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Abstract

AN EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS OF THE RELATIONSHIP AMONG SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS
AND JUVENILE ARRESTS IN VIRGINIA

Linh Thi Tran Nguyen, Bachelor of Science

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Science
at Virginia Commonwealth University.

Virginia Commonwealth University, 2017

Thesis Chair: Dr. Kristine Artello, Assistant Professor, L. Douglas Wilder School of Government
and Public Affairs

The United States has unusually high rates of violence among developed nations, including the
victimization of and perpetration by youth. Using Institutional Anomie Theory (IAT) as the
theoretical framework, this study analyzes the relationships between social institutions and crime
and the interactive relationships among the institutions in a sample of Virginia localities.
Multivariate analyses are conducted to produce additive and multiplicative models, and simple
slope analyses are conducted to clarify interaction/moderation effects. Findings yield mixed
support for IAT. Localities with higher levels of monthly welfare per recipient (a measure of
polity) have lower juvenile violent crime arrest rates, and welfare moderates the relationship

between income inequality and juvenile violent crime arrests. Controlling for all variables, no



support was found for the direct effects of any other institution on juvenile violent crime arrests.
Policy recommendations include maintenance of welfare programs and improvement of work

participation supplementary programs.



Chapter 1: Introduction

According to the Heritage Foundation (2017), the United States ranks 17" in the world on
the Index of Economic Freedom with high scores in the areas of free market and property rights.
While some scholars and politicians have praised and supported these capitalist qualities
(Bjarnskov & Paldam, 2012; Levitt, 1983), other theorists question whether these qualities and
the general economy are inappropriately placed on a pedestal (Marks, 2012; Rosenfeld &
Messner, 1995). Institutional Anomie Theory (IAT) particularly asserts that over-idolization of
economic values leads to detrimental results, namely exceptionally high crime rates (Rosenfeld
& Messner, 1995).

Reports show that the United States is a top contender for having the highest homicide
rates among developed nations (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2004; Cook & Khmilevska, 2005;
European Institute for Crime Prevention and Control, 2010; Grinshteyn & Hemenway, 2016; van
Dijk & Kangaspunta, 2000). According to analyses of 2010 World Health Organization data,
American youths are at greater risk of being victims of homicide than youths in other high-
income nations: 3.4 times more likely for Americans aged five to 14 years old and 14.0 times
more likely for Americans aged 15 to 24 (Grinshteyn & Hemenway, 2016). Furthermore, violent
victimization by minors in the United States occurs at a greater rate than violent victimization

committed by adults (3.5 times greater) (Oudekerk & Morgan, 2016).



Simple observance of the above facts (American pride in its economy and American
crime and victimization rates) appear to support IAT. Proving such a relationship is not so
simple, however. IAT states that overvaluation of the economy and devaluation of the
institutions of education, family, and polity result in a breakdown of social norms (Rosenfeld &
Messner, 1995). Theoretically, anomie, the breakdown of social norms, brings forth greater
crime rates (Rosenfeld & Messner, 1995). Accordingly, the current study applies IAT to
examine the statistical relationships among the economy, noneconomic institutions (polity,
family, and education), and Virginia juvenile violent crime arrest rates for a sample of counties
and cities in Virginia.

Problem Statement

The decision on how to measure crime (whether to use crimes reported to the police,
police service calls, victimization statistics, or arrest rates as a proxy measure) impacts the results
yielded and conclusions drawn from statistical analyses (Decker & Kohfeld, 1985; European
Institute for Crime Prevention and Control, 2010; Lauritsen, Rezey, & Heimer, 2016). Due to
time constraints, lack of publications on rates of juvenile-perpetrated crimes reported to the
police, and difficulty in obtaining victimization data, this study utilizes arrest data. Decker and
Kohfeld (1985) and Puzzanchera (2013) argue that arrest data are inferior measures of crime
because arrests measure police activity or contact with the justice system. Juvenile arrests may
underestimate the full extent of juvenile delinquency and criminality. Yet, arrests serve as a
good proxy in the case of juveniles, because by the time of arrest, justice officials have
determined the perpetrator is likely a juvenile rather than an adult. In consideration of these

reasons, the present study will discuss juvenile arrest rates.



