgressions as any of the 

standard demographic variables scrutinized in this section. 

The following chapters are devoted to understanding 

~ ecological religiousness influences delinquency, 
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drinking and drug use. Strain and control theories of 

delinquency offer different causal mechanisms as agents of 

adolescent transgressions. Both theories, however, 

consider the family, school and religion as providing the 

chief sources or barriers to deviant acts. Chapter 6 

begins with an account of how individual religiousness 

mediates the ecological religiousness deviance 

relationship. This chapter is followed by a discussion 

and empirical test of how school mechanisms help interpret 

the relationships unveiled in Chapter 4. Chapter 8 

focuses on the impact of the family, in which we assess 

the significance of the broken home and the nature of the 

home environment as a mediating influence on adolescent 

misbehavior. 



CHAPTER 6 

INDIVIDUAL RELIGIOSITY 

In Chapter 2 we summarized the assumptions of strain 

and control theories of delinquency and reviewed the 

contributions of various protagonists of each of these 

theories. In this chapter and succeeding chapters our task 

is to examine how adequately the causal processes 

promulgated by each theory account for delinquency and 

substance use by focusing on the intervening factors in our 

causal scheme. 

Among the three socializing forces to be explored, 

individual religiosity would appear to have the strongest 

and most immediate link with the religiousness of one's 

environment. In fact, there may be SOme question that 

what I have been referring to as ecological measures of 

religiosity or orthodoxy may actually be inseparable from 

individual religiousness or faith. In subsequent analyses 

we will explore whether these factors influence 

delinquency and substance use independently, s~uriously or 

in an interactive fashion. 

Control theorists have traditionally considered how 

individual religiosity guards against delinquency, drinking 

128 
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and drug use. There are three explanations for how 

religiosity protects individuals from deviant involvement. 

First, religious participation and commitment provides a 

focal pOint of group solidarity by binding individuals to a 

common set of moral principles (Durkheim, 1915: Hoult, 

1958; Stark et al., 198~). Second, religion deters 

misbehavior because its teachings preach that violations of 

moral principles may result in sanctions in an afterlife 

(hell fire explanation) (Ellis, 1985). And last, because 

various faiths urge conformity to moral laws and religious 

practices, religion will create and reinforce a general 

inclination to obey authority (Miner, 1931). 

Empirical support for this religious bonding 

explanation has been more systematic for substance use 

than it has been for delinquent activities. Burkett and 

White (1974) have contended that religious value~ may be 

more relevant to understanding behavior for which there is 

moral ambiguity. Empirical support for this 'argument was 

found by Jensen and Erickson (1979) who, showed that 

substance use was more strongly related to religiosity than 

was delinquency. There is also speculation that 

culturally bounded behavior, such as mala prohibita 

offenses, will be more influenced by culturally relative 

institutions, such as religion. 
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The literature suggests that the relationship 

between delinquency and individual religiosity may be 

conditioned by religious ecology. This hypothesis was 

initially proposed by Higgins and Albrecht (1977) who 

argued that religious variables are more relevant to 

understanding delinquency in the South because of regional 

variation in the meaning of religion. Jensen and Erickson 

(1979) later suggested and confirmed that denominational 

composition, rather than regional characteristics of the 

samples studied may have accounted for variation in 

research findings in this field. 

The most recent tests of this control theory 

hypothesis have yielded separate conclusions. In the 

first article Stark et ale (1982), found that religiosity 

does constrain delinquency, but only where the religious 

convictions of the individual are reinforced by the social 

environment. This implies that religious beliefs and 

practices will be a weak deterrent of delinquency in areas 

dominated by secular concerns. A year later, Tittle and 

Welch (1983) found that religiosity has the greatest 

inhibitory effect where conditions of secular 

disorganization prevail. Admittedly, it may be somewhat 

misleading to compare the results form these studies since 

Tittle and Welch measured the proclivity to engage 
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in future deviant acts among a predominately adult sample, 

while Stark et ale measured self-reported delinquency among 

juveniles. Nevertheless, these discrepant findings raise 

three control related questions: (1) does individual 

religiosity deter delinquency more adequately in 

predominately secular or moral environments? (2) does the 

effect of individual religiosity on delinquency and 

substance use vary by orthodoxy? and (3) are these effects 

stronger for drug and alcohol offenses than for offenses 

involving victims? 

Strain theories have not acco~ded an explicit role 

to religious variables in the explanation of "delinquency 

and substance use. However, most investigators who study 

drinking, drug use, and delinquency in various normative 

milieus subsequently couch interpretations of deviance in 

proscriptive environments by referring to the moral 

pressures that drive kids to drink, use drugs, or act out 

their frustrations (Hadaway et al., 1984; Globetti, 1969; 

Mulford, 1964; Mizruchi & Perrucci, 1962). Others 

(Dudley, 1978), have emphasized the role that 

fundamentalist religious groups play in"producing 

alienation among youth, which leads to rejection of 

religious values and authority. 

Structural strain theorists have placed little merit 

in religion's capacity to generate delinquent behavior 
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because this process lacks a class component. 

Interactionist versions of religiously precipitated strain 

have been more common, because of the extensive array of 

conditions such as alienation, anomie, and frustration that 

are assumed to be triggered by a rigid religious setting. 

For instance, being exposed to a strict religious 

environment might produce a sense of powerlessness (an 

indicator of alienation). Intoxication might then function 

as a means of coping with this state, since it provides 

short-term courage and a sense of autonomy. Similarly, 

adolescents who feel angered because of pressure to accept 
. 

religious standards may develop feelings of rejection and 

subsequently turn to drinking, drug use, or vandalism as a 

vehicle for getting even with normative authorities. These 

are strain theory dynamics because they introduce 

motivational mechanisms to explain problem behavior and 

place juveniles in the role of problem solvers. 

If we are to find support for these causal processes 

we would expect to observe higher rates of delinquency and 

substance use among irreligious adolescents in strict 

religious contexts who harbor feelings of tension and 

frustration. Further, if these motivational properties are 

the chief causes of adolescent misbehavior, they should 

produce problem behavior independent of social control 

mechanisms. 
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Testing Religion's Deterrent Effect 

The first task is to determine if individual 

religiosity's deterrent power varies with the religious 

climate of social settings. Table 15 presents the results 

of model fitting procedures for the 3-way table involving 

each of the measures constructed in Chapter 4, by police 

contact and individual religiosity. Police contact was 

used because it represented the only dependent measure 

common to both data sets. Church attendance included those 

who rarely or never attend (low) and those who attend once 

a week to once a month (high). Youngsters who claimed that 

religion was not important or only a little important in 

their lives were categorized as low on the religious 

salience dimen'sion, while those who responded "pretty 

important" or "very important" were placed in the high 

category. 

The patterns in Table 15 show that the associations 

between ecological measures of religiousness and police 

contact cannot be attributed to the effect of individual 

religiosity. Among the eight preferred models, two models 

inform us that the effect of individual religiosity on 

police contact is not the same in moral and secular 

schools. These patterns are consistent with Stark et 

aI's and Tittle and Welch's contention that individual 



Table 15. Preferred Models for Various Religious Climate Measures by 
Individual Religiosity and Police Contact, Youth in Transition, 
Monitoring the Future. 

Marginals Fitted (Preferred) 

1. [moral school ch. att. police] 
2. [moral school relig. sal. police] 
3. [orthodox school police] [ch. att. police] 
4. [orth. school police] [relig. sal. police] 
5. [moral reside police] [ch. att. police] 
6. [moral reside police] [relig. sal. police] 
7. [orth. setting police] [ch. att. police] 
8. . [orth. settirig police] [relig. sal. police] 

~bserved Freauencies 

School Ch. 
Climate ttt..... never occas. frea. 

~ 
(3 
(3 

.59 
2.12 

.5(3 
3.44 
3.69 
4.91 

Moral Low 234 98 76 never/occ. 
High 889 2(33 146 

Secular Low 52 17 43 occ./freq. 
High 159 47 32 

School Relig. 
Climate Sal. never occas. . freQ. 

Moral Low 263 117 93 never/occ. 
High 869 181 127 

Secular Low 8(3 25 43 occ./freq. 
High 129 42 3(3 

at. 
(3 
(3 
2 
2 
6 
6 
2 
2 

-L.. 

.74 

.35 

.99 

.75 

.16 

.(39 

(see below) 

Loa Odds (SE) 

moral secular 

-.6(36 -1.(31 
( .143) (.324) 

-.(375 -1.31 
(.187 ) (.367) 

Log Odds (SE) 

moral secular 

-.759 • (341 
(.138) (.289) 

-.125 -.879 
(.181 ) (.347) 

I-' 
w 
~ 
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religiosity will interact with religious climate in 

affecting delinquency. Since their research findings 

arrived at opposite conclusions regarding the effect of 

religious ecology on religiosity's deterrent power, it is 

necessary to explore further the structure of these 

associations. The log odds on police contact were 

calculated from the saturated model for individual 

religiosity at each level of school religiousness and are 

presented at the bottom of Table 15. The odds in these 

tables show that the effect of individual religiosity is 

greater for occasional vs. frequent involvement with the 

police in secular schools than in moral schools. The 

overall effect of church att.endance is slight; in moral 

settings, 43 percent of low church attenders have 

encountered trouble with the police in contrast to 28 

percent of regular church goers. In secular settings these 

percentages are 54 percent and 33 percent, respectively. 

However, among boys whose behavior has drawn official 

attention, the effect of church attendance is much greater 

in secular settings. Once boys encounter trouble with the 

police in moral settings, how often they attend church is a 

poor predictor of the volume of their police contacts (44% 

of low attenders are frequently involved vs. 42% of high 

attenders). In secular schools, church attendance is a 
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good predictor of whether th~se who get in trouble will 

continue their delinquent patterns since 72 percent of low 

attenders report frequent contact vs. 40 percent of regular 

attenders. For the other table, religiosity has no impact 

in determining the probability of occasional vs. never 

encountering trouble with the police in secular settings, 

but religious salience does significantly deter frequent 

involvement with the police in secular settings. 

What this means in terms of control theory is that 

weak bonds to religion are more relevant for policies 

involving repeat offenders in secular settings. If boys in 

secular schools are in trouble and are simultaneously 

disengaged from religion, court officials can expect 

persistence in their delinquent activities. 

For the most part however, the findings in Table 15 

support neither Stark et ale 's or Tittle and Welch's 

contention that individual religiosity will vary in ~ts 

effect on delinquency depending upon the level of 

secularization of the surrounding milieu. For six of the 

eight models, individual religiosity has a similar effect 

on delinquency in each setting. Still, the interaction 

effects lead to the suspicion that the relationship 

between individual religiosity and delinquency is 

nonlinear for school religious climates for all measures 
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of delinquent behavior. To t.est this hypothesis the 

school religiosity measure was broken into four segments, 

allowing us to identify highly moral, slightly moral, 
33 

slightly secular, and highly secular schools. for 

comparison purposes it might be useful to examine first 

the correlations involving the two levels of school 

religiousness. These correlations, presented in Table 16 

indicate that church attendance is a better predictor of 

police contact in secular areas, while religious salience 

offers more protection against trivial offenses (frequency 

of delinquency) in moral areas. The other associations are 

quite similar. However, Table 17 depicts a different 

picture. Here we see that individual religiosity is 

related to both minor and more serious delinquent acts in 

highly irreligious schools, but not in slightly 

33 
Highly moral schools are those in which at least 65% 

of the student sample scored above the x on the religious 
values index and more than 20% scored in the top l~% of 
the index. Slightly moral schools were those in which 55 -
64.9% of the school sample scored above the x and l5-2~% 
scored in the top IB% of the index. Slightly secular 
schools included those in which 55-65% of the school sample 
scored below the x on the religious values index, but no 
more than 20% scored in the top 10% of the index. Highly 
secular schools included those in which over 65% of the 
sample scored below the x and no more than 2~% scored in 
the top l~% of the index. 



Table 16. Correlations of Delinquent Behavior With Individual 
Religiosity for Moral and Secular Schools, Youth in 
Transition. 

Moral Schools (1655) 

Secular Schools (351) 

Moral Schools 

Secular Schools 

* p < .05 

** P < .01 

*** p < .001 

Frequency 
of Delinaa.. 

-.17*** 

-.16** 

Frequency 
Qf Delima. 

-.25*** 

-.17*** 

Church Attendance 

Seriousness Theft 
Qf Deliml. Vand. 

-.13*** -.14*** 

-.12** -.13** 

Re_ligious _Salience 

Seriousness Theft 
Qf DelinQ. ~ngl 

--.lS*** -.21*** 

"':.20*** -.22** 

Police 
Contact 

-.15*** 

-.24*** 

Police 
C~mtakt 

-.19*** 

-.15*** 

I-' 
w 
ex> 



Table 17. Correlations of Delinquent Behavior With Individual 
Religiosity for Highly Moral, Slightly Moral, Slightly 
Secular, and Highly Secular Schools, Youth in Transition. 

Highly Moral (478) 

Slightly Moral (1093) 

Slightly Secular (196) 

Highly Secular (210) 

Highly Moral 

Slightly Moral 

Slightly Secular 

Highly Secular 

* 
** 

*** 

p < .05 
P < .01 
P < .001 

Frequency 
of Deling.... 

-.18*** 

-.18*** 

-.06 

-.18** 

Frequency 
Qf Deling. 

2 *** -. 6 

-.25*** 

-.08 

-.18** 

Church Attendance 

Seriousness Theft Trouble 
Qf Deling. _Vande w/Police 

-.11** -.13** -.14*** 

-.14*** -.14*** -.15*** 

-.08 -.B6 -.06 

-.13** -.14** -.31*** 

Religious Salience 

Seriousness Theft Trouble 
Qf Deling. Vgnd. w/Police 

-.21*** -.22*** -.16*** 

-.18*** -.22*** -.20*** 

-.08 -.13* -.97 

-.22*** -.23*** -.17** 

~ 
IN 
\0 



irreligious schools, and that beyond a certain level of 

ecological morality, individual religiosity does no 

better at constraining delinquent behavior. Hence, the 

inhibiting effect of religious commitment and practice 

behaves in a rather puzzling fashion. 
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One explanation for these findings may be that 

slightly irreligious settings tend to present a greater 

variety of normatively conflicting guidelines for behavior. 

Under such conditions, individual beliefs and practices 

may be more uncertain, thereby neutralizing religion's 

moral effect. In highly secularized contexts, 

prescriptions for behavior will be less conflicting, which 

means that religiously strengthened moral commitments can 

act more clearly on behavior. This explanation is somewhat 

akin to Tittle and Welch's (1983) suggestion that there may 

be fewer mechanisms in secular, disorganized contexts to 

produce general conformity. Family and school factors 

probably override the effects of individual religiosity 

in slightly secularized communities, while the 

weaknesses of these former mechanisms in highly secularized 

settings permits the focusing of religious effects on 

delinquency. We shall test this argument in a later 

section. 



141 

Examining Strain Theory Predictions 

Thus far we have treated religion as a deterrent to 

delinquent behavior. Strain theorists argue that instead 

of preventing delinquency, religion might motivate 

episodes of delinquency by fostering conditions that will 

lead juveniles to reject authority. This suggests that 

delinquency rates will be higher among irreligious boys in 

highly religious settings than among irreligious boys in 

highly secular environments. To test this hypothesis, we 

examined the percentages of irreligious boys who reported 

frequent involvement in delinquency in highly moral and 

highly orthodox environments with irreligious boys in 
34 

highly secular and weakly orthodox environments. The 

pat~erns in Table 18 do not support this strain theory 

hypothesis. Exposure to a dissonant religious context 

does not lead to higher levels of delinquency than 

exposure to a more consonant religious context. The 

differences between these groups are particularly 

pronounced for police contact, with irreligious, secular 

boys being two to three times more likely than irreligious, 

moral boys to encounter frequent police contact. 

34 
This involved extending the moral and orthodox 

school climate measures to include four, rather than two 
levels of religious ecology. 



Table 18. Percent Reporting Frequent Acts of Delinquency by School Religious Level 
and School Orthodox Level for Irreligious Boys, Youth in Transition. 

Freg. of peling. ae'----oLnel~na. _u Theft-Vand._ Trollble_~Police 

Highly Highly Highly Highly Highly Highly Highly Highly 
Low Levels Mo·ral Secular MQl,:al Secular Moral Secular Moral Secular 

Church Attend. 32.6 38.4 13.0 20.5 26.1 30.1 16.5 43.8 

Relig. Salience 35.7 37.4 15.3 22.0 27.6 36.3 12.2 33.0 

Freg. of Deling. Sere of Deling. Theft-Vand. Trouble-Police 

Highly Weakly Highly Weakly Highly Weakly Highly Weakly 
Low Levels Orth. Orth. Orth. Orth. Orth. Orth. Orth. OLth. 

