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CHAPTER LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After completing this chapter, students should be able to:

■ Understand the approach and structure of this book.
■ Describe the key components of theory.
■ Describe the relationship between theory and research.
■ Identify the purposes of research.
■ Describe the criteria for establishing cause-and-effect relationships.
■ Understand key terms:

juvenile delinquency level of explanation
theory inductive theorizing
concepts deductive theorizing
propositions

It was one of those formative experiences. I [coauthor Jim Burfeind] was fresh out of college and 
newly hired as a probation officer. I was meeting with two experienced attorneys—one the defense, 
the other the prosecutor. Almost in unison, they turned to me and asked, “Why did Rick do this? 
Why did he develop such a persistent pattern of delinquency?” They wanted to make sense of Rick’s 
delinquency, and they wondered how the juvenile court could best respond to his case.

I had become familiar with Rick only in the previous few weeks when his case was reassigned 
to me as part of my growing caseload as a new probation officer. Now, meeting with the attorneys 
to gather information for the predisposition report, I was being asked to explain Rick’s pattern of 
delinquency to two legal experts who had far more experience in the juvenile justice system than 
I did. I was, after all, new to the job. How could I possibly know enough to offer an explanation? I also 
had the daunting responsibility of making a recommendation for disposition that the judge would 
most likely follow completely. Rick’s future was at stake, and my recommendation would determine 
the disposition of the juvenile court.

As I tried to respond to the attorneys sitting in front of me, my mind was flooded with ques-
tions. The answers to these questions became the basis for my predisposition report—an attempt to 
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explain Rick’s delinquency and, based on this understanding, to recommend what should be done 
through court disposition. The questions with which I wrestled included the following:

■ Is involvement in delinquency common among adolescents; that is, are most youths delin-
quent? Maybe Rick was just an unfortunate kid who got caught.

■ Are Rick’s offenses fairly typical of the types of offenses in which youths are involved?

■ Will Rick “grow out” of delinquent behavior?

■ Is Rick’s pattern of offending similar to those of other delinquent youths?

■ Do most delinquent youths begin with status offenses and then escalate into serious, repeti-
tive offending? (Status offenses are acts, such as truancy and running away, that are consid-
ered offenses when committed by juveniles, but are not considered crimes if committed by 
adults.)

■ Is there a rational component to Rick’s delinquency so that punishment by the juvenile 
court would deter further delinquency?

■ Did the fact that Rick was adopted have anything to do with his involvement in delin-
quency? Might something about Rick’s genetic makeup and his biological family lend some 
insight into his behavior?

■ What role did Rick’s use of alcohol play in his delinquency?

■ Are there family factors that might relate to Rick’s involvement in delinquency ?

■ Were there aspects of Rick’s school experiences that might be related to his delinquency?

■ What role did Rick’s friend play in his delinquent behavior?

■ Did the juvenile court’s formal adjudication of Rick as a “delinquent youth” two years earlier 
label him and make him more likely to continue delinquent offending?

■ Should the juvenile court retain jurisdiction for serious, repeat offenders like Rick?

■ What should the juvenile court try to do with Rick: punish, deter, or rehabilitate?

■ Should the juvenile court hold Rick less responsible for his acts than an adult because he has 
not fully matured?

Perhaps this list of questions seems a little overwhelming to you now. We don’t present them 
here with the expectation that you will be able to answer them. Instead, we present them to prompt 
you to think about what causes juvenile delinquency and to give you an idea of the types of ques-
tions that drive the scientific study of delinquent behavior. Throughout this book, we address these 
types of questions as we define delinquency; consider the nature of delinquent offenses, offenders, 
and offending; and present a variety of theories to explain delinquent behavior.
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■ Understanding Juvenile Delinquency
An understanding of delinquency builds upon explanations offered in theories and findings re-
vealed in research. The primary purpose of this book is to cultivate an understanding of juvenile 
delinquency by integrating theory and research. Throughout the book, we focus on the central roles 
that theory and research play in the study of delinquency. These two components form the core of 
any scientific inquiry.

Before we go any further, we must define “juvenile delinquency.” This definition is far more 
complicated than you might think. In Chapter 2, we discuss the social construction and transfor-
mation of the concept of juvenile delinquency. Here we offer a brief working definition of juvenile 
delinquency as actions that violate the law, committed by a person under the legal age of majority.

