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Specifically, Thornberry noted that most, if not all, contributors to delinquency (and crimi-
nal behavior itself) are related reciprocally. Thus, Thornberry postulated that engaging in 
crime leads to hanging out with other delinquents and that hanging out with delinquents 
leads to committing crimes. It is quite common for individuals to commit crime and 
then start hanging out with peers who are doing the same, and it is also quite common 
for people to start hanging out with delinquent peers and then start committing crimes. 
Furthermore, it is perhaps the most likely scenario for a person to be offending and also 
dealing with both the influences of past experiences and peer effects (see Figure 13.2).

As mentioned previously, Thornberry considers the social control and bonding constructs, 
such as attachments to parents and commitment to school, which are some of the most 
essential predictors of delinquency. Like other theoretical models of social bonding and 
control, Thornberry’s model puts the level of attachment and commitment to conven-
tional society ahead of the degree of moral beliefs that individuals hold regarding criminal 
offending. However, lack of such moral beliefs leads to delinquent behavior, which in turn 
negatively affects the level of commitment or attachment an individual may have built in 
his or her development. As Thornberry claimed,

While the weakening of the bond to conventional society may be an initial cause 
of delinquency, delinquency eventually becomes its own indirect cause precisely 
because of its ability to weaken further the person’s bonds to family, school, and 
conventional beliefs.23

Thus, the implications of this model are 
that variables relating to social control 
or bonding and other sources cause 
delinquency, which then becomes, in 
itself, a predictor and cause for the 
breakdown of other important causes 
of delinquency and crime.

A CASE STUDY AND EMPIRICAL 
EVIDENCE FOR THORNBERRY’S 
INTERACTIONAL MODEL. As an exam-
ple case study, consider a person we 
shall call Johnny, who has an absent 
father and a mother who uses incon-
sistent discipline and sometimes 
inflicts harsh physical abuse on her 
son. He sees his mother’s state of 
constant neglect and abuse as proof 
that belief in conventional values is 
wrong, and he becomes indifferent 
toward governmental laws; his main 

ol of conventional institutions and 
Terrence Thornberry 
proposed one of the 
most complex, albeit 
accurate, models for 
how various factors 
interact with one another 
in the development of 
individuals in terms of 
predicting delinquency 
and criminality.
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