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Abstract

This study was aimed at analyzing the effects of individual, family, and social factors on adolescent
antisociality in Mexico. The sample comprised 184 youths: half of whom were arrested by police, and
the other half of whom were teenagers from the general population, matched by age and school grade
to the arrested group. Arrested adolescents were interviewed in their confinement centers, while those of
the control group were sampled in the school they attended. A structural equation model was used to
estimate the relationships between a negative social environment, family violence, negative individual
characteristics, and antisociality. Negative social environment had a positive effect on both family
violence and individual characteristics; in turn, family violence affected negative individual
characteristics, which then influenced antisociality. The results indicated that negative contextual
variables facilitate the development of negative individual characteristics, which then puts adolescents
at risk for getting involved in antisocial activities.

Keywords: School Environment, Social Context, Family Violence, Individual
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Introduction

Juvenile delinquency has increased dramatically around the world. According to the
United Nations World Youth Report, (2003) in Europe, juvenile delinquency has
expanded by approximately 50 %, from the middle 1980s and late 1990s, to present day.
In America, Chile reported an increase of 398% from 1995 to 2000 (Fundacién Paz
Ciudadana, 2003), and criminality in México increased 26% from 1977 to 2007 (that is,
before the eruption of the Mexican Drug War, which substantially increased general and
youth delinquency). Juvenile delinquency represents 12% of the total law transgression
events in Spain (Morant Vidal, 2003). Canada reported that the peak age in all crimes is 17
years old, where the rate is 14, 000 events per 100, 000 inhabitants (Police-reported crime
statistics in Canada, 2009). Sixteen percent of the violent crime arrests and 26 percent of
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property crime arrests in 2008 were committed by juveniles in the United States
(Puzzanchera, 2009). In France, between 20 and 22 % of offenses were perpetrated by
youths (De la Rosa Cortina, 2011). In Greece, a slight increase in juvenile delinquency
has been noted (Georgoulas, 2009). In Mexico, the growing involvement of juveniles in
acts of drug trafficking and drug-related delinquent behaviors (homicide, kidnapping,
extortion, etc.) associated with organized crime has become more than evident. A popular
theory establishes that young people are recruited by drug cartels to commit crimes, partly
because most of them cannot be judged as adults if arrested by the authorities (Ogaz-Palm,
2011). Finding an inclusive set of the causes of this phenomenon and by what means it can
be reduced is an imperative for society and communities around the world. These data
seem to indicate that youths’ involvement in crime has significantly increased, and it
constitutes a serious concern for society, authorities and governments.

Antisocial behavior is defined as conduct that breaks the social contracts of a
community. This type of a behavior defies the basic social structure, destroying the
fundamental norms of society (Silva, 2003); it 1s also defined as behavior that violates social
norms (Vallés, 2009). Crime and delinquency refer to all conduct prohibited by law
(Quinsey, Skilling, Lalumiere, & Craig, 2002). Juvenile delinquents are those individuals
under the legal age of majority who commit actions that violate the law (Burfeind &
Jeglum, 2006). Antisociality, in turn, can be defined as the tendency to engage in
antisocial and delinquent behavior. Quinsey, Skilling, Lalumiere, and Craig (2002)
indicate that antisociality is the “individual characteristics that increase the likelihood of
antisocial behavior.” A number of theoretical frameworks have been considered in trying
to understand what factors drive and maintain antisocial actions in young people. There
are a variety of causal factors, but they can be synthesized into two inclusive categories:
environmental (contextual) and personal (ontogenetic and biological).

The inclusion of both contextual and personal factors in explanatory models of human
behavior is an important feature of Systems Theory (ST). ST is a holistic theoretical
framework that focuses on the relationship between individuals and their environment
(Ford & Lerner, 1992). A system is a complex set of interacting elements maintained by
their interrelationships. Within this perspective, behavior is more than the sum of the
interacting elements, and any action is perceived as having multiple causes influencing
other conduct (Henggeler, Shoenwald, Borduin, Rowland, & Cunningham, 1998).
Individuals are entities that actively renovate their environment while simultaneously
being influenced by their context. Thus, ST offers an inclusive and powerful approach to
the study of every instance of human conduct, including criminal behavior. Another
holistic theoretical approach aimed at explaining behavior with an inclusive person-
environment perspective is Bronfenbrenner’s (1987) Ecological Theory. This model
conceives the environment as a set of structures of different complexity levels, in which
structures (or systems) at a more complex level contain less complex ones. Child
development is the result of the relationships between those structures or systems. The first
and most basic system that the child has direct contact with is the microsystem, which
includes their family, school and neighborhood. The mesosystem represents relationships
between the institutions that make up the microsystem. A larger social system, including
neighborhood, school, and religious structures, constitutes the exosystem, while the
macrosystem 1s the most remote system, encompassing culture and subculture, customs, and
laws. In theory, all systems affect a child’s behavior directly or indirectly. Belsky (1980)
added a new system to the model, the ontosystem, which includes the individual variables.
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Therefore, antisocial behavior can be similarly modeled as resulting from personal variables
and their environmental systems.

