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SOCIAL BONDING AND DELINQUENCY:
A Comparative Analysis

LeGrande Gardner
Federal Bureau of Investigation

Donald J. Shoemaker*
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University

A multivariate analysis of social bonding theory of delinquency is presented which in-
cludes a comparison by rural-urban location. Findings indicate the bonding scales to
be a stronger explanation of delinquency among rural youth, although lack of social
bonding is also strongly implicated in delinquency committed by urban youth. Also,
attachment to peers is positively associated with delinquency, while the conven-
tionality of peers is inversely related to delinquent behavior. However, a strong racial
influence on the connection between delinquency and the social bond was also ob-
served. This racial influence appeared to operate independently of type of community,
but a definitive conclusion could not be reached, given the characteristics of the
sample and scale scores.

INTRODUCTION

As originally proposed by Hirschi (1969), social bonding theory (also referred to as social
control theory [Gibbons and Krohn 1986]) was designed with consideration given to both
theoretical and empirical implications; the theory was developed with testability in mind.
This concern with empirical verification allowed for research findings to have an initial
input, thus strengthening the theory at the point of development. Hirschi’s bonding theory
consistently has received empirical support (for examples of exceptions, see Matsueda
1982; Thompson et al. 1984; Matsueda and Heimer 1987). The theory’s explanatory
power is typically described as ‘‘moderate’” or ‘‘good’’ and subsequent reformulations
and extensions of the basic theory have resulted in an increased explanatory power (Minor
1977; Wiatrowski et al. 1981). Hirschi’s bonding theory also has been heralded for its
theoretical relevance to the study of juvenile delinquency (Krohn and Massey 1980;
Shoemaker 1984; Wiatrowski et al. 1981).

Despite theoretical and empirical strengths of social bonding theory, there have been
several shortcomings in its development and extension. Until recently, there have been
few analyses of a multivariate nature examining the relationships among the variables and
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their combined impact on juvenile delinquency. Newer studies have begun to address this
issue, but in different ways. One issue examined in such investigations is the causal order-
ing of family versus school influences on delinquency (Barton and Figueira-McDonough
1985; LaGrange and White 1985; Liska and Reed 1985), but with inconsistent results.
Another issue examined through multivariate analyses is the relative importance of
various elements of the bond, separately or in combination with different institutional
connections. In this regard also, results have been inconclusive (Krohn and Massey 1980;
Minor 1977; Rankin 1977).

There has also been an effort to integrate contemporary developments into analyses of
bonding effects. Several current formulations have identified important variables in addi-
tion to those originally proposed, such as religiosity (Elifson et al. 1983; Tittle and Welch
1983; Sloane and Potvin 1986). Furthermore, several recent studies successfully have
employed combinations of elements from social bonding and social learning theories in
the explanation of substance abuse among adolescents (Goe et al. 1985; Johnson 1984,
Kaplan et al. 1984; Marcos et al. 1986; Massey and Krohn 1986).

However, few studies have examined the relationship between social bonding and
delinquency within different geographical contexts, particularly urban versus rural loca-
tions. Two exceptions to this generalization are a study of delinquency among a sample of
male and female youth in a rural New York community (Hindelang 1973) and a compara-
tive analysis of juvenile detainees in a rural and an urban location in Virginia (Lyerly and
Skipper 1981).

Previous Research

Basically, Hindelang’s study served as a ‘‘quasi-replicative effort’”” (1973, p. 372)
which duplicated Hirschi’s original findings in almost all particulars. One notable diver-
gence between Hindelang’s study and that of Hirschi was in the relationship between
delinquency and peer attachments. Whereas Hirschi predicted and reported an inverse
relationship between delinquency and peer associations, Hindelang observed a positive
association between the two variables. This divergence of results led Hindelang to specu-
late that peer attachments should be divided into conventional and unconventional peer
associations and examined separately in relationship to delinquency (1973, p. 487). Other
researchers have reached a similar conclusion (Conger 1976; Elliott et al. 1985; Hin-
delang 1973; Jensen 1972; Linden 1978; Linden and Hackler 1973; Marcos et al. 1986;
Massey and Krohn 1986; Mitchell and Dodder 1980; Patterson and Dishion 1985; Poole
and Regoli 1979; Silberman 1976; Matsueda 1982; Thompson et al. 1984; Matsueda and
Heimer 1987).

One of the disadvantages of Hindelang’s research is that it was not directly comparative
with an urban sample. In addition, the statistical analysis was bivariate and failed to ad-
dress the relative contributions of specific components of the social bond to delinquency.

To some extent, the drawbacks of the Hindelang study were incorporated into the re-
search of Lyerly and Skipper. They hypothesized that the relationship between delinquen-
cy and the social bond would be stronger in rural areas than in urban ones, because roles
and norms are consistent and because social controls on youth are stronger and more per-
vasive. As they state, “‘In the language of control theory, the rural child develops a
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stronger bond to society, and is therefore less inclined to commit delinquent acts’’ (1981,
p. 389).

