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ABSTRACT 

Although previous criminological reseach has related 

involvement in juvenile delinquency to numerous factors as­

sociated with school experience, insufficient attention has 

been devoted to the application of organizational theory as 

a means by which the quality of school experiences might be 

better interpreted. This study, based on an analysis of 

data obtained from 923 high school sophomores in 1974, 

evaluates the applicability of one such organizational model, 

Etzioni's compliance theory, to the study of that aspect of 

delinquency that is associated with school experiences. The 

findings suggest that the public schools, in attempting to 

assure desired levels of social control over student popula­

tions, exercise sufficient degrees of what Etzioni has 

termed coercive power that they stimulate relatively high 

levels of alienative involvement among the students over 

whom they have control. This alienative involvement is shown 

to be a ple1ictor of responses among students which imply 

reduced organizational effectiveness with regard to the prob­

ability of attaining the formal goals of the school organi­

zation as well as being directly related to the probability 

of involvement in delinquency. 

-------------------~»,~~~=--------------------------

THE APPLICATION OF COMPLIANCE THEORY 

TO THE STUDY OF JUVENILE DELINQUENCY 

Research reflects a continuing awareness of the relevance 

of school involvements, experiences, and performance in at-

tempts to both predict juvenile delinquency and better under­

stand its consequences. Considerable attention has been 

focused 0n such specific variables as truancy (Johnson, 1942; 

Brownell, 1954; Frum, 1958; Reiss and Rhodes, 1959), school 

drop-outs (Lichter, et al., 1962; Elliott, 1966; Elliott and 

Voss, 1974), academic performance (Kvaraceus, 1945; Toby and 

Toby, 1961; Reiss and Rhodes, 1961; Gold, 1963, 1970; Short 

and Strodtbeck, 1965; Polk and Halferty, 1966; Hirschi, 1969; 

Kelly and Balch, 1971; Gold and Mann, 1972), curriculum 

tracking (Sexton, 1961; Goldberg, et al., 1966; Hargreaves, 

1968; Schafer, 1972), sanctioning systems and school record 

keeping procedures (Vinter and Sarri, 1965; Rosenthal and 

Jacobson, 1968; Lederer, 1971), pupil perceptions of curricu­

lum relevance (Elliott, 1962; Short, 1964; Stinchcombe, 1964; 

Pearl, 1965), and pupil commitment to the school (Toby, 1957; 

Polk and Halferty, 1966; Sugarman, 1967; Hargreaves, 1968; 

Schafer, 1969; Hirschi, 1969; Kelly and Pink, 1973). 

Despite the fact that several organizational character­

istics of the public school system have been linked to 



delinquent involvement in this body of literature, and 

despite the equally obvious fact that students are partici­

pants in school organizations, attempts to examine the im-

pact of the school organization on delinquency are lacking. 

Indeed, even in the field of the sociology of education, 
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examinations of public schools as formal organizations have 

been scarce until relatively. recently (Bidwell, 1965; Corwin, 

1967, 1970, 1974; Herriott and Hogkins, 1973). Even in those 

organizational analyses that are available, insufficient at-

tention has been shown to the influences of formal organiza-

tional characteristics on the attitudes and behavior of or-

ganizational participants. This shortcoming in both the 

criminological and organizational research is, perhaps, re-

lated to an emphasis on comparative structural analyses in 

the field of organizational research over the past decade 

or so (cf. Pugh, et al., 1963, 1969a, 1969b; Hickson, et al., 

1969; Blau and Schoenherr, 1971), an emphasis that has been 

pursued at the expense of more social psychologically 

oriented research. 

The reasons for the paucity of research on the affect 

of the school organization on student attitudes and beh~vior 

notwithstanding, the relevance of this issue for the study 

of juvenile delinquency has been clearly demonstrated in those 

studies that have incorporated pertinent organizational vari­

ables in more explicitly criminological research. This sug­

gests that theoretical models that have been employed in or­

ganizational analyses might provide useful means by which we 
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can approach the explanation of that aspect of delinquency 

that is associated with school experience. Toward that end, 

the purpose of this research is to evaluate the extent to 

which Etzioni's compliance theory (1961, 1965) provides a 

conceptual model that facilitates a movement toward a more 

thorough understanding of the influence of the school organi­

zation on juvenile delinquency. Moreover, in attempting to 

apply the basic structure of compliance theory to the study 

of juvenile delinquency, we are equally interested in non­

delinquent consequences of organizational influences on the 

attitudes and behavior of students, consequences that re-

f the publl.·c school system in attain­flect on the success 0 

ing the change-oriented goals that are typically reflected 

in formal statements of the purposes of public schools. 