Environmental variables

Familial and neighborhood environments are some of the contextual factors considered
in the explanation of antisociality in youths (Cuevas del Real, 2003). Research conducted
in Russia, Poland, Germany, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovakia, and Greece
with 42 independent samples of middle school students (a total of 7282 participants)
between the ages of thirteen and fourteen years old revealed that involvement in criminal
and antisocial activities was dependent on cultural factors as well as personal experience
with family and society (Boehnke, & Bergs-Winkels, 2002). A study conducted by Jacob
(2006) showed that residential mobility is the most important predictor of crimes against
property. Disorganization in the neighborhood is strongly related to conduct problems in
children (Lambert et al., 2004). Little and Steinberg (2006) tested an opportunity model to
explain their findings about the influence of poor neighborhoods and low job
opportunities on adolescents’ involvement in selling drugs. Martinez et al. (2008) found
that drug trafticking was influenced by neighborhood-disadvantage indicators. Juveniles
living in disadvantaged neighborhoods were more at risk of engaging in these kinds of
activities. In addition, drug trafficking caused increased violence and social disorganization
within the vicinity. Socially disorganized neighborhoods condone an individualistic
parenting style and lack the formal and informal networks that provide material and social
resources (Davies & Cummings, 2006)

Neighborhood structure is associated with instrumental crime; communities promoting
monetary success and few legal means of reaching it generate higher crime rates, which are
generally aimed at getting goods at any cost (Baumer & Gustafson, 2007). The likelihood
of obtaining drugs and alcohol in the neighborhood is also linked to adolescents’ antisocial
behavior (Freisthler et al. 2005). A study found that the perception of a neighborhood as
problematic influenced juvenile delinquency (Byrnes, et al. 2007). In addition, a
longitudinal study of 359 adolescents tested three measures of social binds (conventional
moral belief, attachment, and commitment/involvement) and their relationship with self-
control and delinquency. The results showed that low self-control was negatively related
to social binds, and the presence of deviant peers was positively related to juvenile
delinquency (Longshore, 2005). Agnew (2001) argued that negative experiences in school,
parental rejection, and strict parental practices are potential factors for youths’ criminal
behavior. Both school and home environments play an important role in juvenile
delinquency, including negative peer influences, lack of attachment to school personnel
(e.g., teachers, nurses), poor school achievement and attainments, and cognitive or
learning difficulties (Taylor & Lopez, 2005). The school environment strongly influences
the emotional and affective states of adolescents (Caldwell, et al., 2007). Kwong-Wong
(2005), in research conducted in Canada with youths in school grades 5 through 12, found
that family and school activities reinforced social bounds, commitment and reduced
delinquency and crime association.

School engagement, which can be defined as children’s participation in school
activities, positive emotional disposition, and motivation to invest in school tasks, reduces
school problems and general delinquency (Hirschfield, & Gasper, 2011). In addition,
adolescents’ school failures and lack of engagement increase the likelihood of association
with deviant groups (Wong, 2005).
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Another contextual variable associated with negative child development is child abuse
and neglect (Egeland, et al., 2002). Child abuse, including negligence, as well as physical,
emotional, and sexual abuse, is linked to violent behavior (Kingree, et al., 2003). A study
presented by the National Institute of Justice reported that abused children were at 4.8
times greater risk of arrest as juvenile delinquents and 11 times more likely to be arrested
for violent crimes compared to non-abused children (English et al., 2002). Parenting and
parent-child interactions, as well as other family characteristics, constitute some of the
strongest predictors of juvenile delinquency (Henry et al., 2001). Wiesner and Windle
(2004) conducted a longitudinal study on a sample of 1218 adolescents to analyze crime-
related developmental trajectories. Their findings revealed 6 different trajectories: chronic
moderate and high, moderate desisting trajectory, desisting trajectory, occasional moderate
and high, and sporadic offenders. Chronic high offenders displayed several factors, such as
lack of family support, poor school achievement, and drug abuse. Developmental
problems, such as antisocial, aggressive, and other problematic behaviors, are
disproportionably found in highly conflicted families (Belsky & Jaftee, 2006).