They tested this hypothesis by examining self-report estimates of delinquency among
50 youth held in a rural detention home and 50 youth held in an urban detention facility,
both located in Virginia. The measure of social bond was a combined scale of commit-
ment relative to several institutional settings, including family, school, church, conven-
tional peers, and legal authority.

The results confirmed that delinquency was lower among rural youth than urban
juveniles, and that commitment and delinquency were inversely related. However, com-
mitment was not significantly greater among the rural youth, and thus could not be iden-
tified as the main factor in the lower rate of delinquency among these juveniles.
Nonetheless, the interaction between commitment and location indicated that those
reporting the lowest levels of delinquency were rural detainees who expressed high levels
of commitment while the most delinquent were those in the urban facility who indicated
low levels of commitment. The authors then interpreted the findings ‘‘by the greater in-
fluence of traditional institutions in rural areas’ (1981, p. 396).

Despite the inability of Lyerly and Skipper to demonstrate a direct connection between
rural location, high level of commitment, and delinquency, the research did have some
drawbacks which prevented a fuller examination of the subject. The biggest obstacle was
the measurement of the social bond. Only one dimension of Hirschi’s original formula-
tion, commitment, was utilized, and this was a combined score of commitment to institu-
tional settings. Second, the sample size (100 delinquents in all) might have been too small
and too restrictive to reveal substantive differences. In addition, the statistical analysis
was bivariate, which prohibited the researchers from ascertaining the relative contribution
of bonding variables to delinquency within each locality. Furthermore, the urban sample
in their study was located in a ‘‘predominantly rural section of the state” (1981, p. 398)
and might not have reflected a typical urban character.

Despite these shortcomings, Lyerly and Skipper found some support for the
hypothesized connection between locality, commitment (their measure of the social
bond), and delinquency and concluded by stating, ‘Both theory and data suggest that con-
trol theory remains a promising choice for explaining delinquency rates in different
localities’” (1981, p. 398). This conclusion, combined with the results of Hindelang’s re-
search, suggests that further investigation into the relationship between locality, social
bonding, and delinquency is warranted.

The purpose of this article is to present an analysis of the relationship between social
bonding and delinquency within a rural and an urban location. Although the analysis is in-
formed by previous research on the general topic, it attempts to correct for deficiencies in
that research, as well as to incorporate procedures and suggestions from continuing inves-
tigations into the relationship between social bond (or control) theory and delinquency.

Specifically, the present research is based on a general school population survey of
youth living in a predominately rural and a predominately urban locale in Virginia. In ad-
dition, the analysis is multivariate and incorporates measures of religiosity and conven-
tionality of peers, as well as an indication of the conventionality of parents. Otherwise, the
social bonding measures are based on Hirschi’s original formulations.
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Hypotheses

Based on the preceding literature review, the working hypothesis of this analysis will
be divided into two parts: (a) there will be a significant inverse relationship between com-
ponents of the social bond and delinquency, with one exception, attachment to peers, in
which the relationship is expected to be positive; and (b) the associations between social
bond factors and delinquency will be stronger in the rural location than in the urban lo-
cale, and the combined explanatory power of the social bond components will be greater
within the rural sample as compared with urban youth.

In accordance with social bonding theory, delinquent behavior is to be expected if
juveniles are not held in check by, or bonded to, conventional society. The ‘‘social bond’’
is a connection between the individual and the conventional order, which results from at-
tachments and commitment to, and involvement in, basic social institutions such as the
family and the school. Also important is the juvenile’s belief in conventional values, such
as the legitimacy of the law. The social bond serves to control temptations and oppor-
tunities to engage in delinquent activities.

Research has focused on the extent to which individual bond elements—attachment,
commitment, belief, and involvement—are inversely associated with delinquent behavior.
With the exception of studies by Krohn and Massey (1980) and Rankin (1977), many tests
of the theory find a significant inverse relationship between delinquency and attachment
(Agnew 1985; Hindelang 1973; Johnson 1984; Massey and Krohn 1986; Minor 1977,
Wiatrowski et al. 1981). Many partial tests find the same relationship (Austin 1980;
Canter 1982; Liska and Reed 1985; Lyerly and Skipper 1981; Marcos et al. 1986; Smith
and Walters 1978; Wilson 1980).

It has already been established that conventionality of peers is a major consideration in
the direction of the connection between attachment to peers and delinquency. A related
consideration is the extent to which the respondent’s parents are perceived to be com-
mitted to conventional society (Dembo et al. 1986; Jensen and Brownfield 1983; Kandel
1985). The conventionality of the respondent’s parents is hypothesized to be inversely as-
sociated with delinquency participation.

As Hirschi suggested, commitment is inversely related to delinquency (Hindelang 1973;
Johnson 1984; Kelly and Pink 1973; Krohn and Massey 1980; Massey and Krohn 1986).
Thus, it is hypothesized that delinquency involvement decreases with increased commit-
ment to the conventional order.

Conventional beliefs are hypothesized to have a negative effect upon delinquency. It is
expected that high levels of conventional belief are associated with low levels of delin-
quency involvement (Cernkovich 1978; Hindelang 1973; Jensen 1972; Johnson 1984;
Marcos et al. 1986; Massey and Krohn 1986; Minor 1977; Segrave and Hastad 1983).

