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Many theories of crime have linked low levels of socioeconomic sta-
tus (SES) to high levels of delinquency. However, empirical studies
have consistently found weak or nonexistent correlations between indi-
viduals’ SES and their self-reported delinquent behavior. Drawing
upon recent theoretical innovations (Hagan et al.,, 1985; Jensen, 1993;
Tittle, 1995), we propose that this apparent contradiction between the-
ory and data may be reconciled by recognizing that SES has both a
negative and a positive indirect effect upon delinquency that, in tandem,
results in little overall correlation between the two. We tested this pro-
posal with longitudinal data from the Dunedin Multidisciplinary
Health and Development Study. We used measures of parental SES
recorded at study members’ birth through age 15, social-psychological
characteristics at age 18, and self-reported delinquency at ages 18 and
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21. We found that low SES promoted delinquency by increasing indi-
viduals’ alienation, financial strain, and aggression and by decreasing
educational and occupational aspirations, whereas high SES promoted
individuals’ delinquency by increasing risk taking and social power and
by decreasing conventional values. These findings suggest a reconcilia-
tion between theory and data, and they underscore the conceptual
importance of elucidating the full range of causal linkages between SES
and delinquency.

Socioeconomic status (SES) has played a dominant role in the history of
sociological explanations of delinquency (e.g., Cloward and Ohlin, 1961;
Merton, 1938; Shaw and McKay, 1942; Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967).
Various sociological theories hold that low SES brings about individuals’
participation in delinquency through a variety of causal mechanisms. This
assumed negative effect of SES upon delinquency fits researchers’ intui-
tion as well as general public opinion. There is a problem, though. Empir-
ical studies consistently have found weak or nonexistent correlations
between individuals’ socioeconomic background and their self-reported
delinquent behavior. This has created a peculiar mismatch between the-
ory and empirical research: Do low levels of SES cause high levels of
delinquency, as per theory, or are the two only weakly correlated or
noncorrelated, as per empirical findings? The answer given in this article
is yes to both questions, and our explanation hinges on the idea that causa-
tion does not necessarily denote statistical correlation.

We develop our approach to this issue with three propositions: (1) The
effect of SES upon delinquency is primarily indirect, operating through
various causal mediators (Tittle and Meier, 1990); (2) through some
mediators, such as those identified in classical criminological theories, low
SES causes high levels of delinquency; and (3) through other mediators,
such as those identified in power control theory and social-psychological
theories of conformity, high SES causes high levels of delinquency (e.g.,
Hagan et al., 1985; Kohn, 1969). Taken together, these propositions sug-
gest that the coexisting negative and positive effects of SES upon delin-
quency cancel each other out across individuals, thus attenuating any
overall correlation between the two phenomena (Jensen, 1993; Tittle,
1995). We test these propositions by identifying a series of social-psycho-
logical characteristics that link SES and delinquency, both negatively and
positively. These social-psychological mediators allow for analysis of the
various effects of SES upon delinquency.

STUDIES OF SES AND DELINQUENCY

Socioeconomic status has played a fundamental role in explanations of
delinquency. It has long been assumed that individuals’ propensity for



SES AND DELINQUENCY 177

delinquent behavior is rooted in their macrosocial environment, and thus
theories of delinquency have typically begun with individuals’ social con-
text. A key aspect of this social context is SES. More attention has been
given to social class in explanations of crime and delinquency than perhaps
to any other variable (Weiss, 1987:71).

Given the theoretical centrality of SES in explanations of delinquency, a
rather significant empirical problem has arisen: Studies have found that
general measures of SES and delinquency are often, and perhaps usually,
not correlated. This counterintuitive finding was initially discovered in the
first studies of self-reported measures of delinquency (e.g., Nye et al,,
1958). Since then, most studies of this issue have found the same null rela-
tionship between omnibus measures of SES and delinquency (e.g., Hirschi,
1969, 1972; Johnson, 1980; Tittle and Meier, 1991; Tittle et al., 1978; Weiss,
1987). Jensen and Thompson (1990:1021) summarized the research litera-
ture as follows: “The safest conclusion concerning class structure and
delinquency is the same one that has been proposed for several decades:
class, no matter how defined, contributes little to explaining variation in
self-reports of common delinquency.”