Adolescent antisocial behavior is also influenced by peer deviance and family processes
(Vazsonyi et al. 2008). A family process is related to children’s social control. Parental
supervision and monitoring have an indirect effect on crime and delinquency through low
self control (Gibbs, Giever, & Higgins, 2003). Poor parental supervision is associated with
low selt-control, and low self-control is linked to deviant, antisocial, and delinquent
behavior (Vazsonyi & Belliston, 2007). Low self-control was also correlated positively
with deviant peer association and negatively with parental bonding (Longshore, Chang, &
Messina, 2005). Exposure to peer delinquents is also associated with an adolescent’s own
involvement (Warr, 2002).

Child abuse, as well as housing mobility, was highly related to the likelihood of being
arrested for juvenile delinquency (Baskin, & Sommers, 2011). Instability of the residence
aggravates child abuse and pushes children toward crime. The negative perception of an
adolescent’s home environment is positively correlated with mental health problems,
including depression, poor life satisfaction, stress, anxiety, and hopelessness (Field, Diego,
& Saunders, 2002). A longitudinal study analyzed the relationship between child rearing
practices and gang involvement in high-school students. The results showed that the
psychological and behavioral control patterns of parents, as well as their affect, moderate
the relationship between gang involvement and behavioral problems (Walker-Barnes, &
Mason, 2004). Juvenile offenders perceived and experienced more family dysfunction and
violence and poorer family dynamics than non-offenders (Kim & Kim, 2008).

Hoeve et al. (2009) carried out a meta-analysis of 161 published and non-published
studies and assessed the magnitude of the relationship between parental practices and
delinquency. The strongest correlations were found between psychological control,
parental monitoring, hostility, parental rejection, and juvenile delinquency. Child rearing
practices and parental monitoring predict adolescents’ involvement in antisociality. Child
abuse, parental hostility, and reject put juveniles at risk of association with criminal
activities. The expressivity of parents is related to children’s empathic responses, and
negative affect is associated with children’s distress. Children present more problems in
managing their emotions when negative expressions from their parents are more intense,
adverse, and frequent (Valiente et al. 2004). Children exposed to high levels of negative
affect in their home environment feel more distressed and are more likely to respond
negatively to others (Eisenberg, Liew, & Pidada, 2001).
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Individual factors

Individual emotional and cognitive factors are also related to antisocial behavior
(Overbeek, et al. 2001). The variables more highly related to juvenile delinquency are
impulsivity, low self-control, depression, anxiety, attention problems, ADHD, and
empathy. Empathy plays a significant role in promoting pro-social behavior and social
competencies (Hoffman, 2000). Moreover, clinical and empirical evidence shows that
empathy is important in the development of healthy socio-emotional functioning and is
also related to pro-social behavior, mental health, and low aggression (Niec & Russ,
2002).

A six year longitudinal study conducted with 1032 youths showed an increase in
emotional disturbance and delinquency in early and middle adolescence. In addition, an
increase of emotional problems during adolescence was related to delinquency. A
correlation was found between anxiety/depression and delinquency (Overbeek, et al.
2001). Another longitudinal study conducted by Sibley et al. (2010) with children from
five to twelve years old estimated the association between attention deficit, hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD), and delinquency. Four groups were diagnosed: ADHD, ADHD and
oppositional behavior (ODD), ADHD and conduct disorder (CD), and a control group.
Children presenting ADHD+CD exhibited the worst delinquent behaviors, while ADHD
and ADHD+ODD revealed an early start of delinquency, wide range of oftences and
greater occurrence of severe crimes. Low self-control and peer pressure were associated
with juvenile cybernetic crimes (piracy, pornography, and harassment), and association
with deviant peers intensified the effects of low self-control (Holt, Bossler, & May, 2012).

