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ABSTRACT 

Criminological research has consistently found support for the notion that prior offending 

is one of the strongest predictors of future offending. However, the discipline has not fully 

explored the dynamics of this relationship – more specifically, what factors may intensify the 

effects of prior offending on future offending and what factors may weaken the effects of prior 

offending on future offending. The present study attempts to address this void by examining the 

potential moderating effects of various risk and protective factors on this relationship. From a 

neighborhood disadvantage perspective, the implications here are quite substantial. Existing 

research has provided support for the idea that residents living in a disadvantaged environment 

are more likely to engage in deviant behavior. Thus, for those individuals in these disadvantaged 

areas, it is important to explore what happens following one’s initial participation in deviant 
behavior, and whether certain factors may possibly push an individual deeper into a delinquent 

or criminal career or on the other hand, protect and guard the individual from further engagement 

in offending. The results presented here suggest that there are indeed certain risk and protective 

factors that may amplify or diminish the effects of prior offending on future offending. 



1 

 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 Scholars have consistently investigated the relationship between disadvantaged 

neighborhoods and criminal behavior to better understand what characteristics of those 

disadvantaged neighborhoods create an environment that is conducive to criminal behavior. The 

consensus in existing research suggests that the conditions that plague these disadvantaged and 

predominantly inner-city communities foster an atmosphere in which crime is considered 

beneficial, acceptable, or simply necessary for survival (Wilson 1987; Bernard 1991; Anderson 

1999; Peterson et al. 2000; Stewart & Simons 2006). As a consequence, many of the residents, 

particularly the neighborhood youths, in these disadvantaged communities are exposed to an 

elevated risk of engaging in some type of delinquent or criminal behavior.  

This entry into offending has major implications, given that once an individual engages in 

initial delinquent or criminal behavior, he or she is much more likely to engage in delinquent or 

criminal behavior in the future (Nagin & Paternoster 1991). According to Nagin & Paternoster 

(1991), “prior participation [in delinquent activity] has a genuine behavioral impact on the 

individual and may reduce inhibitions against engaging in delinquent activity [in the future].” 

The implication here is that prior delinquency is a reliable barometer for potential engagement in 

future delinquency, and moving forward throughout the life course, the problem of delinquency 

in an individual’s life is much more likely to persist than desist. Thus, for the child who lives in a 

disadvantaged neighborhood, the criminogenic effects of this environment may be far from 

short-term – these circumstances may set off a pattern marked by significant involvement in 

crime that persists deep into the life course. For this reason, it is necessary to further examine the 

role of prior delinquency and its influence on future delinquency among youths in these 

disadvantaged neighborhoods. 

This prompts an important question: What factors might interrupt this cycle experienced 

by children living in disadvantaged neighborhoods? In short, are there circumstances that might 

sever the link between their involvement in offending at one point in time and their subsequent 

level of offending at a later point in time? This raises the issue of risk or protective factors that 

may moderate the effects of prior offending for these youths. While it is widely accepted that 
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prior delinquency is a strong predictor of future delinquency, little research to this point has 

examined how certain individual-level factors may potentially moderate the effect of prior 

delinquency on future delinquency. These individual-level factors include such things as: family 

warmth, school commitment, self-concept or self-worth, association with delinquent peers, 

involvement, and risk-seeking propensity. Although these risk/protective factors, respectively, 

have been shown to have considerable independent effects on delinquency, their potential 

interaction with the overarching risk factor discussed above, prior delinquency, has yet to be 

explored.  

The current analysis will attempt to fill this void. By filling this void, it is possible to 

discover what potential, if any, the aforementioned risk/protective factors have to either amplify 

or diminish the effect of prior delinquency on future engagement in delinquency. This is done 

with data taken from a sample of high-risk, urban youths who reside in neighborhoods that were 

selected primarily because of their disadvantaged status. Thus, this study is focused on this 

question: In an environment where the number of individuals who have engaged in prior 

delinquency would be expected to be great, are there identifiable factors that guard or protect 

individuals from advancing further into a delinquent or criminal career? And related, are there 

other factors that do the opposite by propelling or immersing individuals deeper into a delinquent 

or criminal career. In considering these questions, this study has the potential to provide valuable 

information on how those residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods can successfully navigate 

their negative surroundings.  

In order to accomplish the current study, the following steps will be taken. First, the 

following section will explore prior research and theory as a foundation for the current study. 

Next, the present study, the data being used, and the statistical methods being employed will be 

discussed. This will be followed by the statistical analysis, and the study will conclude with 

discussions of the results and conclusions, respectively.  
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CHAPTER 2 

PRIOR RESEARCH & THEORY 

2.1  Neighborhood Disadvantage 

 The theoretical foundation for most explorations of the neighborhood and crime dynamic 

has been provided by Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay’s (1942; 1969) social disorganization 

theory. Social disorganization theory argues that those communities and neighborhoods that 

exhibit high levels of disorganization are more likely to foster criminal behavior than those 

communities and neighborhoods that are considered to be more organized.  According to 

Kornhauser (1978), the difference between the two types of communities is that a socially 

disorganized community is one that lacks the capability to “realize the common values of 

residents and maintain effective social controls” (63). As a consequence, once mechanisms of 

effective social control are no longer viable in a particular community, crime and delinquency is 

likely.  

 In addition to this basic framework, several other studies have sought to promote and 

further a better understanding of the relationship between neighborhoods and crime (Kornhauser 

1978; Bursik 1988; Sampson and Groves 1989; Sampson and Wilson 1995). Most notably, 

Bursik and Grasmick (1993) expand on Shaw and Mckay’s (1969) original work by considering 

the role of community institutions and agencies within neighborhoods, such as schools, churches, 

and other networks of community residents. According to Bursik and Grasmick (1993), where 

these communal institutions and agencies are least effective, crime is more likely to occur. 

Existing research has consistently found that these types of disorganized communities where 

vital community institutions are either severely lacking or absent altogether typically exhibit 

several indicators of disadvantage including the following: disrupted families, low economic 

status, dense and overcrowded, urban, sub-standard living conditions, and predominantly 

minority residents (Sampson and Groves 1989; Bursik and Grasmick 1993; Elliott et al. 1996; 

Sampson et al. 1997). 