This robust null finding has obvious theoretical implications. If SES and
delinquency are not highly associated in empirical data, should they be so
in theories? Without SES, some theories of delinquency would lose their
conceptual underpinning; thus, the relationship between the two is of cen-
tral theoretical importance.

One response to this theoretical quandary has been to recast the SES-
delinquency issue as one of specification: Under which circumstances are
SES and delinquency most strongly correlated? This approach, however,
suffers several problems. Empirically, a review of the specification litera-
ture by Tittle and Meier (1990; see also 1991) found no consistent support
for any of the most commonly hypothesized specifying conditions. Con-
ceptually, this approach to the SES-delinquency issue suffers from an
inherent loss of parsimony, for the single theoretical relationship between
general measures of SES and crime fragments into many relationships
between types of measures across groups of people across settings.

RECONSIDERING THE SES-DELINQUENCY
RELATIONSHIP

In this article, we return to the general relationship between SES and
delinquency and offer an explanation for why individuals’ SES and delin-
quency are not, and in fact should not be, strongly correlated. Several
observations about the relationship between SES and delinquency precede
and anticipate our approach to this issue. Hirschi (1969:73) speculated
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that the true, negative effect of SES upon delinquency might be sup-
pressed by a third variable. Jensen (1993:378-379; 1995:155) and Tittle
(1995:295) offered the possibility that countervailing causal mechanisms
link SES and delinquency. Rooted in these theoretical observations, we
develop our explanation with three propositions about SES and delin-
quent behavior.

THE LINK BETWEEN SES AND DELINQUENCY IS INDIRECT

Our first proposition is that the effect of SES upon delinquency is pri-
marily indirect and operates through various mediating variables. Individ-
vals’ SES alters a variety of life contexts and chances, such as
neighborhoods, local environmental conditions, cultures, economic oppor-
tunities, family conditions, peer networks, attitudes, and behaviors. These
factors, in turn, can have more proximal effects upon delinquency, thus
linking SES to delinquency (Tittle and Meier, 1991:294). In this article we
focus on social-psychological mediators such as attitudes, values, and per-
sonal traits.

LOW SES CAUSES DELINQUENCY

Our second proposition is that low SES can increase individuals’ pro-
pensity for delinquency through various causal mediators, that is, SES has
a negative effect upon delinquency. Various criminological theories have
negatively linked, either explicitly or implicitly, SES and delinquency
through social-psychological mediators. For example, Merton’s (1957)
strain theory holds that crime results when a society strongly emphasizes
culturally valued goals without providing the corresponding culturally
approved means with which to achieve those goals. This produces strain in
individuals, which is assumed to be most prevalent among those in the
lower socioeconomic classes because they possess the fewest social and
economic opportunities. One response to strain is for individuals to inno-
vate—accepting conventional goals but attaining them with illegitimate
means, that is, deviance and crime. Therefore, financial strain can explain
a negative link between SES and delinquency. Other negative linkages
implicated in contemporary theories have low SES producing crime via
heightened aggression and alienation and lessened educational and occu-
pational aspirations, social closeness, and self-control (e.g., Wolfgang and
Ferracuti, 1967, Wiatrowski et al., 1981).

