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DELINQUENCY, SITUATIONAL INDUCEMENTS, AND
COMMITMENT TO CONFORMITY

SCOTT BRIAR anp IRVING PILIAVIN
University of California, Berkeley

In recent years a theory of delin-
uency, the delinquent subculture
?hesis, has been advanced which has
had an enormous influence on delin-
quency prevention and control pro-
grams throughout the United States.
In the present paper we will show:
first, that the subculture thesis, and
the general class of theories of which
it is a part, are unable to account satis-
factorily for crucial aspects of the phe-
nomena of delinquency; and second,
that these phenomena can be better
explained "by an alternative class of
formulations currently categorized as
social control theories, when these
theories are modified in ways suggested
below.

The subculture theory of delin--

quency along with some of the theories
it is intended to supersede—such as
psychoanalytic theory and the adoles-
cent rebellion thesis—belong to the
class of what may be termed motiva-
tional theories of delinquency. These
theories regard the illegal acts of delin-
quents as the product of some endur-
ing disposition or combination of dis-
positions unique to these youths. While
motivational theories differ widely on
the nature and precise etiology of these
dispositions, they follow a common
logic regarding the development of
these dispositions and their role in
delinquent behavior. In brief, these
dispositions are seen as: (1) deriving
from certain interpersonal and/or so-
cial conditions which delinquents ex-
perience;  (2) essentially permanent
aspects of the personality and for value
framework of delinquent boys; and
(3) forces which propel them into
illegal behavior.

Despite their numerous differences,
however, all motivational theories of
delinquency have incurred common
problems. First, the etiological factors

they postulate do not operate uni-
formly. That is, many boys subjected
to experiences which  presumably
should give rise to delinquency-pro-
ducing dispositions do not acquire
them. Second, mrany boys who exhibit
these dispositions do not appear among
identified delinquents. Third, the great
majority of identified delinquents ap-
parently become law-abiding in late
adolescence and early adulthood—a
fact which motivational theories of
delinquency cannot explain, with their
assumptions on the enduring nature
of delinquency-producing dispositions.
Fourth, even if we grant, despite the
above problems,! that delinquent be-
havior is in some fashion and to some
degree a product of enduring disposi-
tions, we still face the unexplained fact
that only a small portion of boys who
are members of delinquent gangs or
who are designated delinquent by juve-
nile courts have those characteristics
predicted for them by contemporary
motivational theories of delinquency.
Einally, motivational theories of delin-
quency do not account for the well
documented fact that the vast majority
of boys engage in delinquent behavior
to some degree.

To avoid the above problems, de-
fenders of these theories have (1)
indicated that wvarious factors may
mitigate the influence of delinquency-
producing dispositions, (2) suggested
that forces other than those so far
identified may also lead boys to commit

1 Presumably these problems can be dealt
with by the introduction of additional fac-
tors which either augment or constrain the
influence of those factors considered basic
to the development of delinquent-producing
dispositions and/or the operation of the
dispositions themselves. However, to our
knowledge, no systematic effort has been
made to identify these ancillary conditions
and their operation.
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illegal acts, and (3) argued that the
delinquent behavior of so-called non-
delinquents is accidental, prankish, or
otherwise understandable in terms not
applicable to true delinquents.? These
arguments, however, imply a cumber-
some multi-factor theory of delin-
quency whose obvious defects have led
some theorists to doubt whether etio-
logical explanations of the phenomena
are in fact possible.?

SITUATIONALLY INDUCED MOTIVES
10 DEVIATE

Those who argue for a radical dis-
tinction between delinquent and non-
delinquent traits attempt to justify it
on the basis of the apparent differen-
tials in the frequency of various types
of delinquent activity among “delin-

yents" (or a particular class of
iclinquents) and “non-delinquepts.”
Having established such differentials,
these theorists argue that the infrac-
tions of “delinquents” are different in
origin from those of “non-delin-
quents.” More concise and less ques-
tionable, however, is the assumption
that the delinquent acts of both non-
delinquents and delinquents are con-
ditioned largely by common factors.
This assumption provides the basic
premise for the formulation to follow.

Because delinquent behavior is typi-
cally episodic, purposive, and confined
to certain situations,* we assume that

2 This interpretation is not shared by
Bloch and Niederhoffer who, in acknowl-
edging the universality of delinqueat be-
havior, attribute it to adolescent identity
crisis. But as Cloward and Ohlin point out,
this view of delinquency fails to account for
apparent differentials in illegal activities
among various identifiable adolescent sub-
groupings. Herbert Bloch and  Arthut
Niederhoffer, The Gang: A Study in Ado-
lescent Bebavior (New York: Philosophical
Library, 1958), p. 17; Richard A. Cloward
and Lloyd E. Ohlin, Delinquency and Op-
portunity (Glencoe, 1L The Free Press,
1960), . SD-55.