 While the exact theoretical mechanisms may not be clear, there is still strong empirical 

evidence that neighborhood disadvantage is in fact a solid predictor of crime and delinquency – a 

fact that is consistently illustrated in both neighborhood level research as well as multi-level 
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research. With respect to neighborhood level research, several community-level processes have 

been examined in order to better understand the neighborhood-crime dynamic. For instance, 

Bellair (2000) found that in neighborhoods exhibiting high levels of informal surveillance, crime 

occurred significantly less and, in neighborhoods characterized by high levels unsupervised 

teens, crime is significantly more likely to occur. Because disadvantaged neighborhoods are less 

likely to exhibit high, effective levels of informal surveillance, it follows that crime is inevitable 

in such an environment. Similarly, because disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to be 

characterized by unsupervised teenagers, crime is a likely outcome. The presence of 

unsupervised peer groups reported in Bellair (2000) is further bolstered by the findings of 

Veysey and Messner (1999) which assert that unsupervised peers lead to significantly higher 

rates of victimization.  Consistent with Bellair (2000), Sampson (1997) found that neighborhoods 

exhibiting low or ineffective levels of informal social control are likely to be marked by various 

forms of delinquency including gang fighting and graffiti. Once again, because disadvantaged 

neighborhoods are more likely to be void of effective, informal social controls, it is reasonable to 

assert that crime and delinquency are plausible occurrences.  

 In addition to these social processes focusing on informal social control, the idea of 

collective efficacy – defined as “social cohesion among neighbors combined with their 

willingness to intervene on behalf of the common good” – has also received a great deal of 

attention at the neighborhood level (Sampson et al. 1997).  In neighborhoods where this concept 

of collective efficacy, or some type of social cohesion, is present, it should follow that crime and 

delinquency are less prevalent. The findings of both Morenoff et al. (2001) and Raudenbush and 

Sampson (1999) provide solid support for the idea of collective efficacy. In both respective 

studies, the results suggest that neighborhoods exhibiting substantial levels of collective efficacy 

should experience significantly lower levels of homicide, burglary, robbery, and victimization in 

general. Similar to studies examining the effectiveness of collective efficacy, several other 

studies have found that neighborhoods characterized by efficient mechanisms of social cohesion 

are also likely to see decreases in rates of crime for offenses such as burglary, assault, and 

robbery (Markowitz et al. 2001; Veysey & Messner 1999; Hirschfield & Bowers 1997).  Once 

more, however, it is highly unlikely that a disadvantaged neighborhood would exhibit such 

positive social processes such as collective efficacy or social cohesion, which in turn should 

increase the likelihood of crime and delinquency.  
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One other notable study that focuses on neighborhood level factors is Peterson et al. 

(2000) which examines the influence of specific neighborhood institutions, including bars and 

recreation centers, on rates of violent crime. Their findings assert that in neighborhoods 

characterized by “extreme economic deprivation,” violent crime, in the form of robbery, assault, 

rape, and homicide, is more likely to occur (Peterson et al. 2000). This study underscores the 

causal theme that is salient in much of the macro-level research on neighborhoods and crime. 

That is, the structural characteristics of neighborhoods that are indicative of disadvantage have 

been found to affect indicators of social disorganization – generally measured using levels of 

social cohesion, solidarity, or integration. As levels of these measures decrease which, in turn, 

increases levels of social disorganization, crime rates are expected to increase as well.  

Although the majority of studies that have attempted to further the discussion 

surrounding the neighborhoods and crime relationship have approached the debate from a social 

control perspective (as discussed above), Robert Agnew (1999) addresses the dynamic from a 

strain perspective. It is his contention that neighborhoods and communities that demonstrate 

socially disorganized characteristics – i.e., dense, overcrowding, low economic status, etc. – 

exert certain levels of strain on the residents in those neighborhoods. In turn, the negative 

emotions that result from feelings of strain – most notably, anger – lead individuals to turn to 

criminal behavior. Consequently, Agnew (1999) does not subscribe purely to this concept of 

community-level strains; in fact, he suggests that it is highly likely that aspects of both social 

control theory and strain theory should be useful in the explanation of the neighborhood and 

crime relationship. 

In addition to purely neighborhood-level research, scholars have also examined the 

potential link between neighborhood-level factors and individual-level behavior. In the context 

of disadvantaged neighborhoods and communities, the risk for participation in crime and 

delinquency becomes intensified. This is illustrated in several studies that address the 

criminogenic atmosphere that is engendered in many disadvantaged communities and how such 

an atmosphere can influence behavior at the individual level (Wilson 1987; Bernard 1990; 

Anderson 1999; Peterson et al. 2000; Baumer et al. 2003; Stewart and Simons 2006). In fact, 

Bernard (1990) suggests that those residents in chronically disadvantaged neighborhoods, 

referred to by Wilson (1987) as the “truly disadvantaged,” develop an angry aggression that 
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eventually leads to delinquent and criminal behavior, particularly violent in nature. Furthermore, 

Baumer et al. (2003) and Stewart and Simons (2006) both find support for the assertions put 

forth by Anderson (1999) in his “Code of the Streets” ethnography that in disadvantaged 

neighborhoods, there is an interpersonal code of conduct that regulates the quality and quantity 

of what is acceptable criminal and delinquent behavior. According to Anderson (1999), this 

criminal behavior at the individual level is merely a response to the disadvantage that is 

pervasive through these communities.  

The effects on residents living in disadvantaged neighborhoods are further illustrated in 

studies that have examined the influence of neighborhood-level concepts like social cohesion and 

collective efficacy on individual behavior. For example, Sampson et al. (1997) found that in 

neighborhoods characterized by effective mechanisms of collective efficacy, there is 

significantly less homicide and victimization as well as a decrease in perceived violence. Steptoe 

& Feldman (2001) found similar results in that residents living in neighborhoods exhibiting 

higher levels of social cohesion and informal social control are less likely to experience various 

problems within that neighborhood. In disadvantaged neighborhoods where these types of 

positive social processes are most likely lacking, existing research has consistently shown 

support for the assertion that individual crime and delinquency are consequences of disadvantage 

at the neighborhood level (Gorman-Smith et al. 2000; Wikström & Loeber 2000; Kowaleski-

Jones 2000; Seidman et al. 1998). Furthermore, extant research has also provided support for the 

idea that disadvantage at the neighborhood-level can result in various mental health problems, 

including psychological distress and depression, among the residents of these neighborhoods 

(Ross 2000; Ross et al. 2000; Cutrona et al. 2000; Elliott 2000; Steptoe & Feldman 2001). 