HIGH SES CAUSES DELINQUENCY

Our third proposition proposes the opposite of the second proposition:
High SES can increase individuals’ propensity for delinquency through
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various causal mechanisms, that is, SES has a positive effect upon delin-
quency. This seemingly counterintuitive idea is found in several crimino-
logical and social-psychological theories, most notably power control
theory (Hagan et al., 1985, 1987, 1990). This theory posits several positive
connections between social class and delinquency. One connection is
through risk taking. Risk taking is especially encouraged among the upper
classes as a means to enhance upward social mobility; however, it has the
unintended negative consequence of fostering juvenile delinquency
(Hagan et al., 1985). Thus, risk taking can positively link SES and delin-
quency. Another positive connection made by Hagan and colleagues is
through social power. Individuals in the upper levels of society have more
social power and thus may with impunity hold attitudes that are conducive
to crime. They see themselves as above society’s precepts; they have more
resources with which to respond to any negative societal reactions to their
deviance; and they assess themselves as being at relatively low risk of
detection and punishment for their deviant acts (Hagan et al., 1985, 1987).
Thus, increased social power and decreased risk of detection for criminal
activities can positively link SES and delinquency. Another positive
linkage is through high SES producing fewer conventional values (Kohn,
1969).

CAUSATION BUT NOT CORRELATION

Combining these three propositions, we expect that SES has both nega-
tive and positive indirect effects on delinquency. If this is the case, the
negative and positive effects would cancel each other, resulting in either a
weak or nonexistent correlation between measures of SES and delin-
quency across individuals in the population. A statistical truism holds that
correlation does not necessarily denote causality. Indeed, the reverse is
equally true: Causation does not necessarily denote correlation. We
hypothesize that such is the case here. Through some social-psychological
characteristics individuals’ low SES produces high levels of delinquency,
and through others, high SES produces delinquency. Thus, we expect
many causal connections, but little correlation, between individuals’ SES
and their self-reported delinquency.

CONCEPTUAL MODEL

We illustrate our conceptual model in Figure 1. High SES decreases
delinquency through some social-psychological mediators, including less
financial strain, less aggression, less alienation, high educational and occu-
pational aspirations, social closeness, and self-control. High SES increases
delinquency through other mediators, including taste for risk, social
power, less perceived risk of detection, and less conventional values. The
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model of the Effects of Parental SES
on Delinquency

Negative Mediators

E.g. Less alienation
Less aggression
Less financial strain «—————————3» Less Delinquency
High aspirations
Social closeness
Self-control

High Parental SES

Positive Mediators

E.g. Taste for Risk

Social Power ————> More Delinquency
Less perceived risk of detection
Less conventional values

coexistence of these negative and positive links, we believe, explains the
lack of strong empirical correlations between SES and delinquency in the
population.

We analyze this conceptual model in three steps. First, using data
described below, we assess the zero-order association between standard
measures of SES and delinquency. Second, we estimate a series of regres-
sion equations that isolate the separate negative and positive effects of
SES on delinquency. Third, to test the sensitivity of our findings, we repli-
cate our analyses with alternative measures of SES and delinquency.

DATA AND MEASURES

The data used to test these hypotheses come from the Dunedin Mul-
tidisciplinary Health and Development Study. Subjects in this study were
members of an unselected birth cohort that has been studied extensively
since birth. The sample and the history of the study have been described
in detail previously (Silva and Stanton, 1996). Briefly, the study is a longi-
tudinal investigation of the health, development, and behavior of a com-
plete cohort of children born between April 1, 1972 and March 31, 1973 in
Dunedin, New Zealand, a city of approximately 120,000 people. Data
were collected at birth and at age 3 for 1,037 study members (52% males
and 48% females—91% of the eligible births). This base sample has been
reassessed with a diverse battery of psychological, medical, and sociologi-
cal measures at ages 5, 7, 9, 11, 13, 15, 18, and 21. Overall, the study has
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enjoyed high rates of participation at each wave. It has participation levels
of n =991 for age 5, n = 954 for age 7, n = 955 for age 9, n = 925 for age 11,
n = 850 for age 13, n = 976 for age 15, and n = 1,008 for age 18. At the
most recent wave, age 21 in 1993-94, 992 (97.3%) of the study members
participated. Various studies have established the generalizability of find-
ings from the Dunedin study to other industrialized countries (see Caspi et
al., 1998 and Wright et al., 1998 for a discussion of these studies).

MEASURING SOCIAL CLASS AND DELINQUENCY

This study capitalizes upon the longitudinal nature of the Dunedin study
by using parental SES during childhood and early adolescence (birth
through age 15) to predict delinquency in late adolescence and early adult-
hood (ages 18 to 21) as mediated by social-psychological characteristics
measured at age 18.