The questions that shape the scientific study of juvenile delinquency constitute attempts to 
define, describe, explain, and respond to delinquent behavior. Our exploration of juvenile delin-
quency reflects these four basic tasks. The first two sections of this book are devoted to defining 
and describing juvenile delinquency, the third section to explaining delinquent behavior, and the 
final section to contemporary ways of responding to juvenile delinquency. Responses to delinquent 
behavior, however, should be based on a thorough understanding of delinquency. Thus, an under-
standing of juvenile delinquency must come first.

Studying Juvenile Delinquency
The first section of this book describes the historical transformation of the concept of juvenile 
delinquency and the methods and data sources researchers use to study delinquent behavior. We 
begin by developing a working understanding of what we commonly call “juvenile delinquency” 
(Chapter 2). This includes not only the social, political, and economic changes that led to the social 
construction of juvenile delinquency as a legal term, but also the contemporary transformations 
that have dramatically altered how we as a society view and respond to delinquency. We then 
explore how researchers “measure” delinquency (Chapter 3). We describe various methods of gath-
ering data and conducting research on juvenile delinquency and identify sources of data on crime 
and delinquency.

The Nature of Delinquency
The second section of this book presents three chapters in which we describe the nature of delin-
quent offenses, offenders, and patterns of offending. Before criminologists try to explain juvenile 
delinquency, they must first understand the problem in terms of these three dimensions. Chapters 4 
through 6 report research findings that describe the nature and extent of delinquent offenses (Chapter 4), 
the social characteristics of delinquent offenders (Chapter 5), and the developmental patterns of 
delinquent offending (Chapter 6).

Explaining Delinquent Behavior
The third section of this book presents explanations of delinquency that criminologists have proposed 
in theories and examined in research. These chapters are organized in terms of the major themes 
that run through different groups of theories. One group of theories, for example, emphasizes the 
importance of peer group influences on delinquency. These theories, called social learning theories, 
address how delinquent behavior is learned in the context of peer group relations (Chapter 10). 
We also consider a number of other key themes: the role of individual factors, including biologi-
cal characteristics and personality, in explaining delinquent behavior (Chapter 7); whether delin-
quency is a product of situational influences and the routine activities of adolescents, or whether 
it results from conscious choice (Chapter 8); the importance of social relationships, especially 
family relations and school experiences, in controlling delinquency (Chapter 9); the structure of 
society and how societal characteristics motivate individual behavior (Chapter 11); and the label-
ing perspective and critical criminologies that focus on how social inequalities shape offending and 
responses to it (Chapter 12).

Throughout the book, as we present theoretical explanations for delinquency, we weave 
together theories and the most relevant research that criminologists have conducted to test those 
theories.
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Responding to Delinquency
The final section of this book includes two chapters that describe societal responses to delinquency. 
Chapter 13 addresses the contemporary emphasis on delinquency prevention and the theoretical 
underpinnings of such efforts. Chapter 14 describes the present-day juvenile justice system. We 
have deliberately chosen to keep our discussion of juvenile justice to one chapter in order to pro-
vide an undivided view of its structure and process. The formal juvenile justice system includes 
police, courts, and corrections. Yet a substantial amount of juvenile delinquency is dealt with infor-
mally, sometimes by agencies outside the “system.” Juvenile justice includes efforts at prevention, 
together with informal and formal actions by the traditional juvenile justice system. Formal proce-
dures, such as taking youths into custody and adjudicating them as delinquent youths, are central 
to the task of responding to juvenile delinquency. But informal procedures designed to prevent 
delinquency and divert youths from the juvenile justice system are far more common.

Before launching into these chapters, it is necessary to lay the foundation to the book’s empha-
sis: delinquency theory and research. Our goal is to make these often intimidating terms plain and 
understandable. In this way, you will be able to more easily grasp the material that follows. Theories 
of delinquency are no more than explanations, and research tries to provide information to either 
develop or test theories.

■ Developing and Evaluating Theories of Delinquency
A theory is an explanation that makes a systematic and logical argument about what is important 
and why. Theories of delinquency try to identify and describe the key causal factors that make 
up the “sequence of steps through which a person moves from law abiding behavior to . . . delin-
quency.”1 In doing so, these theories emphasize certain factors as being causally important and then 
describe how these factors are interrelated in producing delinquent behavior. 

