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DELINQUENCY, SITUATIONAL INDUCEMENTS, AND 
CQRIZIIIITMEm TO CONFORMITY 

SCOTT BRIAR AND IRVING PILIAVIN 
Universify o f  California, Berkeley 

In recent years a theory of delin- 
the delinquent subculture 

t esls has been advanced which has I?:' 
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 aa alternative class of 
fo:mulations 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 iflegal 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 
upects of the personality and/or value 
framework of delinquent boys; and 
(3) forces which propel them into 
illegal behavio:. 

Despite their numerous differences, 
however, ail motivational theories of 
delinquency have incurred common 
problems. ELK$, the etiological factors 

they postulate do not operate unt- 
formly. That is, many boys subjected 
to experiences which presumably 
should give rise to delinquency-pro- 
ducing dispositions do not ac uire 1 them. Seco%& p a n y  boys who ex ibit 
these dispositions d o  not appear among 
identified delinquents. Wr$, 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. 
E~~r th , - even  if we grant, despite the 
above problems,' that delinquent be- 
h ~ v i o r  is in some fashion and to some 
degree a produst 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 designat& delinquent by juve- 
nile courts have those characteristics 
predicted for them by contemporary 
motivational theories of delin uency. 

d ly ,  motintional theories o? 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 ( I )  
indicated tihat various 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 addttlon~l fac- 
tors which either augment or constrain the 
rnffuence of those factors consrdered basic 
to the development of delinquent-producing 
d~spositions and/or the operat~on of the 
d~spositions themselves However, to our 
knowledge, no systematic effort has been 
made to identify these ancillary condlttons 
and their operation. 



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 pos~ible .~  

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- 

t~ents" (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 providcs the basic 
premise for the formul;ition to  follow.^ 

Because delinquent behavior is typi- 
cally episodic, purposive, and confined 
to certain situ:~tions,~ we assume that - 

2 This interpretation is not shared by 
Bloch and Nicderhoffer who, in acknowl- 
edging the universality of delinquent be- 
havior, attribute it to adolescent identity 
crisis. But as Cloward and Ohlin point out, 
this view of delinquency fails to account for 
apparent diifcrentials in ilkgat activities 
anion6 various identifiable adolescent sub- 
groupings. Herbert Dloch and Arthur 
Niederhoffer, T / J ~  GartS: A Sludy in Ado- 
lescent Uehur'ior (New York: Philosophical 
Libmry, 195R), p. 17 ;  Richard A. Cloward 
and Lloyd E. Ohlin, Deirnquerrcy and OP- 
borlrrnily (Glectcoe, Ill,: The Free Press, 
i 9 6 0 ) .  bp. '  50-55. 

3 D;~vid hfntm, Delinll~ency and Drijt 
(New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1964), 
GP. 33-67. 

4 Borrowing from Kohn and Williams, 
we drhne 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 deIin- 
quent acts as solely the product of long 
term motives deriving from confl icts 
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 b y s  to obtain valued 
goods, to portray courage in the pres- 
ence of, or be loyal to peers, to strike 
out at someone who is disliked, or 
sin~ply to "get  kick^."^ 

The influence of currently experi- 
enced situations on individuals' at-  
titudes and behaviors has been empha. 
sized in numerous socioldgical and 
social-psychological studies. In brief, 
these studies indicate that situational 
factors can confront actors with con- 
flicts, opportunities, ptessures, and 
interactions, located in space and time, and 
perceived by the participants as an event: 
in this usage 'situation' is a delimiting term, 
cutting out from the flow of experience a 
particular series of interpersonal actions 
which are seen by the participants as a 
describable event, separable from preceding 
and succeeding events, constraining the 
participants to act in ,particular ways an! 
having its own untque consequences. 
bfelvin L. Kohn and Robin hl. Williams, 

I "5itu;ttional Patterning in Intergroup Rela. 
tions, Atmrican Sociologicul Review, 21 
(April, 1956),  p. 164. 

6 W e  are sufigesting here that the situa 
tions which delinquents find tempting and 
exciting are similar, in spirit, to thosc which 
attract the non.delinquent. As Mnka has 
pointed out, the teen.age culture is "a con 
ventional version of the delinquent tradi. 
tion. Here we find an emphasis on fun and 
adventure: a disdain for scholastic effort; 
the more or  less persistent involvement in 
'tolerated' status offenses like drinking, 
gamblin,g, occasional truancy, 'making out' 
in the sense of sexuill conquest, driving can 
bcfore the appropriate age, smoking, s w c ~  
ins, and staying out late. , . . Aggression 
is considerably tempered, but there is a 
persistent concern with the credentials on 
[sic] masculiility and femininity."  avid 
hlntza, "Subterranean Traditions of Youth,: 
Ar~nalj of the Arnrrican Acddenr 
1 n o c c e ,  338 (N:{:;!L: 
1961),  p. 116. 

