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ABSTRACT 

This study utilizes an Ecological Systems framework to conceptualize how 

various biopsychosocial factors influence violent behavior in adolescents.  Violence, 

particularly in youth under the age of 21, has reached epidemic proportions. Existing 

research related to clinical implications and intervention strategies are often contradictory 

and confusing. Structural equation modeling was used to investigate the socialization 

influences of Neighborhood Disorganization, Parental Violent Behavior, Lack of School 

Initiative, and Lack of Peer Connection and their impact on Self-Esteem and Adolescent 

Violent Behavior. Additionally, the study explores the mediating and moderating effects 

of Self-Esteem, Ethnicity, Socioeconomic Status (SES), and Gender on Adolescent 

Violent Behavior. Findings suggest that Neighborhood Disorganization, Parental Violent 

Behavior, and Lack of School Initiative displayed significant unidirectional relationships 

with self-esteem and Adolescent Violent Behavior. It was determined that self-esteem 

mediated the relationship between the socialization variables and Adolescent Violent 

Behavior. SES and ethnicity were determined to have a moderating effect on the full 

structural model. There were no significant differences in relation to gender and the 

socialization variables, however. The results and clinical implications are discussed. 

Findings support the use of existing, empirically validated systemic-based therapies in 

Marriage and Family Therapy. The strengths and limitations of the study and the 

direction for future research are set forth. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF PROBLEM 

 

Human beings innately seek connection from others. The connection with family 

and romantic partners is the primary vehicle by which intimacy develops in our lives 

(Kimmel, 2000). Behaviors or events that interrupt family life connection can have 

profound adverse effects on individuals (Lawson, 2003; Strauss, 1990). Violence, 

however, has emerged as one of the most pervasive and prominent traumatic events 

affecting individuals and families (Greenwood, 2005), as individuals are more likely to 

be assaulted by someone they ―love‖ than by any other person (Straus, 1990).  

Statistics on violent behavior are sometimes elusive, in part because researchers 

have struggled to adequately define what constitutes violent behavior (Avis, 1992). For 

instance, some researchers estimate that nearly 1 in 2 people, regardless of race or 

gender, will be the victim of a violent act sometime in their life (Bograd & Mederos, 

1995). Additionally, violent assaults are often under reported in our society, a 

phenomenon some would suggest is indicative of the acceptance of violent behavior in 

our culture (Douglas, 1991). The author prefers the following definitions of violent 

behavior that are most commonly used by violence researchers:  

―Physical, visual, verbal or sexual acts that are experienced as a threat, invasion, 

or assault and that have an effect of hurting, degrading and/or taking away one’s 

own ability to control contact with another individual‖ (Koss, et. al., 1994). 
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―A pattern of assaultive and coercive behaviors, including physical, sexual, and 

psychological attacks as well as economic coercion, that adults or adolescents use 

against their each other‖ (Ganley, 2001). 

These definitions have been widely used because they allow flexibility for researchers to 

understand the relationship context of violence, the function violence serves, and the 

specific behaviors of perpetrators (Lawson, 2003).  

Researchers have spent a considerable amount of resources and attention in 

understanding violent behavior and creating appropriate interventions to raise awareness 

and decrease its frequency. However, more recently, social and behavioral scientists have 

provided much needed attention to factors associated with the development of violent 

behavior and attitudes (Thawekoon, 2006). The increased attention on the subject has 

brought with it a number of ―empirical‖ studies examining the causes of violent behavior 

(Bracher, 2000). Occasionally, findings from one study will contradict findings from the 

the other (Bracher, 2000).  The vast amount of research has not been integrated into a 

consistent theory that considers the multiple contextual factors associated with violence 

(Elliott & Tolan, 1999). Violence educators and psychotherapists are in great need of a 

consistent body of research that appropriately conceptualizes violent behavior (Avis, 

1992; Stith, et. al., 2003). 

Some researchers are calling for research that integrates empirical information 

within an established systemic framework (Thawekoon, 2006; Bracher, 2000). Integrative 

and systemic efforts to intervene with youth and families have emerged as the proverbial 

frontier in therapeutic research (Beyers, Loeber, Wikstrom, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 2001).  
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The problem of violence appears to be more pronounced in western society, 

particularly in the United States (Thornberry & Burch, 1997). Empirical evidence 

supports the idea that there are multiple sociocultural factors that increase the likelihood 

that someone will perpetrate violence against another person. In our efforts to describe 

social phenomena, such as violent activity, understanding the judicial and criminal justice 

system proves to be an invaluable commentary on the state of our society when it comes 

to ―deviant‖ acts. The Bureau of Justice (2005) reports that, on the whole, violent activity 

has decreased from 1973 to present. However, adolescent youth, aged 21 and younger, 

have been a part of a 62% increase in convicted offenses since 1973. Indeed, the increase 

of juvenile delinquency and violent crime in our schools have been the focus of several 

media outlets. Clearly, something is occurring with youth in our society that contributes 

to significantly higher rates of convicted crime than any other age group in America. 

Adolescence is a time of considerable turbulence. A host of physical, emotional, 

social, and economic changes are compressed into a relatively short period of time. 

Founding researchers labeled adolescence as a critical time for development 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Erikson, 1949). Erik Erikson believed this time period to be so 

important he concluded that if we failed to form a stable identity during this time we 

would develop a turbulent sense of self that would serve as an obstacle the remainder of 

our adult lives. Urie Bronfenbrenner, also concerned with the expanding responsibilities 

of adolescence, asserts the impact of the environment during this critical stage of life 

(Shaffer, 2000). Environmental factors influence adolescence on multiple levels that then 

become the context by which social processes are mediated. The cumulative effect of 
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these developmental stressors (e.g. emotional, physical, social, and identity) places 

adolescents at high risk to use violent behavior to resolve conflict in their lives. 

Therefore, researchers are calling for effective, empirically validated interventions to 

interrupt the pervasive trend of adolescent violence in our society (Greenwood, 2005, 

Thawekoon, 2006; Elliot & Tolan, 1999).  

Multiple research studies during the past two decades have identified a number of 

factors that increase the likelihood that youth will use violent behavior in their lives. 

These ―risk factors‖ include: Predisposed biological factors, antisocial behaviors, low 

self-esteem, abuse/neglect from primary caregiver, poor peer relations, lack of school 

connection, drug/alcohol dependence, socioeconomic status (SES), poverty, 

neighborhood influences, gender (males are more likely to be violent), and race (Bracher, 

2000; Chapple, Tyler, & Bersani, 2005; Coie, Dodge, Terry, & Wright, 1991; Crespi & 

Guiliano, 2001; Elliott, Hamburg, & Williams, 1998; Garbarino, 1999; Greenwood, 

2005; Hamel & Nicholls, 2007; Owens & Straus, 1975; Snyder & Sickmund, 1999; Stith, 

et.al, 2003;  Thaweekoon, 2006). Often, these factors are isolated within a study, and fail 

to take into account the vast systemic variables, such as race, gender, SES, and peer 

association that may provide greater clarity to only why youth are being violent but what 

can be done to intervene with the problem. When the scope of adolescent violence is fully 

considered, researchers recognize that all social situations are not equal; therefore, 

arriving at one single antidote to resolve the problem is not likely (Hardy & Laszloffy, 

2005). 
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Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study is to create a systemic understanding of the factors 

associated with adolescent violent behavior and to investigate the mediating and 

moderating effects of Self-Esteem, Race, SES, and Gender on the socialization processes 

that impact adolescent violent behavior. Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems 

theory (1979) is used as the framework in which the socialization variables are embedded 

in adolescent development. The various levels of adolescent development are used to 

indicate a relationship to the developing adolescent. The strength of these relationships is 

not determined by the proximity of each level to the individual. Rather, the framework is 

used to demonstrate the multiple systemic processes at work in the social development of 

today’s adolescent. Not surprisingly, many of Bronfenbrenner’s levels, such as self-

esteem, parental behavior, peers, school, neighborhood, and ethnicity are also risk factors 

for violent behavior. The author has synthesized what we know about violent behavior in 

adolescence into Bronfenbrenner’s existing framework and tested the aforementioned 

assumptions in relation to that framework. One of the central objectives of this study is to 

move closer toward an integrative prevention/intervention model of violent behavior. The 

following research questions will be addressed in the study: 

Q1: What is the relationship between self-esteem and self-reported violent behavior? 

Q2: Does self-esteem moderate self-reported violent behavior?  

Q3: Is ―threatened egotism,‖ or inflated self-esteem predictive of self-reported violent 

behavior?  
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Q4: Does the Ecological Systems framework contextualize the variables of parental 

behavior, school initiative, peer connection, and neighborhood disorganization on self-

reported violent behavior? 

Q5: Does the SES, Gender, and Ethnicity of respondent’s moderate self-reported violent 

behavior? 

This study provides information for Marriage and Family Therapists (MFTs) and 

other mental health providers who work with violent and aggressive adolescents. 

Additionally, the study will help clinicians: (a) understand how a variety of contextual 

and systemic factors contribute to varying levels of violent behavior; (b) in developing 

interventions to respond to violent behavior; and (c) understand how factors impacting 

self-reported violent behavior are similar or different between ethnic groups. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

Numerous efforts have been made to understand the pervasive effect of violence 

in our society. Researchers, from various disciplines, have devoted countless hours to the 

study of this construct. Thousands of scholarly articles posit theories, discuss 

implications, and suggest interventions in efforts to ameliorate the rising tide of violence. 

Within the last twenty years, scholars, anti-violence educators, and victim advocates have 

turned their attention to helping victims of violent behavior overcome the litany of 

adverse physical, psychological, and social effects that are often the result of this 

influence. The current study is unique in its scope as the authors conceptualize contextual 

factors within the context of Psychosocial Personality theory and the Ecological Systems 

framework. Only recently have researchers begun to use existing developmental models 

in an effort to understand the development of violent and other antisocial behaviors 

(Thawekoon, 2006). 

Magnitude of the Problem 

Adolescent violence in the United States has reached epidemic proportions 

(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2007). The cost, both financially and 

interpersonally, to those involved, either perpetrator or victim, has gradually risen over 

the last four decades (Hardy & Laszloffy, 2005). Well documented and publicized 

accounts of school shootings within the last decade have moved the issue of adolescent 

violence to the forefront of public debate. The sheer breadth of the problem, better 

understood within the context of statistical trends, justifies this outcry and demands 
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attention from researchers to provide assistance to the understanding and intervening with 

this problem.  

The Bureau of Justice (2005) reports, on the whole, violent activity has decreased 

from 1973 to present. Collectively, the general downward trend of convicted violent 

offenders has been down from years past. However, this only tells part of the tale, group 

comparisons reveal that adult violent offenses have decreased; adolescent and young 

adult violent offenders have steadily risen since 1973. The largest population sub-group 

of convicted violent offenders are males aged 18-21, followed by males 15-18, then 

males aged 12-14, and finally males aged 21-24. Subsequently each age group also 

experienced increases in being prosecuted and found guilty of a violent crime by nearly 

62% since 1973 when data about juvenile offenders began to be collected (United States 

Bureau of Justice, 2005). 

Youth under the age of 18 were involved in 27% of all serious violent crime, 14% 

of all sexual assaults, 30% of all robberies, and 27% of all aggravated assaults (Snyder & 

Sickmund, 1999). Moreover, approximately 1/3 of all homicides are perpetrated by males 

under the age of 21. This rate is 8 times higher than any other industrialized nation in the 

world (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2007). 

Reports of escalating juvenile delinquency and adolescent violent behavior, 

particularly within our school systems, are indeed troubling (Crespi & Giuliano, 2001). 

The Federal Bureau of Investigation (2006) reports that 4.64 million youths, under the 

age of 21, have been arrested in a single year. Moreover, FBI estimates suggest that the 

most violent offenders are males under the age of 21, offending at a rate of almost 130 
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violent criminals per 1000 youths. This figure represents a stark contrast to years past. 

For example, in 1970 the figure represented was 80 violent criminals per 1000 youths and 

in 1980 were 84 violent criminals per 1000 youths and in 1994 was 120 violent criminals 

per 1000 youths. Some researchers believe that the drastic increase of violent crime by 

youth in the last 20 years is partially explained the number of youth who participate in 

gang activity (Hampton, Jenkins, & Gullotta, 1996). Most of the statistics available to us 

regarding gang activity are only estimations. Nevertheless, some authorities believe that 

the approximately 75% of all homicides committed by youth 21 and younger are ―gang 

related‖ (Thornberry & Burch, 1997). The irony of the rise in gang activity is that youth 

generally join gangs to avoid being the victim of violent crime, almost unknowingly, they 

become the perpetrators of behaviors they sought to avoid (Hardy & Laszloffy, 2005). 

Perhaps an even more disturbing trend is the shocking reality that homicide is the leading 

cause of death among African-American male adolescents (Elliott, Hamburg, & 

Williams, 1998). 

Support for an Integrative Theory 

 Violent behavior is a complex phenomenon that includes multiple risk factors and 

a host of contextual variables. Despite the complexities we know that violence is being 

perpetrated in every community across the globe, with no regard to race, ethnicity, 

gender, or economic standing (Elliott, Hamburg, & Williams, 1998). The scientific and 

professional communities have responded to the pervasiveness of the violence in our 

society with studies and published reports. The information occasionally yields findings 
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that are inconsistent between studies and researchers (Bracher, 2000).  In reference to the 

confusing information Elliott and Tolan (1999) observe: 

Our research findings have not yet been successfully integrated into a coherent 

body of systemic knowledge. In some respects there are too many theories, too 

many findings that appear contradictory or inconsistent, and too many proposed 

strategies. The general body of research appears confusing to most practitioners 

and even to many academics. What is needed is a general paradigm for violence 

research, one capable of integrating these different findings into a coherent, 

cumulative, and systematic body of knowledge (pp. 19-20). 

 

 This body of contradicting or inconsistent literature has profound implications for 

those who attempt to intervene with violent behavior (e.g. advocates, policy makers, and 

mental health practitioners). Most professionals look to the research to better inform their 

advocacy and intervention efforts. Ultimately, those directly affected by violent behavior 

suffer the consequences of this confusing information. Violence educators and 

psychotherapists are in great need of a consistent body of research that appropriately 

conceptualizes violent behavior (Avis, 1992; Stith, et. al., 2003). These professionals do 

not need more research about intervention strategies with violent behavior; they need 

reliable information that takes into consideration the multiple contextual factors involved 

that perpetuate the problem—some of which may be ameliorated through integrative 

research (Hamburg, 1999). The primary purpose of this study is to synthesize what we 

know about violent behavior in adolescence into an existing theoretical framework and 

test the assumptions in relation to that framework. Because this study is targeted toward a 

mental health care provider audience, the author is hopeful this effort moves closer 

toward an integrative violent behavior prevention/intervention model. 
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Developmental Theory 

Given the wide spectrum of literature devoted to two commonly studied themes in 

the literature, adolescent behavior development and violence, it became expedient to 

conceptualize the scope of this study using a series of theoretical frameworks to examine 

the nature of the problem, develop a means to study the phenomena, and report back on 

findings that are securely grounded within the literature. This study utilizes an approach 

grounded in Ecological Systems Theory as the primary lens in understanding the 

development of violent behavior in adolescence.  

Though the concept will not be explicitly researched in this study the 

underpinnings of Erik Erikson’s Psychosocial Personality Development Theory has 

played a prominent role in organizing much of the information presented in this review. 

Erikson’s theory provides a sound foundation in understanding human development, yet 

is specifically useful in understanding adolescent development. It was the phenomena of 

adolescent development that led Erikson to create his ―psychosocial‖ theory in the first 

place (Erikson, 1959). Erikson recognized the importance of our social and cultural 

environment in our development, yet failed to fully explain the intricacies of how the 

ecological environment was embedded in the development of youth and adolescence. The 

scientific community has since greatly added to Erikson’s hypotheses on development. 

The primary theoretical background for this study is Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979) 

and his Ecological Systems model (also known as ―Development in Context‖ and 

―Human Ecology Model‖). This theory more fully accounts for the effect of systemic 

influences on human development. Despite the breadth of knowledge these two theories 
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provide, neither one, by itself accounts for the development of violent behavior in 

adolescents. Other factors may yet lead to greater awareness and understanding of the full 

reaches of the development of aggressive tendencies with adolescents. There may, 

however, be value in combining these two perspectives to arrive at an integrative model 

of violent behavior during adolescence.  

Urie Bronfenbrenner and Ecological Systems Theory 

The work of Urie Bronfenbrenner has been one of the most influential advances 

in human development within the past several decades (Shaffer, 2000). Bronfenbrenner 

builds off the work of Frued, Erikson, Piaget, Vygotsky and others to develop his 

Ecological Systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Bronfenbrenner asserts that 

individual development indeed occurs in stages, yet notes that development is greatly 

influenced by the environment in which each child is embedded. Environment (or 

ecological) influences children on multiple levels (or systems) that then become the 

context by which the individual mediates social processes (see Figure 1). 
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Individual: 
Ontogenetic

Microsystem:
Immediate 

Surroundings
Mesosystem:
Interrelationships

between micro and 

individual level

Exosystem:
Community

Interaction Macrosystem:
Culture

 

Figure 1: Bronfenbrenner Ecological Systems Model 

 

Developmental levels are adapted according to the influence each is afforded in 

its respective area. The following descriptions are adapted from Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) 

work:  

Individual (Ontogenetic). An individual child is a biological system unto itself. 

Development occurs only when one factors in genetic, biological, and hereditary factors 

that ultimately become the system that interrelates with all others. For example, the lived 

experience of a child who experiences autism (or other developmental difficulties) is 
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likely to be vastly different than the one of the child who does not. Bronfenbrenner, does 

not elaborate much on this level, yet suggests that development between systems will be 

impacted by the biologically influenced characteristics of each respective child. 

Microsystem. This system has reference to the immediate settings, including role 

relationships and activities, which children actually encounter. Initially, the level of 

influence is isolated to family members. However, the system is malleable and expands 

as the child grows. The system will likely include caregivers, pre-school, school, peers, 

and other social settings that have an impact on a child’s life.  

Mesosystem.  The ―mesosystem‖ refers to the relationships and interconnections 

between children and their immediate settings (Microsystems). This includes peer, 

religious and school influences. Optimal development, according to Bronfenbrenner, will 

take place when strong connections between the ―microsystem‖ and ―mesosystem‖ are 

manifest. The connection is didactic and requires each system to interact in a manner 

where relationships can transpire.   

Exosystems.  The ―exosystem‖ refers to the larger cultural or sub-cultural context 

in which development occurs that may, may not be, a part of the child’s direct 

experience. Evidence of indirect impact is evident in employment status and enjoyment. 

If the workplace is stressful there will likely be a ―trickle down‖ effect in the interaction 

between parent and child. Direct impacts, like media exposure, can play a prominent role 

in child development, yet interrelationships between family and the local media outlet are 

unlikely to occur. If one is a part of a minority ethnic population in a community, 

ethnicity is likely to play a factor at this level as well.  
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Macrosystem.  Bronfenbrenner suggests that development across various levels is 

a socially mediated process, embedded in a variety of contexts; it is only natural to 

assume that development will occur at the cultural level (―macrosystem‖) as well. The 

macrosystem is best viewed as a sweeping ideological construct reinforced through 

cultural norms and traditions. The evidence of the effect of this system on development 

can be best illustrated through the conceptualization of racial tension. Conflicting cultural 

considerations (e.g. family interaction, discipline, religious beliefs) between dominant 

and minority groups, for example, often become the source of interracial 

misunderstanding and discord.  

Chronosystem. Bronfenbrenner asserts that development across the various 

contexts is likely to shift over time. Development occurs in time sensitive stages for each 

child. Stressors at one age period may not be stressors in another period. Developmental 

tasks at their various stages, suggested by developmental theorists (e.g. Erikson, 

Vygotsky, Piaget, and Scarr), should be taken into consideration as being influenced by 

the multiple environments in which the child is embedded. 

 Within the last decade, trends indicate that researchers are beginning to engage 

research efforts using the ecological model to guide their work and test assumptions 

related to the level of risk and protective factors in the development of ―deviant‖ (e.g. 

violent) behavior in adolescents. In a thorough literature search conducted by the author, 

approximately 15 studies or theoretical articles have been created using the ecological 

model as its primary framework in testing hypotheses within this particular area. One 

study was similar to the current study. This researcher sought to test the factors affecting 
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adolescent risk behavior. Measures of self-esteem (individual or ontogenetic level), 

parent connection (microsystem), school connectedness (exosystem), and neighborhood 

efficacy (exosystem) were tested in an effort to determine the individual and collective 

factors of ―risk behavior‖ in 3 different year waves (Thaweekoon, 2006). Findings 

strongly supported the impact of these groups at the various levels and supported the 

efficacy of multi-level interventions in preventing exposure to violent behavior and a 

reduction in maladjustment behaviors of the adolescent (Thaweekoon, 2006). The current 

study examines how each of these factors affects the incidence of self-reported violent 

behavior. Additionally, the comparative model testing used in this study has allowed the 

researcher to understand how the socialization variables, identified as ―risk factors‖ of 

violent behavior are mediated by the various reports of SES, ethnicity, and gender. 

Erik Erikson and Personality Development 

Erik Erikson gained notoriety in the late 1930’s when he expanded on a Freud’s 

psychosexual theory of development. Erikson accepted some of these theories, yet 

differed in some areas that have since revolutionized the developmental landscape 

(Boeree, 1997). With exceptions, humans spend most of their lives as post-pubescent 

adults (Kimmel, 1990). Erikson’s developmental theories would naturally underscore the 

importance of appropriate development of any stages leading up to the tasks of 

adulthood. He was particularly intrigued by adolescence. This stage of development 

received his most close attention (Boeree, 1997). It is in this stage that he recognized that 

each stage had an optimal time in which development would naturally unfold. Erikson 
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was keenly aware of adolescence and the pivotal role development played in creating a 

foundation from which children could transition into adulthood. 