2.2 The Effects of Prior Delinquency on Future Delinquency 

 A key point to emphasize from the research cited above is that residence in a 

disadvantaged, disorganized neighborhood significantly increases the likelihood of crime and 

delinquency. Importantly, research on crime over the life course suggests that these criminogenic 

effects may very well be quite long-term in nature. Specifically, much evidence indicates that 

one of the strongest predictors of future participation in delinquency is prior delinquent behavior 

(Paternoster & Nagin 1991). However, there are two varying perspectives that attempt to explain 

this link between past and future participation in delinquency – population heterogeneity and 
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state dependence. Population heterogeneity posits that within each individual, there exists some 

“unmeasured propensity” to engage in delinquency, but this propensity is relatively stable over 

time. State dependence, on the other hand, claims that future outcomes and/or events are altered 

by past events. The findings reported by Paternoster & Nagin (1991) lend strong support to a 

“state dependence” explanation of the relationship between past participation and future 

participation in crime and delinquency. The “state dependence” perspective asserts that an initial 

commission of a crime should increase the likelihood of future engagement in crime because 

there is a change in the “offender’s personal characteristics or life chances” (Paternoster & Nagin 

1991, 166). In other words, an individual’s initial entry into crime tends to decrease their ties to 

conventional forms of social control, increase their ties to more deviant influences, and therefore 

generally increase the likelihood of future crime. This “state dependence” perspective is also 

characterized by a cumulative effect. Notably, the state dependence perspective is an integral 

part of Sampson and Laub’s (1997) theory of cumulative disadvantage. Although future 

participation in crime is potentially directly influenced by past participation in crime, Sampson 

and Laub (1997) present a “developmental model where delinquent behavior has a systematic 

attenuating effect on the social and institutional bonds linking adults to society” (12). In other 

words, delinquent behavior has the potential to not only directly result in future participation in 

delinquency but also indirectly result in future delinquency by weakening conventional and 

prosocial bonds that would normally guard against engagement in delinquent behavior. 

Nevertheless, as more instances of crime or delinquency occur in an individual’s life, it logically 

follows that the individual’s propensity for future participation in crime or delinquency will 

increase (Paternoster & Nagin 1991). Paternoster & Nagin (1991) conclude that the effects of 

prior participation in crime and delinquency are particularly salient as it relates to predicting 

future participation in the same; in fact, the study implies that this relationship is one that persists 

and only decreases over time.  

 In addition to Paternoster & Nagin’s (1991) analysis, several other studies have addressed 

the consistent positive association between past offending and future offending. For instance, 

Matseuda (1992) observed that prior delinquency has a large, significant effect on future 

delinquency. Similarly, Paternoster & Brame (1997) reported findings that essentially replicate 

the support of the “state dependence” perspective found by Paternoster & Nagin (1991). 

Additionally, Stouthamer-Loeber & Loeber (1988) provide support for this viewpoint with their 
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findings that problem behaviors – for example, stealing, lying, drug use, etc. – exhibited by 

youth during early childhood are strong predictors of future delinquency. Moreover, Loeber & 

Dishion (1983) provide support for each of the aforementioned studies in that their findings 

assert that engagement in delinquency at a prior time reduces the effectiveness of inhibitions in 

the future that might normally act as restraints from participating in certain delinquent behavior. 

Because of the consistency of the studies discussed above, it is reasonable to expect that an 

individual who commits an initial criminal or delinquent act then becomes susceptible to 

engaging in further criminal and delinquent activity. Thus, as the number of criminal or 

delinquent acts increases, the longer the criminal or delinquent career would be expected to 

persist.  

2.3 Considering the Role of Moderating Factors 

 To this point, the discussion of prior research indicates that neighborhood disadvantage 

places residents at a high risk for delinquency, and that once involvement in delinquency 

emerges, such a pattern may persist over time. It may be the case, however, that this link 

between prior and future delinquency is conditional on other factors. In short, there may be 

protective factors that diminish the relationship between past and future offending, but there may 

also be risk factors that amplify this link between past and future offending. This possibility has 

only been minimally considered to date, but it merits scrutiny from those interested in 

understanding the process by which neighborhood disadvantage and initial delinquency give rise 

to a more extended involvement in delinquency. 

 In considering what specific risk and protective factors may be important, it is useful to 

look at criminological theory. For example, in social control theory, Hirschi (1969) asserts that 

the extent to which individuals engage in delinquency is dependent upon how bonded they are to 

conventional society. That is, the stronger an individual’s bond to society is, the more likely he 

or she will be to avoid delinquent behavior; and the weaker that individual’s bond to society is, 

the less likely he or she will be to avoid engaging in delinquency (Hirschi 1969). According to 

Hirschi (1969), there are four different bonds that together comprise an individual’s social bond: 

attachment (to parents, teachers, and peers or anyone else that the individual has feelings of 

affection or respect towards), commitment (to conventional activities and conventional ways of 

achieving success), involvement (the amount of time spent engaging in constructive, 
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conventional activities), and belief (in the legitimacy of society’s central value system). 

According to Hirschi (1969), individuals who possess strong bonds in these four categories, in 

turn, should possess a strong social bond; and as a result, because they are so invested in 

conventional society, it is less likely that they will consider engaging in delinquent behavior. A 

great deal of prior research indicates that these bonds are in fact related to offending (Hepburn 

1977; Johnson 1979; Krohn and Massey 1980; Wiatrowski et al. 1981). It is also possible, 

however, that strong social bonds may be important in a different way: They may diminish the 

effects of prior delinquency on future delinquency. It follows that individuals who exhibit higher 

levels of the four social bonds posited by Hirschi (1969) should be, to an extent, protected from 

the expectedly negative effect of prior delinquency on future delinquency. Conversely, 

individuals who exhibit lower levels of these social bonds should be less protected against the 

negative effects of prior offending as it relates to future offending. 

 Another criminological theory that is useful to this discussion is Edwin Sutherland’s 

differential association theory (1947). According to Sutherland (1947), criminal behavior is 

learned through an individual’s association or interaction with delinquent or criminal others, and 

a delinquent or criminal act will occur whenever there is an excess of definitions favorable to the 

violation of law over definitions unfavorable to the violation of law. These definitions are 

learned through associations and interactions that may vary in duration, priority, intensity, and 

frequency (Sutherland, 1947). Despite how interactions and associations may be characterized 

with respect to these four aspects, the idea of differential association itself has received 

consistent, substantial empirical support (Matsueda 1988; Warr 1996; Matsueda and Anderson 

1998). More specifically, numerous studies have found that one of the best and strongest 

predictors of criminal behavior is the number of delinquent peers that an individual associates 

with (Agnew 1991; Warr & Stafford 1991; Warr 1993a; Warr 1993b; Thornberry et al. 1994; 

Haynie 2001; Haynie 2002). This empirical support is beneficial to the current discussion in that 

the presence of delinquent peers or the lack thereof should greatly influence the extent to which 

initial offending will lead to future offending. Specifically, an individual who maintains higher 

levels of association with delinquent peers is likely to experience an amplifying effect on future 

offending as a result of prior offending – their delinquent peers will reinforce their involvement 

in offending, therefore increasing the positive association between prior and future offending. 

Conversely, an individual who maintains lower levels of association with delinquent peers (or 
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higher levels of association with prosocial peers) is likely to experience a diminishing effect on 

future offending as a result of prior offending.  

 In addition to the abovementioned moderating factors, there are two other potential 

conditioning factors that deserve attention in the current discussion; however, neither is directly 

associated to a specific criminological theory. The first of these two factors, self-concept, has 

received considerably limited focus as it relates to its potential effect on delinquency. 