The case of involvement is a special one. A common observation has been that it is of
little theoretical value in accounting for delinquency (Hirschi 1969; Hindelang 1973;
Rankin 1977; Wiatrowski et al. 1981). Whereas no specific relationship between involve-
ment and delinquency can be drawn from the literature, it is hypothesized that higher
levels of involvement are associated with higher levels of commitment, attachment, and
belief, and thus inversely related to participation in delinquency. In addition to the ac-
tivities delineated by Hirschi to indicate involvement in conventional activities, the
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evidence tends to suggest the concept of religiosity also should be employed (Elifson et
al. 1983; Goe et al. 1985; Krohn and Massey 1980; Napier et al. 1984; Marcos et al. 1986;
Tittle and Welch 1983).

METHODS

Sample

A cross-sectional self-report survey design was employed in the study. Data were col-
lected in the spring of 1984 through the use of a questionnaire. In order to locate difficul-
ties in question wording and response categories, a previous version of the instrument was
administered to 30 eighth grade students and 107 university undergraduates in Virginia.
Minor revisions indicated by the pretest were incorporated into the final draft of the in-
strument,

The sample consists of 733 eighth through twelfth grade students from middle and high
schools in Virginia. Temporal and resource limitations necessitated the use of a nonran-
dom convenience sampling method in the selection of schools and the students within
each school. We attempted to acquire a sample as heterogeneous as possible with regard
to basic demographic characteristics. All selected subjects returned questionnaires, al-
though 91% were totally complete and the degree of completeness varied among the
remainder. Subjects were age 13 to 20 and were nearly evenly distributed in categories of
grade, sex (53% female; 47% male), and race (56% white; 44% black). For the present
analysis the sample was divided into two components, urban and rural. A total of 277
youth were classified as urban, and 456 were considered from a rural area. The
demographics of the two subsamples paralleled those for the total sample, with one major
exception: Most of the urban sample was black (90%). To a degree, the results of the
analysis may be said to reflect racial differences. This possibility is examined in the con-
cluding section of the article. Nonetheless, the focus of the present report is on the in-
fluence of location, not race, on social bonding and delinquency.

Measurements

The Social Bond

In the operationalization of the independent variables, a standard base of questions is
drawn from the questionnaire used by Hirschi (1969). Additional items or alterations in
standard questions are designed to allow for the assessment of variables not employed in
Hirschi’s study, but without deviating from his original format. That is, the format for
many additional items duplicates those designed by Hirschi for measuring each com-
ponent of the bond. Alterations typically involve variations in the noun subject and/or the
subject of the noun clause. Relevant items are grouped together to form indexes repre-
senting each independent variable. Specific items contained in each index are listed in the
Appendix.

The variable of involvement in conventional activities is assessed primarily through a
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group of indicators developed by Hirschi that deal with extracurricular school-related ac-
tivities. Two additional indicators of involvement are participation in religious activities
and participation in youth-oriented community activities such as scouting. As suggested
by bonding theory, high levels of participation in school-related activities, religious ac-
tivities, and community activities indicate high levels of involvement in conventional be-
haviors. These indicators are used to form two basic indexes that indicate involvement in
school-related activities (INVSCHOL; alpha = .46) and involvement in conventional ac-
tivities in the community, such as adult-guided youth activities and religious activities
(INVCOMTY; alpha = .46).

In accordance with the conceptual distinction made by Krohn and Massey (1980), at-
tachment is considered to be an affective component indicative of ties to persons but not
to institutions. The specific persons considered here will be parents, teachers, peers, and
church fellows. With regard to parents, measures of attachment are identification, super-
vision, child-to-parent communication, and parent-to-child communication. As suggested
by bonding theory, greater levels of communication, identification, and supervision indi-
cate greater levels of attachment to parents. Similarly, measures of attachment to teachers
are identification, teacher-to-child interaction, child-to-teacher interaction, and concern
for the opinion of teachers. Attachment to peers is concerned with the measures of iden-
tification and closeness of relationships. Higher levels of identification and communica-
tion with peers and with teachers indicate higher levels of attachment to peers and
teachers. Attachment to church fellows is indicated by items assessing intimacy of com-
munication, greater intimacy of communication indicating greater attachment.

Several indexes have been constructed from the numerous attachment indicators. All of
the attachment-to-parent items are combined to form a single parental-attachment index
(ATTPAREN; alpha = .79). The attachment-to-teacher indicators form a single index
(ATTTEACH; alpha = .69), as do the indicators of attachment to peers (ATTPEERS;
alpha = .81) and attachment to church fellows (ATTCHRCH; alpha = .78).

The variable of commitment is operationalized as ties to conventional institutions. The
major concern is with those commitments indicated by the perceived importance of
school and the church. High levels of importance attributed to school and the church indi-
cate high levels of commitment to conventional institutions. The commitment items form
two indexes indicating commitment to school (COMSCHOL,; alpha = .75) and commit-
ment to the church (COMCHRCH,; alpha = .74).