Erikson labeled the developmental stage in adolescence as ―ego identity‖ and its 

respective crisis as ―role confusion‖ (Erikson, 1959).  Erikson believed that the 

development of an identity went far beyond adopting an identity as one’s own. Indeed, 

the ego-identity Erikson appeared to aligning himself with would later be expanded by 

Carl Jung and his colleagues. Jung believed that the ―self‖ was a process of reconciling 

our ―ideal self‖ with our ―current self.‖ Erikson’s idea of ―ego‖ is derived from a balance 

of personality traits with social norms.  

Though the Ecological Systems framework will be the primary unit of analysis in 

this study, the central thesis of ―role confusion‖ versus ―ego identity‖ should not be 

forgotten. Erikson’s stages were the new frontier in the developmental landscape. He 

believed that development was a lifelong process that never ceased. Ultimately, the 

nurturing of pro-social behaviors will, subsequently, foster positive ―ego identity.‖ 

Findings from the study will be discussed in terms of assisting adolescent youth to 

develop stable identities. 

The remaining sections of literature review are organized according to the 

contextual variables set forth in the Bronfenbrenner’s Human Ecology model. 

Macrosystem Factors and Violent Behavior 

 Within Bronfenbrenner’s ―macrosystem,‖ many scholars attribute the cultural 

environment as having a profound impact on the development of violent behavior 

(Owens & Straus, 1975; Straus & Gelles, 1986; Straus, 1999). Indeed, culture can be an 
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intimate web of shared experiences, proximity, and socially constructed values. The 

following are prominent explanations related to the etiology of violent behavior in 

individuals. These considerations are not under analysis in this study, yet, could provide 

insight about how these problems are maintained in our society. 

Social Learning Theory 

 Erikson’s declaration, ―I am what I learn,‖ (1959, p.62) has been widely accepted 

among social scientists. Furthermore, the concept of modeling, demonstrating a set of 

norms or behaviors for one to follow, is a central theme among behaviorists (Bandura & 

Walters, 1963). Combined these two concepts create a compelling argument for the 

development of any behavior. The tenets of Social Learning Theory are commonly cited 

as explanations regarding destructive behavior among adolescents. 

As previously identified, the primary developmental task of adolescence, 

according to Erikson, is identity development (Erikson, 1959). Bronfenbrenner (1979) 

would suggest that identity development would take root within a variety of contexts and 

with multiple groups of people with varied levels of influence on that individual. One 

does not ―learn‖ only in the exosystem. What is important here is the pervading culture in 

which one learns the behavior. Researchers suggest violent behavior is learned through 

multiple contexts (Avis, 1992; Bograd & Mederos, 1995; Greenwood, 2005). 

Adolescence is a particularly vulnerable time of identity development—one that regularly 

changes and adapts to fit in within the environment. In the absence of a clear or desirable 

self concept, adolescents may seek to mimic or accentuate the behaviors or personality 

traits of another, a process known as ―borrowing self‖ (Kerr, 1981; Henline, 2006). 
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Accordingly, the level of influence will vary contextually with each adolescent. However, 

these concepts articulate the potential for parents, siblings, extended family members, 

peers, community members, and media to have a large impact on identity development.  

Children and adolescents observe behavior in their environment and learn, 

through the processes of conditioning, how they will respond to stimuli (Shaffer, 2000). 

Based upon the responses to whom the behavior is directed, they will learn for 

themselves if the response achieved a desirable or undesirable response (Bandura & 

Walters, 1963). Individuals draw from collective experiences, or reinforced responses, 

over time that, ultimately, informs how they will respond under similar circumstances. If 

a certain behavior achieves a desired result, the behavior will likely be repeated in future 

situations (Mischel, 1973). Behaviors are more likely to be imitated when they are 

observed to have desired results in multiple contexts. For example, if a child observes 

that resolution of arguments is best resolved using a physical confrontation at home (with 

parents and other siblings), at school (with other peers in the classroom and on the 

playground), in the neighborhood (with playmates and others) and through media outlets 

(through observed programming); the notion of choosing another socially desirable 

behavior, given the circumstance, becomes increasingly difficult.  

Feminist Perspectives 

 Some theoreticians believe that violence in a micro level framework (e.g. Intimate 

Partner Violence, Child Abuse, Sibling Violence), is greatly influenced by macro level 

beliefs and norms. Feminist theory proponents assert that violence is a conditioned and 

accepted response to conflict supported by power differences between men and women. 



Texas Tech University, Damon L. Rappleyea, August 2009  

 

20 

The discrepancy in interpersonal, social, economic and political power that gives 

advantage to men over women is commonly referred to as patriarchy (Avis, 1992). 

 Feminist scholars suggest that the cumulative socialization effect of patriarchy on 

society disadvantages and marginalizes women; thereby creating a structure of 

dominance for males (Avis, 1992; Hamel & Nicholls, 2007). In such societies, a 

―survival of the fittest‖ mentality persists and males learn to use violence as an acceptable 

conflict resolution strategy within the multiple relationships they maintain (Berns, 

Jacobsen, & Gottman, 1999). Intimate and spousal relationships become an extension of 

the dominance males exert over females.  

Thought the underpinnings of feminist theory provide an interesting and 

provocative commentary regarding the etiology of violent responses in our culture and, 

ultimately, in our interpersonal relationships, it will not be analyzed in this study. The 

author has included feminism with the implicit understanding that it provides important 

understanding to the causes of violence identified by salient literature sources in our field.  

Media Influences 

 With the exception of sleeping, children in American society spend more time 

watching television than any other activity (Tolmas, 1999).  Huston and her colleagues 

(1992) estimate that when the average American child progresses from adolescence to 

adulthood they will have witnessed more than 200,000 violent acts in the media. They 

will have viewed up to 8,000 murders and witnessed up to 26 violent acts per hour on 

most child/adolescent programming. 
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  Some have suggested that the ―mirror‖ of our society is played out on in media. 

Anti-violence educators have turned much of their criticism toward media outlets whose 

content has seemingly become more violent and more sexualized over time (Donald, 

1992). Conversely, as media images have become more sexualized and violent, the 

number of violent crimes has steadily climbed over the years.  

 The connection between impact of viewing violent images and the perpetration 

violent behavior has not been fully explored; however, the pervading rationale among 

researchers is that media influences contribute more to the culture of violence than 

actually ―causing‖ the violent behavior. Some groups specifically object to the culture of 

violence and the reinforced message of conflict resolution through violence—particularly 

for males (Avis, 1992; Hamel & Nicholls, 2007). The parallel between viewing violent 

media and enacting these images in real life creates a compelling argument that our 

efforts to understand the sources of violent behavior is worthy of further exploration. 

Economics 

 A number of studies have demonstrated that low socioeconomic status (SES) is 

associated with more frequent and severe violent and criminal behavior in adolescent 

populations when compared to higher SES groups (Beyers, Loeber, Wikstronm, & 

Stouthamer-Loeber, 2001; Loeber & Wikstrom, 1993; Peeples & Loeber, 1994). In a 

recent study, Ludwig, Duncan, and Hirschfield (2001) compared the criminal records of 

adolescents using random assignment. The criteria of the groups were as follows: a group 

where the adolescent family received section eight housing (annual income below the 

federal poverty level—monetarily varies by family size) and lived in a low SES 
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neighborhood and those who did not. Those who received the voucher and lived in the 

disadvantaged neighborhood were significantly more likely to be arrested or engage in 

violent behavior at school than the comparison group (Ludwig, Duncan, & Hirschfield, 

2001). Some have suggested the rationale for increased violent behavior among these 

youths is lack of parental control as most of these homes are headed by single parents 

where that parent regularly works when youth are home from school (Patterson, Reid, & 

Dishion, 1992). 

 The contextual factor of economics is only a partial explanation of the violent 

behavior; however, living in poverty and in an urban neighborhood accounts for the 

majority of prosecuted violent behavior in the United States. One researcher noted that 

poor urban neighborhoods experience violent crime rates between 3 to 30 times more 

than the national average (Guerra, Huesmann, Tolan, & Van Ecker, 1995). Studies 

regularly demonstrate that lower SES groups are involved in more acts of violent crime 

(Huston et. al. 1992). 

Race, Ethnicity and Culture 

 The occurrence of violent behavior when compared between various races, 

ethnicities and cultures must be approached cautiously. Comparisons between these 

groups based solely on the grounds of racial identity, generally miss important 

sociocultural considerations that more fully account for differences in behavior between 

ethnic communities. American culture has been largely defined by Caucasian males 

(McGoldrick, 1998). Historically, those who belong to other groups that are not white or 

male have been marginalized and disadvantaged (Kliman, 1998). Only within our recent 
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history have women and minorities been granted access to similar privileges as white 

males. The cumulative effect of the misogynistic and racist ideologies has created a lack 

of opportunity and an increase of stress in those communities who do not fit this 

historical norm. The remnant of these oppressive ideals includes stress, poverty, and a 

host of traumas whose cumulative effect spans generations (McGoldrick, 1998). 

 Multiple sources of research indicate significant differences in criminal and 

violent acts between racial communities (Zimmerman, Salem, & Maton, 1995). A great 

deal of attention has been directed to African-American, urban, youth and the 

significantly high rates of crime and violent behavior in this community (Hammond & 

Yung, 1994). These youths have seen recent increases in weapon-carrying, homicide, and 

experiences of a violent assault within the past twenty years (Haynie, Silver, & Teasdale, 

2006). Most often studies have been conducted in urban settings looking at the difference 

of rates of violent behavior between races. Relatively little information is known when 

factors affecting race are compared against each other. Isolating the racial experience to 

race alone is misguided. The combination of economic status, neighborhood location, and 

peer networks more fully explain the context and development of violent behavior. 

Exosystem Factors and Violent Behavior 

Neighborhood 

 Strong socialization influences take place within our community. Bellair (1997) 

conceptualizes neighborhoods as elaborate and complex systems of friendship and 

kinship that tie behavior to our lived experience within the home. Neighborhood 

disadvantage is one of the strongest correlates to adolescent violence (Haynie, Silver, & 
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Teasdale, 2006). Conversely, strong social networks where community members assist in 

supervising youth demonstrate dramatically low incidences of crime and violent behavior 

(Pattillo & McCoy, 1999). Generally, disadvantaged neighborhoods have higher rates of 

crime, thus, these neighborhoods also have a higher concentration of convicted criminals. 

Adolescents, perhaps not inclined in their younger years, have greater access to 

criminally inclined residents than do those in more privileged neighborhoods. During 

stages of identity development it becomes much easier for youth to be influenced by the 

environment around them (Anderson, 1999). Additionally, neighborhoods often create a 

culture that is unique to them. Activities and behaviors become the accepted norm. 

Disadvantaged communities, however, experience this phenomenon but are generally 

segregated from the majority community. The segregation turns into isolation, where 

criminal and aggressive behavior can be perpetuated for generations without intervention 

(Mateu-Gelabert, 2000).  

 Beyers, Loeber, Wikstrom, and Stouthamer-Loeber (2001) tested the exosystem 

level of neighborhood and SES status with repeated violent delinquency measures with 

420 urban males. Results of this study indicate that males from disadvantaged 

neighborhoods and lower SES are more likely to perpetrate violent behavior as a result of 

poor parent/family connection. Whereas, males from higher SES homes ―advantaged‖ 

neighborhoods were more likely to perpetrate violent behavior as a result of predisposed 

biological factors as opposed to poor parent/family connection. Multiple sexual partners 

among adolescent boys increased the risk that adolescent males would perpetrate violent 
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behavior despite SES or neighborhood affiliation. Those in lower SES neighborhoods 

were more likely to have multiple sexual partners, however. 

Furthermore, studies suggest that neighborhoods with weak social controls have a 

greater incidence of crime and violent behavior (Haynie, Silver, & Teasdale, 2006). The 

role of peers, specifically within neighborhoods where a high concentration of racial 

homogeneity and poverty persist, are integral in both the perpetuation and, ultimately, 

prevention of adolescent violence (Anderson, 1999). The incidence of violent behavior is 

three times more likely to occur when a disadvantaged (low income) neighborhood 

combines with racial homogeneity (Pattillo & McCoy, 1999). However, recent 

intervention strategies demonstrate that interventions to support the peer and 

neighborhood culture have demonstrated encouraging effectiveness (Haynie, Silver, & 

Teasdale, 2006).  

Microsystem Factors and Violent Behavior 

Family of Origin and Intergenerational Transmission of Violence 

 One might logically conclude that violent behavior would be learned from a 

source with the greatest impact—the family. This phenomenon, known as the 

intergenerational transmission of violence, has been the subject of research study for 

years. Some researchers report that children are present during 80% of domestic assaults 

(Jaffe, Wolfe, & Wilson, 1990). Kantor and Jasinski (1998) render a compelling 

argument on the topic when they observed: ―violence in the family of origin is probably 

the most widely accepted risk marker for the occurrence of violence in intimate 

relationships‖ (p. 16). 



Texas Tech University, Damon L. Rappleyea, August 2009  

 

26 

Though social scientists widely regard family of origin influences as critical in the 

development of violent behaviors and ideologies, the scientific evidence of the exact 

effect, however, is weak (Johnson & Ferraro, 2000). Are children, who witness violent 

behavior in their homes, more likely to become violent themselves? Understanding the 

extent to which family life informs violent behavior becomes the central argument. Most 

researchers will agree that children who witness violent assault in the home are certainly 

more likely to perpetrate violent acts to others as well (Simons, Lin, & Gordon, 1998).  

Nevertheless, the rates of by which these children will perpetrate has never been 

fully settled. Jaffe, Wilson, and Wolfe (1987) report from their small observational 

sample that 75% of those interviewed from a batterer intervention program had been 

abused as children or witnessed violence in the home. Such reports lead some to over 

generalize how frequently those who witness violence become abusers.  

Perhaps a more authoritative explanation is offered by Straus, Gelles, and 

Steinmetz (1988) from their National Family Violence Survey. These researchers did, 

indeed, discover that those who witnessed violence in the home were more likely to 

become offenders by nearly 1000% when compared to those who did not witness 

violence. What was not reported, however, was that only 20% of those who witnessed 

violence as children, perpetrated violence against another. Though the plight or these 

―survivors‖ or the severity of their actions should not be minimized, it is important to 

remember that only 1 in 5 (20%) children from abusive homes will become violent 

toward an intimate partner themselves. Essentially, the estimates indicated that 80% of 

these children will not become violent toward an intimate partner. Though researchers 
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have tried to understand the effects of the intergenerational transmission of violence, 

there has been no conclusive empirical evidence that suggests this area is a primary 

source of the development of violent behavior (Johson & Ferraro, 2000; Dersch & Harris, 

2000). Ultimately, Straus and his colleagues have arrived at the following conclusion: 

Adults, witnessing or being the direct victims of violence as children, demonstrate a 

tendency to use aggression and violence as a means of resolving conflicts in later life 

(Straus & Gelles, 1988). 

Poor emotional regulation in parents has been linked to child neglect and 

maltreatment (Chapple, Tyler, & Bersani, 2005). In turn, child neglect and maltreatment 

has been associated with a host of unsavory side effects that include: negative peer 

interactions, aggressive behavior, lack of prosocial skills, learning disabilities, and 

depression (Bolger, Patterson, & Kupersmidt, 1998). Parental support is critical in the 

effort of assisting children to develop self-control and conflict resolution skills (Bean, 

Barber, & Crane, 2006). Those children who lack supervision, parental psychological 

control, and discipline are unlikely to develop the skills needed to successfully navigate 

conflict and are more likely to commit aggressive and criminal behavior (Tice, 1993). 

Peers and School Connection 

 The line between neighborhood characteristics, school environment, and peer 

relationships is very thin. In fact, they are often presented as one construct within some 

research studies (Mateu-Gelabert, 2000). One study shed light on factors that were shared 

in schools that experienced high rates of assaultive behavior with their students. The 

factors included: Large school, high student/teacher ratio, low operating budget, and 
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inconsistent rule structures (Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 1985). A careful examination of 

the factors listed above demonstrates striking similarities between aforementioned topics 

of SES (poverty), lack of supervision, and neighborhood characteristics that seemingly 

support a violent environment. 

 The increase of school shootings created an outcry for government officials to do 

something, anything, to prevent horrific shootings evident in Littleton, Colorado; 

Springfield, Oregon; Jonesboro, Arkansas; and Paducah, Kentucky. More recently, the 

trend has shifted from High Schools to Colleges. Citizens in America have witnessed 

shootings at the Virginia Tech University and University of Northern Illinois campuses. 

The Bureau of Justice (2005) reports that the incidence of violent crime is down across 

schools. This rate peaked in 1994 at 13 incidents per 1000 youth in our school system. 

The most recent available figure from 2005 is down to 6 incidents per 1000 youth. 

 Indeed, multiple studies report that proactive and preventative measures can be 

taken at school to reduce violence. Efforts to instruct youth in prosocial skills, conflict 

resolution, and reporting suspicious behavior have all demonstrated promising and useful 

practices (Anderson, 1999). 

 The influences of peers at home, in school, or in the community do play a role in 

the perpetuation of violent behavior. It would appear, however, that the strength of these 

influences is mediated by SES, neighborhood structure, and feelings of connection at 

school (Mateu-Gelabert, 2000). Recent evidence supports the idea that even negative peer 

influences can be at least partially absorbed by other supportive and protective factors at 

home and in the community (Haynie, Silver, & Teasdale, 2006). 
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Ontogenetic Factors and Violent Behavior 

Self Esteem  

Perhaps no concept in adolescent mental health has garnered as much attention 

over the last two decades as self-esteem (Greenwood, 2005). Inevitably when a 

discussion regarding psychological or emotional difficulties arises, the genesis of the 

problem is often focused on one’s self-esteem. Indeed, adolescence is a time of great 

confusion and uncertainty. It is widely believed that the adolescent who successfully 

navigates the impending challenges of adolescence will develop a stable and healthy self-

esteem. 

Identity development often requires the adolescent to attempt new activities and 

behaviors that may sometimes be considered by others to be either risky, bizarre, or both. 

During this time, many adolescents develop a keen sense of what is acceptable behavior 

by the environment that surrounds them. Self concept is generally derived by how one 

perceives one’s self interacting with his/her environment. Self esteem is the by-product of 

the evaluation regarding how one feels about one’s place in the environment (Baumeister, 

Smart, & Boden, 1996).  

Multiple researchers have identified an array of feelings that promote healthy 

concepts of self (Heilbrun, 1981; Taylor & Brown, 1988; Tice, 1993, Bolger, Patterson & 

Kupersmidt, 1998; and Bolger & Patterson, 2001); while others have focused their 

understanding on actions, feelings and behaviors that seemingly deteriorate esteem and 

concepts of self (Mueller & Silverman, 1989; Coie, Dodge, Terry, & Wright, 1991; and 

Whitbeck & Hoyt, 1999).  Historical and emerging research indicates that the following 
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factors play a key role in helping children develop a healthy self esteem: Strong parent-

child attachment, positive peer relationships, prosocial activities (e.g. extracurricular 

activities, employment, religious group involvement, and exercise), school connection, 

and limited chemical/substance use, as increased use places youth at greater risk for low 

self-esteem (Chapple, Tyler, & Bersani, 2005). By contrast, the following behaviors have 

demonstrated, over the years, to have a negative impact on adolescent self esteem: Poor 

connection with parents, lack of parental supervision, child maltreatment, child neglect, 

aggression toward peers, peer isolation, limited school connection, chemical/substance 

dependence, learning/developmental disabilities, obesity, and economic hardships 

(Chapple, Tyler, & Bersani, 2005). 

Feelings of shame and guilt are often at their peak during adolescence. Gilligan 

(1996) underscores the role of shame and doubt as one of the primary risk factors for 

violent behavior. Changes in physical appearance, identity, emotional responses, and 

relationships (employment, school, peers, and family) are heightened, perhaps more so 

than at any other time in one’s life. In the midst of multiple changes, feelings of shame 

and doubt, as a response to some of these changes, are also at their peak. The 

combination of change and a shifting emotional landscape may challenge any sense of 

stability in one’s life. The seemingly inevitable occurrence of instability in adolescence 

has led some researchers to postulate that a violent response is a natural outcropping of 

teens to avoid feelings of helplessness and passivity, a response to do something, 

anything, to counteract the idea that one is doing nothing in response to these changes 
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(Blos, 1962; Greenwood, 2005). Therefore, violence becomes a perceived inoculation 

against feelings of isolation, rejection, depression, and shame (Greenwood, 2005). 

Some researchers have questioned the role low self-esteem plays in the violent 

behavior (Baumeister, Smart, & Boden, 1996). Violent behavior, they suggest, may be 

related to both a poor and an elevated sense of self-esteem (Baumeister, Smart, & Boden, 

1996). The evidence is compelling. Baumeister, Smart, and Boden (1996) assert that 

when individuals with a heightened sense of self-esteem become threatened, they use 

their power, often violently to protect that base. The logic of the notion may be presented 

in this fashion: ―I have this view of myself (positive self-esteem), you have asserted a 

concept that is vastly different from the view I hold of myself (negative self esteem). 

Because these views oppose one another, I must do what I need to to protect the current 

view of self.‖ 

Critics of the research suggest in this particular situation, the positive view of 

one’s self is not positive self-esteem at all (Patterson, BeBaryshe, & Ramsey, 1989). In 

fact, it is a rather shallow and egocentric, some say narcissistic view, of the self (Turner 

& Piquero, 2002). One with a healthy self-esteem would not be threatened by another’s 

view that countered their own (Shaffer, 2000). 

In our current research climate, there is little doubt that our long held beliefs that 

low self-esteem is the sole source of aggressive behavior are no longer valid (Baumeister, 

Bushman, & Campbell, 2000). Indeed, low self-esteem may be a primary risk factor. 

However, researchers must thoroughly examine how self-esteem impacts violence. The 

relationship between self-esteem may, in fact, be nonlinear. Such an assumption would 
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suggest that changes in the independent variable of self-esteem will not affect the 

dependent variable of violent behavior uniformly (Jaiswal & Niraj, 2007). The 

curvilinear relationship of ―low self-esteem‖ and ―threatened egotism‖ has been studied 

and will be presented in Chapters 4 and 5 of this document. 

