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Abstract 

i i 

This pape r presenLed the methodology involved in the censtructlon of a self- 

report instrument of delinquent behavlor. T£n frequency and seriousness 

._ weighting schemes were compared. Reliability was assessed througll internal 

'consistency and test-retest methods. Validity was assessed through mulcitra[t- 

multimethod analyses as well as by the self report data's relationship to 

official court and police data. The relative effect of the weighting schemes 
/ 
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~nd their t implicat'ions were discussed. 
/~" } • 

7 ! / 

°'" i f / 

S 

m 

3 





Q 

° 

Alternative Scaling Procedures for. Constructlng a 

Self-Report Delinquency l.leasure 

Those who have devoted their energies t o  delinquency research have usually 

been dependent upon inadequate archival records for typical outcome variables. 

The logical rationale behind the use of court contacts and disposltions as well ~is 

police contacts and referrals as primary outcome variables in delinquency research 

is obvious. However, the major drawbacks are twofold and perhaps equally clear. 

The most frequently mentioned criticism of the use of official archl,al data is 

that it is more a measure of police behavior than it is a measure of deviant 

behavior (Gold, 1966; Farrington, 1973; Williams & G01d, 1972), In fact, 

estimates of official detection of delinquents have ranged from three to twenty 

percent (Davidson, 1976; Krohn, Waldo.& Chiricos, 1975; Willlata ~ & Cold, 1972). 

.Early studies developed encompassing theories of Juvenile delinquency incorporatin~ 

official records as primary outcome data. These researchers tended to define 

delinquency in terms of soclo-cultural antecedent conditions (Clo~a~d & Ohlln, 

1960; Cohen, 1955; Glueck & Glueck, 1950). These works are frequently seen a~ 
L 

having been more "theoretical and speculative than empirical in their approach" 

(Peterson, Urban, & Vondracek, 1975)~ These studies frequently attributed or 

suggested a causal relationship between official delinquency and demographic 

variables such as sex, race, age and socio-econ0mfc status. Recently, these 

theories have come under fire due to their inherent dependency on official outcome 

data (Williams & Gold, 1972; Krohn, et al., 1975). The resultant concern 
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f o r  the  p r o c L s s  o f  l a b e l i n g  s t i l l  l e a v e s  tile p rob lem o f  how b e s t  to  measure  

the Concept o f  delinquency.• 

" A s u c o n d  prim,-~ry f a u l t  w i th  t h e  ~oJe use of  o f f i c i a l  r ~ c o r d  d u t a  as  a 

dependent measure in delinquency research lies with' the tendency for many current 

researchers to attempt to identify juveniles before they become a part of the 

official system. ,In 6hort, the evaluation of prevention programs or treatments 

aimed at pre-delinquents has become a major focus of contemporary research. The 

problem becomes the credibility of evaluations of preventative programs using 

official recidivism as a major outcome variable when the target population has 

an extremely limited incidence or future probability of offlcialcontacts with 

the Juvenile Justice system. 

These criticisms of official outcome data have led to the development of 

alternative dependent .measures of dellnqu~ncy; the most popular of which has 

been self report (Sellin & 12olfgang, 1963; Nye & Short, 1957). The methods by 

which one defines delinquency is not only crucial to the process of measurt.mt, n[, 

but as Hits=hi and Selvin have noted, "How one defines delinquency determines 

in large part how one will explain delinquency" (Hirschi & Selvin, 1969). ]ndL.od, 

the literature suggests a clear need for the inclusion of both official Court 

and p o l i c e  r e c o r d s  as  we l l  as s e l f - r e p o r t  e s t i m a t e s  o f  tlt.] in¢ltl(~nt b e h a v i o r  iu 

t h e  a r e a  o f  r e s e a r c h  and deve lopment  in j u v e n i l e  d e l i n q u e n c y  ( G o l d ,  1966; Erick.~On 

& Empey, 1963; W i l l i a m s  & Gold,  1972;  Krohn e t  a l . ,  1975; t l i n d e l a n g  & I t i r s c h i ,  1977).  