Church Attend. 19.2 37.0 7.7 17.1 9.6 29.5 7.8 25.8 

Relig. Salience 25.5 37.8 11.8 17.2 13.7 28.8 12.0 23.8 

I-' 
~ 
N 
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A more critical test of strain theory assumptions 

requires an examination of the social-psychological states 

that rigid, religious settings are presumed to produce. If 

such settings create levels of rebellion and tension which 

drive adolescents to "get back" at normative authority, 

these internal conditions should interact with religious 

climate and individual religiosity in affecting 

delinquency. 

The Youth in Transition study contained two items 

that measure a b.oys I proclivity to rebel and internalize 

feelings of tension. The rebellion item asked boys to 

. respond to the statement, "There have been times when I 

felt like rebelling against people in authority even though 

I knew they were right." This item was coded false (1) or 

true (2). For the tension item boys responded to the 

statement, "I feel tense." Response categories included 

"almost ~lways true" and "often true" (high), "sometimes 

true" (medium), and "seldom true" or "never true" (low). 

The preferred models for the 4-way tables involving moral 

climate of schools, individual religiosity, internal 

conditions, and delinquency are presented in Table 19. 

These models show that the effects of rebellion and tension 

on seriousness of delinquency and police contact are, for 

the most part, independent, and not conditional upon the 



Table 19. Preferred Models for Moral Climate of Schools by Seriousness 
of Delinquency, Police Contact, Individual Religiosity, and 
Psychosocial Conditions, Youth in Transition. 

Marginals Fitted (Preferred) 

1. [moral climate sere delinq.] 
[church attend. sere delinq.] 
[rebellion sere delinq.] 

2. [moral climate sere delinq.] 
[relig. salience sere delinq.] 
[rebellion sere delinq.] 

3. [moral climate sere delinq.] 
[church attend. sere delinq.] 
[tension sere delinq.] 

4. [moral climate sere delinq.] 
[relig. salience sere delinq.] 
[tension sere delinq.] 

5. [moral climate police contact] 
[church attend. police contact] 
[rebellion police contact] 

6. [moral climate police contact] 
[relig. salience police contact] 
[tension police contact] 

7. [moral climate police contact] 
[church attend. police contact] 

8. [moral climate police contact] 
[relig. salience police contact] 

--IL 
1.44 

1.92 

10.11 

4.65 

2.51 

6.78 

2.47 

11.13 

Cit 

4 

4 

7 

7 

4 

4 

9 

9 

--L 

.84 

.75 

.18 

.70 

.64 

.15 

.98 

.27 
I-' 
~ 
~ 
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level of ecological religiousness or individual 

religiosity. That is, when rebellion and tension influence 

delinquency (6 of the 8 models), the effect is the same 

in moral as in secular settings and does not vary with a 

boys' religiousness. 

Before dismissing this boomerang notion of 

delinquency, it might be useful to examine whether other 

psychosocial states interact with religion in affecting 

delinquency. Original strain theorists attached measures 

of anomie and anxiety as links to deviant behavior. 

According to this framework, the more religious the 

setting, the more likelihood it will be autocratic and 

unaccepting of alternative truths (Adorno et al., 195~), 

creating higher levels of internal discontent. Instead of 

turning this hostility inward, however, this social

psychological state is projected outward against arbitrary 

adult authority figures. Delinquency and substance use 

then function as anxiety releasing activities and as 

revenge mechanisms. 

The Youth in Transition Study contained a number 

. of anomie and general anxiety items from which two were 

selected. The anomie item asked boys to respond to the 

statement, "I feel no one really cares much about what 

happens to me." Response categories were collapsed to 



146 

include boys who responded "almost always true" or "often 

true' (high), and those who responded "seldom true" or 

"never true" (low). The general anxiety item asked boys to 

respond to the statement, "I think I worry more than other 

students my age." These response categories were also 

collapsed to include those who responded "almost always 

true" or "often true" (high) and "seldom true" or "never 

true" (low). 

Interactionist strain hypotheses predict that 

delinquency rates will rise among anomic and anxious 

irreligious youngsters as the intensity of one's religious 

environment increases. The patterns in Table 2B do not 

support this hypothesis. Irreligious boys in highly 

religious schools who are suffering from high levels of 

anxiety and anomie are n2t more likely to be frequently 

delinquent than boys in weaker religious settings. In 

highly secularized settings, anomie and anxiety tend to be 

good predictors of delinquency among boys who claim that 

religion is not very salient in their lives. Other than 

this, anomie and anxiety appear to be inconsistently 

associated with delinquency for the remainder of the 

conditions. 

These findings are contrary to theoretical 

statements made by a host of deviance researchers 



Table 2~. Percent of Boys Reporting Frequent Police Contact by Moral Climate of 
Schools, Anomie, and Anxiety for Irreligious Youngsters, Youth in 
Transition. 

TrQuble with Police 

Highly Moral Slightly Moral SJ,.ightly Secular Highly Secular 
Anomie Anomie Anomie Anomie 

Low Levels Hi.gh l&L lli.gh l&L High l&L H.igh Low 

Church 
Attend. 16.7 13.2 27.3 14.9 4~.~ 26.7 47.1 41.5 

Relig. 
Salience 18.8 8.9 28.8 2l.~ 5~.~ 18.4 56.3 26.9 

Trouble with Police 

Highly Moral Slightly Moral Slightly Secular Highly Secular 
Anxiety Anxiety Anxiety __ Anxietv 

Low Levels High LmL.. High l&L High LmL Hi.gh Low 

Church 
Attend. 26.9 7.~ 18.1 18.3 3~.~ 28. ~ 42.1 42.3 

Relig. 
Salience 15.2 4.7 2~.~ 21.5 2~.~ 21.6 37.5 23.5 

I-' 

*" -.J 
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(Skolnick, 1958; Mizruchi & Perrucci, 1962; Mulford, 1964; 

Larsen & Abu-Laban, 1968) who have claimed that strained 

conditions are more likely to lead to problem behavior in 

strict religious environments. It may be that drinking and 

using drugs, rather than delinquency, is a more immediate 

revenge and assuagement vehicle for adolescents, so it 

becomes paramount to test this hypothesis by uSing the 

Monitoring the Future Study. Recall that highly orthodox 

groups are more inclined to support abstinence, thereby 

defining and evaluating substance use more negatively. 

Therefore, we would expect that once alcohol or drug use is· 

initiated, it will lead to more frequent use in highly 

orthodox groups, particularly among irreligious 

adolescents. 

Table 21 shows that· irreligious adolescents who are 

defined as substance users are slightly more likely to 

frequently drink, smoke or snort substances if they are 

exposed to a low orthodox reference group. Occupying a 

doubly deviant status in highly orthodox groups (being an 

irreligious non-teetotaler) apparently is not as harmful as 

many alcohol researchers have claimed. Although a 

significant proportion of these adolescents probably do not 

experience a strictly abstinent milieu, most of them are 

socialized by groups that have traditionally shunned sinful 



·Table 21. Percent Frequently Engaging in Substance Use Activities by 
Orthodox Reference Group for Irreligious Adolescents, 
Monitoring the Future. 

Heavy 
Alcohol Use Coos.-Alc. Marij. Use Cocaioe Use 

High Low High Low High Low High Low 
Low Levels Qrt~ Orth. Ortb. Orth. Ortb a Qrth. Orth. Orth. 

Church Attend. 48.9 59.1 33.0 38.2 28.2 31.8 11.1 16.2 

Relig. Sal. 54.4 58.8 35.5 40.0 27.0 30.0 10.1 14.8 

I-' 
~ 
~ 
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pastimes (e.g., dancing, drinking, movies). These data 

deny, however, that being cast in the proscriptive role of 

the "horrible example" inevitably leads to more abusive 
35 

drinking and drug use. 

One way to determine if deviation from proscriptive 

religious standards leads to more injurious consequences is 

to examine levels of substance abuse among adolescents 

whose religious views differ from those of their parents. 

Alexander (1967) has suggested that adolescents will be 

more motivated to engage in substance use if they are 

thrust into imbalanced affective relations with parents. 

For instance, balance theory would predict that 

disagreement with parental religious views will drive kids 

to use and abuse alcohol to cognitively balance the 

relationship between religion and substance use. If 

parents hold strong religious views that are not shared by 

their children, adolescents will drink because they know 

their pa~ents adopt the church's negative posture on 

alcohol. Figure 2 depicts the direction of these 

influences. Most important from a strain perspective is 

35 
Mormons actually apply a deviant label, termed Jack 

Mormons, to those who are not faithful to Mormon religious 
proscriptions. 
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Religion 

Parents' Religious 
Values 

Substance Use 
and Abuse 

Child's Religious 
Values 

+ 

Figure 2. Balance Theory Predictions Regarding 
Parent-Child Religious Orientation, 

Religion,and Substance Abuse. 
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the notion that disharmonious relationships will likely 

cause more friction in strict religious settings, giving 

adolescents more ammunition to deviate from normative 

standards. Since we are interested only in parent-child 

religious discrepancies among the irreligious, our focus 

shall be on this group. 

The Monitoring the Future data contained an item 

asking respondents to assess how closely their values 

regarding religion matched those of their parents. 

Response categories were collapsed to separate those who 

stated "mostly similar" or "very similar," from those who 

responded "mostly different" or "very different." The 

findings in Table 22 show that holding dissimilar 

religious views from parents leads to more frequent and 

harmful consequences among irreligious adolescents 

socialized in low orthodox groups, than in high orthodox 

groups. Frequent bouts with alcohol and drugs are 

particularly likely in homes where church-going parents 

fail to compel their children to attend. This pattern is 

much more pronounced in Catholic, Jewish and liberal 

Protestant homes. These patterns again suggest that 

rejecting parents' religious views in conservative 

religious families may not be as alienating or anxiety 

laden as some investigators have claimed. On the other 



Table 22. Percent of Frequent Substance Users by Parent-Child 
Religious Values and Orthodox Reference Group for 
Irreligious Adolescents, Monitoring the Future. 

High Orthodoxy Low Orthodoxy 

Parent-Child Relig. Values 

Low Levels Dil.L. Similar Piff. Similar 

Church Attend. 59.6 49.9 65.8 54.6 Alcohol Use 
Relig. Sal. 51.9 54.7 65.5 53.3 

Diff. Similar Diff. Similar 

Church Attend. 49.2 29.8 59.8 39.7 Heavy Cons. 
Relig. Sal. 35.8 32.2 48.2 33.6 Episodes 

Diff. Similar Diff. Similar 

Church Attend •. 32.6 25.6 41.3 25.1 Marijuana Use 
Relig. Sal. 25.3 25.2 36.7 22.5 

Diff. Similar Diffa Similar 

Church Attend. 12.2 8.5 19.9 12.3 Cocaine Use 
Relig. Sal. 13.4 7.5 14.3 11.5 

f-' 
U1 
W 
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hand, these homes might be fraught with friction, but the 

accompanying psychosocial states may not be correlated with 

episodes of heavy drinking and drug use. In fairness to 

Alexander's (1967) thesis, he did not compare proscriptive 

groups with non-proscriptive groups. However, if he had, 

he would have probably discovered that defiance of 

parental authority through drinking bouts is more common in 

settings where drinking is subject to less, rather than 

more moral condemnation. 

If adolescents abuse alcohol as a response to a 

dissonant religious environment we would expect these 

abusers to more often claim they drink to relieve tension, 

escape problems, or resolve frustration. In the Monitoring 

the Future St~dy, adolescents were asked to give the most 

important reasons for their use of alcohol. Among these 

items the following were selected: (1) to relax or relieve 

tension; (2) to get away from my problems or troubles; and 

(3) because of anger or frustration. These items were 

cross-tabulated with individual religiosity and religious 

reference group for adolescents frequently involved in 

heavy consumption episodes with alcohol. Table 23 supports 

the strain theory assumpt~on that proscriptive groups are 

more likely to drive their irreligious members to abuse 

alcohol out of anger or frustration, but there is no 



Table 23. Percent of Frequent Heavy Drinkers Who Drink Because of 
Tension, Escape, and Anger by Orthodox Reference Group and 
Individual Religiosity, Monitoring the Future. 

High Low High Low 
Orthodoxy- Orthodoxy Orthodoxy Orthodoxy 

Church Attendance Religious Salience 

I&lL lli9h I&1L. H.igh L.mL High I&lL High 

Relieve Tension 50.3 46.2 51.6 56.3 53.3 45.4 51.6 56.3 

To Escape 26.6 28.8 23.3 23.7 39.5 25.5 24.4 23.2 

Anger-frustration 31.5 19.2 29.9 17.6 35.2 19.9 17.2 21 .. 9 

I-' 
U1 
U1 
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evidence that these kids are more motivated to drink to 

relieve tension or escape problems. Approximately one

third of all irreligious abusers in highly orthodox groups 

drink because they are angry or frustrated, compared with 

about 29 percent of irreligious abusers in low orthodox 

groups. This appears to be consistent with speculation 

that drinking in social situations governed by abstinence 

norms is often an expression of aggression against 

normative authority. However, this condition might be 

precipitated by loose con~rols instead of structural 

strain. Unfortunately the religious variables available 

cannot adequately address this issue, so we will tackle 

this critical test in succeeding chapters. 

Summary ~ Issues Qf Interpretation 

The findings unearthed in this chapter clearly 

demonstrate that individual religiosity functions as a 

constraint ,on adolescent transgressions, rather than a 

motivating source. For the most part, religiosity deters 

problem behavior similarly in various religious settings 

and when it interacts, its effect is to deter frequent 

police contact among boys attending secular oriented 

schools. For the most part, however, individual 

religiosity offers a more consistent constraint on 
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delinquency in settings where religious social expression 

takes on more meaning_ In settings dominated by secular 

values, establishing some kind of religious oriented 

probation may only be effective in schools where a large, 

but not a slight majority of the school populous are 

religious doubters. The former contexts are probably more 

incapable of establishing organized agencies to control 

behavior, thereby strengthening religion's effect on 

delinquency. 

Certainly this explanation requires further testing 

with other social factors introduced into the model; a 

task which we will tackle after discussing these other 

influences. Recognition of this pattern, though, should 

not detract from the rest of the findings showing no 

interaction effects. Individual religiosity has a uniform 

effect on delinquency and substance use in settings 

composed of conservative, moderate, or liberal religious 

groups. This finding is at odds with many investigations 

which have found that religious rejection in conservative 

religious contexts is likely to lead to more graphic 

consequences since these adolescents lack a context of 

norms for moderate behavior. When these adolescents do 

not fall under the governing properties of the church, 

their rates of problem behavior are lower than equally 
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irreligious secular youngsters, suggesting that exposure to 

a moral or highly orthodox environment has a constraining 

effect independent of one's religiosity. In subsequent 

chapters we will explore how school and family factors 

contribute to this effect. 

There is some evidence to show that when adolescents 

are asked why they engaged in certain behaviors, the 

reasons they assign will more strongly correspond with 

their actions than if these actions are explained by an 

observer with causes. Individuals believe they are 

gepetally rational actors and will refer to much of their 

behavior as having a purpose, if given an opportunity to do 

so. If adolescents similarly were asked why they didn't 

drink alcohol, their deterrent oriented responses would be 

strongly correlated with alcohol use. The point is that we 

have found some support for strain theory, but have had to 

tap a very explicit domain to confirm its assumptions. 



CHAPTER 7 

THE SCHOOL 

The school is treated as a major correlate of 

delinquency. Within the education system adolescents 

undergo a host of social experiences that influence their 

probability of engaging in problem behavior. School 

performance, perceived and objective intelligence, and 

relations with teachers are some of the most significant 

deviance related factors. Moreover, these characteristics 

are believed to function more centrally and immediately on 

the lives of adolescents today with the declining range of 

functions served by the family. 

Given its importance in delinquency research, the 

school has served as a centerpiece for theoretical models 

of delinquency. According to the brands of strain 

theory discussed in Chapter 2, the school is a driving 

force of delinquency and rebellion. Theorists like Cohen 

(1955) and Cloward and Ohlin (196~) contended that the 

school was responsible for generating frustrating social 

experiences among lower class youth which were individually 

resolved through collective involvement in delinquent 

159 
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activities. In most of these theoretical schemes, lower 

class youth are portrayed as industrious and intelligent 

youngsters who fail because few can live up to the 

standards established by middle-class values. 