Biological Explanations 

 Aggressive and violent behavior can be partially explained through hereditary, 

biological, and/or neurological processes (Eichelman, 1983). The limbic system is the 

point of origin for our ―fight or flight‖ impulses. The frontal cortex has also shown to 

activate in PET scans of the brain when confronted with hostile situations (du Bois, 

2005). Though the  location of aggressive responses are better understood through 

emerging technology; researchers now believe that violent behaviors cannot be tied to 

―drive‖ or ―instinctual response‖ (Mark & Irvine, 1970). 

 In a recent review of the psychological and neurological literature du Bois (2005) 

concluded:  

There is solid biological evidence to suggest that aggression is based on a strong, 

natural disposition and may vary according to individual temperament and 

hormonal influences….Developmental factors—external and internal—are also 

significant. It has been established that aggression follows certain neuronal 

pathways that are laid down early in human development by experiences and 

learning patterns (p. 40). 

 

 This paper will summarily identify the developmental and social dimensions 

related to the development of violent behavior in adolescence. Though studying the 

neurological factors associated with violent behavior is beyond the scope of this study, 

research that combines the biological and social dimensions of development may well 

provide a more comprehensive understanding of violent behavior development. 
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Hormonal factors affecting aggressive behavior include lower levels of serotonin, 

commonly found in those who suffer from depression (Kruesi et. al., 1990). Various 

studies have found that patients suffering from various forms of aggressive 

psychopathologies (i.e. intermittent explosive disorder, conduct disorder, oppositional 

defiant disorder, and even alcoholism) regularly have low levels of cerebrospinal 

metabolite fluid—the substance that regulates serotonin (Schwartzberg, 1999). Some 

practitioners suggest that those experiencing severe psychopathology that emerges from 

aggressive behavior should consider serotonin regulation in addition to other types of 

therapeutic efforts (Meloy, 1988). 

 Most of what is known in relation to aggressive and violent behavior has emerged 

more recently. Zoccolillo and his colleagues (1992) suggest that aggressive 

psychopathology is the result of environment, individual psychology, and biological 

factors uniting in such a manner as to render a truly biopsychosocial understanding of 

violent behavior.  

Gender 

 The divide between male and female occurrence of violent and assaultive 

behavior is massive. Males perpetrate violence nearly 10 times more frequently than 

females (Greene & Bogo, 2002). Additionally, the violence males perpetrate against 

intimate partners can be terrifying and instills fear into the victim (Jacobsen, 1993). For 

example, nationally representative samples indicate that 1 in 6 women will be physically 

abused by their intimate partner in the next year, a figure that represents nearly 2 million 

women annually (Jory & Anderson, 2000; O’Leary, Barling, Arias, Rosenbaum, Malone, 
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& Tyree, 1989). Lifetime occurrences of intimate partner violence for women have been 

cited as high as 1 in 3 (Lawson, 2003). When all violence (e.g. physical, emotional, or 

sexual) is taken into account, regardless of the gender the victim or the type of violence, 

representative figures can be as high as 1 in 2 lifetime prevalence of being the victim of a 

violent act in the United States (Bograd & Mederos, 1995). 

 Most of the violent behavior adolescents engage in, however, is perpetrated 

within the same gender (e.g. male to male violence). Research indicates that adolescent 

males are much more violent toward each other than are adolescent females. Some 

findings suggest that females are as equally violent as males, with the exception that they 

are socialized to demonstrate aggression and hostility in relationships (Shaffer, 2000). 

Gender differences of self-reported violent behavior have been studied using multiple 

group comparison technique and will be reported in Chapters 4 and 5. Current research 

would support the hypothesis that males will be more violent than females. However, the 

manifest indicators of the Adolescent Violent Behavior construct are interspersed with 

both relational and overtly hostile aggression items. In this circumstance the difference 

between male and female groups may be less pronounced. 

 Despite the differences that may or may not be detected in this study, the evidence 

that females are more likely to be the victims of dating violence and intimate partner 

violence is irrefutable (Foshee, Benefield, Ennett, Baumann, & Suchindaran, 2004). 

Roughly 10-18% of adolescent females are the victims of adolescent dating violence 

(physical or sexual assault). While approximately 8% of adolescent males are victims of 

common couple violence assault (Coker, McKeown, Sanderson, Davis, Valois, & 
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Huebner, 2000). The focus of gender in relation to this study, will be the differences of 

perceived and realized violent behavior between genders—rates of which demonstrate 

that males perpetrate violence at a higher level than females. It will also be interesting to 

compare the various factors in this study to find out what, if any, influences affect violent 

behavior in females to a greater degree than they affect males.  

Summary 

Clearly there are multiple factors that influence the development of violent 

behavior. Understanding these factors can be a complex and tedious process. Ecological 

theory is a useful orientation for the prediction of violent behavior (Beyers, Loeber, 

Wikstrom, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 2001). Identifying the contexts in which problem 

behavior occurs, assists practitioners to develop comprehensive constructs aimed at 

understanding the etiology of violent behavior in youth and thus create effective 

preventative interventions (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Bronfenbrenner’s model asserts that 

the relationship between risk factors and behaviors, hinges on the contextual variables 

that play a prominent role in the adolescent’s life. Therefore, developmental effects will 

vary depending upon the proximal and distal functioning of each system (Bronfenbrenner 

& Morris, 1998). Nevertheless, each system will have an impact on development; 

dysfunction, at any level, yields an increased measure of influence at the next level 

(Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994). 

Vaux (1997) has been outspoken and critical of theoretical models that fail to 

account for ecological factors in the context of development. The historical emphasis on 

clinical psychology (intrapsychic factors) has limited and restricted our ability to consider 
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other alternatives besides the intrapsychic in working with violent offenders. Though 

research has been scarce on system impact on behaviors, the theoretical tenets of 

Marriage and Family Therapy (MFT) are natural considerations when conceptualizing 

maladaptive behavior. 

The Human Ecology model will be the primary theoretical framework for 

conceptualizing violent behavior. Hypotheses have been constructed and tested according 

to the supported theoretical relationships of the model (see Figure 2). 

 

Individual: 
Ontogenetic

Self-esteem 

Gender

Microsystem:
Immediate 

Surroundings

Parents

School

Peers

Mesosystem:
Interrelationships

between micro and 

individual level

Exosystem:
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Interaction
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Macrosystem:
Culture

SES

Ethnicity

 
 

Figure 2: Ecological Model with Proposed Factors 
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Research Hypotheses 

 

 Essentially, the central theme of this research project is that violent behavior is 

not determined by one or two different factors, but rather the systemic calibration of 

multiple sociocultural considerations. These factors may be better understood when they 

are conceptualized within a theoretical construct. The following hypotheses have been 

developed using Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory framework and are 

presented accordingly:  

Ontogenetic 

 

H1: There will be a significant difference in the comparative models between genders on 

behaviors that impact Adolescent Violent Behavior.   

H2: Violent behavior will be moderated by gender. 

H3: Self-esteem will be significantly and negatively related to Adolescent Violent 

Behavior.  

H4: ―Threatened egotism‖ (e.g. higher levels of self-esteem) will be significantly and 

positively related to Adolescent Violent Behavior.  

H5: Violent Behavior will be mediated by self-esteem. 

Microsystem 

 

H6: Parental Violent Behavior, School Initiative (indicating less school initiative), and 

Peer Connection (indicating less peer connection) constructs will be significantly and 

negatively related to self-esteem index and self esteem squared (threatened egotism).  

H7: Parental Violent Behavior will be significantly and positively related to Adolescent 

Violent Behavior.  
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H8: School Initiative (indicating less school initiative) will be significantly and positively 

related to Adolescent Violent Behavior.  

H9: Peer Connection (indicating less peer connection) will be significantly and positively 

related to Adolescent Violent Behavior.  

Mesosystem 

 

H10: The constructs of parental violent behavior, school initiative, peer connection, and 

neighborhood disorganization will all be positively associated with one another 

Exosystem 

 

H11: Neighborhood Disorganization will be significantly and negatively related to self 

esteem index and self esteem squared (threatened egotism).  

H12: Neighborhood Disorganization will be significantly and positively related to 

Adolescent Violent Behavior.  

Macrosystem 

H13: The construct of Adolescent Violent Behavior will be moderated by ethnicity and 

socioeconomic status.  
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CHAPTER III 

 

 METHODS 

 

 This section outlines the analytical strategy used to test the aforementioned 

research hypotheses. The overall model will be tested and compared for mediating and 

moderating effects on gender, ethnicity, and SES. Additionally, this section will identify 

participants in the study, discuss the procedure used in data collection, identify measures, 

identify mediating and moderating variables and discuss the analytical technique.  

The data set has been used in multiple projects that are currently published or in 

press (Bean, 2003; Bean, Barber, & Crane, 2006; Gillett, 2006). The proposed study 

offers a unique perspective of the development of adolescent violent behavior that has not 

been previously tested. This study is also distinct in its structure; however, the author 

acknowledges that there may be some overlap in how the methodology is presented, 

particularly in the sample, procedure, and measures sections.  

Procedure 

 Researchers associated with the Youth and Family Project submitted a detailed 

scope of study to the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board (IRB). IRB 

approval was received in 2003. The school district approved the administration of the 

survey to their students shortly thereafter. A total of three area high schools and two 

middle schools (where 9
th

 graders attended) were targeted for data collection.  

Approximately one month prior to survey administration, the researchers arranged for a 

letter to be sent home to parents with an informed consent to every student enrolled in a 

grade appropriate, district mandated course—in this case, English class. The letter 
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detailed the purpose of the study and indicated potential benefits/problems related to 

participating in the study. Each student was given the option to bring back the signed 

informed consent and participate in the study or join with other students in another 

planned activity for that day. 

 The survey, a 16 page self-report inventory, was administered during English 

class on the assigned day. All data were collected from the five high schools within a two 

month period. The surveys were administered by the researchers or the English class 

instructor. Each instructor was provided a detailed set of instructions that they read prior 

to distributing the survey.  

 Researchers at Texas Tech University collected the surveys after each English 

class on the specified day the survey was to be administered. Data were verified and 

cleaned using accepted review procedures. Each survey was manually reviewed to ensure 

that responses were accurately completed. 

Sample 

 The current study used data obtained from the Youth and Family Project, gathered 

in 2003-2004 (Bean, 2003). The project was part of an international data collection effort 

to examine various socialization variables and their impact on adolescent development 

(Bean, 2003). The data was gathered from an urban, independent school district in the 

southwestern United States. In an effort to understand the socialization influences on 

adolescents, researchers associated with the project sampled 9
th

 – 12
th

 graders from the 

school district. The school district reported a total 4,150 eligible students that met the 

sampling criterion. From the 4,150 students a total of 2,292 students completed the 
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questionnaire; however, 78 of the surveys were discarded due to concerns related to 

response integrity. The final total of respondents available for analysis was 2,214 (a 

response rate of 53.3%). The final sample were comprised of 272 9
th

 graders (12.3%), 

617 10
th

 graders (27.9%), 709 11
th

 graders (32.0%), and 616 12
th

 graders (27.8%) (see 

Table 1). 
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Table 1: Participant Demographic Information 

Variable N Percentage 

 

Grade Level 

 

  

9
th

 Grade 272 12.3% 

10
th

 Grade 617 27.9% 

11
th

 Grade 709 32.0% 

12
th

 Grade 616 27.8% 

Total N 

 

2,214 100% 

Average Age by Grade Level  Mean Age 

9
th

 Grade 

 

 14.3  

10
th

 Grade 

 

 15.3 

11
th

 Grade 

 

 16.2 

12
th

 Grade 

 

 17.3 

  SD (1.1) 

Gender 

 

  

Male  989 44.7% 

Female 

 

1,225 55.2% 

Ethnicity 

 

  

Anglo-American 857 38.7% 

Hispanic/Latino 839 37.9% 

African-American 257 11.6% 

Asian-American 22 1.0% 

Multi-Ethnic 175 7.9% 

 

Missing/Not Identified 64 2.9% 
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  The average age of participants in the Youth and Family Project were 16.0 years 

with a standard deviation of 1.1 (see Table 1).  The average age of each grade were as 

follows: 14.3 (9
th

 grade), 15.3 (10
th

 grade), 16.2 (11
th

 grade), and 17.3 (12
th

 grade). The 

gender of the respondents was slightly skewed in favor of females (55.2%) with fewer 

males participating (44.7%). One of the strengths of this survey, and ultimately the reason 

it was selected for this study, was the heterogeneity of respondent ethnicity (see Table 1). 

The largest percentage of the respondents identified as Anglo-American (38.7%). 

However, another sizeable percentage identified as Hispanic/Latino (37.9%). African-

American adolescents comprised 11.6% of the total sample. Though African-American 

youth were not as well represented as their Euro-American and Hispanic/Latino 

counterparts, the 2007 US Census estimates that African-Americans made up 

approximately 12.0% of the total population in Texas and 12.6% across the United States 

(US Census Bureau, 2007), making the number of African-Americans represented in this 

sample comparable across the general population.   A small percentage of Asian-

Americans were also represented in the sample (1.0%). The remaining 7.9% of the 

respondents did not identify their race or listed a multi-ethnic heritage (see Table 1). 

 Demographics from the study indicate that forty-eight percent (48%) of the 

respondents live with their biological parents, twenty-six percent (26%) live with only 

one biological parent (generally their mother), fifteen percent (15%) live with one 

biological parent and one step-parent, and the remaining eleven percent (11%) reported 

that they either lived alone or with a non-family guardian. The sample is evenly 
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representative (e.g. ethnicity, gender, and family structure) within the community from 

which the data were collected.  

Measures 

 The Youth and Family Project questionnaire is a 16 page self-report survey 

document. It was designed to examine various socialization dimensions 

(Support/Acceptance, Behavioral Control, Psychological Control) and socialization 

influences (Family, Parenting, Peers, School, and Neighborhood) and how they 

ultimately interface with adolescent development (Bean, 2003). The study utilized a 

variety of different outcomes to examine the relationship between socialization and self 

(e.g. self-esteem, anti-social behavior, pro-social behaviors, and a depression inventory).  

The Youth and Family Project questionnaire has been used in numerous studies 

and has demonstrated reliability across gender, SES and culture (Bradford, et al., 2004).  

In addition to the multiple studies conducted in the United States, researchers have used 

this same instrument to survey adolescents from many countries across the world 

including: Bangladesh, Bosnia, China, Colombia, Germany, India, and Palestine. The 

Youth and Family Project questionnaire represents a valid and reliable instrument to 

understand socialization influences in adolescent development (Bradford, et. al., 2004). 

Constructs and Indicators 

Adolescent Violent Behavior. Adolescent violent behavior was measured using the 

five-item aggression subscale on the Child Behavior Checklist-Youth Self-Report 

(Achenbach, 1991; Achenbach & Edelbrook, 1987; Buehler, et. al. 1998).  Responses on 

this subscale are based on a 3-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (not true) to 3 (very 
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true or often true).  The five items on aggression subscale are: (a) ―I destroy things 

belonging to others;‖ (b) ―I get in many fights;‖ (c) ―I physically attack people;‖ (d) ―I 

scream a lot;‖ and (e) ―I threaten to hurt people.‖ Cronbach’s alpha scores yielded a .73 

on the aggression subscale (Bradford, et al., 2004).  

Self-Esteem. Self-esteem was measured using the Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale 

(Rosenberg, 1965). Responses from this scale are based on a 5-point Likert-type scale 

from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). The scale consists of ten items 

commonly used to measure adolescent self-esteem. The ten items on this scale are: (a) ―I 

am able to do things as well as most people;‖ (b) ―I certainly feel useless at times;‖ (c) 

―At times I think I am no good at all;‖ (d) ―On the whole, I am satisfied with myself;‖ (e) 

―I feel I do not have much to be proud of;‖ (f) ―I wish I could have more respect for 

myself;‖ (g) ―I take a positive attitude toward myself;‖ (h) ― I feel that I have a number of 

good qualities;‖ (i) ―all in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure;‖ and (j) ―I feel that 

I am a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with other.‖ Cronbach’s alpha scores 

ranged from .73 to .86 in cited studies (Bean, et al., 2005; Bradford, et al., 2004). 

Parental Violent Behavior. Parental violent behavior was measured using the 

Overt Marital Hostility subscale (Buehler, et. al. 1998).  Responses from this scale are 

based on a 4-point Likert-type scale from 1 (never) to 4 (very often). The scale consists of 

four items aimed at understanding how often a parent (defined as someone living with 

them who was a parent, step-parent, or legal guardian) engages in this behavior in front 

of them. The four items on this scale are: (a) ―parents threaten each other;‖ (b) ―parents 

yell at each other;‖ (c) ―parents insult each other;‖ and (d) ―parents call each other 
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names.‖ Cronbach’s alpha scores ranged from for multinational studies range from .81 to 

.91 (Bean, et al., 2005; Bradford, et al., 2004). 

 Peer Difficulty. Peer difficulty was measured using a combination of items from 

Peer Connection Items (Barber & Olsen, 1997). Responses from these scales are based on 

a 5-point Likert-type scale from 0 (every day) to 5 (never). Respondents were asked to 

report how many times their friend engages in any one of these activities The items used 

to measure peer connection in this study are: (a) ―how often do you call this friend on the 

phone;‖ (b) ―if you needed help with something, how often could you count on this friend 

to help you;‖ (c) ―how often do you and this friend go over to each other’s houses;‖ (d) 

―how often do you tell this friend things about yourself you wouldn’t tell most kids;‖ (e) 

―how often do you feel like it is hard to get along with this friend;‖ (f) ―how often do you 

and this friend go places together, like a movie, skating, shopping, or a sports event;‖ and 

(g) ―when you do a good job on something, how often does this friend praise or 

congratulate you.‖ Cronbach’s alpha scores ranged from for multinational studies range 

from .85 to .93 (Bean, et al., 2005; Bradford, et al., 2004). 

 School Difficulty. School difficulty was measured using the Monitoring the Future 

scale (Bachman, Johnston, & O’Malley, 1993). Responses from this scale are based on a 

5-point Likert-type scale from 5 (never/almost never) to 1 (very often/always true). The 

scale consists of thirteen items that examine social interaction with peers, teachers and 

school. Respondents were asked to identify, ―how true the following statements are.‖ 

These items are: (a) ―I get into conversations with teachers and staff at school;‖ (b) ―I 

actively participate in clubs at school;‖ (c) ―I talk to teachers and staff about things other 
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than class;‖ (d) ―I help other students who might need assistance;‖ (e) ―I actively 

participate in student government;‖ and (f) ―I am comfortable joking with teachers and 

staff.‖ Cronbach’s alpha scores ranged from for multinational studies range from .71 to 

.79 (Bachman, Johnston, & O’Malley, 1993; Barber & Erickson, 2001). 

 Neighborhood Disorganization. Neighborhood disorganization was measured 

using the Neighborhood Disorganization subscales (Sampson, 1986).  Responses from 

this scale are based on a 5-point Likert-type scale from 1 (very unlikely) to 5 (very likely). 

The scale consists of six items aimed at understanding neighborhood disorganization. 

Respondents were to report on how likely this activity was occurring in their 

neighborhood. The six items on this scale are: (a) ―litter or trash on the sidewalks and 

streets;‖ (b) ―graffiti on buildings and walls;‖ (c) ―alcoholics and excessive drinking in 

public;‖ (d) ―vacant or abandoned houses and storefronts;‖ (e) ―burglary;‖ and (f) ―sale of 

drugs or alcohol.‖ Cronbach’s alpha yielded a score of .73 (Sampson, 1986). 

Mediating and Moderating Variables Operationalized 

One of the challenges with research involving violent behavior is that this 

complex phenomenon is often influenced by multiple variables, not just a singular effect 

(Shadish & Sweeney, 1992). Indeed, social scientists should be concerned about any 

variable that may indirectly affect a relationship (Aiken & West, 1991). Indirect effects 

can be accounted for in research as mediating and/or moderating variables (Baron & 

Kenny, 1986) 

Mediating and moderating variables are third variables that help researchers 

understand the relationship between independent and dependent variables (Shadish & 
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Sweeney, 1992). ―A moderator is a qualitative (e.g., race, sex, class) or quantitative (e.g., 

level of reward) variable that affects the direction and/or strength of the relations between 

an independent or predictor variable and a dependent or criterion variable‖ (Baron & 

Kenny, 1986, p. 1174). The author hypothesizes that gender, ethnicity, and SES of 

respondents may moderate the direction and strength of personal violent behavior 

(predictor variable) being influenced from the criterion variables (parental violent 

behavior, peer involvement, school connection, and neighborhood characteristics). 

On the other hand, a mediating variable reflects the ―generative mechanisms 

through which the focal independent variable is able to influence the dependent variable 

of interest‖ (Baron & Kenny, 1986, p. 1173).The author hypothesizes that self-esteem of 

the respondent mediates personal violent behavior. 

Analysis Strategy 

 Tabachnick and Fidell (2001) suggest Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) as a 

means to evaluate relationships and test a theory that involves multiple groups. 

Additionally, Baron and Kenny (1986) assert that SEM is an appropriate method for 

understanding mediating and moderating variables in social science research. In an effort 

to understand the Mediating and Moderating influences of the model, multiple group 

analyses will be performed to determine invariant structures. According to Byrne (1998), 

a multiple group analysis is intended to measure if instruments and/or behavior operate 

equivalently across different populations. Gender, ethnicity and SES have been 

hypothesized to mediate violent behavior 
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The constructs and hypothesized paths are identified in Figure 3. The AMOS 7 

(Arbuckle, 2007) program was used to create the model diagram and test the 

relationships. Ultimately, three models were tested to discover the socialization 

influences and their impact on violent behavior. The first model is the Full Model (see 

Figure 4), complete with all constructs and manifest indicators. Comparative model 

testing, using the delta chi-square difference tests were used to test differences of self-

esteem indices against the initial Full Model. The second model eliminated self-esteem 

squared index to test for ―threatened egotism‖ effects. The third model eliminated both 

self-esteem indices and compared the effects against the Full Model. 