Belief in conventional values is indicated by six of Hirschi’s original questions. These
items are combined to form an index of conventional beliefs (BELIEFS; alpha = .53)

Another group of questions related to the bonding elements deals with the conven-
tionality of significant others. Regarding the conventionality of peers, specific concerns
are with the peers’ respect for the police, teachers, and their parents, and with the extent to
which they try and manage to stay out of trouble. Also employed are indicators of the ex-
tent to which the respondent’s peers tend to get into trouble with the police, their parents,
and at school. All of the items related to the conventionality of peers are combined to
form a single index (CONPEERS; alpha = .80). Regarding the conventionality of the
respondent’s parents, two questions assess the extent to which parents are thought to
respect the police and obey the law. These two are combined to form an index of parental
conventionality (CONPAREN,; alpha = .62).
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These reliabilities were computed separately for the urban and rural subsamples. The
coefficients were close to those for the total sample for most of the scales. In four cases—
involvement in the community, attachment to teachers, beliefs, and conventionality of
parents—the reliabilities for the urban subsample were much lower than for the rural sub-
sample (.39 and .49; .62 and .73; .55 and .70; and .38 and .70, respectively).

The subjects were asked to respond to items indicating bond elements (excluding
INVSCHOL and INVCOMTY) in terms of the following: ‘‘mever,” ‘‘sometimes,’”
“‘usually,”” and ‘‘always.”” Items indicating religious attachment and religious commit-
ment were adjusted to include those subjects who ‘‘never’’ attend church. These subjects
were assigned to categories representing the lowest levels of attachment to church fellows
and commitment to the church. Response categories for all variables were coded and
analyzed as interval measures in accordance with a parametric strategy for multivariate
analyses (Kim 1975; Labovitz 1970).

Indicators of Delinquency

Several studies of the bonding elements have reported a differential effect of social
bonding dependent upon the seriousness of the delinquent behaviors in question (Agnew
1985; Canter 1982; Krohn and Massey 1980; Minor 1977; Rankin 1977). Therefore,
numerous indicators are drawn from various studies to provide for a more varied selection
in terms of both seriousness and types of delinquent behavior.

Questions employed by Hirschi (1969) were included, as well as several other items in
the scales from which he derived his indicators (Dentler and Monroe 1961; Nye and Short
1957). Four vandalism situations and one dealing with telephone harassment were drawn
from Gibson’s (1971) delinquency scale. In order to make the selection more inclusive,
one assault offense and three drug possession statements were taken from Reichel (1975),
and one burglary item and one robbery item were drawn from Elliott and Ageton’s (1980)
delinquency index.

All of the delinquency offenses were combined into a single index that represents
general or total participation in delinquent behaviors (DELTOTAL; alpha = .89). Since
individual delinquency items are rather diverse, an attempt was made to reduce them to
smaller and more manageable sets of indicators (sub-indexes). The data were factor
analyzed using a principal-component model with a varimax rotation to derive the factor
matrix. Four components emerged from the analysis indicating four dimensions of delin-
quency involvement. The first specific delinquency index indicates participation in
property-related offenses (PROPERTY; alpha = .86). A second delinquency category
reflects participation in violent behavior (VIOLENCE; alpha = .76). The third set of delin-
quency offenses indicates the respondent’s possession of various drugs (DRUGPOSS;
alpha = .76). The fourth factor of delinquency includes participation in less serious
juvenile misbehaviors (JUVENILE; alpha = .74). Refer to the Appendix for the specific
items in each index.

The respondents were asked to rank their extent of participation in a particular behavior
in terms of ‘‘never,” “‘once or twice,”’ or ‘‘several times.”’ Response categories for these
dependent variables also were coded and analyzed as interval measures. Again, separate
reliabilities were computed for the urban and rural subsamples. In only one case, drug



488 THE SOCIOLOGICAL QUARTERLY Vol. 30/No. 3/1989

possession, was the reliability for the urban group considerably lower than for rural youth,
.62 versus .81, respectively.

FINDINGS

Zero-order correlation coefficients are presented in Table 1. The results indicate con-
siderable support for the hypothesized inverse relationship between conventional bonding
and delinquency. With one exception, all of the bonding indexes are inversely related to
the five delinquency indexes. The exception is the variable of attachment to peers
(ATTPEERS), which is positively associated with total delinquency (.05), drug posses-
sion (.03), and juvenile misbehavior (.13). The positive correlations between attachment
to peers and participation in each of these delinquent behaviors are in contradiction to
traditional bonding theory, yet supportive of the more widely accepted position that the
conventionality of peers is important in determining participation in delinquency.

This position is further supported by the inverse relationships found between all five
delinquency indexes and the indicator of conventionality of peers (CONPEERS). The
relationships between the delinquency indicators and the conventionality of parents
(CONPAREN) are somewhat weaker, but also are inverse, as predicted. Also, both of
these indexes indicating the conventionality of significant others are positively correlated
with all of the bond indicators.