Commitment to Conformity 3 7 

temptations which may influence the 
actors' actions and views. Many of 
these studies, especially those con- 
ducted under "red-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 housing 
project6 On the other hand, several 
theoretical  writing^,^ material from 
some case studies,8 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 behnviors of those ex- 

osed to these stimuli. In the words of 
Lewin : 

It is a simple fact, but still not sufil- 
ciently recognized in psychology ancl so- 
ciology, that the behavior of a person 
depends above all upon his momentary 
position. Often, the world looks very d ~ f -  

6 See for example: Leon Festinger. 
Stanley Schachter, and Kurt  Back, Social 
Pressures in Informal Groups (New York: 
Harper, 1950) ;  Morton Deutsch and hIary 
E. Coffins, Interracial H o ~ s i n , ~ :  A Psycho- 
loRica! Et*aluntion of a Sorini Experiment 
(Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 
1951); Neal Gross, W a i d  S. Mason, Alex- 
ander W .  McEachern, Explorations in Role 
Analysis (New York: John Wiley 8: Sons, 
1958); Kurt Lewin, Ronald Lippett, and 
Ralph K. White, "Patterns of Aggressive 
Uchavior in Experinimtally Created 'Social 
Climates,' " Journal of Social P~ychology 1 0  
( l?39), pp. 271 -299 ; Seymour Lieberman, 
"?he Effects of Changes in Roles on the 
Attitudes of Role Occ~rparits." f l u tmn  Reh-  
J J ~ ,  9 (1950), pp. 385403; Alvin Gould- 
ncr, Putrernr of Inrlli.c!rial Biwentrcrcrcy 
(Glcncoe, 111.: The Free Press, 1954) : 
h e r  G. Garaberlim, "Social Roles 2nd 
h c e s s e s  of Socialization in the Prisond 
Community," Socinl Problems 11 (Fall, 
1963), pp. 139-132; Alfred Stanton and 
hforris Schwartz, The ilfenral l fospi~ul  
(New York: Basic Books, 1954) ; Peter 
Rlau, "Structural Effects," Anwricnn Socio- 
I"R;cu~ Review, 25 (1960).  pp. 178-193. 

Kurt Lewin, Field Theory in Social 
S m h e  (New York: Harper & Brothers, 
!3J1); George C. Hnntans, Social Behnrl- 
'0': IJJ Elementary Farms (New York: 
f f m o u r t ,  Brace and World. 1961 ), pp. 46- 
47. 5 1 . ~ 7  

ferent before and after an event which 
changes the region in which a person is 
located.9 

But even granting that short-term 
situationally 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 themsel~es. as 
having a financial problem which is non- 
sharable, have the knom.ledge o r  atvare- 
ness that this problem can be secretly 
resolved by violation of the position of 
financial trust, and are able to apply to 
their own conduct in that situation 
verbalizations which enable them to ad- 
just their conceptions of tl~ernselves as 
trusted persons with their conceptions of 
themselves ns users of the entrusted funds 
or  proprrty.10 

Additional support for the notion t h ~ t  
situationaIly induced stimuli of short 
dur~t ion can lead to illegd 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, o r  who could stcal in the pres- 
ence of a detecti\.e and then get away. 
This was tfle best part i , t t  tlte Kame. . . . 
I t  was the fun I wanted, not the hat." 

I was walkin' u p t o ~ n  \ v i t h  n couple of 
fricncls, ;tnJ we run ~ I C I ~ )  hf.~gici;~n and 
tlicnl thcrc. Tltey asked 11s if we  wanted 
to go to a fight, and we said "Yes." 
When they did me if I wanted to go to 
a fifiht. I y~ l ' l , i ,~ ' t  say, "No." I mean I 
could say, No, but for old-time's sake, 
I said, "'r'cs."l" 

0 Lewin. of). cir.. p. 137. 
'"onald R.  Cressey. "The Criminal 

Violation of Finitncial Trust," Arnetic.i~ 
Soriolo,yicsl Rrriew, 15 (December, 1950),  
D. P42. 
' I f  clifford R. Shaw. "Juvenile Delin- 
qucnqf-A Group Tmctition," Bullelin o/ 
the Srnte U!liwrsily o f  leu-a, No.  23, N.S. 
No.  700, 1933, p. 8. 

'"ewis Yahlonsky, The I'iolenl GUNQ 
(New York: hlmnillnn, 19G2), p. 13. 



You see, man, it's not that I'm against 
anyone else, I'm just "all for me." Our 
stenling 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. . . . 

W h a t  have we done! We're just trying 
to have some fun. W e  don't want to be 
like those middle class guys. W e  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 
p w s s u r e  to a youth to deviate will 
rieccssnrily lead him to t.ike such action. 
For one thing, situationally induced 
motives vary in intcnsity. Furthermore, 
their expression depends on a variety 
of contingencies, such as the ease $ith 
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 degree to which 
the indivi~l~~als experiencing the mo- 
tives d s ~  ~'xperici i~e constraints against 
t h ~ t  bchavior. 

Three dominant views can be identi- 
fied in motivationd theories of tlelin- 

1:) Comments of an ex-gang leader as 
quoted in Sophia hl. Robinson, Juvenilr 
Delinquency ( N e w  York: Holt, Rinehart 
; i d  Winston, 19GO),  pp. 131-137. 