When examining relationships using SEM it is common for researchers to test the 

goodness of fit of the model (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2006). Given the large sample size of 

the data set, the researcher must account for relationships that may be affected simply by 

the sheer number of respondents in the analysis. According to Berndt (2001), the two 

model tests least tainted by sample size are the comparative fit index (CFI) and the 

nonnormed fit index (NNFI).  The following indices were used to test the model fit: a) 

root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA; values lower than .10 indicate good 

fit); b) comparative fit index (CFI; a value of .90 of higher indicates good fit); and 

Nonnormed fit index (NNFI; a value of .90 or greater indicates good fit).  
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Figure 3: Full Structural Model without Comparison Paths,  

with Hypothesized Directionality of Relationships 
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Figure 4: Full Measurement Model with Comparison Paths 
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CHAPTER IV 

 

 RESULTS 

 

Sample 

Data collected from the Youth and Family Project (Bean, 2004) were used to 

examine the ecological factors of parents, peers, school, and neighborhood and their 

cumulative relationship to self esteem and adolescent violent behavior. As indicated in 

Chapter 3, the Youth and Family Project data set would be limited to the three most 

dominant ethnic groups represented within the sample: Euro-American, Latino/a, and 

African-American. All other ethnic groups were eliminated.  

With the specification the original data set (N = 2214) was reduced to a final N of 

1,954 (see table 2). All identifying information about the participants—metropolitan 

southwest community, four participating school districts, and strictly adolescent 

population remained the same. The final sample included students in the 9-12 grades with 

an average age of 16.06 years and a standard deviation of 1.1. The sample consisted of a 

relatively evenly distributed academic range of 229 (11.7%) 9
th

 graders, 529 (27.1%) 10
th

 

graders, 652 (33.4%) 11
th

 graders, and 544 (27.8%) 12
th

 graders. The sample also 

included 862 (44.1%) males and 1,088 (55.7%) females. Participants were asked to 

estimate their family’s economic situation ―compared to other kids.‖ The researcher 

collapsed the original 5-point Likert format to a 3-point Likert scale indicating ―below 

average,‖ ―average‖ and ―above average‖ economic situations. The final data set 

consisted of 250 (12.8%) students who indicated that their families economic situation 

was ―below average,‖ 1,013 (51.8%) reported ―average‖ income, and 558 (28.6%) 
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reported having ―above average‖ income. The ethnic make-up of the sample included 857 

(43.9%) Euro-American students, 840 (43.0%) Latino/a students, and 257 (13.1%) 

African-American students. 

 

Table 2: Final Data Set Demographic Information 

Variable N Percentage 

 

Grade Level 

 

  

9
th

 Grade 229 11.7% 

10
th

 Grade 529 27.1% 

11
th

 Grade 652 33.4% 

12
th

 Grade 544 27.8% 

Total N 

 

1,954 100% 

Gender 

 

  

Male  862 44.1% 

Female 

 

 

1,088 55.7% 

Ethnicity 

 

  

Anglo-American 857 43.9% 

Hispanic/Latino 840 43.0% 

African-American 257 13.1% 

 

Total N 

 

1,954 

 

100% 

   

 

Full Structural Model 

 

  Five latent variables were created in the AMOS 7 programming (Arbuckle, 2007) 

to represent NEIGHBORHOOD DISORGANIZATION, PARENTAL VIOLENT 
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BEHAVIOR, LACK OF SCHOOL INITIATIVE, LACK OF PEER CONNECTION, and 

ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR. Multiple stand-alone indicators were created to 

represent the various theories and groups under study. The 9-item Rosenberg Self-Esteem 

Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) was condensed into a mean index score and is indicated as ―self-

esteem index.‖ Self-esteem index values were squared and transformed into another 

stand-alone variable indicated as ―self-esteem squared.‖ The primary purpose of squaring 

the index term was to test Baumeister’s theory of ―threatened egotism‖ (indicating that 

very high, as well as very low, levels of reported self-esteem also increased violent 

behavior). One stand-alone indicator represented gender (1 = male, 2 = female). The last 

four indictors were created to represent the ―dummy coding scheme‖ needed to detect 

differences between groups with more than two coding options. ―Dummy‖ codes were 

created in SPSS. Two stand-alone indictors representing Euro-American and African-

American (Latino/a ethnicity will be considered the ―reference group‖) ethnicity were 

created. Two stand-alone indicators representing Below Average SES and Above 

Average SES (with Average SES being the ―reference group‖) were also created. 

 SEM analyses require all latent constructs to be associated with at least three 

manifest indicators (if possible) that collectively represent that factor (Tabachnick & 

Fidell, 2005). A summary of all manifest indicators is provided as organized by each 

latent construct (reference chapter 3 or Appendix A for full survey details about each 

manifest indicator): NEIGHBORHOOD DISORGANIZATION – k3fr, k3er, k3dr, k3cr, 

k3br, and k3ar (individual items selected from the Neighborhood Disorganization and 

Neighborhood Social Control subscales); PARENTAL VIOLENT BEHAVIOR – g1a, 
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g1b, g1c, and g1d (individual items selected from the Overt Marital Hostility subscale); 

LACK OF SCHOOL INITIATIVE – n1mr, n1kr, n1gr, n1er, n1dr, and n1br (items 

selected from the Monitoring the Future subscale); LACK OF PEER CONNECTION –

h5k, h5jr, h5g, h5f, h5b, and h5a (individual items selected from the Peer Connection 

subscale); and ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR – j1n, j1k, j1j, j1f, and j1c. All 

manifest indicators were re-coded in SPSS, when necessary to reflect a similar scoring 

direction. The current analysis follows this similar scheme—all scores reflect ―more of‖ 

the identified latent construct. Any manifest indicator ending in an ―r‖ has been re-coded 

from the original data set for this purpose. The measurement model presently described is 

represented in Figure 4. Means and standard deviations of the latent variables by the 

comparison variables are represented in Table 3.  
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Table 3 – Means and Standard Deviations of Latent Variables by Comparison Variables 

 

 N M (SD) 

  
Neighborhood 

Disorganization 

Parental 

Violent 

Behavior       

Lack of  

School 

Initiative    

Lack of 

Peer 

Connection 

Self 

Esteem 

Adolescent 

Violent 

Behavior 

        

Total 1954 8.88 (2.96) 7.13 (3.31) 
18.85 

(5.55) 
19.10 (6.84) 

37.87 

(7.81) 
.98 (1.60) 

        

Ethnicity        

Euro-

American 
857 8.00 (2.46) 6.80 (3.11) 

17.79 

(5.54) 
19.68 (8.26) 

37.82 

(7.91) 
.78 (1.37) 

Latino 840 9.57 (3.12) 7.45 (3.38) 
20.00 

(5.44) 
18.48 (5.49) 

37.24 

(7.83) 
1.19 (1.78) 

African- 

American 
257 9.61 (3.16) 7.21 (3.60) 

18.79 

(5.14) 
19.19 (5.07) 

40.04 

(7.06) 
.97 (1.64) 

        

SES        

Below 

Average 
250 9.05 (3.20) 6.99 (3.24) 

18.36 

(5.53) 
19.18 (5.29) 

38.40 

(7.68) 
.94 (1.61) 

Average 1013 8.87 (2.92) 7.15 (3.29) 
18.86 

(5.46) 
18.99 (5.43) 

37.86 

(7.57) 
.99 (1.59) 

Above 

Average 
558 8.81 (2.92) 7.20 (3.42) 

18.86 

(5.71) 
19.50 (9.51) 

37.73 

(8.39) 
.97 (1.58) 

Missing 133       

        

Gender        

Male 862 8.71 (2.96) 6.71 (3.00) 
19.33 

(5.44) 
17.79 (8.38) 

39.14 

(7.44) 
.97 (1.58) 

Female 1088 9.01 (2.95) 7.48 (3.50) 
18.48 

(5.60) 
20.12 (5.12) 

36.85 

(7.96) 
.98 (1.62) 

Missing 3       

        

 

Model Testing 

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was implemented to evaluate the 

hypothesized model (see Figure 4) and determine the overall effectiveness of the model, 

significant pathways, the moderating effect of ethnicity, SES, and gender on violent 

behavior, and mediating effect of self-esteem on violent behavior. Data were entered into 

SPSS whereupon the dataset was screened to test the assumptions of normality, linearity, 

and homogeneity by using histograms and scatter-plots. All the assumptions for 
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normality, linearity, and homogeneity were met and are classified as such for purposes of 

this analysis. The data were then exported from SPSS to AMOS 7 (Arbuckle, 2007) for 

further model testing. Since the final data set met the appropriate assumptions for 

multivariate testing, missing data were accounted for by the ―estimate means and 

intercepts‖ function provided in AMOS programming. All data within the AMOS 

program were analyzed using maximum likelihood estimation (MLE).  

The initial attempt to calculate the model led to a ―model unidentified‖ message. 

After multiple attempts to repair the model that included reducing the number of ―causal‖ 

pathways on the self-esteem indices, the author turned to literature sources for assistance. 

In situations where the model is presented as unidentified, several suggestions were 

provided. Among the suggestions was to ensure that all latent constructs had at least two 

manifest indicators (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2005), attempt to fit the unidentified model 

through AMOS programming and ensure factor loadings are sufficiently large (Nunally 

& Bernstein, 1994), reduce the number of causal pathways on any one latent construct 

(Byrne, 2001), and to fix the intercepts on any endogenous variables to ―0‖ (Arbuckle, 

2007). Working through most of the suggestions provided the same result—unidentified. 

However, the final suggestion of fixing the intercepts of endogenous variables to ―0‖ 

provided results that produced an identified model and chi-square statistic that were free 

of any error. Additionally, all standardized factor loadings of the manifest indicators had 

values in excess of the ―cut-off‖ point of .3, indicating that the manifest indicators 

sufficiently represented the latent constructs (Nunally & Bernstein, 1994). Finally, 
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improper negative variances, also known as ―Heywood cases,‖ associated with the 

residuals of any of the indicators were not present (Byrne, 2001).   

Initial Full Structural Model 

The initial full structural model yielded several significant directional paths (see 

Figure 5).
 
The significant directional pathways to self-esteem index included: 

NEIGHBORHOOD DISORGANIZATION (.082; p < .01), PARENTAL VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR (.417; p < .001), and LACK OF SCHOOL INITIATIVE (.340; p < .001). 

Meanwhile the self-esteem square index (―threatened egotism‖ testing) included only two 

significant directional pathways: PARENTAL VIOLENT BEHAVIOR (-.250; p < .001), and 

LACK OF SCHOOL INITIATIVE (-.289; p < .001). The significant directional pathways to 

ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR included: NEIGHBORHOOD 

DISORGANIZATION (-.077; p < .001), Self-Esteem Index (-.106; p < .001), Self-Esteem 

Squared (-.010; p < .001), PARENTAL VIOLENT BEHAVIOR (-.066; p < .001), and 

LACK OF SCHOOL INITIATIVE (-.015; p < .05). No directional correlations that were 

found to be significant in the model are provided in Table 4. As mentioned in Chapter 3, fit 

indices were applied to the current model and are noted here:  The Nonnormed Fit Index 

(NNFI) was .558, Comparative Fit Index (CFI) was .633, and Root Mean Square Error of 

Approximation (RMSEA) was .096.  Overall, the model had poor fit. The initial full 

structural model also produced a statistically significant chi-square value (
2
 = 9347.41, p < 

.001), but due to the large sample size, such a finding was anticipated. 

Upon closer examination of the self-esteem index and self-esteem squared stand-

alone indicators; the residuals appear to be multicollinear. Mertler and Vannatta (2005) 

suggest that two variables whose Pearson r values are above +/- .80 should be removed from 
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testing consideration. The values, in relation to each of the indicators are so closely correlated 

(r = .990; p .001) that a significant difference in findings between the two was considered 

unlikely. Therefore, the self-esteem squared construct was eliminated from additional 

models. The construct of threatened egotism will have to be considered and tested in future 

studies. 
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Figure 5: Initial Full Structural Model with Significant Directional Pathways 
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The dummy coding scheme used for SES resulted in no significant directional 

pathways to the self-esteem indices or the ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR latent 

construct. Only one of the correlation pathways for SES was significant, LACK OF 

SCHOOL INITIATIVE ↔ sesdum1 (representing low income; .060, p < .01). Given the 

tenuous statistical nature of having youth estimate their family’s income in comparison to 

others, combined with the lack of empirical support in the initial full structural model, the 

stand-alone SES indicators will be eliminated from additional models. The ethnicity variables 

were modestly effective and promising enough to maintain the variable in the next model 

(see Table 4). 

Table 4 – Significant Correlations in Initial Full Structural Model 

   Estimate 

 Neighborhood Disorganization ↔ Lack of School Initiative     .175 ***  

 Lack of Peer Connection ↔ Lack of School Initiative -.287 *** 

 Lack of Peer Connection ↔ Neighborhood Disorganization -.097 *** 

 Ethdum3 (Euro-American)   ↔ Neighborhood Disorganization -.276 *** 

 Ethdum3 (Euro-American) ↔ Lack of School Initiative -.185 *** 

 SESdum1 (Below Average) ↔ Lack of School Initiative .060   ** 

 Ethdum2 (African-American) ↔  Lack of Peer Connection .057   ** 

 Ethdum3 (Euro-American) ↔  Lack of Peer Connection .125 *** 

    

* p < .05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001  

 

Updated Model 

The next model, labeled the ―Updated Model,‖ was created using information from 

the initial full structural model in an effort to improve fit and test the substantive constructs in 

the model. The updated model eliminated the SES stand-alone indicators and the self-esteem 

squared index from the model (see Figure 6).  
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Figure 6: Updated Model with Hypothesized Paths 
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The Updated Model was calculated using the same procedures as the Full 

Structural Model. The Updated Model yielded several significant directional paths (see 

Figure 7).
 
The significant directional pathways to self-esteem index included: 

NEIGHBORHOOD DISORGANIZATION (-.162; p < .001), PARENTAL VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR (-.349; p < .001), and LACK OF SCHOOL INITIATIVE (-.244; p = .001). 

Both ethnicity stand-alone variables were statistically significant in relation to self-esteem as 

well. With Latinos/as selected as the reference group the following can be interpreted from 

the Updated Model: African American adolescents have higher self-esteem scores when 

compared to Latino/a adolescents (.237; p < .001) and Euro-American adolescents have 

lower self-esteem scores when compared to Latino/a adolescents (-.074; p < .001). The 

significant directional pathways to ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR included: 

NEIGHBORHOOD DISORGANIZATION (.077; p < .001), Self-Esteem Index (-.041; p < 

.001), PARENTAL VIOLENT BEHAVIOR (.064; p < .001), and LACK OF SCHOOL 

INITIATIVE (.010; p < .001). None of the stand-alone ethnicity variables, when compared to 

Latino/a adolescents, were significant (African American: -.002; p = .867 and Euro-

American, -.010; p = .317). Additionally, there was one significant directional path from the 

stand-alone indicators to PARENTAL VIOLENT BEHAVIOR: Euro-American adolescents, 

when compared to Latino/a adolescents, reported lower scores of parental violent behavior   

(-.116; p < .001). Please see Table 5 for standardized factor loadings and Table 6 for 

standardized regression weights. Nondirectional correlations were also found to be 

significant in this model and are included in Table 7. Again, fit indices were applied to the 

Updated Model: the Nonnormed Fit Index (NNFI) was .882, Comparative Fit Index (CFI) 

was .902, and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) was .045. The NNFI and 
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CFI fit indices appear to be a good fit (values must exceed .90). The RMSEA fit index; 

however, decreased immensely and appears to be an excellent fit. The updated model also 

produced a statistically significant chi-square value (
2
 = 2017.57, p < .001), but again, due 

to the large sample size, such a finding was anticipated.  
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Figure 7: Significant Pathways in the Updated Model 
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Table 5 – Standardized Factor Loadings for the Updated Model 

 

Indicator                Loading 

 

NEIGHBORHOOD DISORGANIZATION 

k3fr (Sale of drugs or alcohol)      .73
 1 

k3er (Burglary)        .65 

k3dr (Abandoned homes)       .75 

k3cr (Public intoxication)       .70 

k3br (Graffiti on walls/buildings)      .73 

          

PARENTAL VIOLENT BEHAVIOR 

g1d (Threaten each other)       .88
 

g1c (Yell at each other)       .88
 

 g1b (Insult each other)       .75 

 g1a (Call each other names)       .73
1
 

 

LACK OF SCHOOL INITIATIVE 

n1mr (Joke with staff/teachers)      .70
1 

 n1kr (Participate in student government)     .33  

 n1gr (Help other students)       .54 

 n1er (Talk to teachers/staff)       .81 

 n1dr (Participate in school activities)      .56 

 n1br (Have conversation with teachers/staff)     .79 

 

LACK OF PEER CONNECTION 

h5a (Call friend)        .72
1 

h5b (Count on friends)       .57 

 h5f (Go to friends house)       .62 

h5g (Confide in friend)       .60 

h5jr (Get along with friends)       .30 

h5kr (Go places with friends)       .30 

 

ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR 

 j1c (Destroy things that belong to others)     .51
1
 

 j1f (Get in many fights)       .61 

j1j (Physically attack people)       .78 

j1k (Scream a lot)        .46 

j1n (Threaten to hurt people)       .72 

      
  

 
1 

= Factor loading fixed to 1 in unstandardized solution. 



Texas Tech University, Damon L. Rappleyea, August 2009  

 

67 

Table 6 – Regression Weights in Updated Model 

   
Standardized 

Estimate 

Unstandardized 

Estimate 
S.E. C.R. P 

Ethdum2 → 

PARENTAL 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 
-.024 -.040 .041 -.981 .327 

Ethdum3 → 

PARENTAL 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 
-.103 -.116 .028 -4.178 .000 

Gender  → 

PARENTAL 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 
.003 .001 .006 .123 .902 

NEIGHBOR. 

DISORG. 
→ 

SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
-.116 -.162 .035 -4.638 .000 

PARENTAL 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

→ 
SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
-.254 -.349 .032 -10.767 .000 

SCHOOL 

INITIATIVE 
→ 

SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
-.301 -.244 .022 -11.164 .000 

PEER 

CONNECTION 
→ 

SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
-.201 .017 .022 .762 .446 

Ethdum2 → 
SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
.105 .237 .048 4.945 .000 

Ethdum3 → 
SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
-.088 -.135 .035 -3.843 .000 

Gender → 
SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
.011 .017 .007 -.503 .615 

NEIGHBOR. 

DISORG. 
→ 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 
.220 .074 .010 7.161 .000 

PARENTAL 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

→ 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 
.191 .064 .010 6.478 .000 

SCHOOL 

INITIATIVE 
→ 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 
.050 .010 .006 1.591 .112 

PEER 

CONNECTION 
→ 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 
.037 .008 .006 1.214 .225 

SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
→ 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 
-.168 -.041 .007 -5.771 .004 

Ethdum2 → 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 
-.049 -.002 .014 -.168 .867 

Ethdum3 → 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 
.028 -.010 .010 -1.000 .317 

Gender → 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 
.013 .001 .002 .543 .587 
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Table 7 – Significant Correlations in Updated Model 

   Estimate 

 Neighborhood Disorganization ↔ Lack of School Initiative     .167 ***  

 Lack of Peer Connection ↔ Lack of School Initiative -.276 *** 

 Lack of Peer Connection ↔ Neighborhood Disorganization -.096 *** 

 Ethdum3 (Euro-American)   ↔ Neighborhood Disorganization -.287 *** 

 Ethdum2 (African-American) ↔ Lack of School Initiative .053     * 

 Ethdum3 (Euro-American) ↔ Lack of School Initiative -.202 *** 

 Ethdum2 (African-American) ↔  Lack of Peer Connection .057     * 

 Ethdum3 (Euro-American) ↔  Lack of Peer Connection .121 *** 

    

* p < .05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001  

 

 

Latent Factor Relationships 

 The relationships of latent factors in the Updated Model yielded several 

significant directional pathways (see Figure 7). The mediating effect of self-esteem on 

the model is evident in the various relationships represented in the Updated Model. These 

findings suggest that higher levels of NEIGHBORHOOD DISORGANIZATION are 

associated with lower levels of self-esteem (-.116, p < .001).  Greater occurrence of 

PARENTAL VIOLENT BEHAVIOR is also related to lower levels of self-esteem (-.254, 

p < .001). Students who demonstrate a LACK OF SCHOOL INITIATIVE also reported 

lower levels of self-esteem (-.301, p < .001). Finally, lower levels of self-esteem are 

predictive of higher occurrences of ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR (-.168, p < 

.001). The only non-significant latent factor relationship was the LACK OF PEER 

CONNECTION to self-esteem directional path. Though the path coefficient indicates that 

lower scores of peer connection are associated with lower levels of self-esteem, the 

relationship was not significant. The significant relationships in and around the self-
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esteem index, provide ample evidence that self-esteem mediates the directional pathway 

relationships in the Updated Model between the antecedent psychosocial variables and 

ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR. 

 Only two of the directional pathways from the socialization latent factors to the 

ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR construct were significant. Findings indicate 

that higher levels of NEIGHBORHOOD DISORGANIZATION are associated with 

increased levels of ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR (.220, p < .001). Those 

adolescents who report a LACK OF SCHOOL INITIATIVE also report higher levels of 

ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR (.050, p < .10). The only non-significant 

directional pathways were those around the LACK OF PEER CONNECTION construct. 

Neither directional path to the self-esteem or ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR 

construct produced significant results. 

Comparative Model Testing 

 Multiple group analyses were used to test the full structural model for differences 

between groups. Specifically, the analyses were performed to understand the potential 

moderating effect of the Ethnicity, SES, and Gender variables on the manifestation of 

Adolescent Violent Behavior. The multiple group comparisons will also examine the  

moderating effect of these variables on the additional constructs identified in this study.  

The variables naturally lend themselves to comparisons across groups (e.g African-

American, Euro-American, Latino/a; Male and Female, etc). Bollen (1989) suggests 

comparative model testing using the technique of Delta Chi-Square Difference Testing to 

test the model fit on an unconstrained model and a constrained model.  