In addition, the correlations presented in Table 1 indicate the bonding scales are all
positively associated, but not to the degree that multicollinearity is a problem. The posi-
tive correlations between attachment to peers and parents and conventionality of peers
and parents suggest that these identifications tend to be conventional. However, the cor-
relations among these scales are modest, which also supports the contention that conven-
tionality of peers and parents should be examined separately in assessing the relationship
between attachment and delinquency.

The regression coefficients in Table 2 indicate that the bonding scales utilized in the
study offer a good explanation of delinquency among the entire sample. The adjusted R—-
square values range from 19% for drug possession to over 41% for the total delinquency
scale.

Among the specific scale components used to approximate the social bond, peer rela-
tions and conventional beliefs are most strongly and consistently associated with delin-
quency. In addition, the effect of separately analyzing peer attachments and
conventionality of peers is similar to that reported by previous research. That is, attach-
ment to peers is positively related to delinquency and conventionality of peers is negative-
Iy associated with delinquency, and independently so.

Besides conventional beliefs and peer relations, other scales also have significant as-
sociations with delinquency, particularly those concerning attachment, as opposed to in-
volvement or commitment. Interestingly, however, the concept of conventionality of
parents is not significantly related to delinquency (with the exception of violence), unlike
the significant contribution of conventionality of peers, as discussed earlier.

Another point concerning the data in Table 2 is that the significant regression coeffi-
cients tend to range across all classifications of delinquent behavior. However, the ad-
Jjusted R-square values are largest for the status offense (juvenile) category of
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Table 2

Standardized Regression Coefficients by Delinquency Indexes—Total Sample N = 497
Social Bond Scales Total Property  Violence Drugs Juvenile
Involvement in School .070* 052 031 .040 .076*
Involvement in Community -.088* -.031 —.089* —-.098* —.084*
Attachment to Parents -.101* —.093* -.075 -.003 —.089*
Attachment to Teachers —.098* -.076 - 155%** 049 -.078
Attachment to Church .008 072 127** -.082 -.062
Commitment to Church -.036 -.061 -.077 -.020 .009
Commitment to School —-.103* -.013 068 -.105 —. 175%%*
Conventionality of Parents -.069 -.074 -.097* -.025 -.037
Conventionality of Peers —217%%*  _136%* —.126%* —184%%*  _ 206%**
Conventional Beliefs —302%%*  _33Qkkk _DRBARE [ G3kkk [ THkk*
Attachment to Peers 243%%* .094* .095* 178%** 327%%x
Adjusted R? 410 272 250 .185 338

*p <.05.

**p <.01.

**kp <.001.

delinquency, a finding which is somewhat consistent with previous research (Agnew
1985).

It is also predicted in this article that the social bond scales will be more consistently
and strongly associated with delinquency among the rural subsample than among urban
youth. This hypothesis is addressed with the results presented in Tables 3 and 4. These

Table 3
Standardized Regression Coefficients by Delinquency Indexes—Urban Subsample
N=155
Social Bond Scales Total Property  Violence Drugs Juvenile
Involvement in School 124 .091 103 074 .108
Involvement in Community -.140 -.106 —.154* -.151 -.092
Attachment to Parents —211%* —.248%* -.147 -.059 -.123
Attachment to Teachers -.075 -.018 -.057 -.044 -.124
Attachment to Church 084 178 210* -.061 -.084
Commitment to Church -.036 -.108 -.099 —-.0009 .066
Commitment to School -.162 =121 022 .021 -.204*
Conventionality of Parents —-.195* —214%* -132 -.101 —-.108
Conventionality of Peers -.085 -.095 -.057 -.035 -.075
Conventional Beliefs —-.168* —-.145 -305*** —001 -.130
Attachment to Peers 170* .140 .080 .049 197*
Adjusted R? 279 245 203 .000 .196
*p <.05.
**p < .01.

*4+p < 001.
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tables present the same analysis displayed in Table 2, but separately for urban (Table 3)
and rural (Table 4) subsamples.

The figures in Table 3 indicate that, overall, the bonding scales are a weaker explana-
tion of delinquency for the urban subsample than among the entire sample. The adjusted
R-square values range from 0% for drug possession to about 28% for the total delinquen-
cy scale. While the latter figure is certainly respectable, the former is negligible, and the
other R—square figures in Table 3 are lower than comparable values presented in Table 2,
especially for the status offense, or juvenile, category.

Among the bonding scales, there is no striking pattern which easily characterizes the
distribution of the coefficients. Conventional beliefs are significantly related to total
delinquency and to violence, but not to other categories of delinquency. Peer relations are
unevenly associated with delinquency. Attachment to peers is significantly associated
only with total delinquency and juvenile offenses. Conventionality of peers is not sig-
nificantly related to any component scale of delinquency, although all of the signs are in
the predicted direction. However, conventionality of parents is significantly connected
with total delinquency and property offenses. These results relating conventionality of
peers and parents to delinquency are opposite those obtained with the total sample, as
presented in Table 2.

Overall, the results for the urban subsample provide only modest support for social
bond theory. Furthermore, some of the significant relationships tended to run counter to
those that were found for the total sample, particularly those concerning attachment to
peers and parents.