The Theoretical Model 

Compliance theory directs attention "both to a relation 

l.n which an actor behaves in accordance with a directive 

th t I powe~, and to the orientation supported by ano er ac or s L 

of the subordinated actor to the power applied" (Etzioni, 

1961: 3). Three basic types of power are delineated, each 

of which is distinguished on the basis of the means that 

are employed in obtaining compliance. Coercive E9wer relies 

on the threat or actual use of physical sanctions, restric-

d f d of movement, or an exercise of con-tions place on ree om 

trol over the means of satisfying basic needs; remunerative 

Tlow~ from control over such reward systems as salaries power ~ ~ 
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and wages; and normative power is derived from the capacity 

to allocate and manipulate symbolic reinforcers (Etzioni, 

1961: 4-6). Although Etzioni has noted that each type of 

power may be exercised by a single organization, he has also 

observed that there is a tendency for each organization to 

rely more heavily on one type of pmtJer in order to avoid 

the conflict and neutralization of power which might result 

should equal emphasis be placed on more than one type of 

power. 

The exercise of anyone of these types of power within 

an organization implies something about the orientation that 

organizational participants will or do have toward the or-

ganization. The orientation of participants may be described 

in terms of their intensity of involvement in the organiza­

tion and their degree of commitment to the organization. 

Etzioni has described three basic patterns of involvement 

in his development of compliance theory. Alienative involve­

ment reflects an intense negative orientation toward the 

organization; calculative involvement is associated with 

either a weak positive or negative involvement; and moral 

involvement implies an intensivelY positive orientation. 

Etzioni argues that the exercise of coercive power typical­

ly leads to alienative involvement among the participants 

of the organization; remunerative power to calculative in­

volvement; and normative power to moral involvement (Etzioni, 

1961: 8-22). The rational for predicting congruency between 

type of power excercised and type of participant involvement 

is that congruency is viewed as more effective for the or­

ganization than is incongruency. 

5 

Compliance theory has generally depicted schools as 

having dual compliance structures which reflect elements of 

both normative power and coercl"ve " power, normatlve power 

being the more heavily emphasized. Our application of 

compliance theory to the study of the relationship between 

school organizations and delinquency, however, is premised 

on our hypothesis that coercive power is often more heavily 

emphasized in this type of organization than is normative 

power. We readily acknowledge the fact that schools have 

and employ the power to manipUlate such symbolic rewards as 

grades, academic honors, and other symbols that reflect the 

exercise of normative power. M oreover, we note the impor-

tance of school organizations being able to stimulate moral 

involvement of the students who are cast as the lower partic­

ipants in the school organization if the school is to effec­

tively and efficiently move toward the acquisition of its 

change-oriented goals. Nevertheless, we are suggesting that 

care must be taken in distinguishing between the type of 

power that school officials might claim to exercise on a 

formal level (normative power) and the type that is actually 

reflected in their daily activities (coercive power). It is 

worth noting that the rigorous control structure of schools 

has been the topic of considerable philosophical debate 

(Goodman, 1964; Silberman, 1970; Jencks., et al., 1972). In any 

event, this type of distinction has proven useful in other 
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areas of organization research, particularly the distinctions 

that have been drawn between formal and operational goals 

(Perrow, 1961; Simon, 1964). It appears to us that many 

public schools represent organizations not so unlike what 

Goffman (1961) has described as IILoi"EtJ. inst i tut- i()tlS 11 and 

what compliance theory would refer to as dUil.l cOTl1pliance 

str'uctures within which coercive power fi.nds rc1 atj vely 

greater emphasis than does normative power. 

Although our suggestion tha-t schools may be properly 

viewed as analogous to total institutions or coercive or-

ganizations may, at least initially, appear to be an over­

statement of the manner in which public schools are organized, 

the notion that such a conceptualization may prove fruitful 

is not new (cf. Nelson and Besag, 1970). The general logic 

that can be advanced in support of this position with regard 

to its utility for students of juvenile delinquency has been 

well-stated by Kassebaum: 

"The school, being nearly inescapable, be-

comes an institutional setting for not only 

education but for the struggles waged by 

youth against what they often experience as 

the heavy hand of adult control. The school, 

being required Qy law, must exert whatever 

control is necessary to maintain order and 

continuity from one day to the next, one 

year to the next ••• on the one hand, the 

schools are obliged to provide direction 

and maintain sufficient order that ins truc-

tion and learning can take place; on the 

other hand, the application of controls 

can transform the schoolroom into a battle-

ground of clashing age-sets, cultures, and 

classes ••• The possibility then exists for 

school to be ~ compulsory custodial insti­

tution for many children." (Emphasis added.) 

