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Abstract

A central concern of the life-course perspective has been to demarcate the factors—often
called “risk factors”—that place an individual at risk for criminal activity at various points
of development. This perspective, however, has resulted in only limited investigation of the
factors—often called “protective factors”—that prevent an individual from becoming
involved in these problem behaviors. It is noteworthy that researchers have infrequently
investigated the effects that protective factors have on high-risk youths (e.g., individuals
exposed to multiple criminogenic risks as opposed to an isolated risk). This research,
commonly referred to resiliency research, has generally found that protective factors
emerging over the life course from many different domains play an integral role in insulating
or buffering youths from the effects of multiple risk factors. The existing research on
resiliency, however, has been limited by one or more considerations: the use of cross-
sectional research designs; approaching research hypotheses in an atheoretical manner;
relying on small samples that are not nationally representative; and generally focusing on a
narrow period of the life course. The intent of this dissertation is to overcome these
limitations and extend the knowledge base on resiliency by using a sample of 711 individuals
from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, Child-Mother data set. Using multiple
analytic strategies, the findings suggest that protective factors only have trivial independent
effects, however, their cumulative effects are significant and robust across multiple measures
of resiliency. In addition, these findings appeared to be general across categories of race and
sex. The evidence did not suggest that protective factors also functioned to moderate the
effects of risk. Finally, contrary to much prior research, those identified as resilient did not
experience greater levels of depression. The theoretical and policy implications of this
research are discussed.
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CHAPTER1
LIFE-COURSE CRIMINOLOGY AND THE ROLE OF RESILIENCY

In partial response to research on criminal careers (Blumstein, Cohen, Roth, and
Visher 1986; Blum-tein, Cohen, and Farrington 1988a, 1988b), a theoretical interest has
recently emerged in explaining the nature of offending over the life course (Le Blanc and
Loeber 1993; Loeber and Le Blanc 1990; Loeber and Stouthamer-Loeber 1996; Moffitt 1993,
1997; Patterson and Yoerger 1993; Sampson and Laub 1993). Often called “developmental”
or “life-course” criminology, this persp=ctive has led to an intense interest in the factors that
place youths at risk for engaging in delinquency or crime at different stages of
development—childhood, adolescence, and adulthood—and across various domains of
development—the individual, family, school, and neighborhood (Loeber and Stouthamer-
Loeber 1986; Moftitt 1993; Patterson and Yoerger 1993). Moreover, this perspective has
prompted attempts to identify the causal factors that account for various dimensions of
offending—such as its onset, persistence, and desistence (Loeber and Le Blanc 1990).
Notably, the developmental or life-course approach has become perhaps the most dominant
contemporary paradigm directing theox:.y and research in criminology (Le Blanc and Loeber
1993; Loeber and Le Blanc 1990; Loeber and Stouthamer-Loeber 1996).

A central concern of the life-course perspective has been to demarcate the
factors—often called “risk factors”—that place an individual at risk for criminal activity at
various points of d?velopment. This perspective, however, has resulted in only limited

investigation of the factors—often called “protective factors™—that prevent an individual



from becoming involved in these problem behaviors (Pulkkinen 1988). As Garmezy (1985,
p- 213) observes, “the concept of risk has a centuries-old history; by contrast, the importance
of ‘protective factors’ has only come into prominence in recent years.” Similarly, Smith,
Lizotte, Thomberry, and Krohn (1995, p. 218) remark, “although risk factor research in
criminology is well-developed, developmental research in criminology has only recently
begun to focus on protective factors related to resilience among youth at risk for
delinquency.”

It is particularly noteworthy that researchers have only infrequently investigated the
effects that protective factors have on high-risk youths—individuals exposed to multiple
criminogenic risks as opposed to an isolated risk. Work in this area is often called
“resiliency” research because the focus is on high-risk youths who refrain from serious
involvement in delinquency—that is who are “resilient”—despite the multiple adversities
that they face. In short, researchers have rarely explored the question, why do at-risk or high-
risk youths not manifest problem behaviors? What factors make these youths resilient in the
face of adversity? Why are some at-risk or high-risk youths able to withstand or cope with
the effects of multiple criminogenic risk factors while others succumb to these same
pressures?

Research addressing these questions has both theoretical and policy implications.
Theoretically, scholars have recently attempted to explain the existence of multiple pathways
in offending behavior (Huizinga, Esbensen, and Weiher 1991; Loeber and Le Blanc 1990;
Moffitt 1993; Patterson and Yoerger 1993). For example, Moffitt (1993) argues that two

distinct types of offenders, which she calls “life-course-persistents” and “adolescence-



limiteds™ follow two different pathways to offending. Although receiving much less
attention, Moffitt also recognizes that not all youths follow one of these pathways. In fact,
as she observes (Moffitt 1997, p. 32) “some youths commit less delinquency than others, and
a small minority abstains completely.” As such, the challenge theoretically is to explain why
some youths exposed to risk pursue delinquent developmental pathways while others choose
to follow more conventional pathways of development.

The policy implications of this research involve improving our knowledge of what
factors should be targeted for intervention. The early intervention literature suggests that
multi-faceted strategies—those programs targeting multiple risk factors as opposed to only
one factor—are the most successful in reducing criminality (Johnson and Walker 1987;
Lally, Mangione, and Honig 1988; Schweinhart, Barnes, and Weikart 1993; Seitz,
Rosenbaum, and Apfel 1985). While programs targeting the reduction of criminogenic risks
have earned success, intervention strategies may perhaps be improved by strengthening
protective factors. Jessor’s (1993, p. 121) sentiments support this claim: “a social policy
agenda should be concerned not only with the reduction of risk but with the strengthening
of protection.” Sroufe and Rutter (1984, p. 19) make a similar argument, “By thoroughly
understanding factors that pull subjects toward or away from increased risk at various age
periods,” they argue, “one not only acquires a deeper understanding of development but also
gains valuable information for primary prevention.”

Research from developmental psychopathology (Garmezy and Masten 1986;
Pulkkinen 1988), fr~m psychology (Kolvin, Miller, Fleeting, and Kolvin 1988a; Jessor, Van

Den Bos, Vanderryn, and Turbin 1995; Wemer and Smith 1982), and from criminology




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