Texas Tech University, Damon L. Rappleyea, August 2009  

 

70 

The unconstrained model serves as a baseline model where all paths in each group 

are free to vary and arrive at their optimal mathematical solution without interference 

from the researcher. Contrastingly, the constrained model requires that all paths to latent 

constructs and manifest indicators be invariant (or equal) across groups. Essentially, the 

researcher requires the AMOS program to hold each possible path constant in each group 

analysis, thus constraining the model from arriving at an optimal solution (Reifman, 

2009). The degrees of freedom (df) and chi-square (
2
) values of the unconstrained and 

constrained models are compared to each other. If there is a significant difference 

between the chi-square value of the unconstrained model and the constrained model 

(lower chi-square value in the unconstrained solution), the researcher rejects the 

constrained model and accepts the unconstrained model as the most parsimonious, yet 

well fitting, solution to explain differences between groups (Byrne, 2001). The change in 

chi-square critical values will be evaluated at the most conservative level of p < .001. 

Chi-square values are influenced by large sample sizes. Given the large sample size in 

this study, the researcher opted to use the most stringent criteria in making a 

determination to accept or reject a model based upon its chi-square critical value. 

Constraining the model will harm the fit. The acceptance or rejection of a model 

rests upon the chi-square solution meeting the critical chi-square value as determined by 

subtracting the degrees of freedom from the constrained and unconstrained models and 

comparing for statistical significance (Mertler & Vannatta, 2006). If the constrained 

model is determined not to harm the overall fit relative to the unconstrained model (i.e., 

only raise the chi-square by a nonsignificant amount), thereby acknowledging that there 
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are no significant differences between groups in their patterns of relationships among 

constructs, the unconstrained model and the hypothesis of moderating effect is rejected. 

If, however, the constrained model meets the chi-square critical value for harming the fit, 

the unconstrained model is accepted (i.e., each group gets its own unique solution), a 

significant standardized solution on the variable represents a moderating effect. 

 Data were entered separately for each group (e.g. male and female on the gender 

dimension) to be analyzed using the ―Manage Groups‖ function provided in AMOS. 

After each individual data set was accepted, the ―Multiple Group Analysis‖ function was 

implemented. The full structural model in the unconstrained solution ran first. Following 

a successful examination of the unconstrained model, the researcher constrained every 

respective path by assigning a letter value ―A,‖ ―B,‖ ―C,‖ etc. to each path, 

communicating to the AMOS program to hold values constant across groups. For 

example, the NEIGHBORHOOD DISORGANIZATION to self-esteem path would 

receive the same letter in each group (e.g. ―A‖); the SCHOOL INITIATIVE to self-

esteem path would receive a different letter (e.g. ―B‖) that would also be held constant in 

each group. The constrained model was then analyzed and its chi-square value was 

compared to that for the unconstrained model. Because equality constraints are generally 

only applicable to the unstandardized solution (as opposed to standardized solutions, 

where the results are affected by each group not having identical standard deviations on 

the variables), only unstandardized regression weights will be reported for comparison 

purposes (Gillett, 2006). 
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Ethnicity. Multiple group analyses were used to test for moderating differences 

between the dominant ethnic groups within the Youth and Family Project data set, 

namely, African-Americans, Euro-Americans, and Latinos/as. Delta chi-square difference 

tests were used to investigate differences between models (see Table 8). Results indicate 

that the unconstrained model was the best fit. Therefore, the constrained model 

(regression weights held constant across groups) was rejected and the researcher 

concludes that the Full Structural Model, significantly varies across groups and has 

multiple relationships moderated by ethnicity, most notably Adolescent Violent 

Behavior. 

 

Table 8 – Comparative Model Testing (Delta Chi-square Difference Test): Comparing 

Updated Model across Ethnicity 

 

Model 2
 df 2      

( df) 

Unconstrained Model 3850.23 1093  

Constrained Model 4093.05 1165 242.82 (72) *** 

* p < .05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001  

  

A review of the results indicates several significant differences between African-

American, Euro-American, and Latino/a adolescents (see Table 9). Though many of the 

path regression weights were significant, some interesting findings between ethnic groups 

emerged. It appears the paths from LACK OF SCHOOL INITIATIVE and LACK OF 

PEER CONNECTION to ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR is different between 

Euro-American youth and the African-American and Latino/a cohort. This finding 

suggests that higher scores in lack of peer connection and lack of school initiative 
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increased the level of adolescent violent behavior more than the same measure for 

African-American and Latino/a youth. These results indicate that peer connection and 

school initiative may be important intervention areas for Euro-American adolescents and 

less effective with African-American and Latino/a youth. 

 It appears that neighborhood disorganization has a profound impact on African-

American youth. The pathways from NEIGHBORHOOD DISORGANIZATION to self-

esteem and ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR were significant in all but one 

instance. For example, each group reported that the greater the level of neighborhood 

disorganization experienced in their home environment the lower the score on the self-

esteem index. Euro-American and Latino/a youth were substantially impacted by this 

construct (-.133 and -.178, respectively); whereas, African-American youth were 

apparently not impacted by the level of disorganization (.814, p < .05). The finding for 

the African-American cohort did not match with the hypothesized direction of the paths 

(the author predicted a negative relationship). This might suggest that African-American 

youth in the sampled area are surprisingly resilient to neighborhood distress when 

compared with their Euro-American and Latino/a cohorts. Though neighborhood 

disorganization appeared to have a profound impact on self-esteem scores, the effects 

were less pronounced in relation to the direct pathway effect from NEIGHBORHOOD 

DISORGANIZATION to ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR. Both Euro-American 

and Latino/a youth appeared to be affected by neighborhood distress. Latino/a youth 

reported higher levels (.104, p < .001) of violent behavior than did Euro-American youth 

(.051, p < .001). Interestingly, the data indicate that increased levels of neighborhood 
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disorganization are not significantly associated with higher rates of violent behavior in 

African-American youth as it does with the Euro-American and Latino/a cohort. 

 The pathways from Gender to PARENTAL VIOLENT BEHAVIOR, self-esteem, 

and ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR were striking. In each instance, the 

African-American cohort reported scores that ran counter to the Euro-American and 

Latino/a cohorts. For the PARENTAL VIOLENT BEHAVIOR pathway, results indicate 

that African-American females report higher rates of parental violent behavior (-.044, p < 

.001); whereas Euro-American males (.134, p < .001) and Latino males (.103, p < .05) 

reported higher levels of parental violent behavior. In the instance of self-esteem, Euro-

American (-.210, p < .001) and Latina (-.278, p < .001) females reported significantly 

lower self-esteem scores than did African-Americans, where males (.069, p < .01), 

apparently, reported lower scores than females. Finally, gender had little to no effect on 

the report of violent behavior within the African-American cohort (.003); whereas, Euro-

American and Latino males reported slightly higher levels of violent behavior than their 

female counterparts. Euro-American males (-.061, p < .001) reported slightly higher 

levels of physical aggression than those in the Latino cohort (-.039, p < .05), in each case 

the findings were significant. The researchers anticipated findings that would 

demonstrate a chasm between the manifestation of physical violence in male and female 

cohorts, with greater incidence rates of violent behavior favoring males. The lack of 

difference in the African-American cohort, coupled with the limited effects on Euro-

American and Latino/a cohort casts doubt on the assumption that males are more violent 

than females in this particular sample. Perhaps the measures used in the study that is 
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sensitive to multiple manifestations of violence that include more than just physical 

aggression (e.g. ―get in fights‖ and ―threaten to hurt people‖). The Achenbach inventory 

also accounts for other relationally aggressive forms of violent behavior (―scream a lot‖ 

and ―destroy other people’s property‖). The lack of difference between genders may very 

well indicate that less aggressive forms of violent behavior are perpetrated at similar rates 

between males and females. 

 Results suggest that the path from PARENTAL VIOLENT BEHAVIOR to self-

esteem is particularly devastating in all ethnic groups, (Euro-American: -.353, p < .00; 

Latino/a: -.354, p < .001), and especially so with the African-American cohort (-.284, p < 

.001).  Not surprisingly, the pathway from PARENTAL VIOLENT BEHAVIOR to 

ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR was significant in and between all ethnic 

groups. The path from SELF ESTEEM INDEX to ADOLESCENT VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR was significant for all ethnic groups, indicating that lower self-esteem 

scores are predictive of higher reports of adolescent violent behavior. 
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Table 9 – Updated Model Paths Moderated by Ethnicity (Unstandardized Results from 

Unconstrained Model) 

 

   
African 

American 

Euro 

American 
Latino/a 

Gender  → 
PARENTAL 

VIOLENT BEHAVIOR 
-.044*** .134 *** .103 * 

NEIGHBOR. 

DISORG. 
→ 

SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
.814* -.133* -.178*** 

PARENTAL 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

→ 
SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
-.284*** -.353 *** -.354 *** 

SCHOOL 

INITIATIVE 
→ 

SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
-.665 * -.262 *** -.215 *** 

PEER 

CONNECTION 
→ 

SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
.542** .052 ** .054 * 

Gender → 
SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
.069** -.210 *** -.278 *** 

NEIGHBOR. 

DISORG. 
→ 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

.036 .051*** .104*** 

PARENTAL 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

→ 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

.068*** .056*** .076*** 

LACK 

SCHOOL 

INITIATIVE 

→ 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

.001 .027 *** -.011 

LACK 

PEER 

CONNECTION 

→ 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

.010 .017* .019 

SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
→ 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

-.042*** -.034*** -.054*** 

Gender → 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

.003 -.061*** -.039* 

* p < .05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001  

SES. Multiple group analyses were used to test for moderating differences 

between the various reports of SES within the Youth and Family Project data set. The 5 
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original categories were collapsed into three, representing those respondents who 

indicated their parents’ financial situation was: ―Below Average,‖ ―Average,‖ or ―Above 

Average.‖ Significant differences in the chi-square scores of the unconstrained and 

constrained models were noted (see Table 10). Results indicate that the constrained 

model harmed the fit and was, therefore rejected. The unconstrained model, though not 

parsimonious in requiring different versions for the three groups, is accepted because of 

its superior fit to the data. The researcher concludes that many of the constructs are 

moderated by SES, most notably Adolescent Violent Behavior. 

 

Table 10 – Comparative Model Testing (Delta Chi-square Difference Test): Comparing 

Updated Model across SES 

 

Model 2
 df 2      

( df) 

Unconstrained Model 3279.91 1231  

Constrained Model 3958.98 1329 679.07 (98) *** 

* p < .05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001  

 

 

 A number of significant moderating differences were discovered between 

adolescents who reported below average, average, and above average income levels when 

compared to their peers in the unconstrained model (see Table 11). The Ethdum2 

(African-American compared to Latino/a) to PARENTAL VIOLENT BEHAVIOR path 

was significant for those adolescents who reported ―above average‖ SES scores. The 

finding indicates that significantly higher rates of parental violent behavior are reported 

in the African-American cohort (above average SES) when compared to the same Latino 

cohort (.207, p < .001). The Ethdum3 (Euro-American compared to Latino/a) path to 
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PARENTAL VIOLENT BEHAVIOR was significant in the ―below average‖ and 

―average‖ SES categories. The negative direction of the relationship indicates that 

Latinos/as reporting ―below average‖ or ―average‖ SES report higher rates of parental 

violent behavior when compared to the Euro-American cohort (Below Average: -.229, p 

< .001; Average: -.147, p < .001). 

 Of those adolescents who reported average SES, the relationship of 

NEIGHBORHOOD DISORGANIZATION to self-esteem had greater significance (-

.191, p < .001) than the below average (-.210, not significant) and the above average 

cohorts (-.130, p < .05). The finding suggests that those individuals reporting average 

SES are more likely to report lower levels of self-esteem when elevated levels of 

neighborhood disorganization are present. The same relationship is present for both the 

below and above average SES adolescents, though the relationship is not significant for 

below average SES adolescents and only modestly significant for above average SES 

adolescents. 

 Adolescents who reported below average SES were substantially impacted by 

relationship of PARENTAL VIOLENT BEHAVIOR on self-esteem. Though the 

relationships were significant across each of the SES groups, those reporting below 

average scores were much higher (-.827, p < .001) than the average (-.359, p < .001) or 

above average (-.320, p < .001) SES groups. The relationship between the LACK OF 

SCHOOL INITIATIVE to self-esteem directional path was significant for those reporting 

average (-.241, p < .001) or above average SES (-.252, p < .001), yet not significant for 

those reporting below average SES (-.133, not significant). The results suggest the more 
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perceived financial resources the adolescent believes they have, the more susceptible to 

lower self-esteem scores when they are not performing well in school. Increased 

resources and school performance appear and their cumulative effect on self-esteem 

scores is highly correlated. 

 The relationship of gender to self-esteem yielded a wide array of interesting 

results. The gender to self-esteem path was perhaps the most diverse. It would appear that 

adolescent males who report below average SES scores also report lower levels of self-

esteem (.765, p < .001). Male and female adolescents reporting average SES scores 

appear to be generally equal in their respective self-esteem scores (.002, not significant). 

On the other hand, adolescent females who report above average SES scores report lower 

self-esteem scores. These findings suggest that SES moderates self esteem for males at 

below average SES, does not have an impact for those reporting average SES, and affects 

females reporting above average SES.   

 Multiple relationships in the ethnicity (Ethdum2 and Ethdum3) to self-esteem 

directional paths were also discovered. For Ethdum2 (African American compared to 

Latinos/as) to self-esteem, significant relationships were discovered for adolescents 

reporting below average (.268, p < .001) and average SES (.247, p < .001). These results 

indicate that African-American adolescents report lower self-esteem scores in the below 

average or average SES cohort when compared to Latino/a groups across similar SES 

cohorts. For Ethdum3 (Euro-American compared to Latinos/as) to SELF ESTEEM, 

significant relationships were discovered in each SES category. Euro-American 

adolescents reporting below average SES scored lower on self-esteem measures than did 
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their respect Latino/a cohort (.693, p < .001). On the other hand, Latinos/as had 

significantly lower self-esteem scores when compared to Euro-Americans on both the 

average and above average SES categories (Average: -.116, p < .05; Above Average: -

.238, p < .001). The varied information yielded from the examination of SES on ethnicity 

and self-esteem indicates that SES has a profound impact on self-esteem and that the 

various SES categories have affected each ethnic group in a unique manner. 

 A significant relationship in the NEIGHBORHOOD DISORGANIZATION to 

ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR directional path for ―average‖ (.078, p < .001) 

and ―above average‖ (.090, p < .001) cohort was detected. However, the same pathway 

was non-significant for those reporting ―below average‖ SES (.030, not significant) 

scores. The finding suggests that disorganization in the physical environment increases 

the incidence of violent behavior in ―average‖ and ―above average‖ SES cohorts. This 

finding is curious. Literature sources would suggest that increased neighborhood 

disorganization is more likely in ―below average‖ SES neighborhoods. As such, the 

incidence of violent behavior would be more evident in these neighborhoods. Such a 

finding was not supported in this analysis. One possible explanation could be that the 

―below average‖ reporting SES adolescents do not perceive their physical environment to 

be disorganized at all and, therefore, have normalized their experience to the point that 

―disorganization‖ is not detected with the current instrument. 

 Significant relationships were detected for all SES cohorts in the PARENTAL 

VIOLENCE to ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR directional pathway. The 

impact of parental violent behavior was more pronounced for adolescents who reported 
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lower levels of SES. As reports of SES resources increased, the strength of relationship 

between parental and adolescent violent behavior decreased (Below Average: .097, p < 

.001; Average: .064, p < .001; Above Average: .056, p < .001). 

 The LACK OF SCHOOL INITIATIVE and LACK OF PEER CONNECTION to 

ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR directional paths were not significant for any 

SES cohort. This finding has been consistent in each of the multiple group analyses 

conducted in this study. 

 Self-esteem continues to be a significant directional path in the development of 

adolescent violent behavior. Each model and multiple group analyses confirmed that 

lower self-esteem scores are predictive of increased violent behavior. This finding was 

not different as it related to SES cohorts. Each cohort’s path was significant. The impact 

was slightly more pronounced for ―below average‖ reporting adolescents (-.054, p < 

.001) and approximately equal for both ―average‖ (-.041, p < .001) and ―above average‖ 

(-.042, p < .001) cohorts.  

 The only significant relationship in the Gender to ADOLESCENT VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR directional path were adolescent females reporting ―above average‖ SES 

scores (-.065, p < .001). No other significant relationships were detected in this portion of 

the analysis. It is interesting to note that females reporting ―below average‖ SES appeared 

to have higher rates of violent behavior (-.020, not significant), though ―average‖ SES 

cohorts were approximately equal (.002, not significant). 
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Table 11 – Updated Model Paths Moderated by SES (Unstandardized Results from 

Unconstrained Model) 
 

   
Below 

Average 
Average 

Above  

Average 

Gender  → 
PARENTAL 

VIOLENT BEHAVIOR 
-.112 -.003 -.059 

Ethdum2  → 
PARENTAL 

VIOLENT BEHAVIOR 
-.128 -.056 .207*** 

Ethdum3 → 
PARENTAL 

VIOLENT BEHAVIOR 
-.229** -.147 *** -.050 

NEIGHBOR. 

DISORG. 
→ 

SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
-.210 -.191*** -.130* 

PARENTAL 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

→ 
SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
-.827*** -.359 *** -.320 *** 

LACK 

SCHOOL 

INITIATIVE 

→ 
SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
-.133 -.241 *** -.252 *** 

LACK 

PEER 

CONNECTION 

→ 
SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
-.016 .037 .029 

Gender → 
SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX .765*** .002 -.254 *** 

Ethdum2  → 
SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
.268*** .247 *** .100 

Ethdum3 → 
SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
.693*** -.116* -.238*** 

NEIGHBOR. 

DISORG. 
→ 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

.030 .078*** .090*** 

PARENTAL 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

→ 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

.097** .064*** .056*** 

LACK  

SCHOOL 

INITIATIVE 

→ 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

.004 .015 .008 

LACK 

PEER 

CONNECTION 

→ 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

.012 .013 .007 
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Below 

Average 
Average 

Above  

Average 

SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX 
→ 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

-.054*** -.041*** -.042*** 

Gender → 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

-.020 .002 -.065*** 

Ethdum2  → 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

.025 -.020 .016 

Ethdum3 → 

ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR 

-.035 -.006 .000 

Table 11 continued 

* p < .05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001  

Gender. Multiple group analyses were used to test for moderating effects between 

males and females on the paths in the Updated Model. Delta chi-square difference testing 

was employed to test for effects (see Table 12). The difference in chi-square between the 

constrained and unconstrained model was not significant. Though constraining the model 

did not improve the overall fit, neither did it create significant harm to it.  The 

constrained model is thus retained. The results indicate that gender does not have a 

moderating effect between any of the constructs in the Updated Model.  This finding 

represents parsimony, as the full-sample model holds equally well for males and females 

and there is no need to invoke separate models.  
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Table 12 – Comparative Model Testing (Delta Chi-square Difference Test): Comparing 

Updated Model across Gender 

 

Model 2
 df 2      

( df) 

Unconstrained Model 5221.97 769  

Constrained Model 5240.89 814 18.92 (45)  

* p < .05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001  

 

Summary 

 This chapter provided the results of two structural equation models, evidence for 

the mediating effect of self-esteem on the model, and multiple group analyses for 

moderating effects of Ethnicity, SES, and Gender in the Full Structural Model. Each of 

the models yielded several significant pathways.. The mediating effects of self-esteem 

were analyzed in the final Updated Model. It was determined the curvilinear relationship 

of self-esteem to adolescent violent behavior did not exist within the current sample. 

However, findings from the comparative model testing suggest that self-esteem does, in 

fact, mediate the paths in the Updated Model. In the end, the Updated Model (excluding 

the self-esteem squared index) was discovered to be the most parsimonious explanation 

of the identified socialization factors and their respective relationships with the self-

esteem and adolescent violent behavior constructs. The researcher acknowledges the 

possibility that multiple paths and relationships, not included in the Updated model may 

have been significant or improved the overall fit of the model. Nevertheless, the model 

was created and informed by current literature and the supported theoretical relationships 

of the Ecological Systems model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 
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 The Updated Model was the basis from which multiple group analyses were 

performed to test for the hypothesized moderating effects of Ethnicity, SES, and Gender 

on the structural model. It was determined that Ethnicity and SES moderated the paths 

within the Updated Model. Gender did not demonstrate any moderating effect on the 

model.  
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

 

 This study analyzed data from a subsample of Euro-American, Latino/a, and 

African-American respondents (N = 1,954) extracted from the Youth and Family project 

data set (N = 2,214). The sample was comprised of 9
th

, 10
th

, 11
th

, and 12
th

 grade males 

and females sampled from four school districts in a large metropolitan area in the 

southwestern United States. The primary focus of this chapter is to summarize and 

discuss the findings of Chapter 4. The chapter is divided into four main sections. First, a 

review of the hypotheses and relevant findings will be presented. Second, the clinical 

implications of the findings for Marriage and Family Therapists (MFTs) will be 

discussed. Third, the strengths and limitations of the study will be examined. Finally, 

directions for future research are set forth. 

Review of Hypotheses and Findings 

Hypothesis Review 

H1: There will be a significant difference in the comparative models between genders on 

behaviors that impact Adolescent Violent Behavior.   

 

H2: Violent behavior will be moderated by gender. 

 

 The comparative model testing (delta chi-square difference test) did not produce a 

significantly different result between the two models (
2      

( df) = 18.92 (45), not 

significant). Constraining the paths in the model did not significantly harm the fit. 

Therefore, the unconstrained model was rejected. These results suggest that gender does 

not have a moderating effect on the model. Support for hypotheses one and two was not 

confirmed in this study and the null hypotheses will be retained. 
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H3: Self-esteem will be significantly and negatively related to Adolescent Violent 

Behavior.  

 

 

 The path coefficient from SELF-ESTEEM to ADOLESCENT VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR was indeed negative (-.041) and statistically significant (p < .001). The 

results suggest that respondents who reported lower self-esteem scores were also more 

likely to report using violent behavior. The negative direction of this path and the 

statistically significant result provide ample support for hypothesis three.  

 

H4: Threatened egotism will be significantly and positively related to Adolescent Violent 

Behavior.  