The SES of study members’ families was measured with a six-point scale
assessing parents’ occupational status. The scale was developed by Elley
and Irving (1976), and it places each occupation into one of six categories
based upon the educational levels and income associated with that occupa-
tion in data from the New Zealand census. The scale ranges from 1 =
“unskilled laborer” to 6 = “professional.” The variable used in our analy-
ses, Parental SES, is the average of the highest SES level of either parent
across the interviews of the Dunedin study from the study member’s birth
through age 15. This variable reflects the socioeconomic conditions exper-
ienced by study members while they grew up. The reliability of this scale
was alpha = .92. For our sensitivity analyses, we analyzed two additional
measures of social class. Parental Education was measured with a three-
point scale indicating parents’ highest level of education (university
degree, a high school or a vocational degree, or did not finish high school)
when the study member was age 15. Family Income (in units of $10,000
NZ) was also measured at age 15.

Delinquency was measured at age 21 with a private, self-reported delin-
quency interview based on the standardized instrument developed by Elli-
ott and Huizinga (1989). This variable, Delinquency at Age 21, indicates
how many different illegal acts the study members committed at least once
in the 12 months prior to their age 21 interview. To be clear, this is a
variety scale (i.e., how many types of acts), not a frequency scale (i.e., how
many times acts were committed). The 48 individual items composing this
variety scale represent a wide range of offenses, including theft, burglary,
assault, fraud, and drug offenses (for details of the frequencies of offense
types by gender and SES see Moffitt et al., 1994). The reliability of this
scale was alpha = .86. For the high-SES study members (top 50%) the
reliability was alpha = .82, and for the low-SES members (bottom 50%) it
was alpha = .88.
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For our sensitivity analyses, we analyzed three additional measures of
delinquency. Frequency of Delinquency at age 21 is a frequency scale
(logged) of the total number of illegal acts, regardless of the type of act,
that were self-reported at the age 21 interview. Self-reported Delinquency
at Age 18, like the age 21 measure, is a variety score of self-reported delin-
quent acts. It indicates how many of 43 different illegal acts the study
members committed at least once in the 12 months prior to their age 18
interview. Index Offenses at age 21 is a scale of index offenses developed
by Elliott and Huizinga (1983). Taken from the general self-report delin-
quency questionnaire, it includes aggravated assault, gang fights, stole
motor vehicles, stole something worth more than $50, broke into a build-
ing or vehicle, and strong-armed theft.

MEASURING SOCIAL-PSYCHOLOGICAL
MEDIATING VARIABLES

We use 11 social-psychological mediating variables to link Parental SES
to Delinquency, variables commonly implicated in contemporary theories.
Seven of these mediating variables use measurement scales developed
from the Multidimensional Personality Questionnaire (MPQ; Tellegen,
1982), as modified for the Dunedin study (Caspi et al., 1994). Each MPQ
scale is composed of about 20 true-false items.