14 I t  sliould be emphasized, however, 
thst while miny situational contingencies 
of this sort fall in the class of phenomena 
often consiclered "acc ih ta l , "  these events 
do not occur mndomly. For example, boys 
living in slurns w e  more likely to encounter 
espcriences u+ich can evoke motives to 
deviate in certain ways than are their middle 
cl:~ss counterparts. T o  illustrnte: the slum 
youth is more likely to tinrl drunks sleeping 
in doonvays, to see \\.ares disphyerf in open 
counters on the sitlewalk, to meet adult 
zrirnin.~ls, and to come under police surveil- 
I.ince tli.1n is the youth living in a middle 
t - l ~ c s  nc.i~:llhc)rllo~~il. 

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 constrairit against the exercise 
of deviant motives is allegiance to the 
dominmt 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,15 a more 
or less rational process of decision- 
rnaking,lo or socialization to a culturdl 
tradition differing from that of the 
larger socicty.17 

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 seen 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 artiailated, can be 
incorporated by childrcn.lH 

There are, however, in~portmt liml- 
tat~ons in these two formulations of 
the constr'1ining influences on deviant 
behavior. For one thing, empirical 
studies have failed to find a strong 
opposition,~l or autonomous v.ilue sys- 
tem among delinquent gang youth as 
predicted by delinquent sub-culture 
theorists.*Woreover, considerable evi- 

'"Albert K. Cohcn, Delinquent Boys: 
The C~111rre of the G a n , ~  (Glencoe, Ill.: 
The Free Press, 1955). 

10 Richanl A. Cloward ancl Lloyd E. 
Ohlin, op. rif., prrrrim. 

37 Walter hiiller, "Lower Class Culture 
as ;I Generating Milieu of Gang Delin- 
quency." Journnl of Socicrl Isrurs, 14, No.  3 
(1958),  pp. 5-19. 

18 Kate Fricdlmder, 7'hc Psyrhuuwulytic 
Apprrwrh t o  Juoenil's L)t,!inqurncy (New 
Ynrk: Internntional Universities Press, 
13 1 7 ) .  

'"llnhert A. Gortlon, James F. Short, Jr., 
Dcsrnond 5. C,~rtwriglit, ant1 Fred L. StroJt- 

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- 
havi~r.~O 

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 dclinqrrent motives of 
boys. Presumably all boys are subject 
to these motives;" howevcr, 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 
rejection, ineffectuality, and neglect ;2" 
and the deficiency of controls within 
the school has been traced, among 
other things, to its failure to be 
oriented to the cap~bilities ancl in- - 
beck, "Values and Gang Delinquency: A 
Study of Street-Corner Groups," American 
Journal of Sociology, 69 (1963),  pp. 109- 
128. 

20 Solomon Rettig and Iiarve 6. Rawson, 
"The Risk Hypothesis in Predictive Jutlge- 
ments of Unethical Behavior," Jourttnl of 
A h r m d  and Sucial Prycholugy, 66 

, pp. 243-248; tlelen hferrell 
I!hd':%!e and the Search for Identiiy 
(New York: Harcourt, Brace, and Co., 
19%); David P. Ausubel, "Relationships 
Retween Shame and Guilt in the Socializing 
Process," Psythologica~ Ret:iew, 62 ( 1955 ), 
fJJ" 378-390; Justin Aronfreed, "The 

ature, Variety, and Social Patterning of 
hforal Responses to Transgression," Journul 
01 Abnormal and Sorid Pr)cholo.~y, 63 
(1961). pp. 223-240. *' However, it must be admitted that the 
nature of these motives is not well articu- 
lated by social control thenri~ts. 
, '2 F. Ivan Nye, F'zmilv IL,l.rtidnrhibs and 
lJeltnq~enr ~ebav ior   en \'ark ' John 
V l ' l l ~ ~  & Sons, 1955);  \X'ilii.i~n h f ~ C o r d  
!$)om hIcCord, O,ie,us o f  Crime (New 

terests of students.23 But while social 
control theory can account for much 
delinquency, it, too, suffers limitztions, 
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 behveen "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 bop.  

These problems can be eliminated by 
viewing the central processes of socini 
control as "commitments to conform- 
ity." By this term we mean not only 
fear of the material deprivations and 

unishments which might result from 
Leing discovered as an offender but 
also apprehension about the deleterious 
consequences of such a discovery on 
one's attempts to nuintain a corisistent 
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 thnn is one for whom these com- 
nlitments 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 devinte. 
Commitment refers insted to the 
probability that such motives will be 
acted upon when they are experienced. 
Even persons with stror~g commitments 
to conformity experience motives to 
engage in criminnl acts, and they may 
perform such acts when their commit- 
ments do not appear to be threatened 
(for exan~ple, under conditions of low 
visibility) or when the motives to' 
deviate are very strong. 

The role of comnlitments of the type 

" Jackson Toby and hiarci;t I-. Toby, 
Loci, School Stafrrs nr a Predi~posirr,~ Fdctor 
in Subrrrltur~d Delinquency ( N e w  Bruns- 
wick, N.J.: Rutgers University, no dnte. 
mirneogr:ipl~rd) ; Cohen, op. rit., pp. 1 I 2 -  
111. 