National and Virginia Trends

Although crime is a persisting problem in the United States, violent index crimes (defined
as aggravated assault, murder/nonnegligent manslaughter, rape, and robbery) has significantly
decreased nationwide (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2016a; Federal Bureau of Investigation,
2016b). According to the National Center for Juvenile Justice (2015), the national juvenile arrest
rate for juveniles aged 10 to 17 for violent index crimes was 295.4 per 100,000 population in
1980, peaked in 1994 at 497.4, and declined to almost half of 1980’s rate in 2014: 157.8 per

100,000 population (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1

Source: National Center for Juvenile Justice. (2015). [Table of juvenile arrest rates by offense, sex, and race for
1980-2014]. Law enforcement & juvenile crime: Juvenile arrest rate trends. Retrieved from
https://www.ojjdp.gov/ojstatbb/crime/JAR_Display.asp?ID=ga05201
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Figure 2
Sources: Council on Virginia’s Future. (2016). Juvenile intakes. Retrieved from
http://vaperforms.virginia.gov/indicators/publicsafety/juvenilelntakes.php

National Center for Juvenile Justice. (2015). [Table of juvenile arrest rates by offense, sex, and race for 1980-
2014]. Law enforcement & juvenile crime: Juvenile arrest rate trends. Retrieved from
https://www.ojjdp.gov/ojstatbb/crime/JAR_Display.asp?ID=ga05201

In Virginia, any person under the age of 18 may be arrested and adjudicated for criminal
offenses (National Juvenile Defender Center, 2016). Some cases occur where children under the
age of 10 are arrested for simple assault and burglary, for example (Virginia State Police, 2012).
Because each state determines its own threshold for the minimum age of criminal responsibility
(Child Rights International Network, 2017; National Juvenile Defender Center, 2016; UNICEF,

n.d.), policy regarding age applicable for arrest also varies across states. Hence, comparative



national data on juvenile arrests refer to ages 10 to 17. Agencies reporting Virginia juvenile
arrest rates also report rates on youth aged 10 to 17. The Virginia State Police, however, publish
juvenile arrest counts which include all youth under the age of 18.

Regarding juvenile violent crime arrest rates, Virginia ranked 38 highest of all states in
2010 (National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2014). Virginia’s ranking is markedly lower than
that of its neighbors Maryland, Tennessee, and Kentucky which rank 2, 4, and 19 respectively
(National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2014). The Virginia juvenile violent crime arrest rate of
youths aged 10 to 17 was about 150 arrests per 100,000 population in 1986, then peaked at 270
per 100,000 population in 1995 a year after the national arrest rate peaked (Department of

Criminal Justice Services, 2016). The arrest rate declined to 76 arrests per 100,000 population in
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Source: Department of Criminal Justice Services. (2016). Virginia crime and arrest trends 2006-2015.
Richmond, VA: Author. Retrieved from
https://www.dcjs.virginia.gov/sites/dcjs.virginia.gov/files/publications/research/virginia-crime-and-
arrest-trends-2006-2015.pdf



2012 (Council on Virginia’s Future, 2016a). Between 2006 and 2015, the juvenile violent crime
arrest rate for youths aged 10 to 17 years old declined almost 50% (Department of Criminal
Justice Services, 2016).

The downward trend of arrests apparent at the national level is also apparent at the state
level, with peaks and dips at similar times (see Figure 2). A comparison of Virginia juvenile
arrest rates and adult arrest rates for violent index crimes reveals the juvenile arrest rate was
higher than the adult arrest rate for about 20 years until 2012 (see Figure 3) (Department of
Criminal Justice Services, 2016).

Institutional Anomie Theory and Arrest Rates

Institutional Anomie Theory (IAT) states that an imbalance in power among the
institutions of education, family, economy, and government/polity results in greater crime rates
(here substituted with juvenile arrest rates) (Rosenfeld & Messner, 1995). The relationship
among these institutions will be discussed in chapter 2. Below is a discussion of trends and
direct impacts of the social institutions education (Maume & Lee, 2003), family (Kposowa,
Breault, & Harrison, 1995), economy (Currie, 2013), and government/polity (Administration for
Children and Families, 2016) on crime/arrest. A brief deliberation of offender’s age (Liu, 2015)
and sex (Connell, Steeger, Schroeder, Franks, & Tebes, 2016) follows.