In Chapter 2 we justified a class-exclusion analysis 

of delinquency on theoretical and empirical grounds. The 

findings in Chapter 5 reinforced the decision to ignore a 

class-based model of strain, given that none of the 

socioeconomic measures were correlated with any of the 

delinquency or substance use measures. We shall follow 

this lead in the remainder of this investigation. 

~ Effect Qf School Climate ~ Structural 
Strain and ~ Controls 

Strain is defined as pressure felt by adolescents 

when they experience marked discrepancies between their 

aspirations and opportunities for achievement. Within the 

school, strain supposedly arises when the grades kids 

achieve do not parallel perceived intelligence. 

Frustration might also be induced when effort does not 

match performance. Elliott et ale (1985) report that 

measuring strain under these circumstances is a more 

adequate predictor of delinquency than gauging future 

intentions, both educationally and occupationally. 
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Social control theory predicts that commitment and 

attachment to school will bind adolescents to the 

conventional order and function as a deterrent to 

delinquency. Hirschi (1969:162) argues that commitment to 

conventional aspirations functions as a constraint on 

delinquency regardless of performance outcomes. Deviation 

from conventional behavior jeopardizes the time, energy and 

sense of self that is built up in pursuing conventional 

activities. At the same time, doing well in school 

provides satisfaction for adolescents·by facilitating the 

reception of intrinsic and extrinsic rewardse 

How might the effects of school induced strain and 

elements of the school bond be influenced by school 

religious climate? If we modify Merton's (1938) thesis and 

contend that the degree of cUltural.universalism varies by 

social setting, we discover that values such as materialism 

and rationalism are less significant in settings that 

recognize modes of religious expression as valued goals. 

Kornhauser (1978) contends that the real driving force of 

delinquency in Merton's strain theory is not structural 

barriers but obsession with cultural symbols of success, 

particularly money and material possessions. If these 

values ~re more highly cherished in secularized settings, 

this situation will lead to higher levels of goals-means 
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disjunction. For strain theory then, the nature of a 

secularized environment suggests that adolescents will 

encounter more frustrating experiences in the school because 

of: (1) a greater emphasis upon competitive exercises: (2) 

less cohesion between students and teachers: and (3) a 

greater concern that present achievement is interlocked 

with future success. 

Social disorganization control models characterized 

ineffective schools as the product of a communities' 

failure to realize common moral values. As a result, 

many of these schools are caught in a vicious web of 

problematic relations. Its students arrive in school with 

little direction and control: its programs and activities 

fail to gratify the needs of its populous: and its policies 

and authorities lack the supervisory resources necessary to 

control behavior. Like individual religiosity then, these 

factors are theoretically and empirically linked to the 

level of moral values permeating the social environment. 

Our task is to assess whether weak attachments and 

commitments to school are more strongly connected to 

delinquency in secular or moral settings, and if weak 

controls correspond with delinquency independent of motives 

generated by school conditions. 
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School Performance iUl.d Effort 

Effort exerted in school is viewed as commitment of time, 

energy and resources in control theory. Those committed to 

educational success should be least likely, according to 

control theory, to commit delinquency acts (Hirschi, 1969). 

For most students, hard work pays dividends in school. 

Payoffs, in terms of getting good grades, further insulate 

kids from delinquency by establishing rewarding exchange 

relations with teachers, parents and one's peers. In sum, 

control models view the school as a containment agency, 

rather than a criminogenic institution. Doing poorly in 

school may stimulate feelings of frustration, but this 

condition functions as a heuristic device in control 

models, rather than an explanatory factor. 

Strain theorists portray the school as a source of 

criminal behavior. Schools harbor delinquency by stifling 

conventional success routes (Merton, 1938). All kids are 

socialized to value hard work, but many desert this vehicle 

because their achievement outcomes are perceived as unjust 

representations of their costs. Instead of internalizing 

blame, these hardworking youth argue that "the system" is 

at fault, which in turn supplies their justification for 

delinquent involvement. 

The Youth in Transition Study contained two school 

related items that reflect effort and performance. In the 
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effort item boys were asked, nhow often do you do your best 

work in school.n Responses ranged from nalmost alwaysn (1) .. 
to nnever n (5). For the performance measure boys were 

asked, nWhat is the average grade you got in your classes 

last year.n This response set ranged from A+ to failure, 

with grades being ranked on a plus-minus continuum. These 

items were cross-classified to represent boys who almost 

always or often do their best work in school but who 

achieve C and below average grades (high strain group). 

Boys who achieve C+ and above average grades and who almost 

always or often exert themselves in school are defined as 

strongly attached and committed to the school (strong bonds 

group). The weakly bonded group included boys who rarely 

or never did their best work in school and whose grades 

suffered as a consequence of poor effort (weak bonds 

group). The last group included boys who did not have to 

invest much time and resources into school to achieve good 

grades (C+ and above). Since this highly attached (good 

grades), weakly committed group (poor effort) forms a kind 

of auxiliary category, it can function as the intercept in 

regression analysis. 

The categories for structural strain, strong bonds, 

and weak bonds were dummy coded and regressed on 

delinquency for moral climate of schools and school 
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orthodox climate. These coefficients are presented in 

Table 24. These data show that a grades-effort disjunction 

is unrelated to delinquency except in two instances. 

Working hard but accomplishing little leads boys in moral 

schools and in weak orthodox schools to behave in ways that 

come to the attention of the police. On the other hand, 

boys whose hard work pays dividends are significantly less 

likely to engage in delinquent acts, regardless of the 

religious climate of one's school. This contrasts with the 

pattern that· indicates that being weakly bonded to school 

does not necessarily enhance a boys' likelihood of 

committing delinquent acts in moral and highly orthodox 

schools. However, getting poor grades as a result of 

inadequate effort signals trouble for boys who are exposed 

to a less religiously oriented environment. Initial 

speculation suggests that a strong, moral setting may 

itself be sufficient enough to constrain behavior even 

among its less integrated members. In more secular 

settings it may be somewhat easier to locate trouble in the 

guise of delinquent companions, once controls are loosened. 

This interpretation is consistent with Thrasher (1972) who 

contended that persistence in delinquency is initially a 

product of loose controls, with subsequent variation 

contributed by peer influence. In settings characterized 



Table 24. Regressions of Delinquency With School Effort and Performance for 
Moral Climate of Schools and Orthodox Climate of Schools, Youth in 
Transition. 

school factor a 

Structural Strain 
Strong Bonds 
We~k Bonds 

R2 
R 

School factot a 

Structural Strain 
Strong Bonds 
Weak Bonds 

R2 
R 

* p < .05 

(Standardized Beta Coefficients) 

Freqe of Delinq. 

Moral Secular 

-.032*** -.023*** 
-.190* -.195** 
.~61 .148 
.21 .29 
.04 .08 

Freg. of Deling. 

High 
Otth. 

Low 
Otth. 

-.009*** 
-.161 

-.034*** 
-.196*** 

-.~14 -.111 
.15 .26 
.02 .07 

** P < .01 

Seriousness 
_~LDelina-,, ______ 

Moral Secular 

-.012*** -.020** 
-.167 -.177* 
.~22 .121 
.17 .25 
.03 .06 

Seriousness 
of_Del ina. 

High 
Otth. 

-.002** 
-.158 
-.~32 

.15 

.02 

*** 

Low 
Otth. 

-.024*** 
-.172* 

.'115 

.21 

.04 

P < .001 

_Police Contact 

Moral Se~ulat 

* .067** -.052*** 
-.141*** -.144** 

• ~26 ...l.64 
.21 .27 
.~4 .07 

Police Contact 

High 
Otth. 

-.010** 
-.151 
--.iUl 

.17 

.03 

Low 
Otth. 

.074** 
-.126*** 

.146*** 

.24 

.06 

a Use of dummy variables precludes listing a fourth category for school 
factors. 

...... 
C'I 
m 
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by low moral cohesion, gangs probably facilitate 

demoralization by giving added prestige to already existing 

patterns of unwholesome conduct (Thrasher, 1927:382). 

These data, although unsupportive of strain theory, 

do not directly assess the underlying motivational 

component inherent in structural theories of delinquency. 

Unfulfilled expectations are hypothesized to breed 

rebellion, resentment and tension since most individuals 

feel that benefits should be proportional to costs. Two 

questions that arise in measuring relative deprivation are 

whether structural conditions function as a cause or 

consequence of anger and frustration, and whether the 

feelings that accompany relative deprivation are dynamic or 
36 

static. Strain theorists tend to treat (although not 

always in measurable properties) deprivation as a product 

of school experiences and its accompanying feelings as an 

ongoing process. Therefore, it may be that the 

discrepancy between ends and means in school will 

correlate with delinquency only in the context of feelings 

of relative deprivation. 

36 . 
Apathy and despair are believed to be other 

consequences of unfulfilled expectations, but they are 
usually ignored by strain theorists because these 
conditions do not conform to the image of the "active 
delinquent" proposed in strain theories. 
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To test this hypothesis it was necessary to locate 

items that measure psychosocial conditions that require 

resolution. Three such items were available in the Youth 

in Transition Study. In the first item boys were asked to 

respond to the statement, "There have been times when I 

felt like rebelling against people in authority, even 

though I knew they were right." Response categories 

included false (1) or true (2). In the resentment item 

boys responded to the statement, "I don't seem to get what 

is coming to me." Response categories ranged from "never 

true" (1) to "almost always true" (5). In the item that 

measured tension, boys were asked to respond to the 

statement "I feel tense." These response categories ranged 

from "never true" (1) to "almost always true" (5). 

The causal chain advocated by strain theorists 

operates accordingly - school experiences -- rebellion, 

resentment, tension -- delinquency. A path diagram is 

thereby necessary to demonstrate whether structural 

deprivation has an indirect effect on delinquency, and 

whether control variables are relevant once these 

motivational properties are introduced "into the equation. 

Table 25 illustrates how these processes work in moral and 

secular schools. It is clear that there are more dynamics 

at work in moral settings. It is also apparent that 
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Table 25. Path Coefficients Predicting Police Contact 
From School Performance and Effort Strain
Control Categories and Psychosocial Intervening 
Mechanisms for Moral and Secular Schools, Youth 
in Transition. 

(Standardized Beta Coefficients)a 

Moral Schools 

Structural Strain Rebellion~ 

~-------~~------~~.Resentment~Police Contact Strong 

Weak Bonds Tension 
-.13 

Secular Schools 

.09 

Structural str: 1\ ~ Rebellion 

~-=-..:,.;.1:!:J6~ __ --~ 
.Strong Bonds~-- Resentment Police Contact 

Weak Bonds Tension 
-.11 

aReports only statistically significant paths, p < .~5. 
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structural strain has little impact on delinquency and 

has no effect on producing psychosocial states that might 

contribute to delinquency. Rather, these internal 

properties are more likely to be constrained by strong 

bonds in moral settings, and are a product of strong and 

weak controls in secular settings. In both settings, bonds 

to the school directly influence delinquent behavior. 

These findings are congruent with Kornhauser's 

(1978) contention that controls can operate directly on 

delinquency and indirectly through frustration that results 

when individuals are disengaged from conventional goals. 

It is evident that control theorists can choose to ignore 

strain dynamics if they wish, but it also appears that 

introducing states of frustration into control models will 

help in understanding how controls affect delinquency. In 

short, it is safe to conclude on the basis of school 

performance and effort that control theory assumptions 

outperform the processes outlined by strain theorists. 

Intelligence and Opportunity: 

Intelligence has been shown to be a significant 

correlate of delinquency (Hirschi, 1969; Gold, 1970; 

Hirschi & Hindlelang, 1977). According to control theory, 

students who see themselves as bright students, and who 

perform well on IQ tests have a lower probability of 
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involvement in delinquency (Hirschi, 1969; Jensen & Rojek, 

198ra) • 

Control theotists generally interpret these patterns 

by suggesting that academically incompetent students view 

the school as an irrelevant institution. Of interest in 

this interpretation is the emphasis that perceived learning 

disabilities free adolescents to find trouble because they 

are less sensitive to school concerns (Jensen & Rojek, 

198ra). This allows delinquents immunity from the cares of 

school authorities, and signals that school reaction to 

crime will fallon deaf ears. Critics of control theory 

claim that less intelligent kids are only more likely to be 

delinquent because they choose criminal activities that 

have higher rates of detection, and therefore arrest. The 

latter part of this statement is empirically correct,but 

the initial contention denies the fact that IQ tests more 

strongly correlate with self-reported delinquency than they 

do with official counts, and that the volume of delinquent 

acts rises with a decrease in IQ scores. 

Strain theorists such as Cloward and Ohlin (196ra) 

allege that delinquency is not caused by differences in 

intellectual ability because delinquents are endowed with 

equal or greater intelligence than non-delinquents. 

Problem behavior results when able youngsters feel deprived 
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of opportunities to use their abilities. Being deprived of 

opportunities to succeed in school fosters frustration and 

tension among delinquents, since they are led to expect 

success because of their potential ability to meet the 

formal institutionally established criteria of evaluation 

(Cloward & Ohlin, 1960:117). 

This argument contains several assumptions. First, 

it accepts the notion that basic individual endowments do 

not widely vary among juveniles. Intelligence and 

physical ability, important determinants of success and 

popularity in high school, are treated almost as constant 

traits. Given this assumption, strain theorists argue 

that failure, and its problem behavior outcome varies with 

presence of opportunity. Delinquency arises because 

certain schools deprive self-appraised intelligent kids of 

opportunities to exercise their skills. When objective 

tests are administered, these students fare poorly because 

of cultural biases in items (Chambliss & Ryther, 1975), or 

because these tests do not really tap innate ability 

(Clinard, 1968), or other skills that are necessary for 

success (social, musical, athletic, and organizing 

skills being among those mentioned) • 

The idea that delinquency varies with ~ of 

opportunity (control theory) suggests that schools 
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represent relatively stable opportunity sources for 

youngsters. With this in mind, we would expect 

intelligence and perceived opportunity to influence 

delinquency similar in moral and secular schools. If 

pre~ence of opportunity (strain theory) is strongly 

variable, we would expect it to operate in an interactive 

fashion on delinquency, given earlier pronouncements of 

disorganization, irrelevance, competitiveness, and 

materialistic values in secular schools. 

In the Youth in Transition Study, boys were asked 

to assess their intelligence level compared with other boys 

their age. A six-point response set ranging from, "Far 

above average" (top l~%) to "Far below average" (bottom 

l~%) was used to measure their endorsement of their 

intelligence level. Perceived chance of using one's 

intelligence in school was measured by a five-point 

response set, "Very much," "Quite a bit," "Some," "A 

little," and "Not at all," reflected a boys' estimate of 

how often the school facilitated opportunities to use one's 

intellect. Boys were defined as strained if they located 

themselves in the top quartile of intelligence relative to 

other boys their age and if they claimed that their school 

'allowed them little or no chance to use their intelligence. 

Boys who located themselves in the top quartile of the 
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intelligence scale and simultaneously perceived the school 

as offering many chances to use their intelligence were 

defined as strongly bonded boys. Finally, those who scored 

in the lower quartile of perceived intelligence and who 

felt that the school provided few opportunities to exercise 

intelligence were defined as weakly bonded boys. 

There are several patterns visible in Table 26. For 

one, self-perceived intelligence and opportunities for use 

are not strongly associated with delinquent behavior, and 

for the most part this factor affects delinquency 

similarly in various school religious ~limates. The 

direction of these small associations shows that the 

disjunction between self-perceived ability and opportunity 

structures has a weak effect on delinquency, particularly 

in highly orthodox schools. The bonding categories show 

that perceived intelligence and opportunities to use one's 

intellect account for more variation in delinquency as the 

gravity of the offense rises. Over one-third of weakly 

bonded boys in secular schools reported frequent encounters· 

with the police. This suggests that youth who perceive 

their own uselessness at the hands of the school reduce 

their costs of detection by withdrawing legitimacy from the 

school as a source of potential achievement. 



Table 26. Percent Frequently Delinquent by Self-Perceived Intelligence, 
Opportunity to Use Intelligence, and School Religious Climate, 
Youth in Transition. 

Seriousness 
,[reg. of Deling. of Deling. Police Contact 

Intell.-Opportunity Moral Secular Moral Secular Moral Secular 

Structural 
Strain (81) 20.9 21.4 9.0 7.1 10 8 4 21.4 

Strong Bonds (1555) 22.1 28.2 10.3 12.0 12.1 18.9 

Weak Bonds (308) 28.1 32.7 15.0 20.0 17.9 34.5 

Seriousness 
Freg. of Delinq. of Deling. Police Contact 

High Low High Low High Low 
lntell.-Opportunity Orth. Qrth •. _ Or_the Orth. Qrth. Orth. 