Nevertheless, from its initial application to delinquency, the notion of self-concept has been 

thought of as a potential “insulator” against delinquent behavior (Reckless et al. 1956). Reckless 

et al. (1956) found that individuals exhibiting a socially acceptable concept of self are more 

likely to enjoy protection against participation in delinquency. Since this study, however, 

empirical results have been mixed. While Rosenberg et al. (1989) found that low self-esteem is 

significantly predictive of juvenile delinquency, McCarthy and Hoge (1984) found a negligible 

effect of self-esteem on delinquency. As it pertains to the current discussion, it logically follows 

that possessing a positive self-concept is likely to diminish the effects of past offending on future 

offending while exhibiting a negative self-concept is likely to amplify the effects of past 

offending on future offending. Because of not only the mixed results of empirical findings thus 

far but also the limited attention given to the idea itself, it is beneficial to attempt to provide 

better understanding of what role, if any, self-concept plays in the relationship between past and 

future offending.  

 The other factors that warrants examination in this discussion is the notion of risk-

seeking propensity. Most often, risk-seeking propensity is associated with Gottfredson and 

Hirschi’s (1990) theory of low self-control. In fact, the concept of risk-seeking propensity is 

often used as a proxy for measuring levels of self-control. According to self-control theory 

(1990), those individuals exhibiting higher levels of self-control will be less likely to engage in 

delinquency while those individuals who are low in level of self-control are more likely to 

engage in crime. Furthermore, self-control is a function of parental socialization before the age 

of about ten. While self-control theory (1990) has received considerable attention from an 

empirical standpoint, the idea of risk-seeking propensity and its potential effects on delinquency 

have received much less focus. However, LaGrange & Silverman (1999) found risk-seeking to 

be significantly related to all forms of delinquency. With respect to the current study, it is 
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reasonable to conclude that individuals who are high in levels risk-seeking propensity are more 

likely to become further immersed in a criminal career following initial delinquency while those 

individuals who are exhibit lower levels of risk-seeking propensity should be less vulnerable to 

the negative effects of prior offending on future offending.  
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CHAPTER 3 

THE PRESENT STUDY 

Although it is clear that prior delinquency is associated with significant increases in future 

delinquency, little is known about whether that association is conditional on other factors. The 

current study will attempt to fill this void by exploring in what way, if any, the effects of prior 

delinquency on future delinquency are affected by a variety of risk and protective factors that are 

central to a number of criminological theories and that have been found in prior research to be 

consequential for delinquency. This study will examine six variables that may amplify or 

diminish the effects of prior delinquency on future delinquency, with this overall set of variables 

capturing key characteristics or dynamics related to adolescents’ family, peers, and personal 

characteristics. Specifically, the six moderating variables that are considered include the 

adolescents’ exposure to a warm family environment, association with delinquent peers, 

commitment to school, involvement in prosocial activities, self-concept, and propensity for risk-

seeking. With respect to disadvantaged neighborhoods and the criminogenic environment that is 

commonly created within those neighborhoods, the current study has the potential to give greater 

understanding on whether these factors can amplify or mitigate the expected association between 

prior and future delinquency. Thus, this study addresses a question of practical and theoretical 

significance, among those who are at high-risk for chronic delinquency, what factors discourage 

– or alternatively, encourage – there journey down a delinquent pathway. 

3.1 Data 

 The data for the present study come from the Children-at-Risk (CAR) project (Harrell, 

Cavanagh, and Sridharan 1999). These data were originally collected for the purpose of 

evaluating the comprehensive CAR intervention, which was a comprehensive case management 

intervention designed to prevent drug use, delinquency, and other problem behaviors among 

high-risk youth living in severely distressed neighborhoods. The current study makes no attempt 

to evaluate this program (although, as noted below, a control for its effects will be included in 

the multivariate analyses). Instead, we use these data because many of its features make it 

especially relevant for a study that examines the association between prior and future 

delinquency (and potential moderators of that association) for a sample of disadvantaged 
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adolescents. Most notably, the sample is comprised entirely of high-risk individuals who live in 

economically distressed neighborhoods. Moreover, comprehensive survey data for this group 

were collected at three points in time, and these data include strong measures both for self-

reported delinquency and important characteristics of the adolescents (or their social 

environments) that may moderate the association between prior and future delinquency.  

 The data were collected from five CAR programs located in five cities in the United 

States: Austin, TX; Memphis, TN; Seattle, WA; Savannah, GA; and Bridgeport, CT. Three 

separate waves of data were collected been January 1993 and May 1997. For youths to be 

eligible for the CAR program, they had to be between the ages of 11 and 13, attend the sixth or 

seventh grade, live in a target neighborhood. The CAR program was designed for those at high 

risk for chronic delinquency. Thus, the neighborhoods that were targeted were those 

characterized by high rates of poverty, crime, and drug dealing. Within these neighborhoods, 

adolescents were eligible for the study only if they were deemed at high risk for delinquency by 

community, school, or justice system officials. This sampling approach produced an initial 

sample of 874, with a very high response rate (98 percent) at the initial interview. Following the 

initial interview, the sample consisted of 446 males and 420 females. With respect to ethnicity, 

501 respondents identified as black, 294 identified as Hispanic, and 67 identified as white. As it 

relates to household size, the majority of respondents reported living in homes of between three 

and six residents (4 = 225, 5 = 188, 3 = 154, and 6 = 102).  

In using these data, it was important to take advantage of the longitudinal nature of this 

project. Thus, in considering the relationship between prior and future delinquency, two specific 

temporal arrangements are evaluated: 1) the relationship between wave 1 and wave 2 

delinquency and 2) the relationship between wave 1 and wave 3 delinquency. The moderating 

variables are measured in each instance at wave 2. Thus, for the first temporal arrangement, one 

can assess whether the effects of wave 1 delinquency on wave 2 delinquency depend on risk and 

protective factors that are experienced concurrently (at wave 2) with the measure of future 

delinquency. On the other hand, the second temporal arrangement, the analysis considers 

whether the effects of wave 1 delinquency on wave 3 delinquency depend on risk and protective 

factors that are experienced temporally prior – at wave 2 – to the measure of future delinquency.  
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Subjects were then reinterviewed two additional times: Two years later (when they were 

approximately 14 years old) and one year after that. The response rates were relatively high at 

these follow-ups: 77 percent at wave 2 and 76 percent at wave 3. Moreover, attrition did not 

appear to be selective (Harrell et al. 1999). Although the CAR program attained data from not 

only eligible youth but also caretakers and law enforcement officials, the present study will make 

use of data provided by the youth only, in large part because of the richness of the child data and 

the minimal problems with missing data that it presents.   