Of the negative mediating variables, the variable Self-Control is based
upon self-reported and informant data. The self-reported data come from
the “control” scale of the MPQ. A high score on this scale indicates that
study members had a propensity to be reflective, cautious, careful, planful,
and not impulsive. The informant data come from a reverse-coded single-
item measure for which informants assessed on a three-point scale the
extent to which they thought study members had problems with impulsiv-
ity, such as rushing into things without thinking about what might happen.
The reliability of the items in the self-reported self-control scale plus the
informant item was alpha = .79. The variable Social Closeness is also an
MPQ scale. Study members with high scores on this scale said that they
were sociable, liked other people, and turned to others for comfort. The
reliability of this scale was alpha = .75. The variables Educational Aspira-
tions and Vocational Aspirations measured study members’ aspirations for
their educational and occupational careers. Educational Aspirations was
measured at age 15 and then updated at age 18, and it records study mem-
bers’ estimate of when they expected to leave school. It is coded into
seven categories: Form 3 (about 8th grade) through form 7 (about 12th
grade), polytechnical school, and university attendance. Vocational Aspi-
rations was measured at age 18, and it records what sort of work the study
members hoped to be doing at age 25. The occupations they reported
were coded into levels of occupational status with the Elley and Irving
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(1976) scale described above. The variable Aggression, like Self-Control,
uses both self-reported and informant data. The self-reported data are an
MPQ scale. Study members with high scores on this scale were those who
said they would hurt others for their own advantage and would frighten
and cause discomfort for others. The informant data come from a single-
item measure in which informants assessed on a three-point scale the
extent to which study members had problems with aggression, such as
fighting or controlling anger. The reliability of the items in the self-
reported aggression scale plus the informant item was alpha = .79. The
variable Alienation is an MPQ scale. Study members with high scores on
it said that they felt mistreated, victimized and betrayed by others, and the
target of false rumors. The reliability of this scale was alpha = .76. The
variable Financial Strain is a combination of three separate measures.
Using three- and four-point scales, study members reported how difficult
it was for them to support themselves/ their families financially at the time
of the interview; how worried they were about inadequate income or pov-
erty in the future; and how unhappy they were with their standard of
living.

Of the positive mediating variables, the variable Taste For Risk is a
reverse coding of the MPQ scale labeled “harm avoidance.” Study mem-
bers with high scores were those who preferred exciting, dangerous activi-
ties over safe, tedious activities. The reliability of this scale was alpha =
.71. The variable Social Power is an MPQ scale called “social potency.”
High-scoring study members were those who said that they were forceful
and decisive in social situations and were fond of influencing others and of
leadership roles. The reliability of this scale was alpha = .76. The variable
Low Perceived Risk of Detection is the average of four separate items. In
each of them study members were asked, hypothetically, how many times
they thought that they would get caught (from O to 10) if they committed a
certain crime on 10 different days. The four crimes queried about were
shoplifting, stealing a car, breaking into a place to steal something, and
using a stolen bank card to get money. The reliability of this scale was
alpha = .69. The final variable, Conventional Values, is an MPQ scale
called “traditionalism.” Study members with high scores were those who
desired a conservative social environment and strict moral standards. The
reliability of this scale was alpha = .63.

RESULTS

We present three empirical tests in this section. First, we tested if there
was any statistical association between SES and delinquency among study
members in the Dunedin study. Second, we tested for the existence of both
a negative and a positive effect of SES upon delinquency. Third, we
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retested these negative and positive effects using alternative measures of
SES and delinquency.

THE LACK OF CORRELATION BETWEEN SES
AND DELINQUENCY

The simple correlation between socioeconomic status (Parental SES)
and delinquency (Delinquency at Age 21) among study members was r =
-.02 and not statistically significant (p = .53). It is possible, however, that
the relationship between SES and delinquency is not linear and therefore
would not be detected with a simple correlation. Specifically, it has been
suggested that individuals in the upper and lower strata of society have the
highest proportional involvement in criminal offenses and that the middle
strata has the lowest (Reckless, 1967:112). This would imply a U-shaped
relationship between SES and delinquency.

To test for this possibility, we plotted levels of delinquency as a function
of SES for groups of Dunedin study members. We then used a combina-
tion of running median and Hanning linear smoothers to smooth this plot.
This approach does not assume any particular functional form for the rela-
tionship between the two variables, so it would detect a nonlinear relation-
ship. The results of this smoothing procedure are presented in Figure 2.
In this figure, data from the 956 Dunedin study members were grouped
into 27 data points. Visual inspection of this figure suggests that no signifi-
cant statistical relationship was present between Parental SES and Delin-
quency at Age 21, for levels of self-reported delinquency were constant
across all levels of SES. Thus, we found here what so many previous stud-
ies have found and what is the counterintuitive social fact that is the stimu-
lus for this article: There appears to be no empirical association between
general measures of SES and delinquency.