The deve lopmen t  o f  e a r l y  s e l f - r e p o r t  measures  t ended  to  be a t t e m p t s  at  

d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  a d i f f e r e n c e  be tween " o f f i c i a l  d t ' l t n q , t . n t s " ,  tho.~;e c u r r e n t l y  

i n c a r c e r a t e d  in i n s t i t u t i o n a l  f a c i l i t i e s ,  and n o n - d i ' l i n q u o n t s ,  t h o s e  w i t h o u t  

p o l i c e  r e c o r d s ,  most t y p i c a l l y  "normal  h i g h  s c h o o l  s t u d e n t s "  ( K u l t k ,  S t e i n  & 
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Sarblt., 1968. This procedure has been criticized in Chat those incarcerated 

tend to have few reasons to conceal delinquent acts, while those not curcently 

under jurisdiction may ~eact defensively regardless of all the experimenter's 

attempts at guaranteeing the anonymity of the collected information (Williams & 

Gold, 1972). Erickson and Empey have suggested that these studies even'violate 

the definition of official delinquency (Erlckson & Empey, 1963). Crucial sampling 

issueshave been two frequently overlooked. 

Once self-reported delinquency was accepted as an alternative measure of 

de]inquency, traditional reliability and validity issues were examined. Various 

reliability estimates have been employed In past. research. The methodology 

has included lie tests, test-retest, split-half, Guttman scaling, and internal 

consistency• alphas. Although there have been inconsistencies in the literature, 

some positiveevidence seems to be emerging. Self-reP0rt strategies have tended 

to be relatively stable over time (Belson, 1968) and fairly unidimcnsional 

(i:arrington, 1973). 

Validity issues have been dealt with by including such criterion variables 

as police records (Kulik, et al., 1968), court •convictions (Erlckson & Empey, l~)6J; 

Farrington, I~73; Blackmore, 1974), and informant records (Gold, 1970). The 

typical methodology• has incorporated, a predictive or concurrent validity framL'wo~'k. 

Although inconsistencies in the reliability and validity of self-report 

instruments exist, they appear to be due to differences in the criterion measure, s, 

subject samples, or item content rather than an inherent weakness in the concept 

of self-reported delinquency estimates. Certainly at least as many criticisms 

could be leveled against the use of official archival data. 

Additional developments in the area of measurement of self-reported e~ti~tm~:s 

of delinquency have indicated that further refinements may be useful. In particular, 

the clarification of the utility of the application of various welghting:schemes 

to self-reported estimates of delinquent behavior seems to be a crucial issue 
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that is unresolved to date. The basic self-report measure simply considers 

categorical informatlon. That is, does the subject report having committed a 

certain defined behavior during a particular time it~LCrVai? Weighting ~chemes 

have traditionally considered two*dimensions, frequency and seriousness. FarringtoL~ 

(197i) f0und-that theadditlon of weighting schemes for frequency and seriousness 

did not add slg?~ificantly to the predictive valldlty of a self-report instrument 

designed with simple unit weights applied to categorie~ of offense~ reported, o. 

the other hand, G01d (1966) found that the frequency of offenses committed was a 

critical determinant of police detection while the seriousness 'of tile offen~e 

weighted heavily on dispositional factors. Erickson and Empey (1963) found that 

repeat offenders and non-offlcial dellnquentsdid not differ significantly in -. 

the proportion of categories of offenses committed, however, tlie two groups 

differed drastically in the frequency of offenses and the most serious offense 

committed. "They.also found tndt court dlsposltions •tended to be for the most 

serious offenses committed by tile repeat offender. 

The application of weighting schemes to scaling procedures has been a topic 

of debate in many settings. In the area of self-reported delinquency research, 

clear inconsistencies have been noted in the literature (Erickson & Empey, !963; 

Cold, 1966; Farrington, 1973). The assumption by many of the researchers i. thi~ .ir~a 

that their instruments are superior, or even compatible, suggests a need for a 

direct comparative evaluation of various weighting procedures. 