3.2 Measures 

The measures used for each variable (and the items that they contain) are described below, but 

they share some common features. As mentioned above, all measures were obtained with 

responses from participating youth. Additionally, the delinquency and moderating variables all 

were measured with multiple-item scales that were created by averaging the constituent items 

(after each item was standardized). And last, the items for these measures generally contained 

ordinal response categories to assess either the frequency of some behavior (ranging from 

“never” to “5 or more times”) or the extent of one’s agreement with a given statement (ranging 

from “agree” to “disagree” on a Likert-type scale or employing “true” and “false” responses). 

3.3 Variables 

3.3.1 Delinquency  

 The variable delinquency at Wave 1, or prior delinquency, was created using a 

standardized multi-item scale made up of 26 items. The items comprising the prior delinquency 

scale attempt to cover a broad range of delinquent acts and thus, creating a scale of “general” 

delinquency that includes property delinquency (“set fire to someone else’s property”), violent 

delinquency (“serious fight in school”), substance abuse (“ever helped with drug sales”), and 

status offending (“ever had alcohol”).  

Similar to delinquency at Wave 1, the variables delinquency at Wave 2 and delinquency 

at Wave 3, respectively, were created using standardized multi-item scales made up of 28 items. 

As with Wave 1 delinquency scale, the items comprising the delinquency scales attempt to 

capture the occurrence of a wide range of delinquent acts. Once again, these scales are best seen 
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as “general” delinquency, given that they include items that inquire about a diverse set of 

delinquent acts, including violent delinquency (“past 2 years attacked to hurt someone”), 

property delinquency (“past 2 years taken something worth >$50”), substance abuse (“times used 

marijuana in the past 30 days”), and status offending (“ever had beer, liquor, wine to drink”). 

3.3.2 Family Warmth 

The variable “Family Warmth” was created using a standardized multi-item scale made up of six 

items. Each item comprising this scale attempts to measure the level of family warmth and/or 

support experienced by respondents. High scores on this scale indicate, for example, that “family 

members really help and support one another”; “there is a feeling of togetherness in our family”; 

and “family members hardly ever lose their tempers.” The Cronbach’s alpha for this six-item 

scale was 0.75. 

3.3.3 Delinquent Peer Associations 

The variable “Delinquent Peers” was created using a standardized multi-item scale made up of 

twelve items. Each item comprising this scale attempts to measure the extent to which 

respondents associated with delinquent peer groups. High scores on this scale indicate, for 

example, that one’s peers “act loud or rowdy in public,” “join in serious fights,” “sneak things 

without paying for them,” and “throw bottles, rocks, and things at people.” The Cronbach’s alpha 

for this twelve-item scale was 0.83. 

3.3.4 Weak Commitment To School 

The variable “Weak School Commitment” was created using a standardized multi-item scale 

made up of seven items. Each item in this scale attempts to gauge the level of commitment to 

school possessed by respondents. High scores on this indicate, for example, that “homework is a 

waste”; “I [do not] try hard in school”; “I [dis]like school generally”; and “grades are [not] 

important.” The Cronbach’s alpha for this seven-tem scale was 0.66. 

3.3.5 Positive Involvement 

The variable “Positive Involvement” was created using a standardized multi-item scale made up 

of four items. Each item in this scale attempts to measure the respondents’ level of involvement 
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in conventional, extracurricular activities. High scores on this scale indicate, for example, that 

youth “participate in any organized team sports,” “attend church, temple, or other religious 

services,” and “participate in any clubs and activities.” The Cronbach’s alpha for this four-item 

index was 0.26. Although this is low, it follows logically that involvement in one extra-curricular 

activity does not increase the likelihood of a respondent being involved in another, altogether 

different activity. Therefore, while the Cronbach’s alpha is not ideal, it is still quite possible that 

the index will be capable of capturing the extent to which a respondent is involved in 

conventional activities.  

3.3.6 Negative Self-Concept 

The variable “Negative Self-Concept” was created using a standardized multi-item scale made 

up of ten items. Each item comprising this scale attempts to capture to what extent do 

respondents possess a positive view of their personal self-worth. High scores on this scale 

indicate, for example, that youth feel that they do not have “a number of good qualities,” “much 

to be proud of,” or “a positive attitude towards self” and are not “able to do things as well as 

most other people.” The Cronbach’s alpha for this ten-item index was 0.75. 

3.3.7 Risk-seeking Propensity 

The variable “Risk-seeking Propensity” was created using a standardized multi-item scale made 

up of two items. Each item in this scale attempts to capture the propensity of respondents to seek 

and/or enjoy risky activities. High scores on this scale indicate that youth “get a real kick out of 

doing things that are a little dangerous” and “like to test myself every now and then by doing 

something a little risky.” The Cronbach’s alpha for this two-item index was 0.66. 

3.4 Control Variables 

Control variables included in the present study include the following: age (in years), gender, 

ethnicity (black, Hispanic, and white), group (treatment, control, and quasi-experimental) and 

household size. Household size was chosen as a control variable in order to account for several 

potential issues. For example, it is plausible that those youth who reside in a smaller household – 

for instance, a single-parent home – may not be supervised as effectively as the youth residing in 

larger households. This may lead to an association with delinquent peers in addition to low levels 
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of family warmth. Consequently, those youth residing in larger households might suffer from a 

lack of positive attention and support which may also lead to association with delinquent peers 

and low levels of family warmth. With respect to controlling for group, this was done in order to 

consider any potential effects that may have occurred as a result of the group into which each 

youth was placed.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

4.1 Independent Effects 

 This analysis began by determining whether Wave 1 delinquency and the risk and 

protective factors discussed above were consequential for delinquency. The potential 

significance of the risk and protective factors was explored using both delinquency at Wave 2 

and Wave 3. This was done by estimating four ordinary least squares (OLS) regression 

equations, which included all of the control variables: age, gender, ethnicity (white and Hispanic 

with black as the reference category), household size, and treatment (group). Two equations were 

estimated for each dependent variable – the first ones (Equations 1 and 3) include only the 

control variables and Wave 1 delinquency, while the second of these equations (Equations 2 and 

4) add all of the risk and protective factors. The results for these equations are shown in Table 

4.2. 

 The results presented in Table 4.2 reveal several important patterns. First, as expected, 

delinquency at Wave 1 is a significant predictor of future delinquency in all four equations. This 

is especially true in those equations 1 and 3 which exclude the risk and protective factors. The 

respective betas for these two equations were .228 in Equation 1 and .337 in Equation 3. 

Nevertheless, even after the risk and protective factors were included in Equations 2 and 4, the 

significant effects of delinquency at Wave 1 persisted with betas of .116 (Equation 2) and .240 

(Equation 4).  