Cheung and Cheung (2008) showed that, in a Chinese population, low self-control
and social factors (including coercive parental practices), disrupted social bonds, delinquent
associations, school under-achievement, negative school experiences, stressful life events,
and negative relationships with peers are significantly related to juvenile delinquency.
Impulsivity is another factor strongly related to commission of crimes by youths. Carroll et
al. (2006) studied different levels of impulsivity control and found that deficits in several
dimensions of such control were related to antisocial behavior. The dimensions included
cognitive variables, such as the incapability to display inhibitory control and the tendency
to respond quickly without thinking. Adolescents exhibiting poor mental inhibitory
control and impulsivity were more likely to exhibit antisocial behavior and delinquency at
a young age. High rates of impulsivity are related to antisocial behavior (Vitacco et al.
2002). A study comparing the influence of peers and impulsivity showed that adolescents
with higher levels of impulsivity were more vulnerable to influences from delinquent
peers (Vitulano, Fite, & Rathert, 2010). Its findings suggest a model that includes
individual, familial, and social factors in the explanation of juvenile delinquency.

Most research in the area of juvenile antisociality focuses on one or two explanatory
factors. The study in this paper considers four factors and their interrelations, based on an
ecological perspective: three of those factors are environmental (family, neighborhood,
school) and one is individual (personal characteristics, including anxiety levels, depression,
inattention, ADHD, lack of empathy, low self-control, and deviant and oppositional
behavior, and aggression). The study was aimed at analyzing the eftects of individual and
situational factors on adolescents’ antisociality, but the interrelations between the
explanatory factors are also analyzed. The main hypothesis was that contextual variables,
such as family, neighborhood, and school structures, influence antisociality through the
development of negative individual characteristics. The specific hypotheses were that (1) a
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negative social environment (neighborhood and school contexts) will be positively
correlated with family violence, (2) family violence in conjunction with the negative social
environment will negatively impact the socio-emotional and cognitive functioning of
adolescents, (3) individual characteristics will affect adolescent antisociality, and (4)
contextual factors (family violence and negative social environments) will have an indirect
effect on antisociality.

Method

Participants

The sample included 184 adolescents from two cities: 94 from Hermosillo city and 92
from the Monterrey city. The sample was divided into four groups: 47 were arrested for
committing a crime from one city and 46 to another city; the other two groups were age
and grade-in-school matched to the arrested adolescents. The entire population was
Hispanic. The participants reported a mean age of 16 years old (SD=1.2) and a mean
grade in school of 8 years (SD=1.6). Table 1 shows the demographic characteristics of the
sample. The entire sample is of low socioeconomic status.

Instruments

The instrument included demographic variables, the Third Version of Conners’ (2003)
Scale and scales for measuring family violence, child abuse, antisocial behavior, self-
control, empathy, and neighborhood and school environments.

The Conners’ self-report (2008) scale assesses deviant and oppositional behavior,
anxiety, depression, aggression, inattention, and ADHD. This instrument was modified
and adapted to the Mexican sociocultural context. The adolescents responded to questions
using a scale from 0 to 10, with O indicating “not true” (or “never happens”) and 10
identifying “totally correct” (or “always happens”). The instrument was piloted in a
general-population sample, and the obtained alphas for the scales ranged from .63 to .90.

Family violence: The Conflict Tactics Scale was used to measure levels of family
violence. Some of the items assess the frequency of violence directed at the mothers of the
interviewed adolescents from their partners. The scale’s response options range from zero
to six (O=never, 1=once, 2=twice, 3=three to five times, 4=six to ten, 5=eleven to
twelve, 6=more than 20 times). Straus (2007) reported a mean alpha of .77 obtained from
different studies.

Child abuse: The frequency of abuse was measured with the Children’s Version of the
Conflicts Tactics Scale (Straus, 1998). This instrument presents a sequence of abusive
situations from mild to high intensity, including seven response-options from zero to six,
where zero represents “never” and six means “more than 20 times.” Straus reported a
Cronbach’s alpha of .72 for this scale.

Antisocial behavior: Twenty-five items from the Normative Deviance Scale developed by
Varzonyi et al. (2001) were utilized to assess the frequency of the adolescent acting against
social norms. Participants selected one out of seven response options from 0O to six, where
zero means “‘never’ and six means “more than twenty times.” Varzonyi et al. (2001)
stipulated that the alpha ranged from .76 to .89 among the subscales, while the alpha was
.95 for the total deviance scale.