(Kassebaum, 1974: 157··158) 
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Our position, then, can be succinctly stated: schools 

represent organizations which purport to use normative power, 

largely because normative power facilitates their acquisi­

tion of change-oriented goals through stimulating the moral 

involvement of students. Not really so unlike such coercive 

organizations as prisons, however, schools must be able to 

maintain some basic level of control over the students prior 

to being able to move toward the types of changes in capabil­

ities and world-views which they would like to stimulate. 

Control cannot be simply assumed to flow from the character­

istics of the lower participants in the school organization 

as might be the case in such normative organizations as 

churches. Schools are simply not in a position to rely upon 

either recruitment standards set by the organization or the 

self-selectivity exercised by students (cf. Carlson, 1964). 

Further, schools cannot exercise any significant degree of 

after-the-fact selectivity by removing students who do not 

reflect the desired level of moral involvement in the school 

.. ------ ~ .. -.----= 
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organization. These a d th f n 0 er actors force school organi-

zations to so structure their operations that the desired 

level of control over those being processed within the or-

ganization can be assu~ed. Tho 0 ~. ~s, ~n turn, implies that the 

exercise of any normative power will often take place within 

an organizational structure that is primarily designed to 

achieve social control, a structure that is not nearly so 

dissimilar to that of a total inst~tut~on ~ ~ or coercive organi-

zation as many previously have assumed. 

To the extent that the structure of public schools dOes 

reflect a greater emphasis on the exercise of coercive power, 

we would expect to find increasing degrees of negative commit-

ment among student populations. N to 0 ega ~ ve cOlnm~ tment, more-

over, would be expected to stimulate student responses to 

the school organizat~on th t Id 0 ~ a wou ~mpair the success of 

the school in attaining its change-oriented goals. Unfor-

tunately, the exact causal sequence has not been carefully 

specified in existing formulations of compliance theory. 

It seems possible, however, to attempt to reduce the rela­

tively complex no"tion of commitment to the schoolorganiza-

tion to mOre manageable t componen s. The hypothesized order-

ing of these components that we propose to examine in this 

research is presented in Figure 1. 

IIINSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE!! 
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Initially, we are suggesting that the coercive elements 

of the structure of school organizations systematically de­

prives students of any significant degree of control over 

that segment of their lives which falls within the scope of 

control that is exercised by the school. The scope of con-

tvol and degree of coersion that an organization can apply 

vary, of course, both between and within types of organiza­

tions. A maximum security penitentiary, for example, has a 

far greater scope of control and is legally impowered to 

exercise more coercive power than is the case with a public 

school. One can, nevertheless, ~onceive of a continuum of 

organizational types along which public schools might re-

present a more narrow scope of con"trol and in which the 

degree of coersion employed is relatively slight. Private 

boarding schools would then represent organizations with a 

somewhat greater scope of control and in which greater de­

grees of coersion are allowed. Military prep schools and 

academies would represent an even greater movement along 

the continuum, (although we recognize that private schools 

and academies have significantly greater powers of selec-

tivity in recruiting mombers). Prison~ and custodiallY-

oriented mental hospitals would fall at the extreme of the 

continuum. In all such organizations, however, participants 

lack the power to meaningfully influence the policies, rules, 

regulations, and programs that are established by the organi-

zation as means by which the organizational goals are to be 

pursued. Thm, , the potential fOl" positive involVement in 
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and coromi tment to the organizations iEI viewed as being 

initially broken by the alienation of participants that fol­

lows the adoption of a basically coercive organizational 

structure. The key dimension of this structurally-generated 

alienation is defined in this research as powerlessness, but 

by this we mean feelings of powerlessness that are specific 

to the organization rathel' than the more general notion of 

powerlessness that has been described by Seeman (1959). This 

conceptualization is consistent with examinations of con­

textual powerlessness that have been reported elsewhere (cf. 

Thomas and Zingraff, 1975). 

The alienation of students in school organizations is 

viewed as a determinant of other responses to the school or­

ganization which imply that the effectiveness of the organi­

zation in attaining change-oriented goals will be impaired. 