A second key conclusion illustrated in the results presented in Table 4.2 is that some of 

the risk and protective factors were more consequential than others. In both Equation 2 and 

Equation 4, delinquent peer association exhibited the strongest effect on future delinquency (β2 = 

.339 and β4 = .198). Additionally, weak school commitment (β2 = .240 and β4 = .147) and risk-

seeking propensity (β2 = .193 and β4 = .154) both showed a significant effect on future 

delinquency in Equations 2 and 4. So, while the larger focus of this study is the role of prior 

delinquency on future delinquency, it should be noted that even after taking into account the 

strong, significant influence of prior delinquency on future delinquency, the abovementioned risk 

and protective factors exert significant effects on future delinquency as well. 
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4.2 Moderating Effects 

 Attention then turned to whether the effects of prior delinquency were moderated by the 

presence of risk and/or protective factors. In order to test for these potential moderating effects, 

OLS product term analysis was implemented. This particular method uses an interaction term 

that is the product of some predictor (in this case, prior delinquency) and a hypothesized 

moderator (each risk and protective factor). Using this method, the resulting interaction term’s 

coefficient is interpreted as the change in the predictor’s effect when there is a one-unit change in 

the moderator (Jaccard et al. 1990). 

 To consider this issue in the explanation of delinquency at Wave 2, six equations were 

estimated – one for each interaction of Wave 1 delinquency and the six risk and/or protective 

factors. Each of these six equations included all control variables, Wave 1 delinquency, the 

individual risk and protective factors, and the relevant multiplicative interaction term. Table 4.3 

summarizes the interactions of interest and their effects on delinquency at Wave 2.  

 After estimating these six equations, the substantial conclusion illustrated by the results 

in Table III is that the effects of delinquency at Wave 1 on delinquency at Wave 2 are moderated 

by the risk and protective factors – in fact, all six equations yielded a significant interaction 

coefficient. Moreover, each of these interactions is in the expected direction. Thus, for the 

variables that should mitigate the effects of prior delinquency, family warmth (β = -.169) and 

positive involvement (β = -.093), the interactions terms are significant and negative. On the other 

hand, for the interactions of variables that should amplify the effects of prior delinquency, the 

resulting interactions coefficients are significant and positive – that is, delinquent peer 

association (β = .104), risk-seeking propensity (β = .159), weak school commitment (β = .084), 

and negative self-concept (β = .098). 

 The analysis then proceeded to consider delinquency at Wave 3 as the outcome variable. 

To accomplish this, the equations described in Table 4.3 were reestimated using delinquency at 

Wave 3 as the dependent variable. The results of this reestimation are presented in Table 4.4. 

The overall conclusion here is quite similar to the previous analysis which used delinquency at 

Wave 2 as the dependent variable. In this instance, five out of the six equations yielded 

significant interaction coefficients. Once again, these interactions are moving in the predicted 
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direction as well. More specifically, for those variables expected to mitigate the effects of prior 

delinquency, family warmth (β = -.217) and positive involvement (β = -.217), the interaction 

terms are significant and negative once more. Furthermore, for those variables predicted to 

amplify the effects of prior delinquency – risk-seeking propensity (β = .192), weak school 

commitment (β = .136), and delinquent peer association (β = .132) – interaction coefficients were 

significant and positive once again.  

4.3 Results Tables 

Table 4.1: Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations  

         

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1) Age 1.000        

2) Male 0.05 1.000       

3) White 0.05 -0.01 1.000      

4) Black -0.11 -0.05 -0.34 1.000     

5) Hispanic 0.08 0.06 -0.21 -0.85 1.000    

6) Treatment -0.04 -0.01 0.03 -0.05 0.04 1.000   

7) Household Size -0.04 -0.04 -0.10 -0.07 0.13 -0.02 1.000  

8) Wave 1 Delinquency 0.13 0.10 0.01 -0.04 0.03 -0.05 -0.04 1.000 

9) Wave 2 Delinquency 0.11 0.11 0.13 -0.15 0.08 0.05 -0.06 0.30 

10) Wave 3 Delinquency 0.09 0.15 0.17 -0.22 0.13 -0.03 -0.03 0.36 

11) Negative Self-concept 0.11 -0.08 0.07 -0.23 0.20 0.01 0.09 0.10 

12) Risk-seeking Propensity 0.10 0.13 0.19 -0.19 0.09 0.05 -0.06 0.12 

13) Weak School Commitment 0.08 0.07 0.13 -0.18 0.12 -0.04 -0.04 0.20 

14) Positive Involvement 0.13 -0.11 -0.03 -0.10 0.13 -0.09 0.01 -0.02 

15) Family Warmth -0.09 0.12 -0.15 0.14 -0.06 0.04 -0.03 -0.10 

16) Delinquent Peers 0.06 0.02 0.12 -0.16 0.10 -0.01 -0.00 0.26 

         

N = 867 866 862 862 862 867 867 855 

Mean 12.36 0.52 0.08 0.58 0.34 0.39 4.65 0 

Standard Deviation 0.69 0.50 0.27 0.49 0.47 0.49 1.65 0.48 

  

         

 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 

9) Wave 2 Delinquency 1.000        

10) Wave 3 Delinquency 0.68 1.000       

11) Negative Self-concept 0.21 0.19 1.000      

12) Risk-seeking Propensity 0.37 0.32 0.22 1.000     

13) Weak School Commitment 0.47 0.34 0.21 0.32 1.000    

14) Positive Involvement 0.10 0.04 0.18 0.02 0.11 1.000   

15) Family Warmth -0.25 -0.20 -0.41 -0.16 -0.26 -0.15 1.000  

16) Delinquent Peers 0.50 0.38 0.15 0.26 0.33 -0.03 -0.26 1.000 

         

N = 670 662 670 670 648 670 670 669 

Mean 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Standard Deviation 0.48 0.53 0.57 0.87 0.58 0.57 0.67 0.59 
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Table 4.2: Regression of Independent Variables on Delinquency 

 Model 1 

(Wave 2 

Delinquency) 

 Model 2 

(Wave 2 

Delinquency) 

 Model 3 

(Wave 3 

Delinquency) 

 Model 4 

(Wave 3 

Delinquency) 

 

 b 

(SE) 

β  b 

(SE) 

β  b 

(SE) 

β  b 

(SE) 

β  

Age .04 

(.026) 

.057  .025 

(.018) 

.042  .016 

(.028) 

.022  .026 

(.026) 

.037  

Male .083* 

(.036) 

.085  .069** 

(.027) 

.082  .125** 

(.038) 

.116  .103** 

(.037) 

.104  

White .262** 

(.068) 

.145  .034 

(.052) 

.021  .412** 

(.074) 

.203  .193** 

(.073) 

.101  

Hispanic .094* 

(.039) 

.092  -.039 

(.029) 

-.044  .170** 

(.041) 

.151  .050 

(.040) 

.048  

Household Size -.013 

(.011) 

-.044  -.002 

(.008) 

-.008  -.003 

(.012) 

-.010  -.001 

(.011) 

-.002  

Treatment .055 

(.036) 

.056  .049 

(.027) 

.056  -.028 

(.039) 

-.026  -.029 

(.037) 

-.029  

Prior Delinquency .298** 

(.038) 

.288  .105** 

(.029) 