Empathy: The E-scale by Leibetseder et al. (2007) was utilized to measure empathy, a
construct defined as the effort invested in identifying oneself with the feeling of others,
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who could be either imaginary or real persons. The scale was constituted by 25 items,
which the participants responded to by stating how much they were applicable to their
experiences. The response options varied from 0 to 10, where 0 was “nothing” and 10
was “totally applicable” to described situations, such as “I feel bad when I see people
crying” and “I put myself in my friends’ situation when they have problems.” Leibetseder
et al. (2007) reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .80 for the scale.

Self-control: Raffaelli and Crockett’s (2003) instrument was used; it consists of 13 items
derived from Self-Control Theory, which is considered a multi-dimensional factor that
reveals regulation of affect, attention, and behavior. The items assess emotional volatility,
regulation of attention and activities. Raffaelli and Crockett (2003) evidenced the
construct validity of the instrument from results of a confirmatory factor analysis.
Indications of reliability derived an alpha of .85.

School environment: This scale was constructed specifically for the present study to assess
respondents’ perceptions of their school environment. The participants reported their
frequency of witnessing fights at school, drug sales, dirtiness, carelessness of the school
environment, etc., on a scale ranging from 0 to 10, where 0 = “nothing” and 10 =
“excessively.” An alpha of .81 was obtained for this scale.

Neighborhood  characteristics: To assess the characteristics of the participants’
neighborhood, the instrument created by Frias-Armenta, Lopez-Escobar and Diaz-
Méndez (2003) was administered. This is composed of 9 items that evaluate the
dangerousness and neglect of the neighborhood where they live, that is, the adolescents
responded to how dangerous, noisy, dirty, and dark they feel their neighborhood is.
Additionally, the participants reported the frequency of drug sales in their neighborhood
and the number of drunken persons they encounter, as well as the heterogeneity of the
neighborhood’s social composition, on a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 is “never” and 10 is
“too often.” The obtained alpha value for this scale was .80.

Procedure

The researchers talked to the participants’ parents to explain the objective of the
investigation, guarantee the confidentiality of the collected information and to assure them
that their children could freely end their participation at any time. Subsequently, the
researchers asked participants and their parents to sign a consent form. The arrested
juveniles were interviewed in their confinement centers, while the members of the
control groups responded at the school they attended. Psychologists trained in interview
techniques administered the instruments, which required approximately 50 minutes.

Data Analysis and model specification

Univariate statistics; means and standard deviations for the continuous variables and the
frequencies of categorical variables were calculated. Cronbach’s alphas were obtained to
evaluate the internal consistency of the instruments used. Indexes were computed from
the average responses to the items of all scales. This procedure resulted in indexes for
antisocial behavior, child abuse, aggression, deviant behavior, anxiety, oppositional
behavior, depression, inattention, empathy, self-control, school environment,
neighborhood environment, and partner violence. These indexes were used in the
subsequent statistical analyses.
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of the Samples

Variable N Frequency %
City 186
Hermosillo 94 50.5
Monterrey 92 49.5
Living with 184
Both parents 118 63.4
Partner 5 2.7
Friends 1 5
Family 28 151
Father 8 4.3
Mother 24 12.9
Mother’s marital status 176
Single 47 25.2
Married 94 50.5
Divorced 26 14.0
Widowed 9 4.8
Father’s marital status 166
Single 47 25.3
Married 95 51.1
Divorced 22 11.8
Widowed 2 1.1

A structural equation model (Bentler, 2006) was specified and tested. This model
considered an “antisociality” target factor as the latent variable to emerge from the
interrelations between the aggression, antisocial behavior, and deviant behavior indexes
(Bentler, 2006). Three additional factors were specified: 1) “Individual characteristics,”
composed of the (lack of) self-control, (lack of) empathy, inattention, depression, ADHD,
oppositional behavior, and anxiety indexes; 2) “Family violence,” emerging from the
correlation between the indexes of partner abuse and child abuse; and 3) “Negative social
environment”, composed of the neighborhood and school environment indexes. The
specified (hypothetical) model was based on the idea that higher hierarchical levels of
environmental systems influence the lower levels. Therefore, the model predicted an eftect
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of the negative social environment on family violence and the individual characteristics of
the juveniles, while family violence would affect both the individual characteristics and the
target factor of antisociality. Antisociality should also be influenced by the more general
individual characteristics of the adolescents.