Institutions of education and family. Poor academic performance is a risk factor for
individual delinquency and criminal offending (Chung, Mulvey, & Steinberg, 2011; Yun,
Cheong, & Walsh, 2014). At the aggregate level, educational expenditures per pupil, which
affects academic performance, may impact arrest rates (Jefferson, 2005; Koshal, Koshal, &
Gupta, 2004; Maume & Lee, 2003). In the United States, expenditures on education have

experienced trends opposite to juvenile arrest rates: the national percentage of GDP spent on



education generally increased from 1986 to 2011 (World Bank, 2016). These investments have
generally increased at the state level as well (Virginia Department of Education, 2012-2016).
Per pupil expenditures vary between states and localities (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015; Virginia
Department of Education, 2012-2016), so juvenile arrest rates are expected to reflect similar
variation.

State of the family and family members influence juvenile delinquency as well (Burt,
Barnes, McGue, & lacono, 2008; Rhoades, Leve, Eddy, & Chamberlain, 2016). At the micro-
level, parental divorce affects decisions to engage in youth delinquency (Burt et al., 2008;
Rhoades et al., 2016). At the macro-level, divorce rate is a strong predictor of homicide in
American counties (Maume & Lee, 2003) and general crime in rural counties (Kposowa et al.,
1995). Nationally, the divorce rate decreased from 4.0 divorces per 1,000 population in 2000 to
3.1 divorces per 1,000 population in 2015 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2017a).
Virginia divorce rates have closely followed the national trend: rates decreased from 4.4 divorces
per 1,000 population to 3.3 per 1,000 population (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
2017h).

Institution of economy and polity: Poverty and welfare. Economic conditions such as
economic disparity, unemployment, and poverty have close relation to and even purportedly
cause crime (Batton & Jensen, 2002; Bjerregaard & Cochran, 2008; Currie, 2013; De Coster,
Heimer, & Wittrock, 2006; Travis, 1998). To complicate matters, poverty adversely affects
academic performance, which in turn increases juvenile risk of offending (Chung et al., 2011;
Council on Virginia’s Future, 2016b).

National conditions of poverty have undergone trends similar to national juvenile arrest

rates. According to a report prepared by social policy specialist Gabe (2015) for presentation to



Congress, the national child poverty rate peaked at 21.8% in 1983 before decreasing, then
increasing again in the early 1990s. From 1996 to 2006, child poverty rates steadily decreased
until 2007 when the United States experienced a recession and peaked in 2010 with a child
poverty rate of 22.0% (Administration for Children and Families, 2016). It has since begun to
decline once again. In 2011, Virginia ranked 8™ among 50 states for the highest level of child
poverty (Center for American Progress, 2017a). In 2016, although Virginia’s child poverty rate
remained stable, the state dropped in raking to 13" (Center for American Progress, 2017b). The
government attempts to alleviate economic disadvantage through welfare programs such as the
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program, which disseminates financial aid to
impoverished households (Administration for Children and Families, 2016; Batton & Jensen,
2002; Messner & Rosenfeld, 1997).

Demographic factors: Age and sex. Offender demographic characteristics are often the
first thread of discourse when discussing crime. Scholars especially pinpoint age as an
influential factor for crime rates: the greatest likelihood for delinquency occurs during
adolescence (Kim, Bushway, & Tsao, 2016; Liu, 2015; Piquero, 2015). Thus, any decrease in
the total number of adolescents within the greater population is expected to result in decreased
arrest rates. Nationally, the juvenile population has declined from 35.9% of the overall
population in 1960 to 24% in 2010 (Howden & Meyer, 2011). In comparison, Virginia’s youth
population has remained relatively stable with marginal change: the juvenile population
decreased from 24.7% of the overall population in 2005 to 22.3% in 2015 (U.S. Census Bureau,
2006, U.S. Census Bureau, 2016b).