Structural 
Strain (74) 0.0 25.8 0.0 11.3 0.0 12.9 

Strong Bonds (1442) 20.0 24.7 8.5 11.0 8.0 14.9 

Weak Bonds (292) 25.5 30.2 14.9 15.6 lB.8 25.6 

I-' 
-...J 
U1 
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Objective intelligence is also connected to 

delinquent involvement by either attenuating the relevance 

of the school and conventional modes of success (Hirschi, 

1969), or by establishing standards of evaluation that are 

regarded by ce~tain students as unfair obstacles to success 

(Cloward & Ohlin, 196~; Cohen, 1955). In the latter 

explanation, delinquency results from stress created when 

the ambitions of "intelligent" (self-assessed) youngsters 

become immobilized by failure on objective tests. Cohen 

(1955) in particular, targets the school as a source of 

frustration-aggression, since conventional institutions 

often suppress other forms of intelligence (creativity, 

etc.) for the sake of simplicity and convenience. In sum, 

strain theorists predict that perceived intelligence and 

objective intelligence will interact in their effect on 

delinquency; control theorists claim that these effects 

will be independent. 

Objective intelligence was measured through a 

battery of aptitude and ability tests administered to boys' 
37 

involved in the Youth in Transition study. From these 

37 
For a detailed description of these tests, see 

Bachman, J. G., et al., Youth in Transition, Vol. I. 
Ann Arbor, Mich.: Survey Research Center, Institute for 
Social Research, 1967, 68-69. 
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seven different tests, vocabulary aptitude and arithmetic 

reasoning were selected as representative subjects that 

students confront in school. The vocabulary test was 

segmented to include three levels of intelligence: boys 

who scored more than one standard deviation (6.2) below the 

mean (x = 19.03) were placed in the low category (15.6%); 

those who scored one standard deviation below and above the 

mean were defined as being average in intelligence 

(67.4%); and those scoring more than one standard 

deviation above the mean were considered highly intelligent 

(17.0%). The partitioning involving the math results was 

conducted similarly, and the proportions in each category 

resembled the distributions for the vocabulary test. 

Self-appraisal of intelligence, discussed earlier, 

was this time simply dichotomized to divide boys who 

perceived themselves as either above or below average in 

intelligence. These factors were modeled along with moral 

climate of schools on seriousness of delinquency and police 

contact. Table 27 presents the results of model fitting 

procedures for the 4-way tables. These findings show that 

moral climate of schools and self-perceived intelligence 

have a significant effect on delinquency in all four 

models. In three of the four models, IQ influences 

delinquent behavior independent of the other factors. Math 



Table 27. Preferred Models for Seriousness of Delinquency and Police 
Contact by Moral Climate of Schools, Self-Assessed 
Intelligence, and IQ, Youth in Transition. 

MarQinals Ei tted_ (Ere:ferI"ed~ --IL df. -L 

1. [school climate seriousness] 20.76 14 .11 
[self-assessed intel1. seriousness] 
[verbal 10 seriousness] 

2. [school climate police contact] 7.32 14 .92 
[self-assessed intell. police contact] 
[verbal 10 police contact] 

3. [school climate seriousness] 19.64 18 .35 
[self-assessed intell. seriousness] 

4. [school climate police contact] 14.78 14 .39 
[self-assessed intell. police contact] 
[math 10 police contact] 

...... 
-....J 
co 
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ability however, has no effect on serious delinquent acts 

after controlling for school climate and self-perceived 

intelligence. For the most part, boys who perform well on 

IQ tests and evaluate their skills accordingly are about a 

third as likely to be frequently delinquent as boys who 

perform poorly and internalize their lack of ability. 

Contrary to strain theory, these data show that low 

IQ's among boys who consider themselves to be above average 

in intelligence do not lead to numerous delinquent acts. 

It may be that truly delinquent "strained boys" had already 

corrected the gap between school IQ and self IQ, thereby 

placing themselves in the low IQ-below average category. 

However, given the images painted of these boys as active 

problem solvers, it is dubious that these boys would be 

willing to haul in sail by l~th grade. More likely than 

not, these boys have scaled their own self-estimates of 

intelligence so that by the age of 15-16 they are likely to 

see themselves as only slightly more intelligent than other 

boys their age. 

This bit of speculation leads us to extend the 

categories for self-perceived intelligence to separate boys 

who perceive themselves to be highly intelligent from those 

who see themselves as slightly above average in 

intelligence. Table 28 indicates that this procedure 



Table 2B. Percent Frequently Engaging in Delinquency by Self-Assessed 
Intelligence and Verbal Aptitude Ability for Moral and 
Secular Schools, Youth in Transition. 

Seriousness of Delinquency 

Highly Slightly 
Above Ayerage Above Average Below Ayeragea 

Verbal Ability Moral Secular Moral Secular Moral Secular 

High 7.0 12.0 7.5 5.0 

Average 10.0 11.1 13.1 13.0 12.5 24.3 

Low 9.5 10.0 7.6 16.0 29.5 10.0 

Police Contact 

Highly Slightly 
Aboye Ayerage Aboye Ayerage Below Ayeragea 

Verbal Abilitv Moral Secular Moral Secular Moral Secular 

High 7.4 12.0 B .. 5 5.0 

Average 13.B 12.7 13 .. 7 22.2 lB. B 32.4 

Low 7.9 20.0 14.3 37.5 IB.3 35.0 

aCell sizes too small to permit comparisons. 

I-' 
co 
0 
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does little to promote the preceding claims, particularly 

in moral settings. In secular schools, strained conditions 

seem to slightly enhance the probability of delinquent 

acts, but these relations are too small to merit much 

attention. 

Relations with ~ School and Teachers 

Attachment to school and teachers significantly 

deters delinquent acts (Jensen et al., 1978; Hirschi, 

1969; Hindelang, 1973). Students who like school generally 

view education as a stepping-stone for future success. For 

these students, the school forms an integral aspect of both 

immediate and future plans. This dependence on the school 

as a vehicle to realize one's ambitions prevents the 

eruption of criminality since delinquent involvement 

risks disrupting these opportunities. 

In a similar vein, being liked by teachers signals 

attachment to conventional figures. Students who 

effectively establish personal relations with teachers do 

so because they like school and view teachers as learning 

models. At the same time, teachers who perceive 

educational desire in students are more willing to stake a 

personal interest in student's outcomes. This kind of 

exchange relation creates a reciprocal base that would be 

disrupted by involvement in illegal activities. 
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From a strain perspective, the school cultivates a 

variety of rejection sources that play on students' self

identities. Chief among these forces are teachers, who, 

by enforcing conventional standards of success, drive 

those who are incapable of abiding by these standards to 

adopt alternative standards (Cohen, 1955). Others, such 

as the Rosenbergs (1978) and Kaplan (1975) argue that 

teachers harm students by molding negative self

conceptions. Failing grades, withdrawal of attention, and 

picking on students, are a few of the mechanisms that 

affect reflexive appraisals. In order to restore their 

damaged self-images, rejected students turn to delinquent 

groups which share and reinforce their animus toward the 

larger society and which grant them respect for delinquent 

behavior (Rosenberg and Rosenberg, 1978:288). 

A recent test of this argument (Wells & Rankin, 

1983) using panel data disconfirmed its central thesis7 

that is, that lowered self-esteem predisposes a person 

toward delinquency, which then may result in increased 

self-esteem. However, the investigators note that these 

relationships need to be examined with other variables or 

contexts capable of modifying self-esteem and delinquency. 

School climate might be such a conditioning variable. 
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To examine this issue it was first necessary to 

construct educational conditions that might precipitate 

high or low self-esteem. Strain theorists contend that low 

self-esteem and consequent delinquent acts are a product 

of high aspirations gone awry. Specifically, kids who like 

school but experience rejection from school authorities 

will experience damaged self-conceptions. To measure 

structural strain we combined responses from two items. 

Boys who responded "very much" or "pretty much" to the 

item, "Education has a high value because knowing a lot is· 

import~nt to me," and who reported that "only a few" or 

"none" of their teachers take a personal interest in them, 

were defined as being strained. Boys who are strongly 

attached to school and teachers are those who responded 

"very much" or "pretty much" to the educational value item, 

and also claimed that "all," "most," or "some" of their 

teachers take a personal interest in them. Weakly 

attached youngsters include those who claimed that 

education has "little" or "no" value in their lives, and 

simultaneously reported that "none" or "a few" of their 

teachers take a personal interest in them. A residual 

category involving boys who are somewhat keen on education 

and who report that "some" of their teachers take a 



personal interest in them serves as the constant in the 

regression analysis. 
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Table 29 represents the results of this regression 

procedure. As is evident, liking school but having 

teachers thwart one's interest in school does not 

contribute to delinquency. In several instances, valuing 

education prevents the commission of illegal acts, even 

when boys perceive that their teachers are apathetic 

towards them. In fact, liking school and having teachers 

express interest in oneself (strong bonds) is actually a 

poorer inhibitor of frequent and serious delinquency than 

is the condition of structural strain. The patterns 

according to the nature of school religious climate are 

similar to the patterns for hard work and grades. That 

is, liking school and/or teachers has no effect on 

delinquency in schools dominated by highly orthodox 

religions. Whatever kind of social control mechanisms 

operate in these types of schools they are apparently 

potent enough to eliminate any effects of school or teacher 

attachments on delinquency. However, in schools composed 

of more non-traditional religions, attachment to school and 

teachers accounts significantly for problem behavior. 



Table 29. Regressions of Delinquent Behavior on School-Teachers 
Strain-Bond Categories for Moral and Orthodox School 
Climates, Youth in Transition. 

(Standardized Beta Coefficients) 

Seriousness 
Frege of De1ing. of De1ing. Police Contact 

Molli. S~culgt: MQt:gl S~~Yla.t: MQt:°a.l Ses;:yla.t 

Strain -."54* -.123* -."37 -.1"2* -."59 -.1"3* 

Strong Bonds -.155*** -."85* -.12"*** -."82* -.117*** -.136** 

Weak Bonds ."92*** .179*** ."93*** .163** ."72** ."64 

R2 ."4 ."7 ."3 .05 ."3 ."3 

High Low High Low High Low 
Orth. Orth. Qtth. Qtth. Qtth. Orth. 

Strain -."17 -."79** -.""1 -. "56 -."29 -."77* 

Strong Bonds _0. "67 -.174*** -."36 -.142*** -."15 -.149*** 

Weak Bonds -.""1 .131*** ."11 .142*** .""8 • "81 ** 

R2 ."1 ."6 .01 .06 .01 ."4 

* **p < ."5 
***p < .01 

P < .0"1 

I-' 
OJ 
U1 
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Examining ~ ~ Qf ~ Self-Concept 

According to strain theory, social rejection 

following heightened aspirations should reduce self-esteem 

and enhance the likelihood of del inquency e In control 

theory, the self is assigned a containment role, rather 

than a motivating role, and unlike strain theory, control 

theory's self is treated more as a personality variable 

than as an interactional process mediating group and 

individual level events (see Reckless et al., 1956; Jensen, 

1972; and Schwartz & Tangri, 1965 for a"critique and 
38 

discussion of the self-containment approach to deviance). 

These assumptions point to similar outcomes but 

involve varying causal dynamics. Under conditions of 

situational strain, self-esteem should be negatively 

associated with delinquency, as it should under 

circumstances involving weak attachments. Of course, a 

more adequate test of this hypothesis requires a clear 

temporal ordering of measured variables and controls, 

since delinquency functions as an enhancing (positive) 

38 
Actually, the self is not a relevant component in 

Durkheimian control models. In Durkheim, Thrasher, and 
Hirschi's work, external constraints take precedence over 
internal 'causes, so that the latter structures and 
processes are unnecessary causal links. 



187 

correlate of later self-esteem in strain models.' Since 

previous research using time-ordered data (Wells & Rankin, 

1983) found little evidence of an enhancement effect of 

delinquency on subsequent self-esteem, it seems safe to 

test for the simultaneous influence of self-esteem on 

delinquency. 

Self-esteem, as the evaluative component of self

concept, was measured by a ten-item modified version of 

Rosenberg's Self-Esteem Scale. Total score equals the 

average of the ten items; these include six of the original 

ten items in Rosenberg's scale plus four similar items 

from a scale used by Cobb et ale (1966). Both scales 

measure self-esteem as a global, nonspecific attitude 

,about oneself. This scale was trichotomized to pick up 

boys low in self-esteem (score more than 1 standard 

deviation below the mean), those average in self-esteem 

level (score one SD below and above the mean), and those 

high in self-esteem (score more than one SD above the 

mean). This measure was cross-tabulated with delinquency 

and the strain-bond categories for each school climate. 

Table 3~ reflects several patterns. First, there is 

a clear negative association between self-esteem and 

delinquency for boys who are weakly attached to school. 

This suggests that school rejection does lower self-esteem 



Table 39. Percent Frequently Delinquent by School-Teachers Strain-Bond 
Categories and Self-Esteem for Moral and Orthodox School 
Climates, Youth in Transition. 

Moral Schools 

Strain (284) Strong Bonds (772) Weak Bonds (239) 

Self-Esteem Freo. s.e.L. Police Freg. SeL. Police Freg. SeL. Police 

High 19.4 9.7 11.3 16.2 8.3 7.9 29.9 16.1 12.9 
Medium 21.1 ·8.3 12.7 15.3 7.7 8.9 35.2 18.6 29.8 
Low 27.8 22.2 11.8 16.7 19.9 13.3 39.7 23.8 25.4 

Gamma -.97 -.92 -.91 -.96 -.97 -.19 -.19 -.18 -.15 

Secular Schools 

Strain ( 56) Strong Bonds (137) Weak Bonds (65) 

Self-Esteem Freo. Stl.a. Folice Freg. SeL. Police Freg. SeL. Police 

High 9.1 9.9 9.9 29.6 5.9 14.7 55.6 33.3 11.1 
Medium 29.9 8.6 17.1 2209 8.8 14.4 33.3 15.4 25.6 
Low 39.9 19.9 49.9 41.7 16.7 16.7 79.6 35.3 52.9 

Gamma -.91 -.17 -.64 -.14 .91 -.91 -.30 -.24 -.29 

I-' 
00 
00 

." 



Table 30, continued 

Strain (93) 

~lf-Esteem Freg. 5.eL. Police 

High 33.3 11.1 11.1 
Medium 16.4 . 9.0 7.5 
Low 12.5 12.5 12.5 

Gamma .33 .21 .11 

S.train (224) 

Self-Esteem Frege ~ Police 

High 12.0 6.0 8.0 
Medium 22.6 7.7 15.5 
Low 36.8 21.1 27.8 

Gamma -.25 -.18 -.31 

Highly Orthodox Schools 

Strong Bonds (266) 

Freg. 5.eL. Police 

13.9 6.3 3.8 
17.0 8.5 7.9 
22.7 18.2 13.6 
-.14 -.03 -.21 

Weakly Qrthodox Schools 

Strong Bonds (584) 

Freg. ~ Police 

17.4 7.1 9.1 
16.2 7.9 10.5 
21.7 8.7 15.2 
-.05 .10 -.07 

Weak Bonds (61) 

Frege SeLa. Police 

28.6 0.0 0.0 
19.5 9.8 7.5 
23.1 15.4 15.4 
-.20 -.35 -.53 

Weak Bonds (228) 

Freg. ~ Police 

32.3 19.4 12.9 
38.1 19.4 24.6 
52.4 28.6 34.9 
-.27 -.21 -.17 

I-' 
co 
\0 
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and lead to delinquent outcomes, but seldom under 

circumstances involving strain. Regardless of school 

climate, low self-esteem is more likely to lead to frequent 

delinquency among boys who are disinterested in school than 

among those who are interested but experience exclusion by 

their teachers. However, a caveat must be exercised here, 

in that there appears to be some evidence supporting an 

enhancement effect of delinquency on self-esteem among 

strained youngsters attending highly orthodox schools. 

Although it is. difficult to ferret out the temporal 

sequence of these effects, prior research leads us to rule 

this interpretation out. When Wells and Rankin (1983) 

estimated this effect for boys low in self-esteem and 

delinquency at time 1, they found that the coefficients 

between time 2 self-esteem and delinquency were negative, 

suggesting that delinquent acts lead to further self

derogation by significant others. Therefore~ it is 

probably erroneous to assume that we have observed an 

enhancement effect. . 