 

Prior to the final analysis, it was determined that the direct path from SELF-

ESTEEM SQUARED to ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR was highly correlated 

with the SELF-ESTEEM INDEX construct. Instead of exaggerated differences between 

constructs and a positive direct path to ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR, it was 

discovered that the self-esteem constructs were collinear and the results yielded a 

negative direct path (-.010).  Subsequently, the construct SELF-ESTEEM SQUARED 

was eliminated from the final model. Additionally, each hypothesis in this section has 

been amended to reflect the construct being eliminated in the final model. Support for 

hypothesis four was not confirmed through this study and the null must be retained. 

 

H5: The construct of Adolescent Violent Behavior will be mediated by self-esteem. 

 
The significant directional pathway to self-esteem index included: 

NEIGHBORHOOD DISORGANIZATION (.162; p < .001), PARENTAL VIOLENT 
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BEHAVIOR (-.349; p < .001), and LACK OF SCHOOL INITIATIVE (-.244; p = .001). 

Both ethnicity stand-alone variables were statistically significant in relation to self-esteem as 

well. With Latino/a’s selected as the reference group the following can be interpreted from 

the updated model: African American adolescents have higher self-esteem scores when 

compared to Latino/a adolescents (.237; p < .001) and Euro-American adolescents have 

lower self-esteem scores when compared to Latino/a adolescents (-.074; p < .001). The 

gender variable (.011) and LACK OF PEER CONNECTION construct (-.201) were the only 

direct paths found to be insignificant. The multiple significant pathways to SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX and the final significant pathway to ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR 

indicate that self-esteem mediates violent behavior in the updated full structural model. 

Therefore, hypothesis five is supported by the results of this study. 

 

H6: The Parental Violent Behavior, Lack of School Initiative, and Lack of Peer 

Connection will be significantly and negatively related to self-esteem index and self-

esteem squared. 

 
The significant pathways to self-esteem index in the microsystem level included: 

PARENTAL VIOLENT BEHAVIOR (-.349; p < .001) and LACK OF SCHOOL 

INITIATIVE (-.244; p < .001). LACK OF PEER CONNECTION was not significant (-.201, 

not significant). The direct path coefficients were all negative with two of the direct paths 

being significant. Therefore, only part of hypothesis 6 was supported. The null should be 

retained as it relates to the LACK OF PEER CONNECTION to SELF-ESTEEM INDEX 

path. 

 

H7: Parental Violent Behavior will be significantly and positively related to Adolescent 

Violent Behavior 
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The path coefficient from PARENTAL VIOLENT BEHAVIOR to 

ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR was indeed positive (.191) and statistically 

significant (p < .001). The results suggest that respondents who reported higher rates of 

parental violent behavior were more likely to report using violent behavior themselves. 

The positive direction of this path and the statistically significant result provide ample 

support to accept hypothesis seven. 

 

H8: Lack of school initiative will be significantly and positively related to Adolescent 

Violent Behavior. 

 

The path coefficient from LACK OF SCHOOL INITIATIVE to ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT BEHAVIOR was indeed positive (.010) but not statistically significant.  The 

results suggest that respondents who reported higher scores (meaning less initiative) in 

their connection to school were more likely to report using violent behavior. The positive 

direction of this path and the statistically significant result provide support for the 

acceptance of hypothesis eight. The strength of the relationship and lower p-value 

threshold requires that the results be interpreted cautiously. 

 

H9: Lack of Peer Connection will be significantly and positively related to Adolescent 

Violent Behavior. 

 

The path coefficient from LACK OF PEER CONNECTION to ADOLESCENT 

VIOLENT BEHAVIOR was indeed positive (.008) but not statistically significant. The 

results suggest that respondents who reported higher scores indicating low connection 

with peers were more likely to report using violent behavior themselves. Though the 
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direction of the path is positive, the lack of statistical significance requires that the null be 

retained for hypothesis nine. 

 

H10: The constructs of Parental Violent Behavior, Lack of School Initiative, Lack of Peer 

Connection, and Neighborhood Disorganization will all be positively associated with one 

another. 

 

 The bi-directional correlations between the constructs of LACK OF SCHOOL 

INITIATIVE, LACK OF PEER CONNECTION, and NEIGHBORHOOD 

DISORGANIZATION were indeed significantly associated with one another (see Table 

7). The following findings were discovered through this study:  NEIGHBORHOOD 

DISORGANIZATION ↔ LACK OF SCHOOL INITIATIVE (.087, p < .001); LACK 

OF PEER CONNECTION ↔ LACK OF SCHOOL INITIATIVE (-.237, p < .001); and 

LACK OF PEER CONNECTION ↔ NEIGHBORHOOD DISORGANIZATION (-.048, 

p < .001). The results suggest that these constructs are significantly correlated with one 

another. These findings provide support for the acceptance of hypothesis 10. 

 

H11: Neighborhood Disorganization will be significantly and negatively related to self-

esteem index and self-esteem squared. 

 

The path coefficient from NEIGHBORHOOD DISORGANIZATION to SELF-

ESTEEM INDEX was indeed negative (-.162) and statistically significant (p < .001). The 

results suggest that respondents who reported higher rates of neighborhood 

disorganization were more likely to report lower self-esteem scores. The negative 

direction of this path and the statistically significant result provide support for the 

acceptance of hypothesis 11. 
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H12:  Neighborhood Disorganization will be significantly and positively related to 

Adolescent Violent Behavior. 

 

The path coefficient from NEIGHBORHOOD DISORGANIZATION to 

ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR was positive (.074) and statistically significant 

(p < .001). The results suggest that respondents who reported higher rates of 

neighborhood disorganization were more likely to report using violent behavior. The 

positive direction of this path and the statistically significant result provide support for 

the acceptance of hypothesis 12. 

 

H13: The construct of Adolescent Violent Behavior will be moderated by ethnicity and 

socioeconomic status.  

 

Comparative model testing (delta chi-square difference tests) was conducted to 

determine moderating effects of ethnicity and socioeconomic status on the model. The 

multiple group analysis for ethnicity yielded a significantly different result (
2   

( df) 

= 242.82 (72), p < .001) as did the analysis for socioeconomic status (
2   

( df) = 

679.07 (98), p < .001)   Constraining the paths in the models significantly harmed the fit. 

Therefore, the unconstrained models were accepted as parsimonious. These results 

suggest that ethnicity and socioeconomic status are indeed moderating factors in the 

model. The existence of moderating effects provides support for hypothesis 13. 

 

Discussion of Findings 

 This section outlines and discusses the findings of this study as organized by each 

individual hypothesis. In cases where hypotheses are similar to each other, they have 

been collapsed and discussed together. 
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 Hypotheses 1 and 2. These stated that there would be significant differences 

between genders in the comparative models (Hypothesis 1) and that the overall model 

would be moderated by gender (Hypothesis 2). Neither hypothesis was supported and the 

null was retained for both. During preliminary analysis and the construction of Table 3, 

the means and standard deviations were so similar between genders that the possibility of 

discovering any differences was remote. Indeed, the data supported that there were little, 

if any, differences between genders and the constructs in the model.  

 Multiple research studies indicate a massive chasm in the rate of violent and 

assaultive behavior between males and females (Castro & Landry, 2005; Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention, 2008; Fingerhut, Kleinman, Godfrey, & Rosenberg, 

1991; Greene & Bogo, 2002; Hollister-Wagner, Foshee, Jackson, 2001; Jacobsen, 1993; 

Lawson, 2003; O’Leary, Barling, Arias, Rosenbaum, Malone, & Tyree, 1989; Sharkey, 

2006). In a recent, nationally representative sample, the Center for Disease Control and 

Prevention (2008) estimates that 44.4% of all high school males of have been in a 

physical fight in the last 12 months; whereas, only 26.5% of females reported such 

behavior. Furthermore, the exposure to parental violence and the threshold for aggressive 

acts towards peers is considerably lower for males than females (Hollister-Wagner, 

Foshee, Jackson, 2001). A reported 58.6% of males are subjected to corporal punishment 

by their parents when compared to 44.4% of the female cohort (Strauss & Donnelly, 

1993). Based solely on a few ―raw‖ statistics, there is little reason not to believe that 

males would be more violent in their romantic and peer relationships. Gender—
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specifically being male—is a prominent risk factor for aggressive and violent behavior in 

American society. 

 The finding was surprising. One potential explanation for the difference is that the 

Achenbach Aggression Scale is geared toward both relational and physical manifestations 

of violence. At least three of the items were geared toward less aggressive and relational 

forms of violent behavior. The remaining two items were overtly physical forms of 

violence. The inclusion of both relational and physical forms of violence could be a 

plausible explanation rationale for a finding that counters current literary sources. 

Another explanation is that the sample is normative and, therefore, is not experiencing 

high levels of violence. 

 Despite the explanation, the finding is compelling. Both males and females were 

remarkably similar on the 5-item Achenbach Aggression inventory. An analysis of the 

composite mean score for the 3 point Likert-type inventory (0 = Never and 2 = Often 

True) indicates that females (.98) report slightly higher rates of violent behavior than 

males (.97).  Subsequent analyses using this inventory may consider separating the items 

to reflect relational and physical forms of violent behavior. 

 Hypothesis 3. This stated that the relationship between self-esteem and 

ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR would be significant and negative in its 

direction. Such a hypothesis suggests that as self-esteem scores lower (indicating lower 

self-esteem) reports of adolescent violent behavior will rise.  

The relationship between the SELF-ESTEEM and ADOLESCENT VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR construct was indeed significant and the path coefficient negative in its 
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direction, thus confirming the initial belief that lower scores of self-esteem increase the 

reports of violent behavior. Despite Baumeister's and colleagues' compelling critique of 

self-esteem and its mediating effect on aggression (reference Chapter 2), the findings 

contained in this study are consistent with multiple literature sources within the last 40 

years identifying self-esteem as a risk factor for violent behavior (Anderson, 1994; 

Bolger & Patterson, 2001; Bolger, Patterson & Kupersmidt, 1998; Bracher, 2000; Coie, 

Dodge, Terry, & Wright, 1991; Flannery, Wester, & Singer, 2004; Gondolf, 1985; 

Heilbrun, 1981; Levin & McDevitt, 1993; Long, 1990; MacDonald, 1975; Mueller & 

Silverman, 1989; Oates & Forrest, 1985; Renzetti, 1992; Schoenfeld, 1988; Staub, 1989; 

Stith, Smith, Penn, Ward, & Tritt, 2004; Taylor & Brown, 1988; Tice, 1993; Whitbeck & 

Hoyt, 1999; Wiehe, 1991). As self-esteem scores lowered, the incidence of violent 

behavior increased.  

Walker and Bright (2009) reviewed 20 years of empirical research in relation to 

self-esteem and violence and concluded that a relationship between the two constructs did 

indeed exist. The focus of this meta-analytic review was on the cognitive appraisals of 

embarrassment and humiliation (e.g. perceived disrespect) and self-respect and pride (e.g. 

favorable view of self or healthy self-esteem). Though many of the reviewed articles 

discovered a complicated relationship between self-esteem and violence, a preponderance 

of these studies found support for the correlate of low self-esteem and violent behavior. 

Greenwood (2005) supports cognitive models that intervene with automatic thoughts that 

are focused on negative self-talk. The view of oneself, favorable or not, is embedded in a 

series of socially mediated variables, influenced by social organization, family, peers, and 
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perceived value within such a system. She concludes: ―Adolescents are curiously 

preoccupied with what they appear to be in the eyes of others as compared to what they 

feel that they are‖ (2005, p. 1). In effect, the use of violence is a social equalizer. It is 

easily perceived as a quick and effective response to feeling embarrassed, disrespected, or 

humiliated (Bracher, 2000). In a western society that values meritocracy, doing 

something, anything, promotes self and provides temporary relief over self-betrayal. 

The findings here do not suggest a causal link between low self-esteem and 

violence. Such sweeping and generalized claims are simply unsubstantiated. Not every 

person who experiences low self-esteem will use violence to resolve interpersonal 

problems. Conversely, those who do have a favorable view of self (higher self-esteem) 

are not inoculated from violent behavior. However, these findings suggest that self-

esteem, or at least a favorable view of self, is a protective factor against violent behavior; 

whereas, instances of lower self-esteem increase the likelihood of violent behavior in 

youth. Mental health practitioners may well find utility in having detailed conversations 

with their adolescent clients about negative self-talk and the methods they use to counter 

these occurrences.  

 Hypothesis 4. Hypothesis four suggested the relationship between the constructs 

of SELF-ESTEEM SQUARED, to test the concept of ―threatened egotism,‖ and 

ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR would be significant and positive. This 

hypothesis was not supported due to the SELF-ESTEEM INDEX and SELF-ESTEEM 

SQUARED constructs being so highly correlated. Due to multicollinearity of the SELF-

ESTEEM SQUARED construct it was subsequently eliminated from the model.  
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One of the primary objectives of this study was to find support for Baumeister’s 

assertions of ―threatened egotism‖ being a contributing factor in assaultive behaviors. 

The hypothesized curvilinear relationship of self-esteem and violent behavior could 

provide valuable information in targeting violent youth who struggle with hindered self-

concepts and those who seemingly use violent behavior to protect their self-concept. 

Such a distinction is a phenomenological shift in how researchers conceptualize the 

functionality of violent behavior. The 5-item Rosenberg scale used in this study may 

simply have been an inadequate measure to sufficiently demonstrate a difference between 

those who experience low or higher rates of self-esteem yet still report similar or 

increased rates of violent behavior (when compared to a lower self-esteem cohort). The 

5-point Likert scale may not have provided enough variability between low and high 

occurrences of self-esteem. Future understanding of the ―threatened egotism construct‖ 

may be enhanced by using a 7-point Likert scale inventory or by isolating reports of high 

self-esteem and testing direct effects on relational or physical forms of aggressive 

behavior. The findings from this study support the occurrence of low self-esteem as a 

mediating variable in the occurrence of adolescent violent behavior. (Baumesiter, Smart, 

& Boden, 1996; Baumeister & Campbell, 2000; Bushman & Baumeister, 1998; Hornug, 

McCullough, & Sugimoto, 1981). 

  Hypothesis 5.  This hypothesis stated that the pathways to adolescent violent 

behavior would be mediated by self-esteem. With the multiple significant pathways to 

self-esteem and, finally, to adolescent violent behavior the hypothesis was supported in 

this study. However, the implications of this particular finding must be grounded within 
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the systemic perspective as originally hypothesized. The mediating effect of self-esteem 

provides implicit support of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory. Bracher 

(2000) argues that self-esteem, as a risk factor, is more of a commentary about identity; 

the underlying need of an individual to balance status, attention, honor, and dominance, 

in our lives. From this vantage point, Erikson’s (1959) theory on personality 

development, particularly the adolescent task of obtaining a stable identity or suffering 

―role confusion,‖ indeed becomes the central task for youth. Conversely, esteem and 

identity are embedded within each other—unable to achieve one without the other. 

Therefore, self-esteem is best conceptualized as a ―crossroads‖ variable.  

These findings suggest that self-esteem mediates cognitive and socialization 

dimensions of adolescent life. The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) was 

used to measure self-esteem in this instance. The scale represents an even distribution of 

questions that have been designed to assess for both favorable and unfavorable views of 

self. The mediating effect of self-esteem on the construct of Adolescent Violent Behavior 

has been supported by multiple authors as a the source of individual violent behavior 

(Bracher, 2000; Gondolf, 1985; Stith, Smith, Penn, Ward, & Tritt, 2004; Walker & 

Bright, 2009). Despite the findings in this study, Bushman and Baumeister (1998) dispute 

the definition of self-esteem as a construct and its role, mediating or not, in violent 

behavior. Bracher (2000) acknowledges confusion and the variability by which self-

esteem has been operationalized in research, yet maintains that most studies point to the 

concept of ―authentic self-esteem‖ as the standard by which the construct is connected to 

violent behavior. Bracher is quick to point out that exceptions to this rule (e.g. narcissistic 
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personality disorder) are ―outliers‖ and, therefore, not an authentic view of self. The 

findings from this study support Bracher’s assertion. A negative view of self, greatly 

increases the occurrence of violent behavior within this sample. Evidence supporting the 

construct of ―threatened egotism‖ was inconclusive. Perhaps the validity of this construct 

could be substantiated through the use of an inventory designed to make distinctions 

between ―authentic views of self‖ and ―threatened egotism.‖  

Interestingly, Gillett (2006) using the same data set used for this study, discovered 

that the pro-social behavior of empathy did not play a mediating role in a model 

connecting adolescent antisocial behavior and parental control. Other protective factors 

like family structure, religiosity, and parental control, did have a mediating role in the 

occurrence of antisocial behavior. Combining Gillett’s study with the current one 

provides interesting information about how to intervene with adolescent’s who are 

antisocial and/or violent. It would appear that the evidence of antisocial behavior or lower 

occurrences of self-esteem may be indicative of greater systemic trouble. Distress at 

home, school, or neighborhood may contribute to an adolescent manifesting themselves 

as having ―low self-esteem.‖ As opposed to a narrow view that such an occurrence is 

individual in nature, a systemic outlook provides mental health practitioners with 

multiple avenues to intervene. In any case, such a stance removes the heavy burden of 

blaming and scapegoating off of the child and places it squarely on the group of people 

interacting with the youth. 

Hypothesis 6. Hypothesis 6 stated that higher score of parental violent behavior, 

lack of school initiative, and lack of peer connection would have a significant and 
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negative direct path to self-esteem. As a result, an increase in any of these various 

socialization phenomena would decrease self-esteem scores. The finding was supported 

in the PARENTAL VIOLENT BEHAVIOR and LACK OF SCHOOL INITIAIVE paths 

but not supported in the LACK OF PEER CONNECTION to SELF-ESTEEM path. The 

parental violent behavior to self-esteem path was the strongest direct relationship in the 

entire model (-.349, p < .001). Emotional and physical safety are the pillars of any 

successful relationship, romantic, parental, or otherwise. Child exposure to overt marital 

hostility has a detrimental impact in how youth view themselves. In the case of the 

current study, the occurrence of parental violence significantly decreased self-esteem 

scores.  

 Support from literature sources about the topic is overwhelming (Bolger, 

Patterson, & Kupersmidt, 1998; Chapple, Tyler, & Bersani, 2005; Jaffe, Wolfe, & 

Wilson, 1990; Johnson & Ferraro, 2000; Kantor & Jasinski, 1998; Parker, Stewart, & 

Gantt, 2006; Sachs-Ericsson, Verona, Joiner, & Preacher, 2006; Self-Brown, LeBlanc, & 

Kelly, 2004; Simons, Lin, & Gordon, 1998; Stone & Dover, 2007; Straus, Gelles, & 

Steinmetz, 1988). Considerable research documents the negative impact of parental 

violence on children. In addition to increased violent behavior with peers and other 

family members, studies have demonstrated that youth exposed to parental violence 

manifest internalized and externalized psychiatric disorders, developmental delays, 

and/or relationship difficulty in adulthood (Groves, 2002; Herman, 1997; Sachs-Ericsson, 

Verona, Joiner, & Preacher, 2006).  
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Parental support is critical in the effort of assisting children to develop self-

control and conflict resolution skills (Bean, Barber, & Crane, 2006). With the added 

presence of hostility and the psychological stress it induces, youth are unlikely to develop 

the skills needed to successfully navigate conflict and become increasingly likely to use 

aggressive behavior to resolve interpersonal difficulties (Tice, 1993). Males, in particular, 

have demonstrated a much lower tolerance of exposure to parental violence before they 

become violent with their friends (Wolf & Foshee, 2003). 

Support for the LACK OF SCHOOL INITIATIVE to self-esteem path was also 

discovered in this study. As scores on the school initiative scale increased (reverse coded 

to demonstrate a lack of school initiative) the scores on the self-esteem index decreased. 

This finding suggests an important relationship between school performance and self-

esteem. Coupled with the mediating influence of self-esteem and violent behavior, mental 

health practitioners working with violent youth may find an important intervention 

strategy by simply increasing confidence at school (Aspy, Orman, Vesely, McLeroy, 

Rodine, & Marshall, 2004; Gellman & Delucia-Waack, 2006; Staff & Kreager, 2008). 

For example, some researchers maintain that partnerships between parents and school 

staff promoting positive study behaviors (e.g. reading, math, study habits, etc), 

particularly with those who are struggling, greatly reduces the incidence of  ―bullying‖ 

behaviors while simultaneously increasing the overall school grade point average (GPA) 

and scores on standardized testing (Gellman & Delucia-Waack, 2006).  

Deficiencies in school performance have been linked to delinquency and a host of 

risk taking activities over the years (Agnew, 1991; Cernkovich & Giordano, 1992; Krohn 
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& Massey, 1980; Petrocelli & Petrocelli, 2005). Those who struggle in school as youth 

are at greater risk to be involved in criminal behavior as adults. Poor school performance 

in adolescence is correlated with adult criminality (Petrocelli & Petrocelli, 2005). Some 

studies have connected the construct of school performance with violent behavior and 

have identified a number of commonalities evident in schools with a high rates of student 

dropout and high rates of violent and criminal behavior. These factors include: Large 

school, high student/teacher ratio, low operating budget, and inconsistent rule structures 

(Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 1985; Mateu-Gelabert, 2000). In schools where risk factors 

crowd out protective factors, efforts to instruct youth in pro-social skills, such as conflict 

resolution, assertive communication, and problem solving skills have proven to be useful 

intervention tools to reduce violent behavior and increase ownership in the academic 

process (Anderson, 1999). Additionally, programs adopting ―anti-bullying‖ policies 

(targeted towards ―at-risk or offending youth‖) seeking to promote pro-social behaviors 

at school, have demonstrated increases in school performance and a drastic reduction in 

the occurrence of violent behavior at school (Aspy, Orman, Vesely, McLeroy, Rodine, & 

Marshall, 2004; Gellman & Delucia-Waack, 2006; Staff & Kreager, 2008). 

