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observe in our delinquency data. We will not show 
you the cross-tabulation table, but when we looked 
at the relationship between perceived certainty and 
delinquency, we found that 53.2% of youth who were 
low in certainty were high in delinquency; 39.1% of 
those who perceived medium certainty were high in 
delinquency; and only 23.6% of those who perceived 
a high certainty of punishment were high in delin-
quency. Youth who believed they would get caught 
if they engaged in delinquency, then, were less likely to be delinquent. The gamma value for this table was −.382, 
indicating a moderate negative relationship between perceived certainty and delinquency, exactly what deterrence 
theory would lead us to expect.

Someone may reasonably argue, however, that this discovered negative relationship may not be causal but instead may 
be spurious. It could be suggested that what is actually behind this relationship is the extraneous variable, moral beliefs. 
The argument is that those with strong moral inhibitions against committing delinquent acts think that punishment for 
morally wrongful actions is certain and refrain from delinquent acts. Thus, the observed negative relationship between 
perceived certainty and delinquency is really due to the positive effect of moral beliefs on perceived certainty and the 
negative effect of moral beliefs on delinquency (see Exhibit F.19). If moral beliefs are actually the causal factor at work, then 
controlling for them will eliminate or substan-
tially reduce the original relationship between 
perceived certainty and delinquency.

To look at this possibility, we examined 
the relationship between perceived certainty 
and delinquency under three levels of moral 
beliefs (weak, medium, and strong). The cross-
tabulations are shown in Exhibit F.20. What we 
can see is that in each of the subtables there is a 
negative and significant association between the 
perceived certainty of punishment and delinquency. In two of the three subtables, however, the relationship is weaker 
than what was in the original table (there the gamma was −.382); we obtained gammas of −.271 and −.197. Under the 
condition of strong moral beliefs, however, the original relationship is unchanged. What we would conclude from this 
elaboration analysis is that the variable “moral beliefs” is not acting as a very strong extraneous variable. Although some 
of the relationship between perceived risk and delinquency is due to their joint relationship with moral beliefs, we can-
not dismiss the possibility that the perceived certainty of punishment has a causal influence on delinquent behavior.

Specification

By adding a third variable to an evaluation of a bivariate relationship, 
the data analyst can also specify the conditions under which the bivari-
ate relationship occurs. A specification occurs when the association 
between the independent and dependent variables varies across the cat-
egories of one or more other control variables—that is, when the original 
relationship is stronger under some condition or conditions of a third 
variable and weaker under others.

In criminology, social learning theory would predict that youths who are exposed to peers who provide verbal 
support for delinquency are at greater risk for their own delinquent conduct. We found support for this hypothesis in 
our delinquency dataset. We examined this relationship by recoding into two approximately equal groups the vari-
able FROPINON (see Exhibit F.2). The first group had weak verbal support from peers, whereas the second group 
had strong verbal support. Among those youths who reported that their peers provided only weak verbal support 
for delinquency, 15% were highly delinquent. Among those with strong verbal support from peers, nearly 58% were 
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Specification  A type of relationship involving 
three or more variables in which the association 
between the independent and dependent 
variables varies across the categories of one or 
more other control variables.