Statistical and practical indicators were computed to assess the goodness of fit of the
proposed model. The Chi square (X°) statistical indicator was used to determine the
difference between the proposed theoretical model and the saturated one (which is
computed from the total interrelations between the investigated variables). If the
theoretical model is pertinent, it will not significantly difter from the saturated one;
therefore, the X° will produce a value of low to no significance (p>.05). However, X is
susceptible to sample size, sometimes indicating significance merely as a function of the
number of participants (Bentler, 2006). Consequently, practical indicators are considered
that are not especially sensitive to sample size in assessing a model’s adequacy. Practical
indicators include the Bentler-Bonett Normed Fit Index (BNFI), the Bentler-Bonett
Non-Normed Fit Index (NNFI), and the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), among others.
The minimal level of acceptance of goodness-of-fit for these indicators is a value of .90.
The Root Mean-Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) is also considered in this
context. An RMSEA of less than .08 is taken as evidence of goodness of fit (Browne &
Cudeck, 1993).

Results

Table 2. Cronbach’s Alphas for scales used in this study

Scale Alpha
School environment .79
Neighborhood environment .86
Child abuse .90
Partner violence .94
Antisocial behavior .94
Aggression 91
Deviant behavior .90
Anxiety .63
Oppositional behavior .76
ADHD .85
Depression 73
Inattention .89
Empathy .93
Self-control .86

Table 2 shows the Cronbach’s alphas for the used scales. All alphas were higher than
.60, which is the minimum acceptable to claim reliability. “Yelling” (M=2.28, SD=3.8)
and “swearing or cursing” (M= 2.01, SD=2.9) were the most reported indicators of child
abuse. The “insults” item (M=1.4, SD=2.7), in turn, produced the highest mean of the
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violence-between-parents items. Adolescents perceived the neighborhood where they live

s “dangerous,” according to their response to this item (M=4.66, SD=3.38) and their
perception of drug sales as “serious” (M=4.83, SD=4.0). “Escaping from home”
(M=3.44, SD=3.9), “problems with the police” (M=3.29, SD=3.78), and “quitting
school” (M=3.11, SD=3.36) produced the highest averages of self-reported antisocial
behavior. The most frequently admitted antisocial behaviors were “running away from
school, home, and work” (M=2.75, SD=2.19), “fighting with bare hands” (M=2.40,
SD=2.11), and “answering rudely to superiors” (M=2.18, SD=2.03).

Structural Equation Model

Figure 1. Structural model of determinants of adolescent antisocial behavior
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All the factor loadings (A) connecting the indicators (indexes) with their corresponding
latent variables resulted salience and significance (p <.05). This was the case for the
“Negative Environment” factor loadings emerging from the “neighborhood
environment” (A =.81) and “school environment” (A =.81) indexes. The ‘“Family
violence” factor also received significant loadings from “child abuse” (A =.67) and
“partner violence” (A =.78). In turn, “self-control” (A =.53), “lack of empathy” (A =.47),
“inattention” (A =.84), “depression” (A =.67), “oppositional behavior” (A =.68),
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“ADHD” (A =.85), and “anxiety” (A =.84) significantly and saliently loaded on the
“Individual Characteristics” factor. Lastly, the “Antisociality” latent variable received
salient loadings from the “deviant behavior” (A =.67), “aggression” (A =.67) and
“antisocial behavior” (A =.67) indexes.

The structural model shows that the adolescents’ individual characteristics had a
positive eftect on their antisociality (structural coefticient =.62) and family violence
(structural coefficient =.42), while a negative social environment affected the youths’
individual characteristics (structural coefticient = .41). Negative social environment also
produced an effect on family violence (structural coefficient =.53). No influence on
antisociality was found from either family violence or negative social environment, yet an
indirect effect was produced through individual characteristics. The X* value =197.15 was
significant (p< 0.001); however, the practical indicators revealed the goodness of fit of the
model because they were higher than .90 and the RMSEA result was< .07. The model
produced a R’ = .67, indicating that 67% of the antisociality variance is explained by
negative individual characteristics, a negative social environment, and family violence.