THE NEGATIVE AND POSITIVE EFFECTS OF SES
ON DELINQUENCY

We hypothesized that the above lack of association results from SES
having a negative and a positive effect upon delinquency that cancel each
other out. We tested this hypothesis with social-psychological mediating
variables that link SES to delinquency.

Table 1 presents the simple correlations between SES, delinquency, and
11 social-psychological mediating variables. The correlations between
SES and the mediating variables were mostly statistically significant. The
study members who grew up in high-SES families were less alienated,
reported less financial strain, were less aggressive, and had higher educa-
tional and occupational aspirations. In addition, they reported a greater
taste for risk taking, more social potency, and fewer conventional values.
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Figure 2. Levels of Delinquency at Age 21, by Parental SES
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The correlations between the mediating variables and delinquency were
all statistically significant. The study members who committed the most
delinquency were those who reported more financial strain, were more
aggressive, were more alienated, had lower educational and occupational
aspirations, had less social closeness, and had less self-control. In addition,
they reported a greater taste for risk, more social potency, lower perceived
risk of detection of crimes, and fewer conventional values.

These correlations support the hypothesized relationships summarized
in Figure 1. To test more directly the effects of SES upon delinquency, we
regressed delinquency upon SES and various combinations of the social-
psychological mediating variables. The results of these ordinary least
squares (OLS) regressions are presented in Table 2.

The first column in Table 2 presents 12 zero-order equations in which
delinquency was regressed upon each of the independent variables sepa-
rately. As with the correlations in Table 1, these zero-order estimates
were all statistically significant except for Parental SES. This insignificant
zero-order Parental SES coefficient represents a baseline with which to
compare the coefficients in the remaining equations.

The next column presents model 1, an equation that regressed delin-

quency upon SES plus the social-psychological mediators through which
high SES is hypothesized to increase levels of delinquency. By empirically
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Table 1. Correlations of Socioeconomic Status and
Delinquency with Social-Psychological Mediating
Variables

Mediating Variables Parental SES Delinquency

Socioeconomic Status
Parental SES -02

Variables Through Which Low SES is
Hypothesized to Increase Levels of

Delinquency
Financial Strain = 11*** WA o
Aggression = 15%%* GOkt
Alienation — 1 8kork 23k
Educational Aspirations 33k — 18 **
Vocational Aspirations 25% —25%*
Social Closeness 05 —22%%%*
Self-Control 05+ —37xx*

Variables Through Which High SES is
Hypothesized to Increase Levels of

Delinquency

Taste for Risk J2%%* DGk
Social Power 5%E 16%**
Low Perceived Risk of Detection .06+ A
Conventional Values -.07* — . 3QHkk
+ p < .10
* p < .05

#*% p < 001

modeling the positive effects (i.e., including them in the regression equa-
tion), we leave resident in the SES measure its negative effect. This iso-
lates and estimates the negative effect of SES upon delinquency. In this
equation, the four hypothesized positive mediators were in the expected
direction and were statistically significant. The estimated effect of Paren-
tal SES upon delinquency, net of these mediators, was statistically signifi-
cant and negative. That is, when controlling for the positive mediators of
the SES-delinquency relationship, higher levels of SES predicted signifi-
cantly lower levels of delinquency.

The third column presents model 2, an equation that regressed delin-
quency upon SES plus the social-psychological mediators through which
high SES is hypothesized to decrease levels of delinquency. This model
tested for the positive effect of SES upon delinquency. In this equation,
all seven hypothesized negative mediators had effects in the expected
direction and five of them were statistically significant. By empirically
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modeling the negative effects (i.e., including them in the regression equa-
tion), we isolate and estimate the positive effect of SES upon delinquency.
The estimated effect of Parental SES upon delinquency, net of these
mediators, was statistically significant and positive. That is, when control-
ling for the negative mediators of the SES-delinquency relationship,
higher levels of SES predicted significantly higher levels of delinquency.