Components of Theories
Like other scientific theories, theories of delinquency are composed of two basic parts: concepts 
and propositions. Concepts isolate and categorize features of the world that are thought to be caus-
ally important.2 Different theories of delinquency incorporate and emphasize different concepts. 
For example, the theories of delinquency we consider in later chapters include concepts such as 
personality traits, routine activities of adolescents, attachments to others, associations with delin-
quent friends, and social disorganization of neighborhoods. 

Propositions are theoretical statements that tell how concepts are related.3 In research, hy-
potheses are the testable counterpart of propositions, and variables are the measurable counterpart 
of concepts. Some propositions imply a positive linear relationship in which concepts vary in the 
same direction. In other words, as one concept increases, another concept also increases. Or as one 
concept decreases, another decreases. For example, some theories propose that the number of de-
linquent friends is positively related to delinquency: as the number of delinquent friends increases, 
so does the likelihood of delinquency. In a negative linear relationship, concepts vary in opposite 
directions. For instance, one theory proposes that level of attachment and delinquency are nega-
tively related: as attachment increases, delinquency decreases. Relationships between concepts may 
also be curvilinear. Here, too, the concepts vary together, either positively or negatively. But after 
reaching a certain level, the relationship moves in the opposite direction. For example, researchers 
have found that parental discipline is related to delinquency in a curvilinear fashion.4 Delinquency 
is most common when parental discipline is either lax or excessive, but is least common when 
discipline is moderate. 

Different theories may offer competing propositions. One theory may propose that two concepts 
are related in a particular way, while another theory may claim that they are unrelated. For example, 
a major issue in delinquency theory is the role of the family in explaining delinquent behavior. One 
major theory contends that the family is not strongly related to delinquency and that delinquent peers 
are most important in explaining delinquency. Another major theory proposes that family relations 
are strongly related to delinquency, while peer relations are relatively unimportant.5

To summarize, a theory of delinquency is a set of logically related propositions that explain why 
and how selected concepts are related to delinquent behavior.6 Theories of delinquency offer logi-
cally developed arguments that certain concepts are important in causing delinquent behavior. The 
purpose of theory is to explain delinquency.
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Levels of Explanation
Theories of delinquency operate at three different levels of explanation: individual, microso-
cial, and macrosocial.7 At the individual level, theories focus on traits and characteristics of 
individuals, either innate or learned, that make some people more likely than others to engage in 
delinquency. The microsocial level of explanation considers the social processes by which indi-
viduals become involved in delinquency. Criminologists have emphasized family relationships 
and peer group influences at this level. Some microsocial theories also point to the importance 
of the structural context of social interaction, and how interaction is shaped by factors such as 
race, gender, and social class.8 At the macrosocial level, societal characteristics such as socio-
economic disadvantage and social cohesiveness are used to explain group variation in rates of 
delinquency.9 For example, poverty, together with the absence of community social control, 
is central to several explanations of why gang delinquency is more common in lower-class 
areas.10

The level of explanation corresponds to the types of concepts incorporated into theories. In-
dividual-level  explanations tend to incorporate biological and psychological concepts. Micro social 
explanations most often use social psychological concepts, but may incorporate structural concepts 
that influence social interaction. Macrosocial explanations draw extensively on sociological con-
cepts. Theories can be combined to form “integrated theories,” which sometimes merge different 
levels of explanation into a single theoretical framework.

Assessing Theory
We have stated that concepts and propositions are the bare essentials of theory. These components, 
however, do not automatically produce a valid explanation of delinquency. We can begin to assess the 
validity of theory—the degree to which it accurately and adequately explains delinquent behavior—
by paying attention to several key dimensions of theory.11 We highlight these dimensions in the fol-
lowing list of questions. We invite you to ask yourself these questions as you consider how well the 
theories we present in later chapters explain delinquency.

 1. Conceptual clarity: How clearly are the theoretical concepts identified and defined?12 

 2. Logical consistency: How well do the concepts and propositions fit together—how compatible, 
complementary, and congruent are they?13 Does the theoretical argument develop logically and 
consistently? 

 3. Parsimony: How concise is the theory in terms of its concepts and propositions? Generally, 
simpler is better. So if two theories explain delinquency equally well, we should favor the 
theory that offers the more concise explanation with the smaller number of concepts.