 The relationship between LACK OF PEER CONNECTION and SELF-ESTEEM 

INDEX was not significant. This hypothesis is, therefore, rejected and the null 

maintained. It is important to note a distinction between the variable measured here (Lack 

of Peer Connection) and negative peer influence, an empirically validated risk-factor for 

adolescent violent behavior (Haynie, Silver, & Teasdale, 2006). A lack of peer 

connection is correlated with isolation, thereby increasing the incidence of depression, 



Texas Tech University, Damon L. Rappleyea, August 2009  

 

102 

anxiety, and low self-esteem (Gellman & Delucia-Waack, 2006). The researcher believed 

that a connection between self-esteem, parental violent behavior, and adolescent violent 

behavior would exist because of the associated risk factors with ―lack of peer 

connection.‖ (e.g. depression, anxiety, low self-esteem). However, none of the direct 

causal paths from the LACK OF PEER CONNECTION to any other path was significant. 

It is unclear why a contradiction between a host of literature sources and the current 

finding exists; some useful direction may be provided when the consideration of ethnicity 

using the multiple group analyses is factored in. A full explanation is provided in the 

discussion under ―Hypothesis 13.‖ Suffice it to say, much of the differences, or lack 

thereof, appear to be attributed to ethnicity. When all ethnic groups are combined, much 

of the strength of the relationship is eliminated. However, when the each ethnic group is 

represented individually, the clarity of the relationship between peers and self-esteem and 

violence emerges. Such a finding suggests that each ethnic group defines peer connection 

in a unique manner, only detected when tests between groups have been performed. 

Hypothesis 7. Hypothesis 7 stated that the PARENTAL VIOLENT BEHAVIOR 

construct would have a significant, positive direct path to ADOLESCENT VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR. Findings from the study supported the hypothesis. Though some authors 

believe there is a lack of viable literature to support the intergenerational transmission of 

violence theory (Johnson & Ferraro, 2000), several studies continue to identify violence 

within the family of origin as a primary predictor for aggressive and violent behavior in 

peer or intimate relationships in later life (Foshee, Ennett, Bauman, & Suchindran, 2005; 

Langhinrichsen-Rohling, Hankla, & Stormberg, 2004; Langhinrichsen-Rohling, Monson, 
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Meyer, Caster, & Sanders, 1998; Marshall & Rose, 1988; Schwartzberg, 1999; Simons, 

Lin, & Gordon, 1998; Vitacco, Caldwell, Van Rybroek, & Gabel, 2007; Walker, Maxson, 

& Newcomb, 2007). Kantor and Jasinski (1998) provide a succinct and compelling 

observation of the vast literature when they noted that ―violence in the family of origin is 

probably the most widely accepted risk marker for the occurrence of violence in other 

relationships‖ (p. 16). 

Langhinrichsen-Rohling, Hankla, and Stormberg (2004) tested the 

intergenerational transmission of violence hypothesis using multidimensional scaling, 

comparing acts of current violent behavior with reported exposure to violent behavior in 

childhood. She and her colleagues discovered a complex set of semantic associations 

with participants who had violent and non-violent family of origin histories. The 

subsequent correlation to those who currently perpetrate and those who do not perpetrate 

violence was established, the difference was statistically significant. Participants who 

experienced violent families of origin and currently perpetrated violent behavior in their 

current intimate relationship drew upon similar cognitive appraisals across groups. The 

study asserts that participants from violent families of origin generated different 

cognition processes than those who came from non-violent families. Those from violent 

homes greatly attributed negative relationship behaviors to conflict oriented vignettes 

when compared to those from non-violent homes.  

A recent study by Sachs-Ericsson, Verona, Joiner and Preacher (2006) discovered 

that adolescent males exposed to parental violent behavior are more likely to use violent 

behavior with peers than their female counterparts. Furthermore, the authors found that 
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males externalized the anxiety associated with the event, therefore are more likely to be 

violent; whereas, females tended to internalize their problems and, therefore, were at 

greater risk for developing psychological maladaptations (e.g. depression, anxiety, eating 

disorders, etc.). Simons, Lin and Gordon (1998) in their study on family of origin 

violence and dating violence discovered that the family of origin violence only accounted 

for a portion of the effects in their sample. Inconsistent parenting practices, little to no 

parental supervision, and irregular parental presence were contributing family of origin 

factors that influenced the development of antisocial personality characteristics. 

Antisocial personality characteristics were significant contributors in the incidence of 

dating violence. 

Hypothesis 8. Hypothesis 8 stated that the LACK OF SCHOOL INITIATIVE 

construct would have a significant, positive direct path to ADOLESCENT VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR. Findings from the study did not support the hypothesis; the null was, 

therefore, retained. In fact, the only relationship where the LACK OF SCHOOL 

INITIATIVE to ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR constructs was significant was 

when the Euro-American sub-sample was isolated. Findings suggest that a relationship 

between Euro-American youth and school performance and violent behavior go hand in 

hand. For this population, as the lack of school initiative rises so does the incidence of 

violent behavior. Within the last two decades, several credible literature sources have 

found significant relationships between the constructs of school performance, self-

esteem, and violence (see discussion of Hypothesis 6). Though the relationship between 

school initiative and violence is supported for the Euro-American sub-sample; the overall 
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analysis, and the remaining two sub-samples (African-American and Latino/a) were not 

significant, thus supporting the maintenance of the null hypothesis. The rationale for the 

discrepancy between this study and the literature is unclear. The multiple group analyses 

conducted (discussed under Hypothesis 13) yielded several interesting differences 

between groups. When relationships between constructs are not significant in the overall 

sample, but become significant when cultural groups or associations are isolated, support 

for culturally informed interventions is magnified. McGoldrick (1998) maintains that 

therapeutic efforts are most effective when the therapist accounts for the various cultural 

perspectives of their clients. Findings from this study suggest that a similar principle, 

applied to the educational dimension of our society, might be similarly effective.  

Hypothesis 9. Hypothesis 9 stated that the LACK OF PEER CONNECTION 

construct would have a significant, positive direct path to ADOLESCENT VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR. Findings from the study did not support the hypothesis; the null was, 

therefore, retained. Within the last two decades, several credible literature sources have 

found significant relationships between the constructs of peer connection, self-esteem, 

and violence (see discussion of Hypothesis 6). The relationship between a lack of peer 

connection and violence is simply not supported in this study. The rationale for the 

discrepancy between this study and the literature is unclear. However, the multiple group 

analyses of ethnicity, in particular, did find relationships of peer connection and self-

esteem and violent behavior. The relationship may be culturally different enough that, 

when combined, the construct yields no significance; however, as groups are analyzed 
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according to culture the subtle nuances and cultural definitions of peer connection 

emerge. 

Hypothesis 10. In his ecological systems model, Bronfenbrenner (1979) asserts 

that the mesosystem level consists of the interrelationship between ontogenetic, 

microsystem, exosystem and macrosystem factors. Hypothesis 10 has been constructed to 

reflect the mesosystem in this ecological model for violence. This hypothesis indicates a 

significant correlation between all constructs that did not have directional paths 

associated with them (e.g. self-esteem and ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR). All 

correlations were found to be significant in at least the p < .05 level. 

Mateu-Gelabert (2000) discussed the importance of recognizing how 

neighborhood characteristics, school environment, and peer relationships are 

interchangeable. He studied several school districts with high rates of assaultive behavior 

and juvenile crime. Upon further examination, he discovered that in each instance the 

following risk factors were evident: SES (poverty), lack of parental supervision, and 

neighborhood disorganization. Findings from this study provide support for these risk 

factors. Socioeconomic status, parental violence and neighborhood disorganization were 

all significantly correlated with one another. 

 The influence of peers at home, in school, or in the community does play a role in 

the perpetuation of violent behavior, even though the directional paths to self-esteem or 

ADOLESCENT VIOLENT BEHAVIOR do not indicate such a relationship. These 

findings suggest, however, peer influence is mediated by SES, neighborhood structure, 

and feelings of connection at school (Mateu-Gelabert, 2000). Recent evidence supports 
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the idea that even negative peer influences can be at least partially absorbed by other 

supportive and protective factors at home and in the community (Haynie, Silver, & 

Teasdale, 2006). Promising community-based interventions have demonstrated strength 

in creating connection between youth and community members in an effort to reduce 

street violence and promote mental health (Latzman & Swisher, 2005; Petrocelli & 

Petrocelli, 2005). 

Hypotheses 11 and 12. Hypothesis 11 stated that the NEIGHBORHOOD 

DISORGANIZATION construct would have a significant, negative direct path to SELF-

ESTEEM . Hypothesis 12 stated that the NEIGHBORHOOD DISORGANIZATION 

construct would have a significant, positive direct path to ADOLESCENT VIOLENT 

BEHAVIOR. Findings from the study supported these hypotheses. 

Youth exposure to community violence, most often present in communities with 

few social controls, high rates of crime, and neighborhood disorganization (e.g.  graffiti 

on walls, trash on the streets, etc.) has been noted by some authors as a public health 

epidemic (Osofsky, 1995). Exposure to community violence is correlated with a number 

of unfavorable outcomes for youth that include: Increased personal aggression, low self-

esteem, low school performance, negative peer association, delinquent behavior and 

substance use (Bennet & Fraser, 2000; DuRant, Cadenhead, Pendergrast, Slavens, & 

Linder, 1994; Jonson-Reid, 1998; Latzman & Swisher, 2005). Support for many of these 

outcomes has been discovered through this study. Some authors suggest that aggressive 

behavior in communities, school, or in intimate relationships is intended to prevent 

victimization in the various life contexts in which youth are placed (Andersen, 1997; 
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Hardy & Laszloffy, 2005). The fundamental human need to thrive within one's 

environment is compromised when the social structure that surrounds the youth is not 

thriving. The need for identity, support, acceptance, and respect is fostered through the 

social medium that pays immediate dividends (Andersen, 1997; Bracher, 2000). 

A preponderance of the available literature suggests the violent behavior is more 

evident in urban neighborhoods with a high degree of disorganization (Latzman & 

Swisher, 2005). For example, one study discovered that 91% of all 4
th

-6
th

 graders in a 

housing project in New Orleans had been exposed to or been the victim of a violent 

assault (Schwab-Stone, et.al., 1995). On the other hand, a similar sample from a rural 

Midwestern U.S. city discovered that approximately 61% of the youth surveyed had been 

exposed to or been the victim of a violent assault (Singer, Anglin, Song, & Lunghofer, 

1995). Findings such as these provide a commentary on how problematic violence is in 

our country, particularly, with children being exposed to violence. It appears that urban 

neighborhoods with greater disorganization (lower SES, higher rates of crime, etc) are 

more susceptible to violent crime, findings from this study support such a claim. 

However, when studies report that 61% of the youth in rural communities have been 

victimized or exposed to violent acts, it becomes increasingly likely that the construct of 

neighborhood disorganization only describes a part of the problem. 

The effect of neighborhood disorganization and the subsequent rise in violent 

behavior is only as concerning as the effect the exposure, victimization, or perpetration 

creates. As previously mentioned, one of the by-products of living in a violent 

environment is that youth may compensate  for the effects of violence by becoming 
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violent themselves (Andersen, 1997; Bracher, 2000; Hardy & Lazsloffy, 2005; Kreager, 

2007). This cycle has all the traits of a system that not only perpetuates itself, yet 

regenerates and increases its intensity (Andersen, 1997). The consequences of exposure 

to community violence have been well documented in community wide, longitudinal, and 

cross-sectional studies. Latzman and Swisher (2005), believe that community violence 

erodes the fundamental attachment concept of a ―secure base‖ in our homes, schools, and 

communities. Essentially, no place is safe, youth and children, in particular, are forced to 

be constantly ―on-guard‖ and aware of their surroundings. In such environments, youth 

have been shown to demonstrate higher rates of emotional and behavioral disorders, 

cognitive difficulty, depression, anxiety, posttraumatic stress disorder, suicide, and 

increased aggression (DeCoster, Heimer, & Wittrock, 2006; Herman, 1997; Groves, 

2002; Margolin & Gordis, 2000; Martinez & Richthers, 1993; Putnam & Trickett, 1993; 

Rosenthal & Wilson, 2008; Sampson, Morenoff, & Gannon-Rowley, 2002; Scarpa, 2001; 

Williams-Evans & Myers, 2004). Quite simply, the effect of violent behavior in our 

communities is not only prevalent but has a profound negative impact on children and 

youth. 

Hypothesis 13. Hypothesis 13 asserted that socioeconomic status (SES) and 

ethnicity would moderate the relationships between the various socialization variables. In 

both instances, support for moderating influences was discovered. The multiple group 

analyses conducted on the moderating influences of Gender, SES, and Ethnicity were 

among the more compelling findings in this study. Though support for the moderating 
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influence of gender was not discovered, the impact of SES and Ethnicity on youth is 

worthy of extended discussion. 

Bellair and McNulty (2005), in  a study using data collected from the National 

Survey on Adolescent Health, noted the differences of socialization variables and the 

manifestation of violent behavior between African-American and Euro-American youth. 

The authors asserted that of the many variables they studied, cognitive ability, race, 

socioeconomic disadvantage, and community support, the variable that mattered least as 

a predictor of violent behavior was cognitive ability. The most pronounced finding was 

the difference in socioeconomic disadvantage between the two groups. Youth 

perpetrating violence were more likely to come from disadvantaged homes with limited 

community support (similar findings found in this study). They discovered higher rates of 

disadvantaged homes and lack of community support with the African-American cohort 

when compared to their Euro-American counterparts. In their opinion, the occurrence of 

violent behavior had more to with access to resources than it did with any race-related 

variable. Race and ethnicity influence the variables, yet access to resources appears to be 

a key protective factor in limiting the incidence of violent behavior. 

 In the current study, multiple group analyses were performed by separating each 

of the dominant ethnicities into three groups, African-American, Euro-American, and 

Latino/a. Many of the directional paths were significant across each of the groups. Some 

of the exceptions serve as important reminders for mental health practitioners to adopt a 

multicultural lens to work with a varied and diverse client base (Stewart & Simons, 2006; 

Turner, Wieling, & Allen, 2004). In the full structural model, support for lack of school 
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initiative or lack of peer connection was only supported at the p < .05 level in the PEER 

CONNECTION to self-esteem relationship. In the multiple group analysis, both of these 

paths were significant for Euro-American adolescents. The findings support the 

importance of peer connection and school performance for this cohort. Other groups may 

very well find value in each of these constructs; however, the absence of these elements 

for the Euro-American cohort proved to be an important risk factor for violent behavior. 

On the other hand, the lack of school initiative was an important consideration for the 

African-American cohort and the role it played in self-esteem. African-American youth 

experienced profound effects on their self-esteem when they are not doing well in school. 

Conversely, Latino/a youth were greatly affected by neighborhood disorganization and 

the impact it had on self-esteem and violent behavior.  

With regard to the socioeconomic status (SES) of each of the participants, a 

similar analytic strategy was employed and the groups were separated into ―Below 

Average,‖ ―Average,‖ and ―Above Average‖ categories. Consistent with Bellair and 

McNulty’s (2005) findings, this study discovered that SES moderated the paths within 

the full structural model. In many cases, the causal paths were significant across each 

category. In some cases, a few of the categories were more pronounced. For example, 

lack of school initiative was important determination in lower scores of self-esteem for 

―average‖ and ―above average‖ SES, but not with those who reported ―below average‖ 

status. Neighborhood disorganization was also an important factor in relation to the 

impact on self-esteem and violent behavior for ―average‖ and ―above average‖ SES, and 

yet not with those who reported ―below average‖ SES.  These results are more logical 
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and instinctive and provide some validity to an otherwise unreliable measure for SES. 

This survey asked each youth to identify their economic standing in relation to other kids. 

These findings would support the assumption that ―below average‖ reports of SES may 

be more comfortable with neighborhood disorganization; whereas, those youth who 

reported ―average‖ or ―above average‖ SES scores might be less likely to report scores of 

neighborhood disorganization when compared to the ―below average‖ counterpart. 

Latino/a youth were greatly affected by their parent’s violent behavior. As a 

group, however, they were significantly higher on self-esteem scores and reduced 

adolescent violent behavior than their African-American or Euro-American counterparts. 

Haynie and South (2005) expect that such a finding is consistent with the Latin ideal of 

familismo, the support of family is the protective factor afforded to these youth. As a 

group they are remarkably resilient to economic and community pressures when families 

are supported and spirituality resources are mobilized (Gillett, 2006).  

Collectively, many of the socialization variables represented in this study 

impacted the reported level of self-esteem and violent behavior; however, the cultural 

effect of each of these variables should not be overlooked (Haynie & Payne, 2006). 

Standardized, one-size-fits-all treatment modalities will undoubtedly overestimate or 

underestimate the importance of a certain elements critical to the cultural development of 

that person. The findings from this study support many of the existing systemic therapies 

used to treat delinquent behavior in youth; nevertheless, shaping treatment plans to 

accommodate the cultural experience of each client (Hardy & Lazsloffy, 2005) is always 

an important element and validated by the current study. 
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Clinical Implications 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between various 

developmental and socialization variables and the impact they have on self-esteem and 

the incidence of adolescent violent behavior. The hypotheses were informed and tested 

according to Urie Bronfenbrenner’s human ecological model (1979). The significant 

relationships of the model are found in figure 8.   

Individual: 
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Gender

Microsystem:
Immediate 

Surroundings

Parents

School

Peers
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Interrelationships

between micro and 

individual level
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Figure 8: Ecological Model with Significant Relationships in Bold 
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Bronfenbrenner’s model was created to provide a context for child development, 

yet it also provides an explanation for many of the systemic attributes that make family 

therapy a viable intervention strategy when working with adolescents. Additionally, the 

human ecological model demonstrates the importance of culture, at micro and macro 

levels, on child development. Culture is an intimate web of shared experiences, 

proximity, and socially constructed values. Many scholars suggest that the cultural 

environment has a profound impact on the development of violent behavior (Owens & 

Straus, 1975; Straus & Gelles, 1986; Straus, 1999).  

The utility of family therapy, or any counseling discipline, is contingent upon 

several mediating factors. For example, the willingness of clients (individuals or families) 

to be flexible and submit to a change process is a central factor in the effectiveness of any 

treatment. Hubble, Duncan, and Miller (1999) argue that the actual treatment (theoretical) 

approach accounts for only 15% of the change that actually happens in the therapy room. 

Most of the change has been attributed to extra-therapeutic factors like hope, relationship 

with the therapist, and mobilizing naturally occurring resources. In effect, these authors 

believe the moment-to-moment therapeutic inertia is only as important as a therapist’s 

ability to encourage hope and use the client system as leverage in the change process. 

Findings from this study provide empirical support for some of the existing 

systems based therapies. Additionally, findings provide practical suggestions for mental 

health practitioners to consider as they assess and treat adolescents experiencing 

aggressive and violent tendencies. This section has been organized to present an 
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overview of the empirically-based treatment approaches followed by a discussion 

regarding practical therapeutic application of these findings. 

Systemic Based Therapies 

  Within the last two decades the field of Marriage and Family Therapy has 

experienced a ―coming of age‖ (Sprenkle, 2002). A promising field with tentative 

conclusions has emerged from obscurity to provide the field with empirical support and 

definitive answers. Many of the systemic interventions offered here are practiced in 

residential treatment programs and in community settings (Bratter, Sinsheimer, Kaufman 

& Alter, 2007). One of the primary limitations is the transportability of these models to 

be practiced in an individual clinician’s office. The models discussed in this section have 

been included because they are based, either entirely or in part, on the socialization 

factors validated through this research study. 

 Numerous studies and independent reviews provide support for the treatment of 

antisocial and violent youth using Multisystemic Therapy (Henggeler, Schoenwald, 

Bourdin, Rowland, & Cunningham, 1998). Multisystemic Therapy (MST) regularly 

receives ―very good,‖ ―best‖ or ―very high‖ reviewer ratings (U.S. Public Health Service, 

2007). These rating are only provided when a model is able to demonstrate literature 

support, at least two independent investigations, and have a manualized treatment 

protocol in place. 

Multisystemic therapy (MST) was developed as a response to the rising cost of 

juvenile delinquency to society. The authors note that those involved in criminal activity 

as youth are more likely to experience an increased risk to substance abuse, lack 
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educational or job opportunities, relational difficulties, and sustained physical health 

problems (Schoenwald & Henggler, 2005). MST asserts that relationships are embedded 

in social processes and was loosely based on the social ecological framework developed 

by Bronfenbrenner (1979). MST therapists have roots in the structural and strategic 

oriented family therapy models (Henggler, 1982). The goal of the model is to develop 

solutions to problems in the context in which they occur. Therapists generally do not 

work from an office, but rather work within a home, school, or community setting. 

Additionally, therapists are available to a client 24 hours a day, 7 days a week 

(Schoenwald & Henggler, 2005). 

The model is useful to consider in light of these findings because the model is 

based on Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model (1979). The socialization variables on 

which MST was theoretically developed (i.e., home, school, and community) become the 

vehicle by which change occurs within each individual. Though individual responsibility 

is never compromised, the subtle shift from individual to system is a relatively new idea. 

Findings from this study indicate that ethnicity moderates the process of aggression; that 

some variables have a different impact based upon our cultural framework. MST's home-

based and community approach requires therapists to consider the cultural and economic 

framework in which youth develop. The empirical intervention support for MST coupled 

with the empirical support for the socialization variables in this study provide substantial 

support for MST as a viable treatment option when working with youth and aggression. 

The connection between neighborhood violence, school initiative, parental violence, and 

economic hardship are woven into the tapestry of the model. 
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Multisystemic therapy is not without its limitations. The model requires an 

incredible amount of human capital. Staff, therapists, quality control consultants, and 

other administrators are all required to run the program efficiently. The expenses 

associated with effectively running MST can be cost prohibitive. However, Shoenwald 

and Henggler (2005) argue that the alternative cost of juvenile facilities and associated 

staff far outweigh any cost associated with using the model. When the psychological 

impact of long term juvenile confinement is factored in, the argument is indeed 

compelling. Nevertheless, the effectiveness of the model in relation to broad distribution 

has yet to be uncovered. In other words, is Multisystemic Therapy the answer for our 

country’s adolescent aggression woes? 