Since the findings with regard to the urban subsample are not very consistent with the
results for the larger sample, the patterns of the regressions for the rural subsample should

Table 4
Standardized Regression Coefficients by Delinquency Indexes—Rural Subsample
N =342
Social Bond Scales Total Property  Violence Drugs Juvenile
Involvement in School .040 023 -013 024 064
Involvement in Community -.067 .006 -.054 -.085 -.086
Attachment to Parents -.033 -.0005 -.040 031 -.062
Attachment to Teachers —-.120* -127* —204***  — 061 -.058
Attachment to Church -.003 045 101 -.083 -.032
Commitment to Church -.030 -.028 -.067 -.004 -.022
Commitment to School -.060 042 096 =111 —. 139+
Conventionality of Parents -.041 —-.044 -091 —-.009 -.018
Conventionality of Peers —273%**  _133* —.158** —224%**  _3]4k*x
Conventional Beliefs —358%kk  _44TRk _285%kk _Q3(0%kk _ 172%*
Attachment to Peers 266*** .059 .088 204*** 392%**
Adjusted R? 476 315 263 261 395
*p<.05.
**p < 01.

#xkp < 001.
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be more consistent with those for the sample as a whole. This situation is examined in
Table 4.

As the figures in Table 4 illustrate, the social bonding scales offer a good explanation
of delinquency among rural youth. The R-square values range from about 26%, for both
violent and drug offenses, to over 47% for total delinquency. These values are much
higher than those found for the urban subsample. In addition, there are several significant
associations with delinquency, and these tend to be comparable with those found among
the total sample. For example, the scale of conventional beliefs is highly associated with
each measure of delinquency, and it is the scale which has the highest coefficients of all.
Clearly, those rural youth who maintain a conventional belief system are less involved in
self-reported delinquency than those who indicate less faith in conventional beliefs.

The results in Table 4 also demonstrate the utility of identifying peer relations by con-
ventionality of peers. As with the total sample, attachment to peers and conventionality of
peers are independently associated with delinquency, and in opposite directions. The
greater the attachment to peers, in general, the greater the reported involvement in delin-
quency. However, the stronger one’s ties are with conventional peers, the less involved he
or she is with delinquency. Again, attachment to parents, whether in general or according
to conventionality of parents, is not associated with delinquency. All of these results are
similar to those found with the total sample.

Other social bond scales that are significantly associated with delinquency in the rural
subsample concern school factors, especially attachment to teachers, which is significant-
ly related to three of the delinquency measures. This finding is similar to the pattern found
for the whole sample, but in that regression, additional bonding scales were related to
delinquency.

CONCLUSIONS

The results of the present analysis yield four basic conclusions. First, social bonding, as
conceptualized by Hirschi, is significantly associated with delinquency, and generally in
the predicted direction. Second, the direction of the relationship between peer relations
and delinquency is specified by the conventionality of peers. The relationship is positive
when considering attachment to peers in general. It is inverse with conventionality of
peers.! Third, conventional beliefs and attachment, especially to teachers, have more in-
fluence on delinquency than either involvement or commitment. Fourth, these patterns
apply most strongly and consistently among rural subjects, as opposed to urban youth.

In part, the finding that social bond theory is a stronger explanation of delinquency in
the rural area than in the urban location may be attributable to scale reliabilities. As men-
tioned earlier, when subsamples were compared, some of the scale reliabilities for the
urban subsample were considerably lower than in the rural collection of juveniles. With
respect to the social bond scales, however, these discrepancies did not match the differen-
ces in the regression patterns. For example, one of the bonding scales which showed
lower reliability among urban youth was involvement in the community. Yet, this scale
obtained no significance for any measure of delinquency in the rural area and for only one
index of delinquency in the urban locale, the violence scale. In addition, the scale of con-
ventional beliefs was significantly related to delinquency in both subsamples, yet this
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scale was also one in which the reliability was lower for urban youth. Conventionality of
parents exhibited a lower scale reliability among urban kids, yet obtained significance
with delinquency only within this category of respondents. However, attachment to
teachers was very strongly associated with delinquency for rural youngsters, but not for
urban youth, and the reliability for this scale was much lower among the urban sub-
sample.

Another possible explanation for the findings would be the smaller sample size for the
urban group, compared with the rural youth. However, the number of urban respondents
(155) was not so small as to produce totally unreliable results. Moreover, if such difficul-
ties did exist, they would be expected to affect scale reliabilities, and this situation has al-
ready been discussed.?

Despite possible methodological effects, the results of the present analysis suggest that
social bonding factors do contribute significantly to delinquency, but more so in rural than
in urban locations. This conclusion is not meant to contradict previous examinations of
social bonding theory which have specified other conditional factors that may alter the
relationship between social bonds and delinquency, including age and gender. Rather, the
differential effects of bonding on delinquency by rural versus urban residence provides
additional support for the view that social bond theory is a good explanation of delinquen-
cy, but more so in some social contexts than in others.