The Current Research 

In res.ponse to the research issues raised above, this paper will present data 

relevant to the development of a self-report delinquency measure. The instrument 

utilized in this research was developed by drawing items from or modifying itcn|s 

from the measures developed by Lincoln, Teillmann, Klein, and Labln (1977) and 

Gold (1970) as well as the inclusion of new items. The item set was designed to 

determine self-reported incidence of behaviors representing a wide spectrum of 
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frequently occurring deiinquent activities. .... Th6s, infrequently 

occurring behavlors such as serious Crime against a person 

have been excluded. The particular behaviors selected are representative of 

Lypical categorizations of dclinquunL acts such as Lhusu cumpilud by Sullin atld 

Wolfgang (1964) and Rossi (1974). In addition, the 35 item Set includes five 

filler itemsdepictingp0sitive activities in an attempt to discourage response 

patterns or bias. Respondents were asked whether they had committed each 

behavior once, twice, more than twice or not at ail during each of three ti~ 
i 

intervals (the last six weeks, the last year and oyez). 

Interviewins Procedures. 'l~ne self-report instrument was administered by 

project staff at four points during each youth's involvement in a delinquency 

prevention project; at the point of referral, sixweeks, twelve weeks, and 

eighteen weeks fr~a referral (termination). The instrument was administered as 

part of a process interview package. "fhese interviews were open ended and geared 

to gather information relevant to the youth's progress in the project (Kaqtrowitz, 

Davidson, Blakely & Kushler, 1978). The interview process was explained to the, 

youth and his/her parents prior to their fotmally joining tile project. The 

confidentiality and anonymity of the information gathered was stressed at this 

point as well as during each scheduled interview. Upon entering the project, 

process interviews were conducted at the specified intervals with the youth, a 

parent, and a peer nominated by the youth .... 
' " ,. - 

Interviews tended to last from one to one and one half hours. The self- 

report measure was administered immediately following the process interview. In 

order to. avold problems due to inconsistent readlng abilltles of tile interv[~.we~'s, 

tile items were read aloud to tile respondents and.responses were recorded by the 

interviewer. The entire interview was audio recorded to minimize data loss. 

Archival data. For use in validity estimates, official archival records 

were collected from the probate, court, the county sheriff's office, and several 

local city police departments. In addition, records were collected from several 
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department stores and discount houses that frequently petition youth directly 

to the Juvenile court. 

Results 

Complete data was available on 123 subjects gathered between~March, 1977 

and December, 1978. The data set, coded in straight frequencies, was first 

recoded into Categorical information. Thus, itet~ responses were available in 

both unit weights (whether or not the event occurred during the ~pecified time 

interval) and frequency weights (whether the event occurred once, twice, more 

thaa twice, or not at all). These frequency weight alternatives were then crossed 

with five seriousness weighting schemes; those developed by Sellin and Wolfgang 

(1964); McEachern and Bauzer (1967); and Roasi (1974); as well as a weighting 

/ 

schem~ developed locally. The fifth method applied nu s=riousn~ss weightlngs. 

~le seriousness weighting scheme developed locally was drawn from a larger sami>te 

of 806. Data was gathered directly from archival records in the county courL 
° 

files. Offenses were categorized and the probability of formal court proce~din~ 

was used as an index of offense seriousness. The result was a two by five 

matrix of available weighting seheme~ (see Table i). The seriousness welghts 

were simple multipliers applied to the basic frequency and unit weights. Followit~g 

the removal of the five* postively worded filler items the ten data sets were 

~ubjected to several analyses designed to determine their differential reliability 

and validity properties. 

Reliability Analyses. Although, as noted earlier, self report measured tend 

to ~e unidimensional (that is, they tend not to break into reliable subscales) 

an Inltial factor solution was attempted. A few items were then transferred in 

order to make rational sense of the scales. The items causing the most intuitive 

problems tended to be loaded on more than a single factor. The resultant four 

subscales represented property crimes, crimes involving physical force, school 

related offenses, and offenses involving substance abuse. The subscales and t h e  

0 
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total scale were then subjected to reliability analyses for each of the ten 

weighting schemes. 