.116  .383** 

(.041) 

.337  .210** 

(.039) 

.203  

Negative Self-concept    .001 

(.027) 

.002     .032 

(.036) 

.037  

Risk-seeking Propensity    .095** 

(.017) 

.193     .089** 

(.023) 

.154  

Weak School Commitment    .176** 

(.025) 

.240     .127** 

(.035) 

.147  

Positive Involvement    .045 

(.024) 

.061     .024 

(.033) 

.027  

Family Warmth    -.036 

(.022) 

-.058     -.034 

(.030) 

-.046  

Delinquent Peers    .242** 

(.024) 

.339     .162** 

(.033) 

.198  

a. In Models 1 and 2, delinquency at Wave 2 is the dependent variable and in Model 3 and 

4, delinquency at Wave 3 is the dependent variable. 

b. * p < .05. **p < .01. 
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Table 4.3: Regressions of Interactive Variables on Delinquency at Wave 2 

  

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

 b 

(SE) 

β b 

(SE) 

β b 

(SE) 

β b 

(SE) 

β b 

(SE) 

β b 

(SE) 

β 

Age .027 

(.019) 

.044 .029 

(.019) 

.048 .026 

( .019) 

.043 .027 

(.019) 

.045 .025 

(.019) 

.041 .031 

(.019) 

.051 

Male .075** 

(.027) 

.088 .078** 

(.026) 

.092 .067* 

( .026) 

.079 .071** 

( .027) 

.083 .072** 

(.026) 

.086 .074** 

(.026) 

.087 

White .038 

( .052) 

.024 .035 

( .051) 

.021 .026 

(.052) 

.016 .029 

( .052) 

.018 .045 

( .052) 

.028 .038 

( .051) 

.024 

Hispanic -.045 

(.029) 

-.050 -.047 

(.029) 

-.053 -.042 

( .029) 

-.047 -.042 

(.029) 

-.047 -.042 

( .029) 

-.047 -.043 

(.029) 

-.048 

Household Size -.001 

(.008) 

-.005 -.002 

(.008) 

-.006 -.003 

( .008) 

-.011 -.002 

(.008) 

-.007 -.002 

(.008) 

-.006 -.003 

(.008) 

-.010 

Treatment .046 

(.026) 

.053 .050 

( .026) 

.058 .052* 

(.026) 

.060 .046 

( .026) 

.053 .049 

( .026) 

.056 .050 

(.026) 

.058 

Prior Delinquency .037 

(.040) 

.041 .082** 

( .028) 

.090 .112** 

( .028) 

.124 .050 

(.040) 

.055 .068* 

( .031) 

.076 .095** 

( .028) 

.106 

Negative Self-

Concept 

-.002 

( .026) 

-.002 .001 

(.026) 

.001 .002 

(.026) 

.003 .000 

(.026) 

.000 .004 

(.026) 

.005 .001 

( .026) 

.002 

Risk-seeking 

Propensity 

.094** 

( .016) 

.192 .088** 

(.016) 

.180 .092** 

(.016) 

.188 .095** 

(.017) 

.194 .094** 

( .016) 

.192 .096** 

(.016) 

.196 

Weak School 

Commitment 

.174** 

(.025) 

.237 .172** 

(.025) 

.235 .173** 

( .025) 

.235 .177** 

( .025) 

.241 .175** 

( .025) 

.239 .171** 

(.025) 

  .233 

Positive 

Involvement 

.047* 

(.023) 

.063 .061** 

(.023) 

.082 .048* 

(.024) 

.065 .048* 

(.024) 

.064 .048* 

( .024) 

.065 .059* 

(.023) 

.079 

Family Warmth -.035 

(.022) 

-.055 -.029 

( .022) 

-.045 -.030 

( .022) 

-.047 -.035 

(.022) 

-.055 -.034 

(.022) 

-.053 -.023 

(.021) 

-.036 

Delinquent Peers .244** 

(.024) 

.342 .240** 

(.024) 

.335 .243** 

(.024) 

.340 .244** 

(.024) 

.341 .240** 

(.024) 

.336 .236** 

(.024) 

.329 

Prior Delinquency 

X Delinquent Peers 

.115* 

(.048) 

.104 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Prior Delinquency 

X Family Warmth 

-- -- -.165** 

(.030) 

-.169 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Prior Delinquency 

X 

Positive 

Involvement 

-- -- -- -- -.117** 

(.039) 

-.093 -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Prior Delinquency 

X 

Weak School 

Commitment 

-- -- -- -- -- -- .093* 

( .048) 

.084 -- -- -- -- 

Prior Delinquency 

X Negative Self-

Concept 

-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- .138** 

(.047) 

.098 -- -- 

Prior Delinquency 

X Risk-seeking 

Propensity 

-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- .153** 

( .029) 

.159 
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Table 4.4: Regressions of Interactive Variables on Delinquency at Wave 3 

  

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

 b 

(SE) 

β b 

(SE) 

β b 

(SE) 

β b 

(SE) 

β b 

(SE) 

β b 

(SE) 

β 

Age .029 

(.026) 

.041 .033 

(.025) 

.046 .028 

(.025) 

.039 .030 

(.026) 

.043 .026 

(.026) 

.036 .036 

(.026) 

.050 

Male  .111** 

(.037) 

.112 .117** 

(.036) 

.118 .100** 

(.036) 

.101 .106** 

(.037) 

.106 .108** 

( .037) 

.108 .107** 

(.036) 

.108 

White .200** 

(.073) 

.104 .191** 

(.071) 

.100 .165* 

(.071) 

.086 .181* 

(.073) 

.095 .203** 

(.074) 

.106 .192** 

(.072) 

.100 

Hispanic .042 

(.040) 

.040 .034 

(.039) 

.032 .044 

(.039) 

.042 .042 

(.039) 

.041 .048 

(.040) 

.046 .042 

(.039) 

.040 

Household Size .000 

(.011) 

.000 .000 

(.011) 

-.001 -.003 

(.011) 

-.009 .000 

(.011) 

.000 .000 

(.011) 

.000 -.001 

( .011) 

-.004 

Treatment -.033 

(.036) 

-.032 -.026 

(.035) 

-.026 -.023 

(.035) 

-.022 -.034 

(.036) 

-.033 -.030 

(.036) 

-.030 -.028 

(.036) 

-.028 

Prior Delinquency .111* 

(.055) 

.107 .175** 

(.038) 

.168 .231** 

(.038) 

.223 .110* 

(.053) 

.106 .179** 

(.043) 

.172 .210** 

(.038) 

.203 

Negative Self-

Concept 

.028 

( .036) 

.032 .032 

(.035) 

.036 .036 

(.035) 

.041 .031 

(.036) 

.035 .035 

(.036) 

.040 .029 

(.035) 

.033 

Risk-seeking 

Propensity 

.087** 

(.023) 