Specifically, as can be seen in the schematic presentation 

of our model that is provided in Figure 1, alienation is 

directly linked to affect toward school personnel, evalua­

tions of organizational goals, and affect toward the school 

, +' Q:pgan1.za_l.on. Our hypothesis is that increasing levels of 

PQwe~lessn~Rs will be related to negative affect toward 

teachers, negative evaluations of the formal goals of the 

school organization, and negative affect toward involvement in 

the school organization. Each 6f these consequences of. power­

lessness are viewed as impairing the success of the school in 

attaining its goals and, of equal impor'tanoe to the present 

research, each is viewed as a predictor of delinquency. The 

J 
I 

I 

11 

exact nature of these expectations can be best expressed in 

the following propositions: 

Proposition 1: The greater the degree of structurally­

generated powerlessness, the more nega­

tive the affect expressed toward school 

personnel. 

Proposition 2: The greater the degree of structurally­

generated powerlessness, the more nega­

tive the evaluation of organizational 

goals. 

Proposition 3: The greater the degree of structually­

generated powerlessness, the more nega­

tive the affect expressed toward involve­

ment in the school organization. 

Proposition 4: The more negative the affect expressed 

toward school personnel, the more nega­

tive the evaluation of organizational 

goals~ 

Proposition 5: The mere negative the affect expressed 

toward school personnel, the more nega-

tive the affect expressed toward the 

school organization. 

Proposition 6: The more negative the evaluation of or­

ganizational goals, the more negative 

the affect expressed toward involvement 

in the school organization. 

I 
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Proposition 7: The more negative the affect expressed 

toward school personnel, the greater 

the degree of involvement in delinquency. 

Proposition 8: The more negative the evaluation of or­

ganizational goals, the greater the de­

gree of involvement in delinquency. 

Proposition 9: The more negative the affect expressed 

toward involvement in the school organi­

zation, the greater the degree of in­

volvement in delinquency. 

In short, vur conceptual model suggests that schools are 

appropriately viewed as formal organizations which must pur­

sue both control and change goals within a single organiza­

tional structure. On a formal level, schools would prefer 

to present themselves as what Etzioni has termed normative 

organizations. On an operational level, however, the re­

quirement that an adequate level of social control be main­

tained over those who are required by law to remain as or­

ganizational participants dictates the incorporation of 

elements of coercive power in school organizations. Our 

hypothesis is that the coercive elements of the organization­

al structure are more emphasized than are the normative 

elements. Following the orientation of compliance theory, 

we are led to conclude that, to the extent that our hypothesis 

that coercive power is more heavily emphasized than normative 

power is valid, the exercise of coercive power will set a 
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process in motion that will both impair organizational ef­

fectiveness through stimulating negative commitment to the 

organization and increase the probability of delinquent in-

volvement. 

Research Design and Methodology 

In order to operationally test the implications of this 

theoretical model, data were obtained from a sample 0; 966 

public school sophomores who were attending school in an 

SMSA located in the southeastern section of the United 

States in 1974. Properly completed questionnaires were 

returned by 923 students, 95.5 percent of those contacted. 

Because the sampling unit was classes rather than individual 

students, and because we were not able to control such fac­

tors as absence from school on the ·days during which the data 

were collected, we cannot argue that our sample is fully 

representative, but we are not aware of any major biases 

that would significantly affect the quality of our analysis. 

Indeed, we would argue that those who either were not in 

school or that refused to cooperate were quite probably less 

committed to the school that those from whom we did obtain 

data. This would tend to make our findings more conservative 

than would have been the case had we been in a position to 

draw a purely random sample. 

Perhaps a more important sampling consideration is 

that, while we collected data in three of the five high 

schools in the metropolitan area where the research was 
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conducted, the organizational structuI'es of the three schools 

were very similar. This, in turn, precludes any comparative 

would have otherwise allowed organizational analysis that 

us to examine the assumption that variations in the degree 

of reliance on coercive power will affect the levels of 

structurally-generated alienation that can be found among 

" t On the other hand, tests of organizational partlclpan s. 

, f ou~ p~opositions do not require com-the implicatlons 0 ~"~" 

parative analyses. Instead, the basic issue revolves around 

whether or not levels of alienation detected among students 

can be linked to ~ feel ;ngs of powerlessness that are linked 

to the nature of the school organization. Because our con-

textual measure of powerlessness was designed to examine 

h pu~pose of the present study is not impaired this linkage, t e ~" 

by the absence of comparative data. 

The manner in which the major concepts in our proposi­

tions were operationalized is described below and sample 

indicators from the attitudinal measures are provided in 

Appendix A. 