Internal consistency estimates were calculated on L h c  one year time interval 

data sets for each of tile scales and weighting schemes. R%~o additional items 

were deleted following these analys&s resulting in a 28"Item total scale. The 
I 

resultant alpha's for the tenseriousness schemes ranged from .77 and .89 with a 

mean of .84 (see Table 2). The alphas of the subscales .78, .70, .72, and .67 .. 
c ". 

and their respective ranges are also included in Table 2. Though the ,~dbscales 

are obviously less reliable than the total scale, they do provide an adequate 
.= 

degree of inte{nal consistency. The total scales are remarkably consistent. 

The only consistent difference can be fotmd in the fact that the five frequency 

weighting schemes are more reliable than their categorical counterparts. However, 

the difference is not significant. 

Test-retest calculations also yielded very consistent information. AQross 

tim~ correlations were computed for each subscale and the total scale within 

each weighting scheme. Correlations were calculated for the youth's reponsus 
i, 

to the one year response interval at each of fouridata gathering points or waves. 
/ 

+ 

Therefore six test-retest intervals were available (time i wzth time 2, time 1 

with time 3, etc.). The data presented in Table 3 are the averages of the six 

correlations for each scale within each weighting method. Again, it should be 

noted that there is very little variation between the various weighting schemes. 

Virtually all of the average test-retest correlations are in the sixties and 

suventies. 

In summation, these analyses have suggested that the various scales consistently 

demonstrated similar reliability properties across Weighting schemes. "ihis notion 

is supported through both internal consistency and test-retest methodology. "|he 

/ 
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Icronbach's alpha coefficient of internal consistency. 
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Table 2 

• . . • . . . .  " . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . .  . 

Total Scale and Subscales mean and range of 
• internal consistency alpha's over ten weightin9 schemes 

alpha 

mean of ten range of ten 
weightin~ schemes weighting schemes 

Total Scale 

P,.operty Subscale 

Force Subscale 

School Subscale 

Substance Abuse Subscale 

.84 

.78 

.70 ' 

• 72 a 

.67 b 

.77 to .89 

.65 to ,84 

.60 to .75 

.46 a to .80  

.35 b to .79 

aThe .46 was the result of the local weighting schemes application to 
the school scale item set. Several of the items were zero weighted 
reducing this scale to a two item scale with a low alpha. 
Without including the local weighting scheme the n~n corrleation 
would have been .74 with a range of .70 to .79. 

bThese figures were affected by the McEachern weighting scheme. 
Again, the scale is a two item scale. Without the inclusionof the 
McEachern scales the mean correlation was .74 with a range of 
.70 to .79. 
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only signlficant departure appears in the substance abuse scale. On several. 

weighting schemes, most notably the local weighting scheme as applied to -t!~e 

' frequency weights, tl~e substance abuse scale fluctuates som~.~l~at. 'l'liis is not 

surprising as it is a two item scale. The total scale again seemed to be the 

best measure available. 

Valldit~ analyses. Deleting the substance abuse subscale, the remainlng -~:> 

subscales were subjected.to multitrait-multimethod analysis (Campbell & Fisk 9, 

1959). Thou2,h the correlation matrices do not neatly fit the ideal pattern 
° 

demonstrating convergent and dlscriminant properties, the" patterns are quite / 

consistent across the various weighting schemes. For the most part, t h e  mono- 

tralt-h~teromethod correlations or those in the validity diagonals are in the 

upper sixties and lower eighties. Though these correlations ~upport the nutioll 

of convergent validity, particula~.'ly in the light that they are generally hlghur 

than their respective monomethod-heterotralt correlations, there is little strong 

evidence to suggest support for the subscales dlscrlminant abilities. Though 

the means of the monomethod-heterotrait triangle correlations are consistently 

lower than their respective validity diagonals, the absolute difference is not 

always that great. In addition, there generally occurred a large range of values 

in the correlations within the triangles resulting in some correlations being as 

hlgh or higher than the corresponding validity diagonal correlation. An extracti~,n 

or bsmmary table from the multlcrait multimethod matrix of the McEaehern serious- 

ness weights as applied to the frequency weighted data is depicted in Table 4. 