.151 .079** 

(.022) 

.135 .083** 

(.022) 

.143 .090** 

(.023) 

.154 .088** 

(.023) 

.151 .091** 

(.022) 

.156 

Weak School 

Commitment 

.123** 

(.034) 

.142 .120** 

( .034) 

.139 .116** 

(.034) 

.135 .131** 

( .035) 

.153 .125** 

(.035) 

.146 .122** 

(.034) 

.141 

Positive 

Involvement 

.027 

(.033) 

.031 .047 

(.032) 

.054 .032 

(.032) 

.036 .029 

( .033) 

.034 .026 

(.033) 

.030 .043 

(.032) 

  .049 

Family Warmth -.031 

(.030) 

-.043 -.022 

(.030) 

-.029 -.016 

(.030) 

.022 -.030 

(.030) 

-.041 -.032 

( .030) 

-.043 .-.013 

(.030) 

-.018 

Delinquent Peers .166** 

(.033) 

.203 .160** 

(.032) 

.195 .164** 

(.032) 

.200 .165** 

.(033) 

.201 .161** 

(.033) 

.196 153** 

(.032) 

.186 

Prior Delinquency 

X Delinquent Peers 

.164* 

(.065) 

.132 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Prior Delinquency 

X Family Warmth 

-- -- -.238** 

(.039) 

-.217 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Prior Delinquency 

X 

Positive 

Involvement 

-- -- -- -- -.309** 

( .050) 

  -.217 -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Prior Delinquency 

X 

Weak School 

Commitment 

-- -- -- -- -- -- .174** 

(.064) 

.136 -- -- -- -- 

Prior Delinquency 

X Negative Self-

Concept 

-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- .107 

(.064) 

.067 -- -- 

Prior Delinquency 

X Risk-seeking 

Propensity 

-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- .214** 

(.040) 

.192 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 To this point, criminological research has consistently found support for the idea that past 

participation in delinquent and/or criminal behavior is a reliable predictor of future participation 

in delinquency and/or crime (Loeber and Dishion 1983; Stouthamer-Loeber and Loeber 1988; 

Nagin and Paternoster 1991; Sampson and Laub 1997; Paternoster and Brame 1997). The 

implication here is that once an individual begins on a delinquent or criminal path, it is likely that 

he or she will continue down that delinquent path. While the negative consequences of past 

delinquent behavior on future behavior have been well-established, there still exists a lack of 

knowledge concerning what factors, if any, may alter the effects of past delinquency on future 

delinquency. Through the use of multiplicative interaction terms, this study examined risk and 

protective factors thought to have the potential to either diminish or amplify the effects of prior 

participation in delinquency on future participation in delinquency. Two major conclusions 

emerged from this analysis, and each will be discussed below along with limitations of the 

present study and opportunities for future research with a similar focus.  

 The first notable conclusion that emerged from this study is that substantial support was 

found for the notion that the strongest predictor of future participation in delinquency is past 

participation in delinquency. Consistent with previous research, the findings here suggest that 

once a delinquent career starts, it is likely to continue for some time (Loeber and Dishion 1983; 

Stouthamer-Loeber and Loeber 1988; Nagin and Paternoster 1991; Paternoster and Brame 1997). 

In fact, prior delinquency was found to significantly affect future delinquency at both Wave 2 

(two years after the initial contact) and Wave 3 (three years after the initial contact). In addition 

to the strong effect of prior delinquency on future delinquency, several risk and protective factors 

included in the study also exhibited strong significant independent effects on future delinquency. 

That is, risk-seeking propensity, weak school commitment, and delinquent peer association all 

had positive, significant effects on delinquency.  

The second noteworthy conclusion resulting from this study is illustrated in the analysis 

of the multiplicative interaction terms and their effects on future delinquency. Using delinquency 

at Wave 2 and delinquency at Wave 3 as separate dependent variables, 11 out of 12 significant 
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interaction effects emerged. Also, these effects were observed in the expected directions. For 

instance, when using delinquency at Wave 2 as the dependent variable, risk-seeking propensity, 

weak school commitment, delinquent peer association, and negative self-concept all significantly 

amplified the influence of prior delinquency on future delinquency. Conversely, family warmth 

and positive involvement significantly diminished the influence of prior delinquency on future 

delinquency. Consequently, these effects were mirrored in the analysis using delinquency at 

Wave 3 as the dependent variable with the only exception being the disappearance of 

significance for the interaction between prior delinquency and negative self-concept. 

Nevertheless, these findings clearly suggest that an individual’s delinquent or criminal behavior 

is likely to be intensified by high levels of risk-seeking propensity, weak school commitment, 

negative self-concept, and delinquent peer association. In contrast, an individual’s delinquent or 

criminal behavior is likely to be significantly diminished by high levels of family warmth and 

positive involvement.  

In noting these conclusions, one major limitation to this analysis should be taken into 

account. Although there is regional variation in the data used to conduct this study, there is no 

variation across neighborhood. All youth included in these data were residents of neighborhoods 

characterized by chronically disadvantaged conditions. Also, all of the youth included in the 

study were considered high-risk. These two facts prohibit any comparison with youth residing in 

more advantaged neighborhoods as well as youth who are not considered at-risk. While the 

disadvantaged neighborhood context is an important aspect of the argument being presented in 

this study, it would be quite beneficial to have the capacity to compare differences across 

neighborhoods. Unfortunately, these particular data do not allow for such an analysis.  

Consequently, the major limitation of this study should be seen as a viable avenue for 

conducting future research on this subject. Obtaining data that allow for comparison across 

neighborhoods as well as comparison of high-risk youth with low-risk youth would have the 

potential to yield a great deal of valuable insights. With data of this type, scholars would be able 

to examine whether the risk and protective factors included in this analysis function in a similar 

way for both high-risk and low-risk youth and for youth residing in disadvantaged and 

advantaged communities. Another way in which this study can be furthered is by addressing 

what risk and protective factors are most important at certain ages throughout the life of youth. 
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By examining the importance of age, scholars can potentially pinpoint when certain risk factors 

are most likely to be encountered and when certain protective factors will be most helpful. One 

other way in which this study can be extended is by exploring other risk and protective factors 

not included in the study that could be of importance in the mitigation or aggravation of the 

effects of prior delinquency on future delinquency. 

The implications of this study are quite practical. In the context of neighborhood 

disadvantage, there are many youth who fall into the trap of delinquent behavior. However, this 

study and further advances in this area can provide greater understanding of what protective 

factors should be fostered in order to guard delinquent youth from continuing down a delinquent 

path. Moreover, studies such as this help to highlight what risk factors should be avoided so that 

past participation in delinquency does not intensify to the extent that a criminal career results. 

While delinquency is an occurrence that may not be avoided completely, the findings of this 

study suggest that the negative consequences that accompany delinquent behavior can be 

successfully curbed.  
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