93 [\’)nvpis Matza, Delinguency and Drifs
{New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1964),
pp. 33-67. .

4 Borrowing from Kohn and Williams,
we define a situation as . . . a series of

the motives for such behavior are fre-
quently episodic, oriented to short-term
ends, and confined to certain situations.
That is, rather than considering delin-
quent acts as solely the product of long
term motives deriving from conflicts
or frustrations whose genesis is far
removed from the arenas in which the
illegal behavior occurs, we assume
these acts are prompted by short-term
situationally induced desires experi-
enced by all boys to obtain valued
goods, to portray courage in the pres-
ence of, or be loyal to peers, to strike
out at someone who s disliked, or
simply to “'get kicks.”’s

The influence of currently experi-
enced situations on individuals’ at-
titudes and behaviors has been empha-
sized in numerous sociological and
social-psychological studies. In brief,
these studies indicate that’ situational
factors can confront actors with con-
flicts, opportunities, pressures, and

interactions, located in space and time, and
perceived by the participants as an event:
in this usage ‘sitvation’ is a delimiting term,
cutting out from the flow of experience 2
particular series of interpersonal actions
which are seen by the participants as 2
describable event, separable from preceding
and succeeding events, constraining the
participants to act in particular ways and'
having its own unique consequences.

“Melvin L. Kohn and Robin M. Williams,

“Situational Patterning in Intergroup Rela
tions,” American Socivlogical Review, 21
(April, 1956), p. 164,

5 We are suggesting here that the situa:
tions which delinquents find tempting and
exciting are similar, in spirit, to those which
attract the non-delinquent. As Matza has
pointed out, the teen.age culture is "a con
ventional version of the delinquent tradi
tion. Here we find an emphasis on fun an
adventure: a disdain for scholastic effort;
the more or less persistent involvement io
‘tolerated’  status offenses like  drinking
gambling, occasional truancy, ‘making oul
in the sense of sexual conquest, driving cass
before the appropriate age, smoking, swear
ing, and staying out late. . . . Aggressios
is considerably tempered, but there is 3
persistent concern with the credentials of
{sic] masculinity and femininity,” David
Matza, ""Subterranean Traditions of Youth,t'
Annals of the American Academy of Polist
el and Social Science, 338 (November
1961}, p. 116.
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temptations which may influence the
actors’ actions and views. Many of
these studies, especially those "con-
ducted under ‘“real-life” conditions,
have focused on highly patterned
situations of long duration, such as
the social structure of an industrial
plant, a hospital ward, or a housiang
project.® On the other hand, several
theoretical writings,? material from
some case studies,® and a large number
of experimental studies in social psy-
chology indicate that situationally in-
duced stimuli of relatively short dura-
tion also can affect, to varying extents,
the values and behaviors of those ex-
osed to these stimuli. In the words of
ewin:
It is a simple fact, but still not suffi-
ciently recognized in psychology and so-
ciology, that the behavior of a person

depends above all upon his momentary
position. Often, the world looks very dif-

8 See for example: Leon Festinger,
Stanley Schachter, and Kurt Back, Social
Pressures in Informal Groups (New York:
Harper, 1950) ; Morton Deutsch and Mary
E. Collins, Interracial Housing: A Psycho-
logical Evaluation of a Social Experiment
{Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press,
1951); Neal Gross, Wa.d S. Mason, Alex-
ander W. McEachern, Explorations in Role
Analysis (New York: John Wiley & Sons,
1958); Kurt Lewin, Ronald Lippett, and
Ralph K. White, "Patterns of Aggressive
Behavior in Experimentally Created 'Social
Climates," " Journal of Social Psychology 10
(1939), pp. 271-299; Seymour Lieberman,
The Effects of Changes in Roles on the
Attitudes of Role Occupants,” Human Rela-
sions, 9 (1950), pp. 385-403; Alvin Gould-
ner, Patrerns of Industrial Bureaucracy
(Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press, 1954} ;
Peter G. Garabedian, “'Social Roles and
Processes. of Socialization in the Prison
ommunity,” Social Problems 11 (Fall,
1953), pp. 139-152; Alfred Stanton and
Mortis Schwartz, The Mental Hospital
(Ncw“York: Basic Books, 1954); Peter
?13}!, Sttu_ctuml Effects,” American Socio-
O,gttcal Review, 25 (1960), pp. 178-193.