Another treatment modality that has received considerable attention is the Oregon 

Treatment of Foster Care (OFTC) model. OFTC is based on the principles of social 

learning theory (Bandura & Walters, 1963; Chamberlain & Mihalic, 1998). Additionally, 

the model uses cognitive behavioral techniques with the individuals it serves and 

behavior management training for parents. The parenting component is likely the better 

known aspect of this treatment program. Parent Management Training is the premier 

parenting program for oppositional defiant and conduct disordered clients (Kazdin, 

1994). The model is often employed in lieu of juvenile confinement in some 

communities. Youth are placed in foster homes with trained ―parents‖ to implement the 

program with a small case load of youth living in ―foster care.‖ As youth progress, they 

receive additional privileges (token economy) and earn their way back home. During this 

phase, parents and children engage in the parenting program to ease the burden of 
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transition back into the home. The model has demonstrated effectiveness, in multiple 

studies, in reducing recidivism and aggressive behavior (Henggeler & Sheidow, 2002). 

Youth generally reside in the placement for approximately 6-12 months. Youth are 

provided a ―transition therapist‖ when they return back home, where therapy is initiated 

within the clients home. The treatment has demonstrated cost efficiency as well. 

There are a few parallels from this treatment approach and this study. The 

emphasis on parents and parent training is a critical component of this model. The 

importance of community is also emphasized. Reducing exposure to community violence 

and teaching principles of assertiveness, re-direction all within a safe environment are 

encouraged. Findings from this study would corroborate the intervention strategies of 

parenting and community support. Though support for the model is encouraging, the 

utility of removing children from the home is questioned. No such discussion was 

discovered in the articles reviewed for this section. Recidivism rates at 1 year follow-up 

were low (Chamberlain & Mahlic, 1998). Yet, the rates do not attend to other process-

level variables like quality of relationship, school performance, and how they respond to 

community violence. 

Another family therapy theory, Functional Family Therapy (FFT) is a family-

based prevention and intervention program that has been applied successfully in a variety 

of contexts (Alexander & Parsons, 1982). Unlike MST and OFTC, Functional Family 

Therapy is offered within community, school, and individual therapy settings. FFT 

primarily works with the family, yet focuses on the multiple contexts where problem 

behaviors exist. The model is strengths-focused and has its roots in Strategic Family 
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Therapy. Treatment generally lasts up to 30 hours of direct contact over the course of 6 

months. The model is separated into ―three phases of engagement:‖ Engagement and 

motivation, behavior change and generalization. The ―behavior change‖ phase is more 

closely aligned to other models previously discussed. During this phase, clients and 

therapists actively work to change a behavior within the context it occurs (Sexton & 

Alexander, 2005). This may involve home and school visits. In any case, the goal is to 

involve the family in the process of individual change. 

Functional Family Therapy is a transportable model. The treatment is manualized 

and can be implemented by therapists practicing alone. Though reviewer ratings are not 

as high as MST or OFTC treatments, FFT still manages a ―good‖ or ―moderate effect 

size‖ rating (U.S. Public Health Service, 2007). The comparison between FFT and the 

findings of this study mirror those is MST. FFT seeks to conceptualize problem behavior 

within a variety of systemic contexts. Parents are also involved in the therapy process. 

During the ―behavior change‖ phase, the therapist is encouraged to expand their visits to 

include key players within a system. In this phase it would not be uncommon for a 

therapist to contact school or community members for assistance. In each case, an 

individualized treatment plan that factors in multiple systemic stressors is created and 

carried out. 

Some other approaches have been reviewed and found to have ―good‖ or 

―moderate‖ effect sizes that specifically address problem behaviors that have tailored 

their approach to work with minority families. In the case of this study, findings indicated 

that, African-American and Latino/a youth consistently scored higher on measures of 
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adolescent violent behavior. Mental health practitioners should consider the implications 

of such a finding. Occasionally, findings are misinterpreted and do more harm than good. 

Such a scenario could be possible in this instance. These findings shed light on the on the 

needs of societally marginalized and, often, underserved populations. The focus then 

shifts to what therapists can do to meet the needs of this population, as opposed to 

making sweeping generalizations about the nature of minority races or cultures. 

Brief Strategic Family Therapy (BFST) is one of the treatment modalities whose 

proponents are beginning to establish treatment protocols that account for culture. For 

example, Santisteban et al. (2003) have found that BFST has been robust with Hispanic 

populations. In randomized trials, the authors have shown that this modality reduces 

adolescent drug use, decreases conduct disorder, and decreases parent-child conflict. 

Given the transportability of the model, BFST may prove to be a promising and cost-

effective intervention for clients of all ethnic backgrounds. 

Multi Dimensional Family Prevention (MDFP) is yet another area that 

demonstrates promise particularly with African-American families (Becker, Hogue & 

Liddle, 2002; Bellair & McNulty, 2005; Liddle & Hogue, 2000). The focus of this 

treatment strategy is on the prevention of antisocial behavior. Various authors have 

demonstrated the effectiveness of this modality with a multi-racial groups, including 

Latino/a and African-American sub-groups. MDFP is inherently strengths-based and 

targets ―at-risk‖ youth and families as their primary audience. The treatment can be 

administered by Bachelor level professionals, providing cost efficiency and increasing 

availability of professionals with unique backgrounds in a target area. 



Texas Tech University, Damon L. Rappleyea, August 2009  

 

121 

Utility for Marriage and Family Therapists 

 Marriage and family therapists are trained in the systemic assessments and 

intervention strategies. Systems theory is the undergirding of all research and clinical 

training. As a group, MFTs are positioned to effectively provide therapy in the contexts 

previously described. Learning the concepts of these models will undoubtedly be very 

familiar to them. Nevertheless, mental health practitioners from any discipline can learn 

to integrate systemic perspectives into their work with clients. This study calls attention 

to the importance of systems in client lives. 

 Findings from this study also underscore the importance of developing 

multicultural competence in therapy. The impact of ethnicity and SES on the various 

socialization variables in this study demand that therapists pay close attention to cultural 

definitions of identity. Additionally, therapists should approach their clients in an attitude 

of curiousness and not knowing about culture. Curiosity provides opportunities to talk 

about culture and how it shapes and molds individual identity during adolescence. 

 Avis (1992) refers to the ―coordinated community response‖ as the only effective 

response to domestic violence. She also asserts that the only effective response to 

violence is to have all community partners, health professionals, law enforcement, 

educational systems, mental health practitioners, and community citizens aware of the 

problem of domestic violence and how best to intervene with victims and perpetrators. 

Our efforts to intervene with youth in this area would likely benefit from a coordinated 

effort. As it stands, our intervention structure is confusing. Many committed and well 

intentioned professionals dot the landscape. However, the response in working with 
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violent youth varies from community to community. Some communities are focused on 

prevention and intervention; others consider juvenile justice the only intervention. The 

coordinated effort is not a call for recipe-book intervention strategies. The effort is more 

about using naturally occurring systems to work in behalf of youth and families 

experiencing or vulnerable to violent and aggressive behavior. 

 At the very least, the coordinated effort may organize communities to rally in 

support of their neighborhood. Such an intervention strategy is a natural antidote to the 

problem of neighborhood disorganization. MFTs may be better positioned to provide 

support in schools, using their training in this arena to coordinate communities, parents, 

and the schools in defense of aggressive behaviors, specifically targeting youth who may 

be ―at-risk‖ and providing them with skills and support needed to manage conflicting 

emotions.  

 MFTs are more likely to work with families experiencing any number of 

presenting problems. The literature and findings all suggest that violence is a significant 

problem in our society. In each case, a thorough assessment should be conducted in the 

initial stages of therapy to determine the safety of the clients present. Bograd and 

Mederos (1995) recommend a Universal Screening Assessment that employs the use of a 

written assessment, an individual oral interview, and observations to determine safety. In 

such instances, therapists punctuate the importance of safety in therapy, begin to 

articulate a ―no-violence‖ stance, and proceed with the case in a manner that attempts to 

―do no harm.‖  
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 In high conflict families, whether violence is present or not, many will be in need 

of parental support. Therapists should familiarize themselves with a systemic parenting 

discipline and be prepared to provide psychoeducation as the need arises. In any case, the 

emergence of parental monitoring has demonstrated positive outcomes in reducing the 

incidence of illegal drug use and antisocial behavior (Munk, 2008). Additionally, therapy 

may have the effect of increasing connection between parents; thereby, reducing conflict 

that may occur in the parental sub-system. 

Strengths and Limitations of the Study 

The research community is strengthened when researchers critically evaluate their 

work. Conducting research in the social sciences is never a process about perfection. It is, 

however, a process about representing the topic and population under study as accurately 

as possible. This study has a number of strengths and limitations that provide information 

about how the findings should be interpreted and sets forth direction for future research 

endeavors. 

The Youth and Family Project (Bean, 2004) was part of coordinated world-wide 

effort to collect data regarding socialization dimensions and socialization influences and 

their relation to adolescent development. As such, the questionnaire used in gathering the 

data had been validated with multiple cultures in various studies within the last decade. 

The reliability of the measures used, therefore, provides reasonable assurance that the 

findings are accurate. Despite, this assurance one glaring limitation is that these measures 

do not account for acculturation influences. Considering that the data was gathered in the 

Southwestern United States, it is reasonable to assume that some of the youth, or their 
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parents, were not born in this country. The survey was only administered in English. 

Nearly half of the respondents indicated a Latino/a heritage. In addition to acculturation 

differences, a native language survey may have yielded different results from the data 

currently represented. 

This study was greatly enhanced by the large sample size, nearly 1,900 high 

school aged youth. The sample size was augmented by a geographically representative 

racial grouping of Euro-American, Latino/a, and African-American youth. Additionally, 

gender was evenly distributed throughout the sample. The heterogeneous sample coupled 

with the reliability of the measures allowed for greater maneuverability in using analysis 

strategies aimed at understanding the effect of the socialization variables by ethnicity, 

SES, and gender.  

The construct of socioeconomic status (SES) proved to be a difficult and certainly 

limiting influence in the interpretation of this data. Requesting high school aged youth to 

provide an accurate description of their parents' financial circumstance in relation to other 

youth, does not arrive at the scientific rigor that engenders confidence in the construct. 

Though moderating effects were uncovered that are consistent with literature on 

disadvantaged families, the findings in relation to SES should be interpreted cautiously. 

Collecting information from youth is a challenging endeavor. In this case, the 

researcher’s inclusion of SES provides a snapshot of how a particular  youth perceives 

their family’s economic status. As a result of this limitation the SES was eliminated from 

consideration during the initial stages of analysis. 
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Due to the multicollinearity of the self-esteem constructs, self-esteem squared was 

eliminated as a construct during the initial analysis stages. The ability to test the 

hypothesis of ―threatened egotism‖ was rendered impossible. The inability to test this 

relationship, calls into question the validity of the self-esteem measure. Baumeister, 

Smart, and Boden’s (1996) compelling critique of the self-esteem literature, requires that 

researchers wrestle with the concepts of low self-esteem or egotism in relation to 

aggressive behavior. 

A few aspects of the questionnaire are important to consider for purposes of 

interpretation. First, the survey was 16 pages long consisting of over 300 questions. The 

survey was administered over the course of one class period. The length of the survey 

requires researchers to consider the accuracy of the responses. As is true with any self-

report inventories, issues of social desirability may also have impacted how students 

recorded their information. Though statistical procedures demonstrated that the responses 

fit the assumptions of normality and linearity, the short term maturation of respondents, 

particularly youth, must be acknowledged. 

Data from this study provide a snap shot of the sample in the southwestern 

metropolitan area of the United States. The data here are cross-sectional in nature. They 

are time-limited and provide information at one point in time. Longitudinal analyses 

provide more in-depth and accurate information about the responses. In addition to 

verifying responses across time, such a methodology provides accuracy about the 

developmental continuum of self-esteem and violent behavior.  
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When using structural equation modeling, available literature generally informs 

the construction of a model and provides information about the relationships and 

interrelationships of the constructs. Considering the large number of constructs, manifest 

indicators, and relationships evident in this model, multiple manifestations of the model 

may exist. What has been presented in this study is the researcher’s assessment of 

relationship and fit; yet, acknowledging that many equally or better fitting models may 

exist. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

 The results of this study provide important information about the ecological 

influences of violent behavior in adolescence. As previously identified, this study is not 

without its limitations. Many of the relationships that remain inconclusive could be better 

understood through improvements in instrumentation and sampling. 

 One area that would improve the validity of the findings in this study would be to 

avoid cross-sectional sampling and move toward a longitudinal design. Such a move 

would alleviate the tentative nature of the findings. A longitudinal study clearly 

establishes patterns of behavior within the sample and reduces the occurrence of Type I 

and II errors. Additionally, constructs could be identified by the power and strength they 

exhibited on a group of individuals over time. Violent behavior is a pervasive social 

problem that requires a close attention to behavior processes. The violent event is often 

the end product of several years of violent socialization. A longitudinal study would 

remove much of the empirical ―guesswork‖ of which socialization factors play prominent 

roles in the manifestation of violent behavior. 
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 One area of considerable difficulty in this study was the operationalization of the 

―threatened egotism‖ construct. This study was unable to determine or detect any 

significant differences between the manifestations of self-esteem. This is likely due to 

instrumentation. Baumeister and Smart (1999) have developed an instrument that 

assesses for varying levels of self-esteem. The instrument has developed questions that 

flush out the ―authentic view of self‖ and ―threatened egotism‖ constructs. Applying such 

an instrument to a similar cross-sectional or longitudinal study would certainly provide 

conclusive support for the existence of the construct. A phenomenological qualitative 

study, focused on the cognitive appraisals of those individuals faced with interpersonal 

dilemmas may also provide useful information on the processes associated with violent 

behavior. 

 The level of acculturation, particularly with the Latino/a sub-sample, was 

essentially absent from this study. The role of acculturation stress on violent behavior and 

school performance would provide valuable information to our understanding of culture 

and cultural change in our country. Shifts in parental styles are likely to occur when first 

generation immigrants are forced to reconcile their cultural beliefs and norms with those 

of the majority culture. The process related to how parents and families negotiate these 

shifts may provide an explanation for parental violent behavior within this population. 

 Finally, the role SES plays in moderating violent behavior remains unclear. The 

researcher was largely unsatisfied with the measure for SES provided within the data set. 

Having students estimate their families financial position in relation to other people 

yields little valuable information about the role SES played in the process. Future studies 



Texas Tech University, Damon L. Rappleyea, August 2009  

 

128 

would find greater reliability in having a small demographic survey provided on the back 

of parental consent forms. A brief 5 item questionnaire would more effectively arrive at 

SES and levels of acculturation. Naturally, the rate of attrition would increase, yet 

researchers would be left with pockets of information that would provide reliable 

indicators for SES and other factors only parents would be entitled to.  

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the focus of this study was to examine the socialization variables of 

parental violence, school initiative, peer connection, and neighborhood disorganization 

and their relationship and impact on self-esteem and violent behavior. The researcher also 

explored the mediating effect of self-esteem and the moderating effects of ethnicity, SES, 

and gender on the full structural model. The model was conceptualized and, ultimately 

tested, within the theoretical framework of the human ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979). 

During initial phases of the structural equation modeling (SEM) analysis, it was 

determined that the construct of ―threatened egotism‖ (self-esteem squared) was collinear 

with the initial self-esteem construct. Additionally, the directional or correlational 

relationships with the stand-alone indicator, SES, were not significant. In both cases, the 

variables were removed from analysis. A new model, referred to as the ―updated full 

structural model,‖ was created and analyzed. Multiple group analyses on the constructs of 

gender, ethnicity and SES were also conducted using this model. The updated model ran 

without error, proved to be a ―good-fitting‖ model, and yielded several significant 
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directional and correlational paths. All results and discussion were generated using the 

updated full structural model. 

The results yield important clinical information to mental health practitioners who 

work with adolescence. Findings from this study underscore the need to view our most 

complex problem behaviors in the social processes in which they are embedded. Schools, 

peers, and neighbors play an important role in the development of self-esteem and violent 

behavior. Furthermore, the hostility of violent behavior of parents and collective impact 

these variables have on teens cannot be overlooked. The moderating effects of SES and 

ethnicity provide greater understanding and empirical support for developing a 

multicultural framework in therapeutic practice. Surprisingly, there were no significant 

differences between males and females in the study, though many literature sources 

indicate that males are more likely to be violent than females. 

The results also provide support for a number existing systemic therapies. The 

therapies discussed in this document take into account a systemic and ecological 

framework and have been empirically validated over time. Numerous treatment 

programs, not mentioned here, may indeed be effective for the aggressive behaviors 

discussed in this study. Mental health practitioners using differing theoretical models may 

find utility in applying the information discovered from this study into their work. The 

effectiveness of such an approach has not been documented. However, the empirically 

validated treatment programs demonstrate their effectiveness in multiple settings with 

multiple ethnic groups.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

YOUTH AND FAMILY PROJECT 

English Language Version 

 

The following items come from the scales used in the Youth and Family Project 

questionnaire. Only the items included in the study are found in this appendix.  

 

Instructions:  

 

Please read every question carefully and answer as honestly as possible. There are no 

right or wrong answers to any of these questions. We are interested only in what you think 

and feel. Remember, that your answers are completely confidential. No one will ever know 

what your answers are. Most of the questions ask you to mark a circle for the best answer.  

 

SECTION A  

 

This section consists of three introductory demographic questions. (Please fill in blanks or 

mark the right circles.)  

1. What is you sex?  

o Male  

o Female  

 

2. How old are you? __________  

 

3. To which ethnic/national group do you belong?  

o African  

o American (African)  

o American (Anglo)  

o American (Asian)  

o American (Hispanic)  

o American (Indian)  

o Arab  

o Asian  

o Australian  

o Australian (Aboriginal)  

o Australian (TSI)  

o European  

o Indian  

o Other  



Texas Tech University, Damon L. Rappleyea, August 2009  

 

148 

Section E 
This section consists of questions about how you feel about yourself. 

Self-Esteem Items (Rosenberg) 

 Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale is a commonly used measure of adolescent self-

esteem. Respondents responded on a 5-point Likert-type scale from 1 = Strongly 

agree to 5 = Strongly disagree relative to how much they agree with the following 

statements.  

 
Survey Variable Variable Label 

e1a I am able to do things as well as most people. 

e1b I certainly feel useless at times. 

e1c At times I think I am no good at all. 

e1d On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. 

e1e I feel I do not have much to be proud of. 

e1f I wish I could have more respect for myself. 

e1g I take a positive attitude toward myself 

e1h I feel that I have a number of good qualities. 

e1i All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure. 

e1j I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others. 
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Section G  
This section consists of questions about respondents’ family. 

Overt Marital Hostility (Buehler et al.) Items 

 Frequency of use of an overt conflict style. Respondents reported the frequency of 

use of an overt interparental using four items. The survey asked the respondents to 

report how often their parents did any of these things in front of them (so they can 

see or hear). Respondents responded on a 4-point Likert-type scale from 1 = 

Never to 4 = Very often relative to when their mother and father disagree.  

 
Survey Variable Variable Label 

g1a Threaten each other. 

g1b Yell at each other. 

g1c Insult (show disrespect for) each other. 

g1d Call each other names. 
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Section H 

Peer Connection Items 

 Respondents reported on the response to the following statement, ―In answering 

the following questions, please think of your best same-sex friend (for example: if 

you are a girl, think of your best girlfriend).‖ Respondents responded on a 5-point 

Likert-type scale from 0 = Never to 5 = Every day relative to the frequency of 

doing the following:  

 
Survey Variable Variable Label 

h5a How often do you call this friend on the phone? 

h5b If you needed help with something, how often could you count on this 

friend to help you? 

h5f How often do you and this friend go over to each other’s houses? 

h5g How often do you tell this friend things about yourself that you wouldn’t 

tell most kids? 

h5j How often do you feel like it’s hard to get along with this friend? 

h5k How often do you and this friend go places together, like a movie, skating, 

shopping, or a sports event? 
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Section J 

Aggression (Achenbach – CBCL) Items 

 The CBCL subscale was used for this survey. Each item is coded: 0- Not true; 1-

Somewhat true or sometimes true; 2-Very true or often true. There is extensive 

evidence of both reliability and validity of this measure and it is the most 

commonly used assessment of child behavior problems (Buehler, et al., 1998). 

For more information refer to CBC-YSR, Achenbach, 1991. Note: The survey 

item number is listed followed by the YSR variable in parentheses. For example, 

j1a (12) 

  
Survey Variable Variable Label 

j1c (21) I destroy things belonging to others. 

j1f (37) I get in many fights. 

j1j (57) I physically attack people. 

j1k (68) I scream a lot. 

j1n (97) I threaten to hurt people. 
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Section K 

Neighborhood Disorganization Items 

 Respondents reported on the response to the following statement, ―Here are some 

problems that arise in neighborhoods. Are the following problems in your 

neighborhood?‖ Respondents responded on a 3-point Likert-type scale from 1 = 

Often to 3 = Never relative to problems occurring in respondents neighborhood.  

 
Survey Variable Variable Label 

k3a Litter or trash on the sidewalks and streets. 

k3b Graffiti on buildings and walls. 

k3c Alcoholics and excessive drinking in public. 

k3d Vacant or abandoned houses or storefronts. 

k3e Burglary. 

k3f Sale of drugs/alcohol. 
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Section N 

Social Initiative Items 

 Social initiative by youth was measured with a 13-item scale from the Monitoring 

the Future Study (Bachman, Johnston, & O’Malley, 1993). Respondents 

responded on a 5-item Likert-type scale from 1 = never/almost never true to 5 = 

very often/always true. The set of items indexes youth efforts to initiate social 

interaction with peers and adults outside the home and in group settings. 

Respondents were asked, ―How true are the following statements?‖  

 
Survey Variable Variable Label 

n1b I get into conversations with adults (e.g., teachers, staff) at the school. 

n1d I actively participate in topic clubs (e.g., political, history, Honor Society). 

n1e I talk to teachers and staff about things other than class. 

n1g I help other students who might need assistance (e.g., lost in the building, 

sick or hurt). 

n1k I actively participate in student government. 

n1m I am comfortable joking with teachers and staff. 

 

 

 