The final column in Table 2 presents model 3, an equation that regressed
delinquency upon SES plus all 11 of the social-psychological mediating
variables. Here, the estimated effect of Parental SES was statistically
insignificant. This demonstrates that the various causal mechanisms link-
ing SES to delinquency, which are shown in models 1 and 2 to be in oppo-
site directions, cancel each other out. That is, when controlling for all of
the mediating variables (model 3), we got the same result as when not
controlling for any of them (e.g., with a simple correlation): no statistical
association between SES and delinquency.

ALTERNATIVE MEASURES OF SES AND DELINQUENCY

We tested the sensitivity of our analyses to different specifications of
SES and delinquency by rerunning the analyses in Table 2 five times—
twice with different measures of SES and three times with different meas-
ures of delinquency. Each time the same pattern emerged. Socioeco-
nomic status had a positive indirect effect upon delinquency through some
mediators and a negative indirect effect through others.

Our first two reanalyses used alternative specifications of SES—paren-
tal education and family income, and these two variables produced results
nearly identical to those found with parental occupational status (in Table
2). We reran the analyses in Table 2 using these alternative measures of
SES. As shown in Table 3, neither parental education nor family income
had a statistically significant zero-order association with delinquency at
age 21. Both, however, had statistically significant negative effects upon
delinquency when the positive mediating variables were included in the
equation (i.e., variables Taste For Risk through Conventional Values in
Table 2), and both had statistically significant (or near significant) positive
effects when we controlled for the negative mediating variables (i.e.,
Financial Strain through Self-Control).

Our next three reanalyses used alternative specifications of delin-
quency—frequency of delinquent acts at age 21, variety of delinquent acts
at age 18, and index offenses at age 21. The frequency scale showed a
nearly identical pattern of findings as did the corresponding age 21 variety
scale in Table 2. The remaining two measures of delinquency had weak,
but statistically significant, negative zero-order associations with parents’
occupational status. These negative associations increased in magnitude
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Table 2. OLS Equations Regressing Delinquency Upon SES
and Social-Psychological Mediating Variables

Self-Reported Delinquency at Age 21

Zero-Order Model Model Modet
Independent Variables Equations 1 2 3

Socioeconomic Status
Parental SES -.081 =306 ** 320 ** 156
(-129) (:119) (117) (114)

Variables Through Which Low SES is
Hypothesized to Increase Levels
of Delinquency

Financial Strain 212 A 970 *** 934 *xx
(.316) (.286) (:276)
Aggression 3.04 wkx 209 wwk 247 Axx
(:229) (:275) (272)
Alienation 052 H** -.003 .005
(:007) (.007) (.007)
Educational Aspirations —.524 *** -182+ =231 **
(.098) (.095) (.092)
Vocational Aspirations —.802 *** =373 **x 306 ***
(.114) (.109) (-105)
Social Closeness —.053 *** -018 *  -.007
(.008) (.008) (.008)
Self-Control —2.84 *x* -1.04 *** 359
(:235) (:253) (:255)

Variables Through Which High SES is
Hypothesized to Increase Levels

of Delinquency
Taste for Risk 061 **x (034 Hk* 017 **
(.007) (.007) (.006)
Social Power 029 **¥ (15 ** 012 *
(:006) (.006) (.006)
Low Perceived Risk of
Detection 485 Hxx IG5 Hkx 151 *
(.069) (.067) (.061)
Conventional Values —.098 *** _ (79 **x* —.053 Hx
(.008) (.008) (.008)
R? 19 .30 .36
+ p<.10.
* p < .05
*>* p < .01
**+% b < 001

NOTES: N = 956. Cells present unstandardized ordinary least squares (OLS) coefficients
with standard errors in parentheses. Some independent variables had missing cases for about
2%-3% of the study members. We controlled for these by adding missing-data indicators to
the regression equations, but none of these indicators significantly predicted levels of
delinquency.
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when we controlled for the “positive” mediating variables, and they atten-
uated to statistical insignificance when we controlled for the “negative”
mediating variables.