As for sex, researchers agree that there exists some difference between males and females

regarding criminogenic risk factors and subsequent criminal/delinquent behavior (Applin &



Messner, 2015; Bright et al., 2017; Connell et al., 2016; Hilterman, Bongers, Nicholls, & van
Nieuwenhuizen, 2016; Pollock, Hill, Menard, & Elliott, 2016; Rhoades et al., 2016). Males are
shown to be at greater risk for committing crime than females (Applin & Messner, 2015; Pollock
et al., 2016), so a greater male population is expected to correlate with an increase in arrests.
From 2000 to 2010, the United States male population has increased at a greater rate than the
female population, with a percent change of 9.9 compared to 9.5 respectively (Howden & Meyer,
2011). Virginia’s male population marginally grew between 2005 and 2015: the sex ratio of
males for every 100 females increased from 95.1 in 2005 to 96.9 in 2015 (U.S. Census Bureau,
2006, U.S. Census Bureau, 2016b).
Purpose of Study

This study purports to ascertain which institutions and relationships among institutions,
when controlling for demographic factors, best explains variation in juvenile violent crime
arrests across counties and cities in Virginia. As the study’s theoretical base, IAT examines and
explains the relationships among the social institutions of economy, education, family, and the
government or polity and their effect on serious crimes (crimes which cause significant financial
or physical harm) (Rosenfeld & Messner, 1995). To examine these relationships, this study
includes the following county and city level variables: demographic measures (age, sex, and
race); economic measures (income inequality, child poverty rate, and unemployment rate);
noneconomic measures (average monthly welfare per person adjusted for cost-of-living, divorce-
to-marriage ratio, and per pupil expenditures); and juvenile violent crime arrest rates as the
outcome variable.

Few scholars have used IAT to study juvenile behavior (Grof? & HauBmann, 2011,

Muftic, 2006; Stults & Falco, 2014), and none in the context of juvenile arrests. In a more recent



publication, Applin and Messner (2015) insist that IAT is intended for holistic criminological
study. They contend that because IAT is intended as a holistic theory, IAT analysis requires
examination of not only social institutions as they relate to crime, but also gender stratification as
it relates to institutions and crime. If this assertion is true, then more work should be done to
understand how the theory applies to juvenile justice.

Additionally, no other researchers have measured the economic institution by child
poverty rate. If the economy dominates the noneconomic institutions (as is theorized by IAT,
discussed in chapter 2), economy may be better measured by child poverty rate than other
indicators selected by scholars. While poverty rate describes the economic conditions of whole
households, child poverty rate describes the economic conditions of individual youth, who may
be younger than the working age and thus unable to work. Child poverty, then, is not only more
relevant for a study on juveniles, but better reflects the severity of a dominating economy. Thus,
this study aims to fill the gaps in IAT literature on the subject matter of juveniles and regarding
child poverty.

The present study may also make an impact in policy recommendations. If relationships
among social institutions reveal considerable imbalance and significant effects on juvenile arrest,
then communities may adjust direction of future policy, including budgetary plans, social
campaigning to advocate a shift in community priorities, agency administrative policies, and
legal protections.

In the pages to follow, chapter 2 will review the origins and foundations of IAT, review
empirical studies on IAT, and list this researcher’s hypotheses. Chapter 3 will describe this
project’s methodology, including the sources of data, sample size, variable selection and the

rationale for the selection, and the analytical model. Chapter 4 will review this study’s results.

10



Chapter 5 will summarize the results, discuss whether findings support this researcher’s
hypotheses, offer policy recommendations, discuss limitations, and make recommendations for

future research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Durkheim’s (1933) Theory of Anomie and Merton’s (1938) Classical Strain Theory
informed Rosenfeld and Messner’s (1995) Institutional Anomie Theory (IAT). This section first
describes IAT’s theoretical predecessors, then discusses IAT’s articulated theoretical
propositions and the measurement of key theoretical concepts. This section concludes with a
review of empirical studies of IAT and their main findings.