Summary IDl.d Issues Qf Interpretation 

Several fundamental assumptions are disconfirmed 

according to the empirical analyses conducted in this 

chapter. First, structural strain dynamics receive 

little if any support in all of these models. These 
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findings are particularly damaging to strain theory since 

the school has served as the primary structure of 

resentment and opportunity in its various theoretical 

themes. There is also little evidence linking structural 

components of strain with its corollary condition -

psychosocial feelings of tension, rebellion and low self

esteemo These conditions are more likely to be nurtured by 

school attachment and commitment, rather than school 

induced strain. 

Among elements of the school bond, hard work and 

grades appear to explain more variation in delinquency than 

the intelligence measures or school-teacher attachment, and 

several of these analyses reveal that control theory more 

adequately accounts for delinquent behavior in schools 

permeated by secular or non-traditional moral values. In 

fact, laziness, poor grades, dislike of school, and teacher 

disinterest does nQt lead to higher probabilities of 

delinquency in schools dominated by a moral or highly 

orthodox religious climatew There are several explanations 

for these findings. For one, there may be some kind of a 

uniform threshold effect on processes that work to compel 

conventional conformity among kids that does not uniformly 

work to make them bad. In all or most social settings, 

being a model student prevents delinquent outcomes because 
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processes inside and outside the school (parents, peers, 

religion) ensure that good students receive rewards. In 

moral and highly orthodox contexts, attenuated school 

bonds perhaps do not lead to problem behavior because 

students are shielded in more ways by individual 

religiosity (see previous chapter), parental authority (as 

we shall explore in the next chapter), and fewer delinquent 

groups. It is also quite reasonable to assume, as I have 

throughout this investigation, that ecological religious 

values are capable of compelling moral behavior on the part 

of its adherents, despite rejection of conventional means 

of success. This may mean that constraints on delinquency 

do not have uniform effects, but what deters delinquency 

may depend on other things that are going on in a 

particular social context. 

Several caveats are in order. To begin with, 

proponents of'strain theory may not agree with the 

conceptualization and application of structural and 

psychosocial measures of strain used in this chapter. 

Critics might claim that it is unrealistic to assume that 

boys will continue to cling to revered goals after 

encountering numerous episodes of failure or rejection. 

Instead, truly strained youngsters have probably reduced 

their aspirations by l~th grade to coincide with their 
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expectations. If we are to accept this argument, then we 

must raise two question: (1) at what age is this alignment 

process most likely to occur? And (2) does this not mean 

then that these youngsters who were under prior strain are 

simply weakly bonded to the school by the age of l5-l6? On 

empirical grounds, strain theory's response to these 

questions would be doomed by the fact that the most 

commonly committed crimes, larceny and burglary, peak around 

the age of 16. We have found no evidence that structural 

strain is a significant cause of these acts at this age, 

and if it acts as a relevant earlier cause, strain 

theorists must account for why the causation power of the 

theory disintegrates as the crime curve rises. 

We also commented on the temporal order issue 

regarding self-esteem as a motivating and enhancement 

mechanism of delinquency. With cross-sectional data it is 

sometimes problematic to discern the adequacy of a 

sequential model. Nevertheless, a multivariate test of 

this model showed that self-esteem is a weak and 

incon~istent mediating factor between conditions of strain 

and delinquency. Intervention programs involving self

esteem will be more effective crime controllers if they 

focus on students who are weakly bonded to the school, 

rather than those who are strained. Of course, strain 
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theorists would report that these results are misleading, 

since they would predict a non-significant relationship 

with cross-sectional data, given that the opposite 

influences of the two relationships (motivation and 

enhancement) would cancel each other out (Kaplan, 1975). 

If this were true, then the associations observed in Table 

3B for strained youngsters should all be zero. Since they 

are not, we must conclude that self-esteem does not function 

as a motivating mechanism of delinquency, but may simply be 

a product of school failure. 



CHAPTER 8 

THE FAMILY 

Despite recent forecasts of its demise, the family 

remains a bastion in the socialization process. When 

problem behavior emerges, judges, teachers, social workers, 

and the general public commonly direct attention toward the 

family, suggesting that the family is both a culprit and a 

victim of delinquent circumstances. Although there is 

varying theoretical discussion about its role in 

delinquency causation, the family lies at the core of 

control processes of delinquency, while strain theorists 

have only recently incorporated family processes into 

strain dynamics (Elliott et al., 1985). 

Social control theory accords the most central role 

to family variables in the explanation of delinquency 

(Jensen & Rojek, 1989). In fact, one of the strongest 

images held of delinquents is that of a child already 

without a family (Hirschi, 1969). In control models, the 

emotional bond between the parent and the child is crucial 

for adequate development. When parents develop close 

ties with their children, this ingrains a psychological 

195 
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component in the child that acts as an indirect control. 

Direct controls also influence the probability of 

delinquent acts, but their effect is limited by the small 

amount of supervisory time parents spend with their 

adolescent children. Instead, lessons learned via direct 

contact are most effective if they get translated into 

training exercises when parents are absent. If children 

are thrust into tempting situations in which parental norms 

are absent, they need not consider their parent's reaction 

and are thereby free to commit illegal acts. 

The family is also viewed as a configuration of 

statuses and roles that plaees various limitations on 

interaction patterns, opportunities, and experiences. 

Among structural characteristics, family size and the 

broken home have received the most attention in delinquency 

research. In Chapter 5 we found that family size plays a 

significant role in delinquency, and that its effect is 

independent of school religious climate. Presumably, large 

families lack the resources and training repertoire 

necessary to channel amoral tendencies. A similar 

interpretation has been applied to evidence which shows 

that delinquents are more likely than non-delinquents to be 

products of a broken home (Chilton & Markle, 1972; Wells & 

Rankin, 1985). This evidence is less convincing, however, 
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given that others (Nye, 1958; Dentler & Monroe, 1961) have 

found no significant relationship between delinquency and 

family composition, while others have found the highest 

rates of delinquency within intact families governed by 

stepfathers (Hirschi, 1969; Gold, 1970). Still other 

research tends to show that the relationship between the 

broken home and delinquency is stronger for blacks 

(Moynihan, 1965), given that disrupted family life is more 

common among blacks. 

Actually, the relation between family structure 

variables and delinquency may be complicated by, and 
. 

inseparable from, processual factors. For example, not 

all children exposed to disrupted families become 

delinquents since,the remaining parents may compensate with 

extra love and attention, or the absent father/mother may 

continue to maintain a significant relationship with both 

the separated spouse and child (Rosen, 1985). Gove and 

Crutchfield (1982) concluded from their research that the 

broken home and other structural factors are additive to 

the nature of the parent/child relationship in their 

contribution to delinquency. 

Besides having an additive effect on delinquency, 

structural and processual effects might vary with the 

nature of the surrounding milieu. Berger and Simon (1974) 
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argued that coming from a broken home in social 

environments where it is an infrequent experience may be 

more conducive to delinquency than in environments where 

broken homes are more common. This implies that the 

relationship between the broken home and delinquency will 

not be the same in various religious environments. 

Delinquency and the broken home should be more strongly 

associated in moral or highly orthodox religious climates, 

given assumptions about more cohesive networks in these 

settings. 

In strain models, the family influences delinquency 

by determining a youth's social standing or by creating 

contingencies of relative deprivation. Like school 

measures, strain reflects the discrepancy between cultural 

expectations endorsed by youth as important goals and his 

or her perceived realization of these goals. For instance, 

youngsters who would like to get along well with their 

parents but find themselves failing in this endeavor could 

be defined as experiencing familial strain. Or aspiring to 

do a lot of things together as a family unit and 

experiencing little achievement of this goal would also 

lead to frustration, and hence, delinquency. 

As we previously noted, structural theories of crime 

must demonstrate a connection between perceived 

discrepancies and psychosocial frustration. Youngsters who 
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strive, fail, and become tense should have higher rates of 

delinquency than those who strive, fail and are not 

affected by the experience. In this regard, the family 

will function as a precursor of intense frustration. In no 

other social unit is anger and rage stimulated to the 

degree that it is in families where personal goals are 

thwarted. This hostility, of course, can take on various 

forms from suicide attempts to drug use, but strain 

theorists have commonly assumed that delinquent acts are a 

more likely response since they provide for the 

satisfaction of needs that could not be met by conventional 

means (i.e., when parents refuse to lend money to their 

children). Delinquency may also constitute an attack upon 

the perceived external cause of the failure or the source 

of the frustration (i.e., when kids refuse to allow their 

parents to treat them as dependents). 

Insofar as family structures and interaction 

patterns are interlocked with the cultural characteristics 

of communities, we would suspect that personal needs and 

goals are more likely to be blocked in family units located 

in secular settings. Higher rates of broken homes and 

intact negligent homes are but a few of the by-products of 

secularization in which communities fail to realize 

common values. This of course resembles the 
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disorganization process involving control models, except in 

this model, families create delinquent outcomes by 

establishing conditions of strain. 

~ Broken ~ And Delinquency 

Before examining how the nature of family 

relationships influence delinquency and substance use, we 

need to clarify the relation involving broken homes and 

homes whose void has been filled by a step-parent. The 

delinquency literature reveals that the relationship 

between the broken home and delinquency may be stronger 

with official than self-report data (Wells & Rankin, 1985). 

There are several theoretical explanations for this 

pattern. Citizens may be more likely to report an illegal 

act and press for action if they know that the juvenile 

involved in the activity is exposed to a disrupted family 

situation. Many people, including criminal justice 

personnel, expect that a higher proportion of kids from 

broken homes will find trouble and persist in delinquency 

because they are assumed to be subjected to lower levels of 

supervision. The higher arrest rates for kids from broken 

homes may also be linked to their propensity to commit more 

serious offenses, although evidence to support-this 

argument is lacking_ And last, the difference in 
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associations might be a product of race, since black males 

are more likely than non-blacks to have police records 

(Hirschi, 1969; Nagasawa, 1965; Shannon, 1978), and 

experience socialization in a single parent household 

(Moynihan, 1965; Rosen, 1969). These comments are 

required because one of our delinquency measures, pOlice 

contact, taps a dimension of official response to 

delinquency. As a result, we suspect that trouble with 

police will be more strongly associated with broken homes 

than will the frequency or seriousness scales. 

The other issue we will attempt to address in this 

section is whether the process of remarriage is more 

harmful than helpful. Both Hirschi (1969) and Gold {197~) 

found the greatest delinquency in families with 

stepfathers, suggesting that changes in the structure of 

the family alters interaction and activity patterns, 

causing uncomfortable adjustments on the part of all 

parties. This may be especially troublesome for 

adolescent males who are attempting to assert control over 

their lives but find that their behavior is governed by a 

new authority figure that they tend to regard as 

illegitimate. 

To ascertain the nature of these effects requires 

measures of a boys' family situation. The Youth in 
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Transition investigators asked boys a series of questions 

about their current home situation. In one item they were 

asked whether they lived with their own mother and father 

(84% of boys reported this situation). If they responded 

"no," a follow-up item them asked them to specify with whom 

they lived now. "Mother and stepfather" and "father and 

stepmother" (7% of boys fell into this category) 

constituted the stepparent category. "Mother only" and 

"father only" made up the single parent category (7% of 

boys). This measure was cross-tabulated with delinquent 

behavior and school religious climate. 

Table 31 reveals that being raised in a single 

parent home enhances a boys' chance of encountering 

official response for antisocial behavior, and that this 

pattern is more pronounced in settings where broken homes 

are more common. Coming from a broken home also helps 

account for variation in delinquency rates in various 

religious climates. However, within religious settings, 

the associations involving family composition and the 

frequency and seriousness measures are too weak to warrant 

much attention. These findings are consistent with 

previous remarks regarding official vs. self-reported 

counts of delinquency. That is, adolescents from broken 

homes will be more likely to appear in statistics involving 



Table 31. Per~ent Frequently Delinquent by Religious Climate of 
Schools and Family Situation, Youth in Transition. 

Seriousness 
fLeQ. of DelinQ. ~of_ Del ina. __ Eolice Contact 

Family Situation Moral Secular Moral Secular Moral Secular 

Intact 22.5 29.4 le.6 12.9 11.8 18.4 

Step parent 24.5 27.3 13.7 12.1 17. eo 24.2 

Broken home 27.7 36.4 14.4 18.2 2e.4 43.8 

Gamma .le .e2 .13 .e1 .19 .23 

Seriousness 
Freg. of Delin~ ~of_Del ina._ ~oliceContact 

High Low High Low High Low 
Family Situation Orth. Orth. Orth. Orth. Qdh. Orth. 

Intact 19.5 25.4 8.4 11.5 7.2 14.7 

Step parent 27.4 23.4 13.1 12.6 9.7 21.6 

Broken home 19.4 33.8 9.7 18.5 12.9 3e.2 

Gamma .11 .e9 .le .16 .12 .26 

tv 
o 
w 
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official response, because citizens, who are responsible 

for most crime reporting, may attach more significance to 

crimes committed by neighborhood juveniles who they 

perceive lack supervision in the home. It also appears that 

this notion is more firmly entrenched in settings permeated 

by secular values, suggesting that the fear of the 

consequences of family disruption may be greater in 

communities lacking cohesive networks. It may also be that 

boys from broken homes are more likely to commit serious 

acts, which increases police attention, but the volume of 

delinquency they are responsible for does not account for 

their greater propensity to encounter the law. 

In contrast to the broken home, a stepparent 

situation may actually buffer delinquent behavior in 

secular environments. The strength of this effect will 

likely depend on the timing of the remarriage, but in 

general, the addition of another adult authority may 

increase control levels and enhance second-order effects 

that often reduce problem behavior outcomes 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The addition of a stepparent in 

moral settings may be less crucial for preventing 

antisocial behavior because relatives and neighbors may 

likely step in and serve as a pseudo-parent. 

We also analyzed family composition using the 

Monitoring the Future data set. Unfortunately, the 
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questionnaire did not contain information on remarriage, so 

we simply used the dichotomy involving intact families and 

broken homes. Generally, the relationship between family 

structure and substance use has been weak since substance 

use requires money, something that children from disrupted 

families are less likely to have. This is born out in 

Table 32, which depicts an inverse association between 

drinking and family structure. Substances such as 

marijuana and cocaine are much more likely to be used at 

informal gatherings in which drugs are shared among 

friends, and therefore the frequency of their use ~ay be 

less dependent than alcohol on financial arrangements. It 

should also be pointed out that these small effects are the 

same in both religious reference groups. 

Parent-Child Relationships 

Parents can influence delinquent behavior and 

substance use in a variety of ways. With delinquency, 

these influences generally revolve around variables that 

tap a domain of parent-child interaction. Evidence to date 

also indicates that parental support and control variables 

are more strongly linked to a child's substance use 

practices than are specific parental SUbstance use· 

practices and attitudes (Kandel, 198~; Potvin & Lee, 198~; 

Zucker & Barron, 1973). Much of this research has shown 

that lack of affection from parents is a good predictor of 



Table 32. Percent of Frequent Substance Users by Family Situation and 
Religious Reference Group, Monitoring the Future. 

Hiahly Orthodox Weakly Orthodox 

Intact Broken Gamma Intact Broken Gamma 

Alcohol Use 36.8 31.2 -.09 59.0 48.2 -.18 

Heavy Cons. Episodes 22.4 20.7 -.07 35.3 30.9 -.10 

Marijuana Use 17.2 17.2 .04 23.1 25.8 .00 

Cocaine Use 6.5 7.7 .11 11.2 12.0 .05 

I'V 
o 
0'1 
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whether adolescents will engage in antisocial activities 

(Hirschi, 1969; Potvin & Lee, 1980; Alexander, 1967; Nye, 

1958). The question that cannot always be adequately 

answered is whether trouble with parents leads to 

antisocial conduct via strain or inadequate controls, and 

whether problems in the horne influence children in various 

religious contexts to engage in delinquency and drug use in 

the same ways. 

The limited evidence regarding strain theory 

interpretations suggests that there may be important 

religious climate differences in how parent-child 

interaction affects adolescent transgressions (Alexander, 

1967; Skolnick, 1958; Rhodes & Reiss, 1970; Mulford, 1964). 

Various versions of strain theory generally agree that 

parents provide their children with motives to drink or 

engage in troublesome behavior by creating tense relations 

that require resolution. Conflict in the horne is believed 

to be a stronger precursor of antisocial behavior in 

morally conservative religious settings since any 

deviation from parental values tends to be viewed more 

negatively in such settings (Dudley, 1978). In these 

contexts, alcohol use, vandalism, and other aggressive acts 

might serve as a stronger symbol of rebellion and function 

more appropriately as medication for the anxiety of life at 
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home. Hence, a high perceived discrepancy between parental 

affection and needs regarding affection should more 

strongly influence delinquency in moral-traditional 

settingsD 

Control explanations simply focus on the strength 

of parent-child bonds. These bonds serve as regulators of 

behavior and thus restrain the natural impulse to 

delinquency. To the extent individuals are involved in 

rewarding social relationships that would be jeopardized 

by delinquent behavior, the costs of delinquency are very 

high. Strong attachments compel adolescents to consider 

and anticipate personal discomfort and guilt from violating 

norms they believe are morally binding. Control theory, 

being a general theory, does not make explicit predication 

about variation in the strength of these associations in 

different settings. However, as we have discovered in 

previous chapters, there may be some reason to believe that 

parental controls will be a stronger explanatory factor in 

secular or weak-orthodox contexts. 