Since rural respondents were predominantly white and urban youth were overwhelm-
ingly black, the data were also analyzed with respect to race. The regression analyses in
Table 3 and 4 were computed for blacks and whites separately. The results are presented
in Tables 5 and 6. The beta coefficients and adjusted R-square values in these tables
clearly indicate the associations between components of the social bond and delinquency
are much stronger among whites than among blacks. This finding raises the possibility
that race explains as much of the association between the social bond and delinquency as
does community context.

Table 5

Standardized Regression Coefficients by Delinquency Indexes—Blacks N = 201
Social Bond Scales Total Property  Violence Drugs Juvenile
Involvement in School 016 —-.006 .083 023 -.002
Involvement in Community -.101 -.044 -.092 —.158* -.085
Attachment to Parents -.165* -.166* -.081 -.065 -.130
Attachment to Teachers -132 -.099 —.152* -.041 -.135
Attachment to Church .029 072 .178* -.062 -.067
Commitment to Church -.056 -.044 =112 -.042 -.021
Commitment to School -.008 014 099 015 -.049
Conventionality of Parents -.045 -.033 -.010 -.036 -.050
Conventionality of Peers -.190* —.210** -137 -.095 -.147
Conventional Beliefs -.141 —.154* -.188* -.016 -.067
Attachment to Peers 223%+ .178* 142 .101 229**
Adjusted R? .165 132 115 020 132

*p<.05.

**p<.01.
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Table 6
Standardized Regression Coefficients by Delinquency Indexes—Whites N = 296
Social Bond Scales Total Property  Violence Drugs Juvenile
Involvement in School 119%* 093 011 .055 .145%*
Involvement in Community -.110 —-.048 -.098 -.088 -.116*
Attachment to Parents -.021 -.025 -.052 074 -.030
Attachment to Teachers -.090 -.079 —.181** -.067 -.037
Attachment to Church -.010 084 094 -.100 -.076
Commitment to Church .049 -018 -.007 052 .094
Commitment to School -.098 016 .086 -.118 —.194%**
Conventionality of Parents -.082 -.092 —.142%* -.024 -.030
Conventionality of Peers =207%** 047 -074 —219%%*  _28TH¥*
Conventional Beliefs —4T5%%*  _§2THkk _Q]Q%k*  _QT]¥¥% 272wk
Attachment to Peers 206%** 014 .020 182%** 348%**
Adjusted R? 561 369 351 269 471
*p<.05.
**p < 01.
*xkp <001,

In an effort to assess this possibility, two-way ANOVAs were computed, using race
and type of community as independent variables and each of the delinquency and social
bond scales as dependent variables. For the total delinquency scale, and for the drug pos-
session and status offense subscales, there was a significant effect by race. There were no
significant effects by either race or type of community for the property and violence sub-
scales. Neither were there any significant interactions between race and community for
any measure of delinquency.

Among the bonding scales, race had a significant effect for involvement in school, at-
tachment to peers, attachment to teachers, and commitment to schools. Type of com-
munity was significantly related (p < .08) to conventionality of parents and conventional
beliefs. Only one significant interaction was found, and that was for the scale of involve-
ment in the community.

In addition, separate regressions between the delinquency and social bond scales were
computed for rural whites and blacks. Rural areas were so analyzed because the strongest
associations between delinquency and social bond scales were found among the rural
respondents. Furthermore, while the number of rural blacks in the sample was small (N =
60), it was larger than the number of urban whites (N = 26).

The results of the regression analyses showed strong associations between each scale of
delinquency and social bond scales among rural whites, with adjusted R—square values
ranging from .29 for drug possession to .55 for the total delinquency scale. With rural
blacks, the associations between delinquency and the social bond scales were not as
strong, with adjusted R—squares ranging from .03 for violence to .19 for total delinquency.
Nonetheless, significant beta coefficients appeared for attachment to peers and/or conven-
tionality of peers for each measure of delinquency.

Overall, it would appear from these analyses by race and community that both, and per-
haps race more so, operate independently to influence the relationship between delinquen-
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cy and the social bond. While only one significant interaction appeared, it would seem
reasonable to infer from the data analyses that the association between delinquency and
the social bond is strongest among rural whites and weakest among urban blacks.
However, two conditions of the data set preclude confidence in these race—community
specifications. First, as has been stated several times, the homogeneity of community by
race is too large to allow for detailed analyses by community and race. Second, the
reliabilities of all scales are lower for blacks than for whites, and the differences are par-
ticularly large for the social bonding scales. Scale reliabilities were also lower among
urban respondents than rural youth, but not as consistently as between black and white
juveniles.

The results of this analysis confirm the hypothesis that social bonding variables are
more strongly associated with delinquency among youth from rural areas than among
urban juveniles. This prediction was based upon previous literature and general sociologi-
cal depictions of rural versus urban life. However, specific social and/or cultural contexts
need to be isolated and examined in connection with this type of analysis, because these
conditions per se may be the critical factors, rather than rural or urban residence. In addi-
tion, these community-based characteristics need to be examined in association with other
factors that have been found to affect the relationship between social bonding and delin-
quency, in further attempts to clarify the explanatory power of bonding for delinquent ac-
tivity.

APPENDIX
Indexes Used In The Study

Index Items as Worded
1. INVSCHOL—involve-

In which of the following school-related activities do you

ment in school-related ac-
tivities.