Theoretical Origins

IAT’s fundamental tenets pivot on the Greek term “anomie,” which refers to a lack of
social norms/regulations and order (Besnard, 2015). Before Rosenfeld and Messner (1995) ever
discussed this concept, Durkheim first outlined anomie in his written works Division of Labor in
Society (1933) and Suicide (1951) with his Theory of Anomie. Merton (1938), who also
impacted Rosenfeld and Messner’s development of IAT, illustrated anomie in his Classical
Strain Theory.

Theory of Anomie. Durkheim (1933) explained that society and the population are
unified by common values and goals. Quick changes in social structure (i.e. political or social
revolutions) cause diminishment or disintegration of norms and regulations. This
diminishment/disintegration is called anomie. Because of anomie, citizens no longer have
restraints against their greed. Without restraint, people do not feel attached to the community by

common values, and they do not feel obligated to serve collectivist goals. Citizens who do not

12



serve the community are more likely to be labeled as criminals. Additionally, people who are
unrestrained from lives of greed are more likely to act violently if they subsequently experience
any restrictions. Thus, high levels of anomie may result in phenomena such as an increase in
individuals being labeled as criminal offenders (Durkheim, 1933), increase in homicides, or
increase in self-homicides or suicides (Durkheim, 1951).

Classical Strain Theory. Merton (1938) explained anomie as a phenomenon which
affects social stratification of societies in which success is measured through monetary gain. In
these societies, success should be achieved by individuals through conventional means in
accordance with social norms (i.e. education and legal occupation), but citizens experience an
equal pressure to accumulate wealth regardless of opportunity and ease of access to these means.
When the goals are overemphasized and obstacles to success through conventional means exist,
people experience strain. This strain creates a condition of “cultural chaos,” otherwise known as
anomie,

Whether persons internalize both conventional means and conventional cultural goals
affects how they adapt to anomie. Merton (1938) describes five adaptations: conformity,
innovation, ritualism, retreatism, and rebellion. Of these adaptations, conformists are citizens
who have completely internalized the value of conventional means and cultural goals. They are
satisfied with pursuit of goals using only legal means, regardless of whether wealth is ever
achieved (pursuit itself is viewed as a form of success). Ritualists accept that conventional
means of education and careers are essential according to social norms, but they have not
internalized cultural goals. Ritualists only passively (ritualistically) participate in conventional
activities (education and career) and do not actively pursue the goals. Retreatists reject both

goals and conventional means and do not participate in conventional activities. They are often

13



frequent drug users. Rebels completely reject the goals and appropriate means and choose to
reform society and institute alternative goals and means. They are essentially anarchists.
Meanwhile, citizens who have internalized capitalist goals but have not internalized the necessity
of conventional means create a new means to obtain success. These innovationists turn to
unconventional, illegal means (crime) to obtain the wealth they seek (Merton, 1938).

IAT Theoretical Propositions

IAT consists of three key theoretical components: 1) anomie, introduced above, 2)
culture, and 3) the social structure of institutional control (social institutions) (Rosenfeld &
Messner, 1995).

Anomie. To reiterate, Durkheim (1933, 1951) stated that anomie is the dissolution of
regulatory norms and lack of restraint against greed, while Merton’s (1938) anomie results from
an overemphasis of cultural goals and strain from inability to achieve said goals. Whereas
Durkheim (1933, 1951) described anomie as a condition which causes an increase in certain
phenomena, and Merton (1938) described anomie as a condition to which people adapt,
Rosenfeld and Messner (1995) place anomie in the context of capitalism to discuss the role of
social institutions in people’s lives. Rosenfeld and Messner (1995), IAT’s authors, theorize
anomie as an imbalance in power between social institutions. The imbalance is a consequence of
overemphasis of the economy and devaluation of noneconomic institutions. Institutional
imbalance increases anomie, which results in increased economic pressure to commit crime and
weakened institutional controls to restrain criminal behavior (Rosenfeld & Messner, 1995).