T Kurt Lewin, Field Theory in Social
Science (New York: Harper & Brothers,
1951); George C. Homans, Social Bebar-
;?;;coh‘;t Egememary Forms (New York:

urt, Bra .
475 ekl ce and World, 1961), pp. 46

Gouldner, op. cit., pp. 83-85: Kohn
sad Williams, op. cis., p;‘;‘pmi«lﬂ,

ferent before and after an event which

changes the region in which a person is
located.®

_Bu? even granting that short-term
sttuationally induced stimuli can influ-
ence individuals, we question whether
or not such stimuli are sufficient to
effect deviant behavior. There is some
evidence to suggest that they are.
Cressey, for example, has shown that
the criminal violation of financial trust
can be viewed as a narrow goal-
oriented response to a situationally in-
duced financial problem:

Trusted persons become trust violators
when  they conceive of themselves as
having a financial problem which is non-
sharable, have the knowledge or aware-
ness that this problem can be secretly
resolved by violation of the position of
ﬁna_ncnal trust, and are able to apply to
their own conduct in that situation
verbalizations which enable them to ad-
just their conceptions of themselves as
trusted persons with their conceptions of
themseives as users of the entrusted funds
or property.10

Additional support for the notion that
situationally induced stimuli of short
duration can lead to illegal behavior is
provided by self-reports from gang
members.

When we were shoplifting we always
made a game of it. For example we might
gamble on who could steal the most caps
in a day, or who could steal in the pres-
ence of a detective and then get away.
This was the best part of the game. . . .
It was the fun I wanted, not the hatll

I was walkin® uptown with a couple of
friends, and we run irdo Magician and
them there, They asked us if we wanted
to go to a fight, and we said “Yes."
When they asked me if [ wanted to go to
a fight, I couldn’t say, "No.” I mean 1
could say, "No,” but for old-time's sake,
I said, "Yes."12:

% Lewin, op. cit.. p. 137.

10 Donald R. Cressey, “The Criminal
on}ﬂtion of Financial Trust,” American
Sociological Review, 15 (December, 1950)
p. ¥42. '

11 Clifford R. Shaw. “Juvenile Delin-
quency—A Group Tradition,” Bulletin of
the State University of Iowa, No. 23, N.S.
N R,

ewis Yablonsky, The [7iolens 7
(New York: Macmil{un. 1962), p. lgwg
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You see, man, it's not that I'm against
anyone clse, I'm just "all for me.” Our
stealing did have a utilitarian motive.
Sometimes we stole something we actually
liked and wanted and stealing always
proved we had guts. . . . [But] most of
the time I didn’t even have stealing on
my mind. . ..

What have we done? We're just trying
to have some fun. We don’t want to be
like those middle class guys. We are no
mamma'’s boys.13

Thus, there is considerable basis for,
assuming that the immediate situation’
in which a youth finds himself can
play an important role in his decision
to engage in delinquent behavior. Ob-
viously, however, this is not to say that
the situation offering inducement or
pressure to a youth to deviate will
necessarily lead him to take such action.
For one thing, situationally induced

motives vary in intensity. Furthermore,

their expression depends on a variety
of contingencics, such as the ease with
which the motivated behavior can be
carried out, the risks involved, and the
press or attractiveness of other activi-
ties.!* Finally, whether or not the
motives to deviate are situationally in-
duced, the behavioral expression of
them depends on the degrce to which
the individuals experiencing the mo-
tives also experience constraints against
that behavior.

CoNSTRAINTS ON DEVIANCE:
THe CoNcCEPT OF COMMITMENT

Three dominant views can be. identi-
fied in motivational theories of delin-

13 Comments of an ex-gang leader as
quoted in Sophia M. Robinson, Juvenile
Delinquency (New York: Holt, Rinehart
and Winston, 1960), pp. 134-137.

14 It should be emphasized, however,
that while many situational contingencies
of this sort fall in the class of phenomena
often considered “accidental,” these events
do not occur randomly. For example, boys
living in slums are more likely to encounter
experiences which can evoke motives to
deviate in certain ways than are their middle
class counterparts. To illustrate: the slum
youth is more likely to find .drunks sleeping
in doorways, to see wares displayed in open
counters on the sidewalk, to meet adqlt
criminals, and to come under police surveil-
lance than is the youth living in a middle
class neighborhood.

quency regarding (1) the nature of
the influences which constrain indi-
viduals from engaging in delinquent
behavior, and (2) the conditions
under which these influences are
neutralized.

In delinquent sub-culture theories,
the basic constraint against the exercise
of deviant motives is allegiance to the
dominant values of the larger society.
Depending on the particular theorist,
a youth's freedom from this constraint
entails allegiance to an oppositional
system of values by means of either
a type of reaction formation,*> a more
or less rational process of decision-
making,!% or socialization to a cultural
tradition differing from that of the
larger society.1?