Clearily there is strong evidence for the convergent propertle.~ of th(. ~cnlc~ l,~it n 

lack of discriminant evidence exists. These findings should not be taken in a 

negative light. Recall, as noted earlier, that self report measuru~ tend to l)e-: 

unidimenslonal. The fact that the intersource correlations of the subscales suggest 

convergent properties in a multitrait-multimethod sense strengthens the scale as a 

~Jhole. 
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Intersource correlations on the total scale are also included in Table 4. 

As an aside, it is interesting to note that the youth's rating of the parents 

response correlated with the parents actual response somewhat higher than the 

correlation of the youth's response directly with the parent's response. Also 

of interest is the fact that the friends' responses are more highly correlated 

with the parent's reponses than With those of the youth. The sources are all 

fairly highly correlated and the application of weighting schemes andthe 

additional resultant variance within the correlation matrices does not change the 

J 

°# • 

° 

o 

r ~ 

relative ~ize or patterns of the correlations. 

Relatlonshi|? with official outcome data. Official outcome data was collected 

as a normal operation of the overall project. Each youth was involved in the 

project for a period of 18 weeks. Outcome data consisted of the frequency of 

official contacts with area police departments or the county court d,,rlng this 

18 week'perlod. ~lerefore, the six week, cne year or ever ref~ents built Into 

tho self report instrument do not chronologi,:ally match this ~8 week outcome data 

interval. Though these time intervals have advantages during program evaluation, 

for the purposes of instrument refinement the six week data for the second, 

• third, and fourth waves were su~fned to correspond exactly with the 18 week 

duration used to gather the official outcome data. 

Though related, two methods of directly assessing the self-report instrument 

and its relationship to official court and police data are ~ncluded. Table 5 

includes the analyses of variance for each of the ten combined weighting schemes. 

Success/failure served as the independent variable. Success was defined as the 

lack of any additional contact with either thr police or court during involvement 

in the project. The total scale and four subscales served as the dependent 

measures. As can be noted ~.n the table, the resultant F values and probabillty 

levels are consistent across the weighting schemes. The same consistent pattern 

of figures can be seen in the correlations of success~fa:ilurc wlth the self-rep0rt 

I 

,/ 

scales in Table 6. 
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Though these relationships arc all strong with the uxc~pLiuu vf the physical 

force scale, the absolute value of the correlation coefflcients are not high. 

Again, this should not be taken in a negative.light. There should be a significant 

relationship between self-reported estimates of illegal behavlor and their official 

counterparts. On the other hand, the official data Should in actuality be a 

subset of the self-reported estimates of actual behavior rates. 

In summary, it appears that the self-report instrument deslgned by the author~ 

has demonstrated consistent reliability both in terms of internal consistency 

figures and in terms of test-retest correlations. R~ese points are particulorly 

true of the total scale. Convergent validity was demonstrated tnrough multitrait- 

multimethod procedures. While dlscriminant properties were not evidenced, the 

overall scale did demonstrate strong validity pro~l~rtie~.when related to official 

court and police data. 

t 

. / , ;  ,. 

Of Prime concern is the fact that these properties were demonstrated consistu,tly 

across the ten weighting scheme combinations. It appears that adding seriousnus:~ 

weights in particular did not contribute appreciably to the differential ability 

of the instrument to detect official outcome data. The frequency weighting 

? 

schemes did seem to add some variance to the overall data set when compared to 

their straight categorical counterparts. Though the increased variancu wa~ 

related to increased alphas in several cases, the differences were not of mcnnin~i:- 

ful proportions nor were they consistent. 

In short, the addltion of weighting schemes to a self-reported del[nquency 

instrument did not strengthen the instrument itself or its applicatioz~. 0:~ tilt. 

other hand, the inclusion of weighting schemes did not harm the instrun~unt or 

1 

r ' .  . . . .  

interfere with its application. These results did not support conclusions drawn 

by others suggesting the need for seriousness weights in self-reported delinquency 

research. In fact, it should be noted that, when applied to ~hese scales, the 

~Imple unit weights performed equally as well as the popular and more cc~mp}e× 

seriousness and frequency weighting schemes. 

i 
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