Culture. Rosenfeld and Messner (1995) discuss anomie in the context of capitalism,
particularly American capitalism, which they say is characterized by an American Dream

culture. They describe Dream culture with four value orientations: fetishism of money/monetary

14



rewards, achievement, universalism, and individualism. To explain in brief, these orientations
state that 1) citizens must obtain monetary rewards to gain material success (fetishism of
money); 2) material success dictates citizens’ social success and worth (achievement); 3) all
citizens must strive to obtain money (universalism); and 4) achievement is expected to be
completed on an individual, competitive basis (individualism).

Social institutions. IAT outlines four major institutions in its discussion of society: the
economy, education, family, and polity (also known as the political system or government).
When there is no anomie, these institutions cooperate to ensure the survival of the overall
community and the emotional, mental, and physical wellbeing of the population. Because
American Dream culture emphasizes monetary achievement, however, the perceived importance
and ascribed power of the economic institution dwarf the noneconomic institutions’ importance
and power. With this domination, economic values penetrate the noneconomic institutions and
devalue their roles, so that noneconomic institutions are unwittingly forced to accommodate and
serve the purpose of the economy. Moreover, noneconomic institutions cannot effectively
function without significant monetary funds. For example, an educational system with
insufficient funds may be unable to provide an effective teacher to student ratio, and the family
cannot provide for their members’ emotional and physical needs without jobs outside of the
home. Below is a more in-depth discussion of the institutions’ intended roles and their altered
roles as a result of institutional imbalance (Rosenfeld & Messner, 1995).

Economy. The economy adapts to changes in limited resources and commodities. When
there is an abundance or excess in resources, the economy provides a plethora of occupations to
manufacture resources into usable products and commaodities for the general populace. When

resources decline, the economy adjusts the number of available jobs and product output to help
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ensure the survival of society. With high levels of anomie, however, economic values and norms
permeate into the areas of life previously governed by noneconomic institutions. Noneconomic

99 ¢¢

institutions begin to use economic terms (such as “profit,” “accountability,” and “division of
labor”) in their everyday proceedings, and interactions with the noneconomic institutions are
based on an economic reward system (Rosenfeld & Messner, 1995).

Polity. The polity performs regulatory duties to achieve collectivist goals which benefit
all citizens. Such regulation includes oversight of interaction between the institutions (through
the passage of laws) and the provision/protection of public safety. Thus, the polity establishes
policies which restrict and counterbalance the influence of the other institutions, and establishes
and maintains a justice system for public protection. When dominated by the economy, the
polity is often preoccupied with taxation and regulating consumerism (Rosenfeld & Messner,
1995).

Family. The family is a source of informal social control that provides socialization into
conventional society. This institution prepares family members for success as pro-social, law-
abiding citizens. In addition to teaching its members socially acceptable values and norms, the
family is intended as an emotional sanctuary from the stresses of life and influence of/interaction
with the other institutions. When there is anomie due to economic dominance and institutional
imbalance, families struggle to provide emotional solace because family activities are
constrained by the work schedule. Even the worth of each family member is evaluated based on
their participation in the economy (e.g. working parent v. stay-at-home parent) (Rosenfeld &
Messner, 1995).

Education. Like the family, the educational institution teaches individuals conventional,

prosocial values and norms to become law-abiding citizens. Citizens pursue knowledge through
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education, and this pursuit enables them to experience personal development and enrichment.
With economic domination, individuals pursue knowledge to increase chances of attaining a
high-paying career rather than to obtain knowledge itself. Furthermore, benchmarks for
knowledge attainment and success are based on a grade system akin to a payment reward system
(students who best complete assignments receive a highly-valued payment of “A”) (Rosenfeld &
Messner, 1995).

Crime. The American Dream culture, which values monetary achievement over any
other forms of success, contributes to economic domination of noneconomic institutions. When
the economy is valued more so than other institutions, and when economic values and norms
penetrate noneconomic institutions, the result is institutional imbalance and anomie.
Consequently, the emphasis of culture and institutional imbalance invoke an unrestrained spirit
of innovation (similar to Merton’s (1938) adaptation of innovation), in which the use of legal
means for success are de-emphasized (Rosenfeld & Messner, 1995). These conditions result in
greater crime rates