Previous research has demonstrated that attachment 

to one parent is as efficacious as attachment to both 

parents in preventing delinquent conduct (Hirschi, 1969). 

For this reason we will focus on measures of the strength 

of father-son relationships in the Youth in Transition 
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Study. In the survey, boys were asked, "When you were 

growing up, how did you feel about how much affection you 

got from your father (or male guardian)." Response 

categories included, (1) wanted and got enough affection; 

(2) wanted slightly more than I received; (3) wanted more 

than I received; and (4) did not want affection from him. 

Another item asked boys, "How much do you want to be like 

your father (or male guardian) when you're an adult." 

"Very much like him," "somewhat like him," "a little like 

him," "not very much like him," and "not at all like him," 

constituted these response categories. Boys who would very 

much or somewhat like to be like their fathers, but who 

wanted more affection than they received from their fathers 

were defined as highly strained. Boys who wanted to be 

like their fathers and responded that they got enough 

affection from him were categorized as strongly bonded. 

Those who did not want to be like their fathers and did not 

want affection from him were defined as weakly bonded. 

Finally, those who did not want to be like their fathers 

but got enough affection from him served as the auxiliary 

category for the dummy variables. 

It was felt that a test involving the nature of 

parent-child relations on delinquency should be conducted 

while controlling for structural characteristics such as 
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family size and the parents' marital situation. The 

regressions in Table 33 provide support for a constraint 

explanation of delinquency and show that strained 

relations with parents and weak bonds do not enhance the 

likelihood of delinquent acts. Boys who report strong 

attachments to their father and look upon their fathers as 

role models do not want to jeopardize the rewards 

accumulated from reciprocal exchange relations by engaging 

in delinquency. This constraining influence on delinquency 

functions similarly in various religious settingso 

To examine the processes explicated by strain 

theorists, we must include psychosocial motivation 

measures in the model along with parent-child relations. 

Nettler (1984) contends th~t structural theories of 

delinquency must demonstrate what they have always assumed; 

that a large chunk of the covariation between parental 

prohibitions and deviant behavior is decomposed into that 

which is mediated by psychosocial tension and rebellion. 

From earlier discussion then, we would expect that a higher 

39 
Recent work by Rosen (1985) suggests that controls 

of this type are more critical than onc~ thought, since his 
findings revealed that functional family variables were not 
of importance for the delinquency of white youth once 
structural variables were controlled. 



Table 33. Regressions of Delinquent Behavior on Father-Son Relations 
Controlling for Family Size and Marital Status for Various 
Religious Climates, Youth in Transition. a 

Family Size 
Intact Marriage 
Broken Horne 

Strain 
Strong Bonds 
Weak Bonds 

Family Size 
Intact Marriage 
Broken Horne 

Strain 
Strong Bonds 
Weak Bonds 

* p < .05 

(Standardized Beta Coefficients) 

Freg;. of Deling. 
Moral Secular 

-.022 
-.021 
-.009 

.067 

.074 

.078 

.007*** .025* 
-.131 -.118 

.039 .056 

Fre'l. of Delin'l. 
High Low 
Orth. Orth. 

-.055* 
-.127 
-.087 

.029* 
-.097 

.028 

** 

.045 

.047 

.063 

.012*** 
-.137* 

.054 

p < .01 

Seriousness 
of Delina. 

Moral Secular 

.023 
-.016 

.009 

.059 

.074 

.075 

.019 *** .064 
-.093 -.048 

.024 .012 

Seriousness 
of Delina. 

High Low 
Orth. Orth. 

-.005 
-.051 
-.038 

.071* 
-.101 

.054 

.079** 

.029 

.067 

.009 
-.077** 

.006 

***p < .001 

Police contact 
Moral Secular 

.044 
-.036 

.025 

.052 

.002* 

.154 

-.005*** .008** 
-.107 -.152 

.001 -.041 

Police Contact 
High .High 
Orth. Orth._ 

-.014 
-.054 
-.038 

.009* 
-.095 

.061 

.098*** 

.001 

.115** 

-.028 
-.120*** 
-.023 

aUse of dummy variables precludes listing a third category for step parents 
and a fourth category for father-son relations. 

~ 
...... 
...... 
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proportion of delinquency variation will be mediated by 

psychosocial motivating properties in prohibitive than in 

less prohibitive environments. 

Path analysis can be used to test the general 

assumptions depicted in Figure 3. That is, the covariation 

between psychosocial motivation and delinquency is partly 

due to the causal dependence of the latter on the former, 

and partly due to their direct sharing of a common cause, 

parent-child conflict. Under control models, parent-child 

conflict does not require mediating fa~tors to influence 

delinquency, but rather has a direct effect. Strain 

models require that weak controls will influence 

delinquency through their effect on individual 

motivations. 

In Chapter 6 we discovered that the effects of 

individual religiosity on delinquency were not the same 

when we extended the moral cli~ate of schools measure to 

include four levels of religiousness. The present model 

suggests we reutilize this 'measure as a means of assessing 

the effects of this model in extreme religious climates 

(see Table 17). As a measure of parent-child conflict, we 

tapped an item' from the Youth in Transition study that 

asked boys to estimate how often they argued or had a fight 

with either of their parents. Response categories for 
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Strain Models 

Parent-Child----------------------~~ Psychosocial 
Conflict Rebellion 

1 
Delinquency 

Control Models 

Parent-Child ------------------------~~Delinquency 
Conflict 

Figure 3. Causal Model Demonstrating the Predicted 
Effects of Parent-Child Conflict, Psychosocial 

Rebellion, and Delinquency. 
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this item ranged from "Never" (1) to "5 or more times" (5). 

The rebellion item, discussed in the previous chapter was 

used as the measure of psychosocial motivation since it 

tended to be the strongest correlate of police contact (the 

dependent variable used in the following analysis) among 

the individual motivation measures. 

Table 34 presents the path analytic results for each 

of the four moral school climate categories. In all four 

settings, parental conflict has a significant dir~ct effect 

on police contact. Contrary to previous studies, conflict 

in the home.doe~ not correspond with delinquency more 

strongly in rigid religious settings. When children do not 

get along well with their parents, delinquency is most 

likely to ensue in environments that are slightly moral or 

slightly secular. In none of these models does rebellion 

explain more than 1% of the variation in delinquency as a 

mediating factor of conflict. These models were also 

analyzed with tension and resentment serving as intervening 

mechanisms, but their mediating effect was even more slight 

than that of rebellion. Thus, if parents quarrel with 

their children, the effect in all settings is to loosen up 

parental controls, making the costs of delinquency lower. 

If the effect of conflict is to produce rebellion and then 

delinquency, then this theoretical relationship may need to 

be respecified. 



Table 34. Path Diagram for the Estimated Parental 
Conflict-Rebellion Model of Delinquency 
for Four Levels of School Religiousness, 
Youth in Transition. 

(Standardized Beta Coefficients) 

Highly Moral Schools (n = 498) 

.13 
Parent-Child Conflict-----------------.~Rebellion 

1 
Police Contact 

Slightly Moral Schools (n = 1126) 

Parent-Child Conflict-----~·~1~3~---~~Rebellion 

1 
Police Contact 

Slightly Secular Schools (n = 2~1) 

Parent-Child conflict-----·-1-0-----~~Rebellion 

1 
Police Contact 

Highly Secular Schools (n = 211) 

. .10 Parent-Ch1ld Conflict-----------------~~Rebellion 

1 
Police Contact 

215 
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Substance ~ gng Parental Inf1uenc~~ 

Parents can influence their children's substance use 

patterns in many ways. In this section we will attempt to 

show that the normative patterns established in the home 

surrounding alcohol and drugs either constrains or 

stimulates an adolescents' proclivity to consume illegal 

substances. In the succeeding section we will attempt to 

demonstrate how parents can influence substance use by 

interacting with children in ways that affects their use 

of various SUbstances. Throughout this section we will 

consider how these processes are affected by the religious 

climate of a child's social setting. 

Much research regarding parental attitudes has been 

devoted to demonstrating that parental intolerance of 

alcohol can have a boomerang effect on adolescent drinking 

(G10betti, 1978; Jessor & Jessor, 1977; Alexander & 

Campbell, 1967). These investigations have shown that 

parental criticism of alcohol use can lead adolescents who 

are a1·ready drinkers to use and abuse alcohol even mo.re, 

and that these effects are more severe among groups that 

promote abstinent norms. Unfortunately, these articles have 

not stuck to a strict theoretical framework, making it 

difficult to discern whether these processes of rebellion 

involve strain influences or weak controls. More likely 
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than not, these parental effects are inseparable from 

parent-child interaction influences (degree of 

communication, amount of affection, etc.), since parents 

who establish warm relations with their children will have 

more credibility with them when they disseminate moral 

messages regarding drug use. Nevertheless, children tend 

to conform partially to perceived parental attitudes about 

adolescent drinking, by using alcohol more or less readily 

(Jessor & Jessor, 1977; Kandel et al., 1976). 

Like earlier analysis involving religious vfews we 

need to determine whether parent-child substance use norms 

interact with religious reference groups in affecting 

substance use. In the Monitoring the Future study, 

adolescents were asked, "How closely do your ideas agree 

with your parents' ideas about whether it is okay to 

drink." The response categories, which ranged from "very 

similar" (1) to "very different" (4), were collapsed to 

form a similar-different dichotomy. For the analyses 

involving marijuana and cocaine use, two other parent-child 

value items were tapped assessing parent-child disparities 

concerning whether it is okay to use marijuana and whether 

it is okay to use other drugs. 

The preferred' models for these 3-way tables are 

presented in Table 35. The best fitting models for heavy 



Table 35. Preferred Models for Orthodox Reference Groups by (1) Alcohol 
Use, (2) Heavy Consumption Episodes, (3) Marijuana Use, and 
(4) Cocaine Use and Parent-Child Substance Use Norms, 
Monitoring the Future. 

Marginals Fitted (Preferred) 

1. [ORG norms alcohol use] 

2. [O~G heavy cons. epis.] 
[norms heavy cons. epis.] 

3. [ORG marijuana use] 
[norms marijuana use] 

4. [ORG cocaine use] 
[norms cocaine use] 

ORG = Orthodox Reference Group 

L 
o 

5.45 

5.80 

5.78 

Qf 

o 

3 

2 

3 

-L. 

.14 

.75 

.12 

N 
t-' 
00 
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consumption, marijuana use, and cocaine use are those 

involving separate effects of religious reference group 

and parent-child use values. The model for alcohol use 

indicates that the effects of drinking values in the home 

on adolescent drinking differ in orthodox and groups 

The saturated model for this table (not shown) 

shows that the log odds on abstaining vs. occasional 

drinking increase by a factor of 1.23 as we move from 

similar to different in orthodox groups. In weak-orthodox 

groups this odds ratio (in log form) is .463, so 

disagreement with one·sparents· about drinking norms is 

more likely to lead abstaining kids to become occasional 

drinkers in highly orthodox than weakly orthodox groups. 

These effects are reversed when we examine the odds ratios 

for occasional vs. frequent drinking, with parameter 

estimates of .222 and .631 for highly orthodox and weakly 

orthodox groups, respectively. 

These patterns offer little support for a boomerang 

hypothesis of drinking and drug use. Forbidding youngsters 

in ascetic settings to use alcohol prevents more kids from 

frequently imbibing in these settings than it does in less 

traditional contexts, even when those youngsters disagree 

with parental norms. This suggests that parental attitudes 

about alcohol and drugs are being imparted in ways that 



220 

influence fundamentalist youngsters to moderate their 

consumption habits, once they begin to use. These findings 

run counter to speculation that deviance has more 

disruptive consequences in more socially controlled 

contexts (Alexander, 1967; Globetti, 1978; Skolnick, 1958; 

Mizruchi & Perucci, 1962), since abstinence norms preclude 

the integration of substance use with other behaviors. For 

the most part, parent-child substance use norms affect 

drinking and drug patterns similarly in various religious 

groups. 

Evidence to date indicates that adolescents are more 

likely to drink and use drugs if their parents are 

unsupportive, alienated, or hostile (Wechsler & Thurn, 

1973; Zucker & Barron, 1973; Potvin & Lee, 1980). These 

relationships might be even stronger than those involving 

delinquency since relations in the home may be intertwined 

with specific norms about alcohol or drugs. It is clear 

that the quality of home life functions as either a 

harnessing instrument or an impetus on adolescent substance 

use, but it is not clear whether parental conflict has a 

similar effect on substance use for adolescents exposed to 

various religious reference groups. 

Various studies show that the relationship between 

friction in the home and adolescent drinking might be 
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conditioned by parental knowledge about childrenls alcohol 

consumption, and that the strength of these associations 

might depend on the normative climate in which the drinking 

transpires (Globetti et al., 198~; Alexander, 1967). 

Globetti (1978) found that adolescents from rural, 

conservative communities were highly likely to use alcohol 

in inappropriate ways without parental knowledge. Most of 

these drinking bouts took place in surreptitious settings 

to facilitate insulation from parental controls. The 

underlying assumption in much of this work is that family 

conflict will be a stronger correlate of adolescent 

drinking practices in proscriptive groups than prescriptive 

groups when parents are unknowledgeable about their 

childrenls drinking. 

In the Monitoring the Future study, high school 

seniors were asked a series of questions about the quality 

of their home life. Fortunately, the two family measures 

required to test this assumption were located on the same 

questionnaire form. In one item,· respondents were asked, 

"Within the past three months, how often have you had 

arguments or quarrels with your parents or older 

relatives." Response categories included, "Almost daily," 

(1) to "not at all" (5). Parents l knowledge about their 

childrenls drinking was measured by an item asking, "What 
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is your best guess about whether your parents think you 

drink alcoholic beverages. n From these response 

categories, two conditions were constructed; one involving 

adolescents whose parents were sure they don't drink or 

probably think they don't drink; the other condition 

included adolescents whose parents probably think they 

drink or were sure their parents knew they drink. The 

correlation coefficients in Table 36 provide some support 

for the preceding argument. That is, family relations are 

more salient to the drinking practices of adolescents in 

predominately ascetic groups when their parents are 

uninformed about their drinking. When parents are 

knowledgeable about their children's drinking, family 

relations have little influence on drinking patterns in 

either proscriptive or prescriptive settings. 

The follow-up question to these findings is whether 

family relations play a bigger role in stimulating peer 

associations for drinking in different orthodox groups. 

Previous research appears to indicate that peer support for· 

drinking is more perilous in ascetic drinking contexts 

than in more liberal settings when affective relations in 

the home are weak (Alexander, 1967; Globetti, ~978). In 

light of this hypothesis, we located an item in the 

Monitoring the Future Study that asked respondents to 



Table 36. Correlations of Drinking vs. Nondrinking and Heavy 
Consumption With Parents' Knowledge of Drinking by 
Orthodox Reference Group, Monitoring the Future. 

Know Thev Drink Don't Know They Drink 

Alcohol use 

Heavy cons. episodes 

* p < .B5 

** p < .131 

***p < .13131 

High Orth. 

-.B72** 

-.B42 

Low Orth. 

-.B79** 

-.B59* 

High Orth. 

-.153*** 

-.B85** 

Low Orth. 

-. B96* 

-.B3B 

N 
N 
W 
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estimate how many of their friends drink alcoholic 

beverages. The 5-category response was trichotomized to 

include those who reported "none" or "a few" (1), "some" 

(2) and "most" or "all" (3). This measure was cross

tabulated with alcohol use and heavy consumption episodes 

for those reporting strong and weak family ties. Table 37 

reveals several patterns. First, there is no clear 

evidence that parent-child relations provide stronger or 

weaker protection against peer influence on adolescent 

drinking in highly orthodox groups. When family ties are 

strong, highly orthodox youngsters are slightly less 

likely to use alcohol on a frequent basis than weak 

orthodox youngsters in the face of strong peer drinking 

influences (51.9% vs. 62.8%). Other than that, peer and 

family influences appear to affect drinking patterns 

similarly in the two religious reference groups. The most 

obvious pattern in 'this table is the strong correspondence 

between peer drinking associations and frequency of 

drinking episodeso These gammas are as hefty as any 

associations encountered in social research. This is not a 

surprising finding given the current literature on 

adolescent drinking (see Kandel, 1989 for a review of these 

influences). It also points out that we have not missed a 

significant source of variation on adolescent 
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Table 37. Percent Frequently Involved With Alcohol by Peer 
Drinking Associations, Family Relations, and 
Orthodox Reference Groups, Monitoring the 
Future. 

