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A Reciprocal Model of Delinquent Involvement at Middle Adolescence
FIGURE 13.2

Source: Tibbetts, S. G., & Hemmens, C. (2010). Criminological theory: A text/reader (p. 718). Thousand Oaks, 
CA: SAGE.

factors (mother, school) and increased influence of delinquent peers then leads Johnny 
to commit more frequent and more serious crimes. 

Thornberry’s theoretical model is based on reciprocal effects, meaning that what is an 
outcome variable (e.g., association with delinquent peers) also becomes a predictive 
variable, in that it influences previous variables (e.g., commitment to school). This figure 
shows how such relationships function, with negative signs (-) meaning that there is an 
inverse relationship between the two variables (e.g., the more association with delinquent 
peers is associated with less commitment to school), or positive (+) signs meaning that 
there is a direct positive association between two variables (e.g., belief in conventional 
values is associated with commitment to school). These variables tend to have a feedback 
loop, as represented in the figure.

Such a model, although complex and hard to measure, is logically consistent, and the pos-
tulates are sound. However, the value of any theory has to be determined by the empirical 
evidence supporting its validity. Much of the scientific evidence regarding Thornberry’s 
empirical model has been contributed by Thornberry and his colleagues.

Although the full model has yet to be tested, the researchers “have found general sup-
port for the reciprocal relationships between both control concepts and learning con-
cepts with delinquent behavior.”24 One test of Thornberry’s model used the longitudinal 
Rochester Youth Development Study to test its postulates.25 This study found that the 
estimates of previous unidirectional models (nonreciprocal models) did not adequately 
explain the variation in the data. Rather, the results supported the interactional model, 
with delinquent associations leading to increases in delinquency, delinquency leading to 
reinforcing peer networks, and both directional processes working through the social 
environment. In fact, this longitudinal study demonstrated that, once the participants 
had acquired delinquent beliefs from their peers, the effects of these beliefs had further 
effects on their future behavior and associations, which is exactly what Thornberry’s 
theory predicts.26

Another empirical test of Thornberry’s interactional model examined the age-varying 
effects of the theory.27 This study incorporated hierarchical linear modeling in investi-
gating a sample of the National Youth Survey. The results showed that, while the effects 
of delinquent peers were relatively close to predictions, peaking in the mid-teenage 