To summarize, these alternative measures of SES and delinquency show
the same pattern of findings as our initial analyses: SES had both negative
and positive indirect effects on delinquency through social-psychological
mediators. When there was an initially insignificant statistical relationship
between SES and delinquency, these indirect effects could make it signifi-
cantly negative or positive. When there was an initially weak relationship,
these indirect effects could magnify or nullify it.

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

In this article we have reexamined the relationship between SES and
delinquency. While various classical theories of delinquency have posited
a negative relationship between the two, empirical studies have found lit-
tle statistical association between them. How can this apparent disparity
between theory and data be explained? Drawing upon recent theoretical
insights, we propose that SES has a negative effect upon delinquency
through some mediators, that SES has a positive effect upon delinquency
through other mediators, and that these negative and positive effects coex-
ist and can cancel each other out. As a result, there can be many causal
links between SES and delinquency but little overall correlation.

Our empirical analyses support this proposed explanation. From previ-
ous criminological and social-psychological research, we identified 11
social-psychological characteristics that negatively and positively mediate
the effect of parental SES upon adolescent delinquency. By selectively
controlling for these mediators, we isolated and estimated the negative
and positive effects of SES upon delinquency, and they were statistically
significant.

This article, then, reconciles theories and empirical studies of SES and
delinquency, for we find that SES both has a negative effect upon delin-
quency and is not highly correlated with it. The missing piece to this puz-
zle is the existence of a positive effect as well. That there can be causality
between SES and delinquency, despite a lack of correlation, is good news
indeed for the analysis of crime, for “the simple omission of class from the
study of crime would impoverish criminology” (Hagan, 1992:1).

Perhaps criminologists have largely overlooked positive SES-delin-
quency links because they have tended to focus upon explaining the causes
of deviance among the lower social classes. In contrast, social psycholo-
gists may have anticipated these positive links because they have tended to
focus upon explaining the causes of conformity among the lower classes.
Thus, it appears that researchers’ definitions of social problems—deviance
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versus conformity—may have guided their perspectives on the effects of
SES.

We hope that our findings stimulate further studies of the causal con-
nections between individuals’ location in society and their propensity for
antisocial behavior. Hagan (1992) emphasized the importance of this task
when he wrote that, in linking social class to delinquency and crime, “we
need to more directly conceptualize and measure our own linking causal
mechanisms” (p. 5). Further research could examine other mediating
mechanisms, such as neighborhood, family, and school. These other
mechanisms might also demonstrate cross-canceling mediational effects of
SES on delinquency.

In addition, there may be causal interplay between types of SES-delin-
quency mediators. For example, neighborhood contextual effects might
influence the linkage between SES and delinquency through social-psy-
chological characteristics. This is because neighborhood contexts have
been shown to influence various delinquency-relevant individual charac-
teristics, such as lowered career aspirations (Hagan, 1993), aggressiveness
(Krivo and Peterson, 1996), weakened social ties (Sampson and Groves,
1989), and financial strain (Johnstone, 1978). Therefore, if we assume that
families’ SES levels influence their selection of neighborhoods, and that
neighborhoods affect individuals in the family, neighborhoods might medi-
ate the effects of SES on delinquency-relevant, social-psychological char-
acteristics. Alternatively, if we assume that neighborhoods affect families’
attainment of SES as well as their individual characteristics, the correla-
tion between SES and social-psychological characteristics might be in part
spurious due to neighborhood effects. This type of multilevel analysis
points to potentially fruitful research on the effects of SES on delinquent
behavior.

In addition to its theoretical implications, this article may be relevant to
efforts to prevent crime. It appears that base rates of individual-level
characteristics associated with crime, such as the social-psychological
mediators discussed in this article, vary by individuals’ level of SES. If so,
it might be efficacious for prevention programs working with young peo-
ple in a given segment of society to focus upon those crime-related charac-
teristics found most commonly in that segment. For example, in the lower
social classes, prevention programs might find the most success in attempt-
ing to reduce levels of aggression and alienation while increasing educa-
tional and occupational aspirations. Conversely, in the higher social
classes, programs might do well to emphasize conventional values and the
risks of crime.
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