A second type of constraint involves
internalization of parental prohibitions
and demands—in other words, the de-
velopment of a super-ego. Freedom
from this constraint is scen largely as
the product of parental failure to so-
cialize children properly. Such failure
may result from a variety of conditions,
ranging from parental failure to articu-
late conventional values to lack of the
kind of familial atmosphere in which
such values, even if articulated, can be
incorporated by children.18

There are, however, important limi-
tations in these two formulations of
the constraining influences on deviant
behavior. For one thing, empirical
studies have failed to find a strong
oppositional or autonomous value sys-
tem among delinquent gang youth as
predicted by delinquent sub-culture
theorists.!? Moreover, considerable evi-

15 Albert K. Cohen, Delingquent Boys:
The Culture of the Gang (Glencoe, Ill.:
The Free Press, 1955).

18 Richard A. Cloward and Lloyd E.
Ohlin, op. cit., passim.

17 Walter Miller, "Lower Class Culture
as a Generating Milieu of Gang Delin-
quency,” Journal of Social Issucs, 14, No. 3
(1958), pp. 5-19.

18 Kate Friedlander, The Psychoanalytic
Approach to Juvenile Delinguency (New
York: International  Universities  Press,
19:47).

19 Robert A. Gordon, Jumes F. Short, Jr.,
Desmond S. Cartwright, and Fred L. Strodt-

Commitment

dence indicates that moral concerns,
such as would be expected from the
operation of the super-ego, are neither
the only nor necessarily the major fac-
tors in constraining persons from en-
gaging in or legitimizing illegal be-
bavior.20

A third formulation of the con-
straints against delinquency, deriving
from the writings of social control
theorists, overcomes these limitations
to some extent. This formulation
stresses the importance of social insti-
tutions such as the family, the school,
and law enforcement as instruments of
control on the delinquent motives of
boys. Presumably all boys are subject
to these motives;*! however, they ex-
press them in overt behavior only
when, for whatever reason, the con-
trolling potential of these institutions
is not realized. A considerable litera-
ture has developed attempting to
specify the conditions under which this
occurs. Thus the absence of family
controls has been linked to parental
tejection, ineffectuality, and neglect ;22
and the deficiency of controls within
the school has been traced, among
other things, to its failure to be
oriented to the capabilities and in-

beck, “Values and Gang Delinquency: A
Study of Street-Corner Groups,” American
{;gmal of Sociology, 69 (1963), pp. 109-

.20 Solomon Rettig and Harve E. Rawson,
‘The Risk Hypothesis in Predictive Judge-
ments of Unethical Behavior,” Journal of
Abnormal  and  Social Psychology, 66
f‘March, 1963), pp. 243-248; rielen Merrell
ynd, On Shame and the Search for ldentity
(New York: Harcourt, Brace, and Co.,
1958); David P. Ausubel, “Relationships
Between Shame and Guilt in the Socializing
Process,” Psychological Review, 62 (1955),
g}l 378-390; Justin Aronfreed, 'The

ature, Variety, and Social Patterning of
Moral Responses to Transgression,” Journal
of Abnoymal and Social Psychology, 63
(1961), pp. 223-240.

2 owever, it must be admitted that the
nature of these motives is not well articu-
lated by social control theorists.

* F. Ivan Nye, Family Relativnships and
Df!’”qﬂent Bebavior (New York: John
Wiley & Sons, 19%8); Wiliam M.Cord
nd Joan McCord, Origins of Crime (New
YOI‘!(Z COlumH« Uinivercin Peocs 10500
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terests of students.?3 But while social
control theory can account for much
delinquency, it, too, suffers limitations,
since the nature of the processes by
which social control is exercised and
the sequential patterning of these
processes have not been specified.
Thus, for example, social control
theories are ambiguous regarding the
relationship between “inner controls”
and external (or social) controls;
moreover, they are unable to account
for some of the phenomena of delin-
quency, such as the eventual conven-
tionalization of many delinquent boys.
These problems can be eliminated by
viewing the central processes of social
control as “‘commitments to conform-
ity.” By this term we mean not only
fear of the material deprivations and
gunishments which might result from
eing discovered as an offender but
also apprehension about the deleterious
consequences of such a discovery on
one’s attempts to maintain a consistent
self image, to sustain valued relation-
ships, and to preserve current and fu-
ture statuses and activities. A youth
with strong commitments to conform-
ity is less likely to engage in deviant
acts than is one for whom these com-
mitments are minimal, given that both
experience motives to deviate in the
same degree. The cumulative strength
of one's various commitments is not to
be equated with motives to deviate.
Commitment refers instead to the
probability that such motives will be
acted upon when they are experienced.
Even persons with strong commitments
to conformity experience motives to
engage in criminal acts, and they may
perform such acts when their commit-
ments do not appear to be threatened
(for example, under conditions of low
visibility) or when the motives to
deviate are very strong.
The role of commitments of the type

28 Jackson Toby and Marcia L. Toby,
Low School Status as a Predisposing Factor
in Subcultural Delinguency (New Bruns-
wick, N.J.: Rutgers University, no date.
mimeographed) ; Cohen, op. cir, pp. 112-
tir.