 4. Scope: What is the theory attempting to explain?14 Some theories try to explain a wide variety 
of delinquent acts and offenders. Others focus on particular types of offenses or offenders. 
What question is the theory designed to answer? Theories of delinquency usually address one 
of two basic questions: (1) How and why are laws made and enforced? and (2) Why do 
some youths violate the law?15 Far more theories try to answer the second question than 
the first.16 

 5. Level of explanation: At what level (individual, microsocial, or macrosocial) does the theory 
attempt to explain delinquency?

 6. Testability: To what extent can the theory be tested—verified or disproved by research evi-
dence? It is not enough for a theory simply to “make sense” by identifying key concepts and 
then offering propositions that explain how these concepts are related to delinquency.17 
Rather, theories must be constructed in such a way that they can be subjected to research 
verification.18

 7. Research validity: To what extent has the theory been supported by research evidence?

 8. Applicability and usefulness: To what extent can the theory be applied practically? In other 
words, to what extent is the theory useful in policy and practice?

These questions reflect key concerns in assessing theory. Theory provides the foundation for 
the accumulation of knowledge and is indispensable for an understanding of delinquency. However, 
theory must be tested through research. Together, theory and research constitute the two basic 
components of a scientific approach to juvenile delinquency.
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■ Purposes of Delinquency Research
Delinquency research serves two vital purposes: to generate or develop theory and to test theory.19 
In Chapter 3, we discuss research methods and sources of data used to study delinquency. Here we 
briefly describe the two purposes of research as it relates to theory.

Generating Theory
Research is sometimes used to gain sufficient information about delinquency to theorize about it.20 
Research findings require interpretation, and it is this interpretation that yields theory. The 
development of theoretical explanations  of delinquency requires a long, hard look at the “facts” of 
delinquency (repeated and consistent findings), in order to identify key concepts and then explain 
how these concepts are related to delinquent behavior. Along this line, Donald Shoemaker defines 
theory as “an attempt to make sense out of observations.”21 The difficult task of making theoretical 
sense of research observations is sometimes called inductive theorizing.22 In the process of induc-
tive theorizing, research involves collecting data and making empirical observations, which are 
then used to develop  theory.

For example, Sheldon and Eleanor Glueck, whose work we discuss in later chapters, spent 
their entire careers trying to uncover the most important empirical findings about delinquency. 
The Gluecks’ work was heavily criticized for being atheoretical, or without theory.23 Their research, 
however, was intended to provide empirical observations that would allow for the development of a 
theoretical explanation of delinquency, even though they never developed such a theory.24 In recent 
years, their data and findings have become the basis for an important new theory called life-course 
theory (see Chapter 9).

Testing Theory
Research also provides the means to evaluate theory and to choose among alternative or competing 
theories.25 In contrast to inductive theorizing, deductive theorizing  begins with theoretical state-
ments and then attempts to test the validity of theoretical predictions.26

As we have already discussed, theories offer explanations of delinquency in which propositions 
identify certain concepts and describe how they are related to delinquent behavior. These theo-
retically predicted relationships can be tested through research and either verified or disproved. 
Throughout this book, we present theories of delinquency along with the research used to test 
them. Thus, knowledge of the deductive research process will help you better understand the dis-
cussions in later chapters.

When testing theory, researchers first identify key theoretical concepts and determine how 
to measure them. In research, variables are the measurable equivalent of concepts. (In Research in 
Action boxes throughout this book, we offer examples of variables that researchers have used to 
measure various concepts.) Next, researchers develop hypotheses or statements about the expected 
relationships among variables, which are derived from theory. In research, hypotheses are the test-
able equivalent of propositions. Finally, researchers test these hypotheses by collecting and analyz-
ing data, using research strategies we describe in Chapter 3.