Peer Drinking 
Associations 

none/few 

some 

many 

Gamma 

Peer Drinking 
Associations 

none/few 

some 

many 

Gamma 

Alcohol Use 

High Orthodoxy 
Family Relations 

Strong ~ 

4.6 ra.ra 

2ra.7 22.8 

51.9 62.1 

.64 .74 

H.e..s.v.v Cons. Episodes 

High Orthodoxy 
Family Relations 

Strong ~ 

4.5 7.4 

21.9 18.6 

57.7 66.1 

.68 .69 

Low Orthodoxy 
Family Relations 

Strong ~ 

3.6 8.7 

31.5 31.2 

62.8 68.3 

.66 .64 

Low Orthodoxy 
Family Relations 

Strong ~ 

2.1 13.ra 

26.6 3 ra. 3 

58.6 63.6 

.63 .61 
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transgressions in various religious groups since the 

effects of peer influence do not vary with religious group 

composition. 

Summary And Issues Qf Interpretation 

Unlike individual religiosity or school effects, 

parental influences are less likely to vary with the 

religious climate of one's immediate setting as it affects 

delinquency and substance use. The preceding findings can 

be summarized into four major statements: (1) there 

appears to be little basis for the hypothesis about 

proscriptive settings that has saturated the deviance 

literature over the years. In short, problems in the home 

do not lead to more dire consequences in religious settings 

permeated by rigid norms; (~) research involving the 

effect of individual motivations on delinquency appears to 

have exaggerated its mediating properties. Neither 

tension, resentment, or rebellion, all internal components 

of strain processes, have a significant impact on 

delinquent behavior once parental attachment is partialled 

out; (3) the broken home has a significant effect on police 

contact among juveniles exposed to secular or weak orthodox 

settings. This pattern persists after controls for family 

size and the nature of family relations; and (4) there is a 

slight negative effect of parental attachment on 
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adolescent drinking under conditions involving parental 

ignorance of children's drinking, but in general, 

relations in the home correlate more strongly with 

delinquency than with substance use. 

One problem of oversimplification in this chapter is 

that parental influences vary with the child's age. The 

restriction of the age ranges for these samples has not 

allowed us to explore how parents' might differentially 

influence problem behavior at various ages. Recent work 

on delinquency (LaGrange & white, 1985) suggests that 

the parental causal processes advocated by control theory 

are most applicable among youths in the middle of 

adolescence, whereas research on drinking behavior (Biddle 

et al., 1989; Potvin & Lee, 1989) finds that parental norms 

regarding drinking may be stronger in early (13-14) and 

late (17-18) adolescence. If so, then with respect to our 

dependent variables we have tapped an age domain in which 
49 

parental influences are most salient. From this view, 

then, we might conclude that parent-child interaction 

49 
Recall that the Youth in Transition study surveyed 

15-16 year olds, while the Monitoring the Future study 
surveyed 17-18 year olds. 
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patterns are likely to provide more protective consequences 

against delinquency in middle adolescence because it 

functions as a psychological anchor when conventional 

models are absent. Parental relations with their children 

may be less important for substance use in later 

adolescence because their effects may be overridden by 

parental norms and modeling influences. Unfortunately, 

furt.her examination of these effects is beyond the scope of 

this investigation. 

Conclusions and hypotheses about parental influences 

on delinquency and substance use must be treated with 

caution because their effect may be muted by or intertwined 

with religiosity. In the final chapter we consider a model 

that allows us to filter out religious effects from fam'ily 

experiences as they shape delinquent behavior. This is an 

especially critical task given the nature of religious 

ecology and its contextual influence on parental 

socialization and individual religiousness. 



CHAPTER 9 

ESTIMATING THE SIMULTANEOUS EFFECTS OF 

RELIGIOSITY AND FAMILY INFLUENCES ON 

DELINQUENCY AND SUBSTANCE USE 

Several investigators have intimated that religious 

variables have not performed as consistent correlates of 

delinquency because in some studies religious effects 

have not been untangled from parental influences (Tittle & 

Welch, 1983; Ellis, 1985). Family factors can mask the 

effects of individual religiosity through the parants' own 

religious beliefs and participation (Burkett, 1980) 

through unstable family situations (Rhode~ & Reiss, 1970) 

or by the quality of the home life (Tittle & Welch, 1983). 

These arguments imply that religiosity will inhibit 

delinquency and substance use only in contexts 

characterized by weak family influences. Hence, our chief 

task in this section is to determine whether religiosity 

has an effect on delinquency and substance use independent 

of family factors, and whether these effects vary by 

religious setting. 
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Thus far the findings in Chapters 7-9 reveal little 

support for the hypothesis that religious and parental 

influences foster feelings of strained rebellion, which 

then leads to deviant outcomes. If rebellion is not 

connected to structural strain, perhaps it can be used to 

understand the relationship between loosened controls and 

delinquency, as Kornhauser (1978) has contended. That is, 

a model in which weak controls accompany rebellious states, 

but also directly influence delinquency. In this 

framework, controls impose high strain levels on those who 

would use nonnormative means. Hence, rebellion should 

contribute additively to delinquency variation. 

Several assumptions are required in constructing a 

test of such a model. First, it is necessary to assume 

that the relationship between control variables, 

religiosity, parent-child relations, and the composition of 

the home is taken as given and the true causal relationship 

is treated as unknown. These assumptions often raise 

concern about multicollinearity, but it is dubious that 

these correlations will be extreme enough to produce 

'serious estimation problems. Second, as our preceding 

disc,ussion suggests, these influences should operate along 

paths that affect delinquency'directly and indirectly 

through individual motivation. It is assumed that 
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rebellious feelings are the most likely outcome of weak 

controls among other individual states, and therefore this 

measure will again.serve as a mediating factor. 

The path diagrams in Tables 38 and 39 reflect 

several patterns. It is clear that family factors reduce 

the effect of individual religiosity on police contact and 

in moral and highly orthodox contexts they significantly 

wipe out the impact of religious salience on delinquency. 

In comparison with the coefficients for religiosity in 

Table 16, it appears that religious influences are more 

likely masked by parental influences in moral, rather than 

in secular settings. However, parental attachment explains 

as much variation in secular and weak orthodox contexts as 

it does in moral and highly orthodox contexts, so lower 

rates of delinquency in the latter contexts cannot be 

accounted for by differences in family ties. However, at 

least 3 percent of the variation in police contact rates 

in weak orthodox groups can be explained by the effect of 

the broken home. contrary to Berger and Simonis (1974) 

research, disrupted families are ~ conducive to 

delinquency in social environments where broken homes are 

a more common phenomenon, even after controlling for family 

interaction effects. 
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Table 38. Path Coefficient for the Prediction of Police 
Contact for Moral and Secular Schools, Youth in 
Transition. a 

(Standardized Path Coefficients) 

Moral Schools 

church attendance ____ __ -------=-=- 0 7 

_.~rebellion 

parent-child~ -.24 

-------~ religious salience----____ ~-~.~l~l~ ________ ~ 

.06~olice 
! 

contact 

relations 

R2 = 11 • 
intact families 

broken home 

Secular Schools 

church attendance 

religious salience 

police contact 

! 
~rebellion 

parent-child -.24 
relations 

intact families 

R2 = 15 . 
broken home 

aReports only statistically significant paths (p < .05). 

.. ' 
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Table 39. Path Coefficient for the Prediction of Police 
Contact for High and Low Orthodox Reference 
Groups, Youth in Transition. a 

(Standardized Path Coefficients) 

High Orthodoxy 

church attendance 

... ·1.4 
religious salience~ 

~, ~rebellion 

parent-child~ -.24 
relations 

police contact 

! 
R2 = 11 • 

intact families 

broken home 

Low Orthodoxy 

church attendance--______ ~-~.~0~9~ __________ _ 

reI igious sal ience ____ --=-.:. 1=.;0~ _____ ~ 
~~ 

rebellion . 07 ~ police 

parent-child~ -.24 . ! 
contact 

relations 

intact families 

R2 = 13 . 
broken home 

aReports only statistically significant paths (p < .~5). 



Several other patterns are evident from these 

tables. First, rebellion significantly mediates the 
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effect of parent-child relations in two of the models, but 

its impact is both weak and puzzling. In moral and weak 

orthodox settings, rebellious feelings contribute less than 

1% of the indirect parental variation in police contact, 

and in highly orthodox settings it serves as a significant 

mediator of religious salience but does not trigger 

delinquent acts that come to the attention of the police. 

There is no intuitively obvious reason why rebellion 

should intervene on parental influences in moral and weak 

orthodox contexts, but since its share of variation on 

police contact is extremely small, an interpretation of 

this pattern may not be warranted. Nevertheless, there is 

some indication that weak parental controls generates 

rebellion in the home, making delinquent involvement more 

likely. 

Although the effect of religiosity on police contact 

is relatively small, in most instances its effect is to 

significantly deter criminality. There is no evidence 

that religion acts as a precursor of delinquency by 

triggering feelings of rejection and rebellion (Schur, 

1969; Bonger, 1969) in any form of religious context. 

The findings in Table 38 also show that assigning some kind 
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of church participation probationary measure will 

significantly curtail delinquent activities in less 

religiously restrictive settings. Church attendance was 

once a popular preventive and rehabilitative mechanism of 

delinquency (Gannon, 1970), but belief in its applicability 

tended to decline with skepticism about an inverse 

religiosity - criminality relationship. Court officials 

should be alert to community conditions that might shape 

variation in policy effectiveness. These results appear to 

indicate that the use of religion as a deterrent will work 

most effectively in communities lacking mechanisms to 

produce general conformity. 

Influenc~s 2n Alcohol ~ ana Abuse 

In order to gauge the strength of various religious, 

parental, and peer factors on adolescent alcohol abuse, it 

was necessary to tap dissimilarly situated items in the 

Monitoring the Future survey_ In the first model we 

attempted to assess the simultaneous effects of individual 

religiosity, child's use of alcohol at home, and parent

child relations on drinking vs. abstaining and episodes of 

heavy alcohol consumption, using adolescents' reasons for 

drinking (anger-frustration/escape) as intervening 

variables. 
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Previous research has indicated that alcohol use 

outside the home will lead to more frequent episodes of 

intoxication among adolescents who lack normative 

guidelines for drinking (Mizruchi & Perrucci, 1962; 

Mulford, 1964). On the basis of this speculation we should 

expect to find a stronger negative coefficient between 

drinking in the home and alcohol abuse for youngsters from 

Fundamentalist families. In the Monitoring the Future 

survey respondents were asked, "When you use alcohol during 

the last year, how often did you use it at your home." 

Responses ranged from "not at all" (1) to "every time." 

(5). In this questionnaire form respondents were also 

asked to assess their satisfaction level with the way they 

get along with their parents. Responses ranged from 

"completely dissatisfied" (1) to "completely satisfied" 

(7). The other measures used in these models have been 

discussed in previous chapters. 

In these models, the chief effect of religiosity is 

to deter initiation of alcohol use among youngsters 

primarily exposed to abstinent norms. Once these youngsters 

begin to drink, church attendance has no impact on their 

drinking behavior, although being religiously devout 

significantly curtails the number of heavy drinking 

episodes they report. Unlike highly orthodox groups, 
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religious factors have no influence on the drinking 

practices of weak orthodox adolescents. However, in weak 

orthodox settings, strong parental relations seals off the 

eruption of feelings like frustration and escapism that are 

linked with alcohol use and abuse. Kornhauser's argument 

about attenuated controls conditioning feelings of strain 

appears to be correct, although this process is more 

salient in groups where religious controls are lacking. 

This signals that it is more harmful for parents to create 

tense relations with their children in groups that 

prescribe the use of alcohol, since weak controls generate 

an additional 3% of the variation on alcohol abuse by 

providing adolescents with negative reasons to drink. 

Among drinkers, drinking at home is positively 

linked to heav.y consumption in both religious groups and 

indirectly affects alcohol abuse by triggering feelings of 

anger and frustration. This finding disconfirms 

speculation that drinking at home will be negatively 

correlated with how much and how often kids from 

proscriptive settings will drink (see Table 40). Prior. 

research has suggested that drinking outside the home will 

lead to more problem consequences among adolescents who 

lack prescriptions for drinking behavior (Globetti, 1978). 

Instead, the effect of drinking at home is to enhance 
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Table 4~. Path Coefficients Predicting Drinking vs. 
Abstaining and Episodes of Heavy Alcohol 
Consumption From Religiosity, Alcohol Use 
at Home, and Parent-Child Relations, 
Monitoring the Future. 

(Standardized Beta Coefficients) . 

High Orthodox Groups 

church attendance-~==~JUL-=:·:l:2::::::::::====~~alcohol use 
-.08 

anger-frustration 

religiOUS· salienc:Y.j)", . 
c;::, "y, . / . 

alcohol use at home . 

. parent-child 

~~cape troubles ~ 

1 t ' ;,·7 -.07 h ' re a lons .. eavy consumptlon 
.22 episodes 

--------------~~~~ 
Low Orthodox Groups 

church attendance yalCOhOl 

anger-frustration . 

use 

religious salience ~~ 
• <0 

"t 
alcohol use at home " 

. eibcape troubles ~ 

relationsP -.07 ,.. heavy consumption 
.16 episodes 
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occasions of heavy alcohol consumption, perhaps as a result 

of inadequate parental supervision. In some sense this 

result is encouraging since it shows that adolescents are 

staying home and getting bombed, rather than drinking and 

driving with age-mates. It may also indicate that 

fundamentalists have modified their posture on drinking 

under the notion that if adolescents are going to drink 

they may as well drink at home. 

In the other model we included religiosity measures, 

parent-child religious values, parent-child drinking 
41 

norms, and peer drinking behavior as causal factors. As 

an intervening variable we selected the adolescent's own 

drinking norms from an item asking respondents whether they 

thought people who are over the age of 18 should be 

prohibited by law from getting drunk in public places. 

Response categories included "yes" (1), "not sure" (2), 

and "no" (3). Presumably, norms affect adolescent drinking 

by being shaped by significant agents in one's 

environment. 

41 
These items were only available in the fourth 

questionnaire form, making their inclusion in a model with 
the preceding measures impossible. 
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In Table 41 it is evident that the paths for highly 

orthodox groups require more elaborate interpretation. The 

most apparent difference between the two groups is the lack 

of significant effects of religiosity on the drinking 

practices of weak orthodox youngsters. In highly orthodox 

groups, church participation and religious salience prevent 

the commencement of alcohol use, and church attendance 

further reduces the number of heavy drinking episodes that 

drinkers experience. Religiosity also shapes adolescent 

norms, leading highly orthodox youngsters to be intolerant 

about drunkenness, which in turn diminishes episodes of 

heavy consumption. 

The drinking patterns of Catholics and liberal 

Prote5tant.s are primarily influenced by peers r use of 

alcohol. This effect helps account for higher levels of 

substance abuse in weak orthodox groups. In these groups 

there is a small protective effect of parent-child 

religious values (similarity leading to less abuse), and 

parent-child drinking norms (similarity leading to 

abstention), but these effects are overwhelmed by peer 

drinking practices~ Peers also have a significant direct 

and indirect impact on.drinking patterns in highly orthodox 

groups, but its influence is somewhat attenuated by 

conventional forces. 
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Table 41. Path Coefficients Predicting Drinking vs. 
Abstaining and Episodes of Heavy Alcohol 
Consumption From Religiosity, Parent-Child 
Religious Values, Parent-Child Drinking 
Norms, and Peer Drinking Behavior, Monitoring 
the Future. 