Discussion and Conclusion

The proposed explanatory model of adolescents’ antisociality fits the data well and
reveals that youth delinquency is caused by multiple factors at diverse ecological levels,
including personal and environmental variables. The testing of this model confirmed that
antisociality was directly affected by youths’ individual characteristics (hypothesis 3).
Family violence and negative social environments (school and neighborhood) had indirect
effects on adolescents’ deviant behavior through individual characteristics. The negative
social environment also affected both the level of family violence and the negative
individual characteristics of the young respondents, whereas family violence had an impact
on those individual characteristics. These results support hypotheses 1 and 2. Although
direct eftects of the social and family environments on the antisociality factor (hypothesis
4) were expected, they were not confirmed by our data. Contextual variables, such as
family violence and negative social environments, exert their influence on antisociality
through the psychological problems (negative individual characteristics) experienced by
adolescents. In our model, individual characteristics were the only factor that directly
affected antisociality. This could at least partially explain why some child abuse victims do
not become delinquents: the effects of adverse environments are internalized as emotional
or behavioral problems, instead of being externalized as antisocial conduct. However,
these internalized effects could eventually lead to maladjusted social behavior. Laird et al.
(2001) argued that behavioral problems are likely to emerge in insecure environments,
where children develop problematic individual characteristics that are manifested during
adolescence as antisociality (Longshore, 2005). For this reason, disorganization,
insufficiency of resources, and poverty in neighborhoods, as well as high mobility of
residents, produce high criminality environments (Freisthler et al., 2005; Grunwald et al.,
2010).

An alternative interpretation of these findings is that antisociality can be considered as
another component of the negative individual characteristics of the adolescents. This target
variable in our model is an additional indicator of those characteristics; thus, antisociality
would be included in the more general construct of negative individual characteristics. In
this case, the interpretation of results would be that the effects of family, neighborhood,
and school environments on antisociality are direct, indeed.
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In the study reported here, negative social environment was indicated by the
respondents’ perception of dangerousness in their school and neighborhood. This
perception is strongly related to the levels of delinquency in their neighborhoods and
schools (Byrnes et al., 2007). Caldwell, Sturges and Silver (2007) argued that the school
environment is also a powerful predictor of the emotional and affective states of the
adolescents. The perception of dangerousness in the environment initiates anxiety,
depression, and low self-control, and these psychological problems, in turn, incite people’s
involvement in antisocial behavior (Boehnke, & Bergs-Winkels, 2002).

A negative family environment also produces behavioral, emotional, and affective
problems in juveniles (Kim & Kim, 2008). Antisocial adolescents perceive more abuse in
their homes than their non-antisocial counterparts (Field, Diego, & Saunders, 2002). The
effect of a negative neighborhood on family functioning is manifested as a relationship in
which unfavorable environments directly influence the development of maladjusted family
interactions, including child abuse and inter-partner violence. Parental control, affect, and
monitoring may help counteract this consequence (Kim & Kim, 2008; Noyori-Corbett, &
Seek Moon, 2010).

The “individual characteristics” factor in this study included a number of emotional,
behavioral and cognitive problematic features of the respondents. Attentional problems, as
well as lack of self-control, impulsivity, depression, and anxiety, were among these
problems, which then proved to incite juveniles’ antisociality. Overbeek et al. (2001)
assured that the adolescents’ emotional problems are related to delinquency. Impulsivity is
similarly associated with antisocial behavior (Vitulano, Fite, & Rathert, 2010). Self-control
is one of the most studied variables in the origination of juvenile delinquency; a failure of
self-control is an important condition in the development of antisociality (Holt, Bossler, &
May, 2012). Likewise, attention and hyperactivity problems appear to be highly correlated
to antisocial behavior and crime (Molina et al. 2007). All of these variables had effects on
the antisociality of adolescents.

This model includes contextual as well as individual variables in the explanation of
adolescent antisociality, emphasizing the importance of ontosystemic (i.e., personal) and
environmental variables in the understanding of this phenomenon. The R’ of the model
was .67, implying that this ecological representation predicts approximately two-thirds of
the varlance in juvenile antisociality. Further studies should incorporate additional
contextual (e.g., economic, educational, normative) and individual variables aimed at
increasing the explanatory power of youth antisociality models. In the case of the Mexican
context, special emphasis should be put on those factors that purportedly influence the
involvement of young people in organized delinquency activities because these types of
antisocial acts heavily affect Mexican society currently. Additionally, the findings of this
study could be useful in designing interventional and preventive strategies and in
specifying prospective models for future studies.

Limitations

One of the limitations of this study is that it is solely based on self-reporting from the
studied adolescents. Self-reports are recognized as limiting the validity of behavioral
assessments; thus, caution should be used in interpreting the results of the reported
research, and further studies, including alternative methods, should be implemented. The
study was conducted in two cities in northern Mexico; they are not necessarily
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representative of the general Mexican population. Therefore, the generalization of these
results may be limited to the social contexts of the cities considered in this study.
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