. INVCOMTY—involve-

ment in community-related
activities.

. ATTPAREN—attachmerit

to parents.

. ATTPEERS—attachment

to peers.

ATTTEACH—attachment
to teachers.

participate? (athletics, clubs, etc.) Approximately how many
hours per week do you spend in school-related activities
other than homework and attending classes?

How often do you attend meetings of the Scouts, 4-H,
YMCA, YWCA, or other youth groups? How often do you
attend religious services?

Would you like to be the kind of person your parents are?
My parents know where I am when I am away from home.
My parents know who I am with when I am away from
home. My parents want to help me when I have problems.
My parents know what is best for me. My parents and I talk
over my future plans. My parents explain why they feel the
way they do. I can share my thoughts and feelings with my
parents. When my parents make a rule I don’t understand,
they will explain the reason.

My friends understand my needs and problems. My friends
would stick up for me if I really got myself into bad trouble.
My friends want to help me when I have problems. I can
share my thoughts and feelings with my friends.

Would you like to be the kind of person your teachers are? I
care about what my teachers think of me. My teachers know



496

6.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

ATTCHRCH—attachment
to church fellows.

COMCHRCH—commit-
ment to the church.

COMSCHOL—commit-
ment to the school.

CONPAREN—conven-
tionality of parents.
CONPEERS—conven-
tionality of peers.

BELIEFS—conventional
beliefs.

PROPERTY—property-
related delinquency.

VIOLENCE—violent
delinquencies.

DRUGPOSS—possession
of drugs.

JUVENILE—juvenile mis-
behavior.

THE SOCIOLOGICAL QUARTERLY Vol. 30/No. 3/1989

what is best for me. My teachers want to help me when I
have problems. I can share my thoughts and feelings with
my teachers.

The people at my church want to help me when I have
problems. I can share my thoughts and feelings with the
people at my church.

The things I do in church seem worthwhile and meaningful
to me. Regular church attendance is important to me.

I try hard in school. I dislike school. The things I do in
school seem worthwhile and meaningful to me. Getting
good grades is important to me. School attendance is impor-
tant to me.

My parents respect the local police. My parents try to obey
the law and stay out of trouble.

My close friends respect the local police. My friends tend to
get into trouble with the police. My friends tend to get in
trouble with their parents. My friends respect their teachers.
My friends tend to get into trouble at school. My friends
tend to follow the rules.

It is alright to get around the law if you can get away with
it. To get ahead, you have to do some things which are not
right. I have a lot of respect for the local police. Policemen
try to give kids an even break. I can’t seem to stay out of
trouble no matter how hard I try. “‘Suckers’’ deserve to be
taken advantage of.

Broken out any windows? Broken down anything such as
fences, a flowerbed, or a clothes line? Let the air out of
someone’s tires? Taken little things (worth less than $2) that
did not belong to you? Taken things of some value (be-
tween $2 and $50) that did not belong to you? Taken a car
for a ride without the owner’s permission? Banged up
something that did not belong to you on purpose? Taken
things of large value (worth over $50) that did not belong to
you? Broken into a building or vehicle (or tried to break in)
to steal something or just to look around? Not counting
brothers or sisters, have you used or threatened to use force
of violence to get money or property from other people?

Not counting fights you may have had with a brother or
sister, have you ever beaten up on anyone or hurt anyone on
purpose? Hit someone in such a way as to break their nose,
arm, etc., or disfigure the person (e.g., black eye)?

Been in possession of any amount of marijuana? Been in
possession of any amount of ‘‘speed”” or any am-
phetamines? Been in possession of LSD, psilocybin (magic
mushrooms), peyote, or cocaine?

Marked with a pen, pencil, knife, or paint on walls,
sidewalks, desks, or property not belonging to you? Made
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anonymous phone calls just to annoy the people you called?
Driven a car without a driver’s license or permit? Bought or
drank beer, wine, or liquor (including drinking at home)?
Skipped school without a legitimate excuse? Defied a
parent’s authority (to his or her face)?

16. DELTOTAL—total delin- All items in PROPERTY, VIOLENCE, DRUGPOSS, and
quency. JUVENILE are combined together into a single index.
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NOTES

1. This article presents an analysis of bonding theory, not differential association theory
(Sutherland, 1947). With the available data, it is not possible to prepare an adequate comparison of
bonding and differential association variables and their mutual effects on delinquency.

2. Ttis also possible that the results could have been affected by a disproportionate percentage
of less serious offenses committed by rural youth. However, the regressions were computed for
specific offense categories. While the adjusted R-square values were small, they were larger for
violent crimes than for drug offenses, and larger within the rural subsample than among urban
youth. In addition, an inspection of specific offense commission percentages by rural/urban location
revealed no consistent and striking tendencies for urban youth to be involved in more serious delin-
quent activity than rural juveniles. Among rural respondents, for example, 41.2% indicated ever
having beaten or hurt someone on purpose, and 27.4% had broken someone’s bones. Comparable
percentages within the urban subsample were 32.8 and 25.0, respectively.
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