(Standardized Beta Coefficients) 

Higb Orthodox Groups 

church attendance,-~~ ____________ -=~~ ______ ~ 
, - .10 

-.11 
religious salience~o~ 

3~ parent-child .08 )io own norms 
relig. values 

parent-child 
drinking norms 

-.13 

use 

r~~ ____ ~o~3~1~----_.~heavy consumption 
behavior~ ~ episodes 

church attendance 

religious salience 

parent-child 
relig. values 

/par en t -child 
drinking norms 

-.10 

Low Orthodox Gro~ 

alcohol use 

/.;.:.-__ -.:.o;;!.3.!,.7-----,., heavy consumption 
peer drinking behavior~ episodes 
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The data also reveal that agreement in the home 

about drinking norms leads youngsters in proscriptive 

settings to adopt firm stances against drinking, leading 

abstainers to defer use of alcohol and drinkers to control 

episodes of heavy drinking. Contrary to previous studies, 

disagreement about religious values does not galvanize 

fundamentalist youngsters to use alcohol in ways that 

symbolize religious rebellion. These families are 

apparently able to establish effective standards of alcohol 

use through norms that are not interlocked with religious 

values, so that discrepant religious views do not become a 

mechanism for drinking_ 

In short, there is ample evidence that the 

processes that affect adolescent drinking behavior operate 

differently according to the nature of one's immediate 

religious group. In weak orthodox groups, the weakened 

capacity of conventional groups to effect some kind of 

control on alcohol use facilitates exposure and access to 

drinking peers. When peer influence overrides the 

effects of conventional agencies, drastic outcomes are 

likely to follow since the normative drinking guidelines 

advocated by peers tends to be less moderate. However, 

it is uncertain to what extent adolescents who drink or who 

are attracted to alcohol then choose to associate with 
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like-minded peers~ as distinct from the process of friends 

leading adolescents to use alcohol (see Alexander & 

Campbell, 1967; Kandel et al., 1976). It Seems likely that 

by the time these adolescents are high school seniors, 

that alcohol use in their immediate reference groups is so 

widespread that it becomes defined as a part of normal 

activity. At this age then, it may not be surprising to 

observe such slight effects of parents and religion on 

drinking among weak orthodox youngsters. 

Fundamentalist youth do gain some special protection 

against alcohol i~itiation and alcohol abuse by being 

exposed to groups that encourage restraints on drinking. 

This situation reduces their opportunities to drink in an 

uncontrolled fashion with peers; it also shapes their own 

views about permissible drinking behavior. It might be 

somewhat appropriate to equate the causal influences that 

fundamentalist youngsters are exposed to wjth gender

specific influences. Like girls, youngsters from 

proscriptive contexts seem to be protected from harmful 

drinking episodes by the strength of their ties to 

conventional groups. This insulating influence for girls 

and fundamentalists suggests that gender will interact with 

religious reference groups in affecting alcohol use, but 

testing for such an effect is beyond the scope of this 

investigation. 



CHAPTER l~ 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

In this investigation I have tried to present a 

different framework for understanding why adolescents 

engage in delinquency and substance use. To do this 

required a shift in emphasis from examining religious 

properties on an individual level to an ecological level 

in order to ascertain the relations between religious 

climates of social settings and adolescent transgressions. 

The success of this endeavor cannot be adequately assessed 

without comparing how ecological religious properties stack 

up to the explanatory power of other sociological factors 

of delinquency. In this regard, we have discovered that 

the measures of moral and orthodox religious climates 

affect delinquency and substance use independent of race, 

social class, gender family size, and community size, and 

that the patterns of these relationships are as strong as 

most other self-report studies of delinquency and substance 

use. 

To explain why there are differences in rates of 

problem behavior by religious climate we have relied on 
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strain and control models of delinquency. Both of these 

theories originated in a social disorganization framework, 

so their causal processes were founded in an effort to 

comprehend the genesis and development of modern 

communities in their encounters with structural and 

cultural change. In testing how individual religiosity, 

school factors, and family influences might account for 

variation in delinquency rates by religious climate, we 

have found little empirical support for strain theory 

dynamics. Social control the~ry provides a more useful 

framework for understanding the causal mechanisms that work 

to constrain problem behavior in various religious 

climates, but its role in delinquency causation might be 

more valuable if we introduce psychosocial measures such as 

frustration into its model. We comment on this conclusion 

later in this chapter. 

Summary Qf Findings 

We began the empirical analyses by constructing 

measures of religious properties of schools. By 

aggregating individual level responses to reflect the 

nature and extent of school religious climate, we were able 

to derive measures of the religiousness of school settings 

and their degree of orthodoxy. These measures were 
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significantly associated with self-reported instances of 

delinquency. In general, the probability of engaging in 

frequent acts of delinquency vs. conventional behavior was 

approximately two times greater for boys attending schools 

in which a majority of their peers were irreligious or low 

in orthodoxy. 

To enhance our confidence in these measures we 

assessed their construct validity with variables that were 

derivable from its theoretical predictions. From these 

tests we concluded that boys were not only less likely to be 

delinquent in moral and highly orthodox schools, but they 

were also more altruistic, guilt ridden, 'socially 

responsible, and kind and forgiving. Like delinquency, we 

concluded that these boys were simply more conventional 

because the social environment of the school functioned 
-

to morally integrate its members. 

Speculation about a potential threshold effect of 

religion on delinquency led us to extend the cutting 

points for the orthodox climate measure. This analysis 

shows that the distribution of delinquent activities was 

greater in the high dimension of orthodoxy, suggesting that 

an increase in the proportion of fundamentalists in a 

social context will reduce individual rates of delinquency; 

an increase in the proportion of Catholics and liberal 



Protestants, however, will not significantly enhance 

delinquency rates. 
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Community size was hypothesized to condition the 

effect of ecological religiousness on delinquency. These 

patterns showed a clear monotonic effect of declining 

delinquency rates from large, irreligious communities to 

small, religious communities, with religiousness 

functioning as a stronger factor than community size. 

The patterns of these associations became more marked with 

an increase in the gravity of the offense. 

This chapter concluded by assessing the impact of 

religious reference groups on delinquency and substance 

use. These findings demonstrated little support for the 

notion that religious group influence varies by community 

size. In short, belongingness to a highly orthodox 

reference group significantly reduces an adolescent's 

chances of engaging in a variety of problem behaviors, 

irrespective of the size of the population within which 

religion's influence operates. 

To counter criticisms that the patterns observed in 

Chapter 4 were simply coincidental, we re-examined these 

associations while partialling out the effects of race, 

socioeconomic status, family size, community size, and 

gender. These results showed that moral and orthodox 
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climate had a significant effect on delinquency and 

substance use independent of relevant input characteristics 

that kids bring into a school context. 

To account for the bivariate relationships in 

Chapter 4 we turned to strain and control models of 

delinquency. These theories encompass a host of processual 

and structural variables that account for how and why 

adolescents misbehave. Control theorists have pOinted to 

the family as a core variable, while strain theorists have 

traditionally focused on the school. Nevertheless, we 

posited that each theory should be able to incorporate 

individual rerigiosity, the family and the school into the 

dynamics of its framework. 

In testing for strain theory predictions we 

introduced psychosocial measures to represent the internal 

component of frustrated needs and wants that results from 

structural strain. Previous tests of strain qynamics 

preferred to focus only on self-esteem as the motivation

enhancement property of social rejection. We elected to 

include measures of anomie, resentment, rebellion, 

escapism, tension, and anger as the by-products of 

structural strain, since most strain theorists would agree 

that theirs is really a psychosocial reductionist model of 

delinquency. 
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The theory testing section began by examining how 

individual religiosity influences the ecological 

religiousness-delinquency relationship. Our attempt to 

resolve the debate regarding religion's varying ecological 

deterrent powers facilitated three conclusions: (1) if we 

measure religious ecology by the nature of denominational 

composition, religiosity will have a homogeneous effect on 

delinquency; (2) if the measure involves religiousness of 

the school, the effect of individual religiosity on 

delinquency will depend on the school climate. This 

effect is limited to explaining why there are more repeat 

offenders in highly secular settings; because the effect of 

weak religious controls is more likely to lead occasional 

offenders to become frEquent offenders in secular schools 

than in moral schools; and (3) religiosity has a 

significant effect on delinquent behavior in highly secular 

settings, but not in slightly secular settings. We 

speculated that religious concerns may be only salient in 

secular, disorganized contexts or in moral settings because 

religious expressions are interwoven into daily life in the 

latter; in the former, religion's voice may be the only 

moral agency available to inhibit immoral activities, 

thereby permitting its focused effects. 
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There is little empirical support for the 

proposition that dissonance in a highly religious or highly 

orthodox context will drive adolescents to drink or get 

back at authorities through episodes of delinquency. This 

has been a common theme in the deviance literature, and has 

often been marshalled as support for strain theory. 

Unfortunately, few of these investigators attempted 

empirically to confirm their hunches. If they had, they 

would have discovered that under conditions of 

irreligiousness, rebellion, anomie, anxiety, and discrepant 

parent-child religious values, that substance use and 

delinquency rates are lower in contexts where religion's 

social expression tends to be more, rather than less 

salient. 

Strain theorists have often been guilty of assuming 

what needs to be measured. Most sociological versions of 

strain have implicitly regarded the connection between 

school strain and psychosocial properties like frustration, 

tension and rebellion as given. The analyses regarding 

school factors demonstrated little support for this causal 

chain. We did uncover some evidence that showed that 

strong bonds to the school prevented the surfacing of 

psychosocial states in moral settings and speculated that 

control models might benefit by incorporating variables 
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like rebellion into their framework. Nevertheless, school 

bonds will directly affect delinquency with psychosocial 

strain variables in the model. 

The family chapter began with an examination of the 

effect of the broken horne on delinquency. These analyses 

showed that a disrupted family situation leads to higher 

rates of delinquency that corne to the attention of the 

police, but this effect is greater in secular or weak 

orthodox settings. This finding conditions previous 

pronouncements about the effect of broken families on 

delinquency. It may be that neighbors and school officials 

will be more likely to refer youngsters from broken 

families to police in settings where primary and secondary 

relations are perceived to be weak. It is clear that the 

frequency of committed acts cannot explain this phenomenon, 

but we cannot rule out the possibility of variation in 

seriousness of acts. Nevertheless, these patterns suggest 

that social judgements are perhaps behind the higher 

correlation between official statistics and the broken 

horne, but only in communities where secular values reign. 

Parents can also affect delinquency and substance 

use through relations in the horne. These findings showed 

that the effects of parent-child conflict were the same in 

various religious climates. These patterns also revealed 



that a strain interpretation of how parents drive their 

children to crime may not be warranted given the weak 

circuitous route through psychosocial rebellion. 

For the most part, parent-child substance use 
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norms affect drinking and drug practices similarly in 

different orthodox environments. Again, we concluded that 

these patterns offer little support for a boomerang effect 

of drinking and drug use in ascetic groups. 

This section concluded with findings that showed 

that parents offer more protection against alcohol use in 

ascetic groups when they themselves are ignorant of their 

child's drinking. It is apparent that evangelical and 

fundamentalist groups are establishing clear enough 

guidelines about drinking (specific or general) that 

influence younger members to moderate their intake, even in 

situations where parents lack information about their 

children's drinking. 

To ensure that religious variables were not simply 

proxies of family measures we estimated their separate 

effects in path models. The coefficients for church 

attendance and religious salience were only slightly 

reduced when parental attachment was entered into a model 

involving police contact. It was also evident from these 

models that individual religiosity helps to account for 
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lower levels of substance use and abuse in highly orthodox 

groups. In fact, unlike delinquency, individual 

religiosity is as good a predictor as parent-child 

relations of whether highly orthodox youngsters will use 

alcohol and how they will drink once they begin. This may 

mean that Stark et al.'s (1982) hypothesis about the 

ability of faith to influence deviant behavior only in 

moral climates may have to be altered to read as such; 

religion will only deter alcohol ~ in highly orthodox 

groups or settings. 

Issues Qf Interpretation 

The findings in this dissertation lead to several 

policy decisions. We have found that delinquent behavior 

is caused by the religious climate of schools, independent 

of major input characteristics that adolescents bring to 

the school. This informs us that regardless of race, 

class, gender, or community size, that secular social 

environments will do little to curb future delinquency 

among apprehended youngsters who are simply tossed back 

into school. If school climates vary in morality, then 

court officials, psychologists, and social workers will get 

better recidivism results if they can implement placement 

in less secularized school envir·onments. Locating those 

schools would require a study of the religious-moral 
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characteristics of a school population. The Safe School 

Study attempted to isolate factors that distinguished low 

from high school crime rates. Had they inquired about 

moral values, they would have discovered a significant 

correlate that could serve as a policy variable. 

Another obvious policy implication that stems from 

these findings is to integrate moral education courses into 

public schools. Many delinquents simply lack knowledge 

about the philosophy and meaning behind person and 

property rights under capitalism. If adolescents are not 

compelled to think about why moral values exist, they need 

not consider the consequences of their acts. This is not 

a plea to introduce religious classes into public schools 

because I believe that adolescents can be taugh~ morals, 

the role of law, and the meaning of sin without religious 

indoctrination. 

Skepticism about the ability of these programs to 

reduce delinquency and drug use will be culled from 

parochial school exp~riences. Many parochial schools 

teach courses related to moral education, yet Catholics 

have higher rates of delinquency and drug use than 

youngsters from other religions. However, parochial 

schools have lower rates of in-school antisocial behavior 

(truancy, cheating, theft, discipline problems), which 
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suggests that these courses have a constraining effect 

within the school environment that may be overridden by 

social forces at home and in one's community. In addition, 

these education courses tend to emphasize rituals and 

sacraments over values and beliefs, so that kids are more 

likely to learn ~ to practice their faith, rather than 

learn ~ moral values are salient. Catholic youth are 

also exposed to alcohol at an early age and have higher 

levels of abuse in later adolescence than Protestants or 

Jews. These permissive norms about drinking might trigger 

episodic acts of delinquency, and in short, offset the 

effects of moral education on moral behavior. 

Throughout this investigation I have used the term 

orthodoxy to refer to differences in expectations among 

religious groups regarding religious devoutness 'and 

commitment. I must confess that I am not terribly 

comfortable with this term, but after reviewing the 

religion literature and finding few comparable terms, I 

surrendered to its usage. This concept has been used to 

differentiate Jews' religious devoutness (Glassner & Berg" 

19811)), and was also utilized by Stark and Glock (1968) in 

their work on American religion. As conceptualized in 

this study the categories of orthodoxy include much 

internal and ideological variation. Nevertheless, these 
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categories are bound together by their emphasis on 

religious commitment and particular modes of religious 

expression. This orthodox measure also tends to segregate 

religious groups according to the extent to which they shun 

traditional pastimes (i.e., drinking, dancing, movies), 

conform to traditional family sex roles, and accept 

scientific conclusions as a means of understanding how the 

world works. I am not sure what one word conforms to these 

beliefs and lifestyles, if one exists. 

One factor that might have explained away the link 

between school climate and.delinquency is school size. 

Unfortunately, neither data set contained information on 

school enrollment, thereby forcing us to use community size 

as a proxy measure. The Safe School Study (see U. S. 

Department of Health, Education and Welfare, 1978), 

found lower rates of violence and property loss in small 

schools. Since there is no way to determine whethe~ we 

have simply measured school size we can only speculate that 

it would not confound the findings in this investigation. 

Recall also that the safe school investigators did not 

measure religious climate of schools, so it may just as 

well be that small schools have lower crime rates simply 

because they have higher proportions of religious or 

highly orthodox youngsters. 
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Some of the interpretations of several patterns 

unearthed in this study might be oversimplified because of 

a lack of better indicators. For instance, in Chapter 9 

we found that disrupted family structures had an effect on 

police contact in secular and weak orthodox settings. 

However, it could well be that family structure interacts 

with religious climate because the natute of the broken 

home varies by setting. The broken home phenomenon 

involves a number of complex facets such as the nature of 

the separation, the duration and frequency of parental 

absence, and the type of contact with the absent parent. 

Such variations suggest that the broken home might be 

better viewed in terms of a manifold set of categories that 

might help in unraveling the processes behind this effect. 

For the most part, this dissertation tests the 

frequency of commitment of trivial offenses. Several 

articles have been published condemning the 

nunrepresentativeness of items in self-report surveys" 

(Elliott & Ageton, 1980; Elliott et al., 1985) usually 

claiming that nonserious offenses are invalid measures of 

delinquency because they do not correspond to UCR Part I 

offenses. This criticism obscures the distinction offered 

by Hirschi and Gottfredson (1985) between crime and 

criminality, in which criminal acts are treated as 



imperfect measures of criminality. Serious offenses, 

according to Hirschi (1985), have more of an event-like 

character, while trivial offenses are a more valid 

indicator of some underlying propensity toward crime. 

258 

Since frequency of occurrence is a better measure of 

criminality, it would seem that we have found adequate 

support for a theory of criminality or involvement. Given 

that strain theory is a theory of offenses, rather than 

offenders, we would expect strain assumptions to more 

adequately account for serious behavior, such as doing 

cocaine or getting in trouble with tpe 'police. Its lack of 

support in this regard informs us that strain theory has 

difficulty in accounting for both crime and criminality. 
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