Different theories often offer different hypotheses. For example, differential association theory 
(presented in Chapter 10) and social bond theory (presented in Chapter 9) provide competing 
hypotheses about the relationships between peers, attitudes, and delinquency. One proposition of 
differential association theory is that attitudes favoring delinquency are learned in the context of 
“intimate personal groups.”27 The predicted relationship portrayed here is that youths develop atti-
tudes from peer group relations, and delinquent behavior is then an expression of these attitudes:

peer group  delinquent  delinquent
relations  attitudes  behavior

In contrast, social bond theory contends that attitudes are largely a product of family relationships.28 
Delinquent attitudes result in delinquent behavior. Associations with delinquent peers then follow 
from delinquent behavior as youths seek out friendships with others like themselves. The relation-
ships predicted by social bond theory are as follows:

delinquent  delinquent  delinquent
attitudes  behavior  peer group
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If research findings support the theoretical propositions tested, then the theory is verified or con-
firmed. If research findings are not consistent with the predicted relationships, then the theory is 
disproved.

Although the relationship between theory and research is complex, it is clear that developing 
theory and conducting research go hand in hand.29 Both inductive and deductive research processes 
involve identification of key concepts, hypothesis development, and data collection and analysis. 
But the order in which these activities occur varies for the two research processes.

■ Causal Analysis
At this point, we must say a few words about causal analysis. In deductive research, criminologists 
are testing hypotheses derived from theory about the causes of delinquency. But determining that 
a particular concept or variable is truly a cause of delinquency is more difficult than you might 
think. Certain criteria must be met before researchers can say that some factor causes delinquent 
behavior.

In a cause-and-effect relationship, the proposed cause is the independent variable, and the 
proposed effect is the dependent variable. Consider this simple model:

A  B

In this model, “A” is the independent variable, which causes or leads to “B,” the dependent variable. 
“A” might be number of hours spent studying, which causes “B,” success in school as measured 
by grade point average. Rarely, however, does one independent variable alone cause a dependent 
variable.
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Models depicting the causes of delinquency described in theory are far more complex. These 
theoretical models are difficult to test through research for at least three reasons. First, most theo-
ries propose multiple causes of delinquent behavior. Typically, multiple independent variables are 
measured in relation to delinquency. Second, independent variables are themselves often related in 
complex ways. In fact, some independent variables “cause” other independent variables, which in 
turn are related to delinquency. Third, it is difficult to establish cause-and-effect relationships using 
social science data. Though there have been tremendous advances in data collection and analytic 
techniques, establishing causation remains a difficult and controversial task for social scientists.

Because there are many causes of delinquency, the causal sequences leading to delinquent be-
havior are hard to untangle. In Research in Action, “Establishing Cause and Effect,” we summarize 
the criteria for establishing cause and effect. Keep these criteria in mind as you consider the causal 
processes described in various theories in later chapters.

■ Summary and Conclusions
The scientific study of juvenile delinquency attempts to describe and explain delinquent behavior 
through theory and research. Theory seeks to provide a systematic and logical argument that speci-
fies what is important in causing delinquency and why. Like other scientific theories, theories of 
delinquency are composed of concepts and propositions. It is necessary to assess the validity of 
theories. We provided a series of questions that you can use to evaluate the theories of delinquency 
presented in later chapters.

The second basic component of the scientific method is research. In relation to theory, research 
serves two purposes: to generate theory and to test theory. Research is sometimes used to gain suf-
ficient information about juvenile delinquency so that it is possible to theorize about it. The devel-
opment of theory from research observations is called inductive theorizing. Research is also used to 
evaluate or test theory in a process called deductive theorizing.

The primary purpose of this book is to cultivate an understanding of juvenile delinquency by 
integrating theory and research. This chapter offered an overview of the key elements of a scientific 
approach to delinquency, focusing especially on theory. With this basic understanding of theory 
and its relationship to research, we can begin our study of delinquency on solid ground. The first 
two sections of this book present criminologists’ efforts to define and describe juvenile delinquen-
cy, the third major section presents explanations of delinquency that have been offered in theory 
and tested in research, and the fourth section considers contemporary responses to delinquency. 
Throughout the book, we present theoretical explanations of delinquency together with the most 
relevant research that has tested those theories.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS
 1. Define theory without using the words “concept” or “proposition.”

 2. Why does a scientific approach to delinquency depend on theory?

 3. Develop your own examples of inductive and deductive theorizing. 

 4. Why is it necessary to demonstrate association, temporal order, and lack of spuriousness 
to establish a cause-and-effect relationship?

 5. As you read Rick’s story at the beginning of this chapter, what factors seemed most signifi-
cant to you in explaining why Rick was delinquent? Explain.
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