Alienation 

Measures of alienation that have been reported in prior 

organizational research often differ considerably from the 

, f l' t' n that are available in conceptual definitl0ns 0 a lena 10 

much of the sociologlcal 11 era urea , 't t Etzioni (1961), for 

example, describes alienation as negative 

organization; Aiken and Hage (1966) refer 

involvement in an 

to it as a feeling 

", 

15 

of disappointment or dissatisfaction with work. Our con­

ceptualization, despite our intent to evaluate the applica­

bility of compliance theory to the study of juvenile delin-

quency, follows Seeman's (1959) discussion of powerlessness 

rather closely with the exception that our intent is to em­

ploy a contextual rather than a societal referent for levels 

of ~lienation. We do not, however, feel that our emphasis 

on the notion of structurally-generated powerlessness is at 

all inconsistent with the basic assertions of compliance 

theory. Instead, it represents an attempt on our part to 

more clearly delineate the manner in which components of 

negative involvement in an organization are interrelated. 

Thus, each of our predictors of delinquency may be viewed 

as components of negative involvement in the school organi­

zation, but powerlessness is viewed as the most direct ef­

fect of the adoption of a dual compliance structure within 

which the primary emphasis is placed on the exercise of 

coercive power. Our contextual measure of powerlessness 

contains seven Likert-type attitude items that were selected 

from a larger pool of potential items. In this and the 

other attitudinal measures, final item selections were 

accomplished by correlating each item score with an initial 

summated scale score. Unless the item-to-scale correlations 

obtained were equal to or greater than .50, the item was 

defined as non-discriminatory and therefore deleted from 

the computation of a final scale score (for a more complete 

discussion and evaluation of this method of item selection 
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see Thomas, et al., 1974). The higher the scale score on 

this variable, the higher the level of structurally-generated 

powerlessness. The scale has a mean of 21.545 and a stan­

dard deviation of 5.491. 

Affect Toward School Personnel 

Our conceptual model suggests that three interrelated 

consequences flow directly from levels of powerlessness that 

are generated by the organizational structure of the school. 

Of these three consequences, the level of affect expressed 

toward school personnel is particularly important in that 

it is, in turn, a determinant of the other two consequence 

variables. Teachers were chosen as the most relevant object 

toward which affect could be measured, and the content of 

the operational measure focuses on the extent to which the 

students feel teachers are concerned about students. The 

final scale contains ten items. The lower the scale score 

on this measure, the more negative the affect toward teachers. 

The mean of the scale is 23.038 with a standard deviation 

of 7.116. 

Evaluations of Organizational Goals 

The formal goals of school organizations call for 

changes in the attitudes, values, and capabilities of stu­

dents which will allow them to better understand and succeed 

in -the adult world into which they will mov~' following gradu­

ation. Attainment of such goals requires a substantial level 

of positive commitment to these goals on the part of student~ 

but we have suggested that structurally-generated alienation 
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reduces commitment. Thus, we would expect alienated students 

to negatively evaluate the change-oriented goals of the 

school and to negatively evaluate the quality of their school 

experiences. An eight-item attitude measure was developed 

for this important variable. The lower the scale score on 

this variable, the more negative the evaluation of organi­

zational goals. The mean of this measure is 30.382 with a 

standard deviation of 6.868. 

Affect Toward Involvement in the Schoo~ Organization 

Feelings of powerlessness, negative affect toward school 

personnel, and negative evaluations of organizational goals 

are all viewed as determinants of levels of affect toward 

involvement in the school organization. Our measure of 

affect toward the school organization focuses on general 

positive and negative aspects of involvement in the school 

organization. The lower the scale score on this measure, 

the more negative the affect toward involvement. The mean 

of this eight-item measure is 28.388 with a standard devia­

tion of 6.884. 

Juvenile Delinquency 

Our measure of degree of involvement in juvenile delin­

quency was derived from self-report items similar to the 

scale reported by Nye and Short (1957). This technique has 

numerous advantages over using such alternative indicators 

as official records, and the reliability and validity of the 

self-report approach has been supported in a considerable 

body of research (cf. Nye and Short, 1957; Dentler and Monroe, 
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1961; Reiss and Rhodes, 1961; Erickson and Empey, 1963; Voss, 

1963; Christie, 1965; Elliott and Voss, 1974). Our intent 

was not to simply note whether or not each respondent had or 

had not been involved in various delinquent acts, but to at­

tempt to construct a measure of degree of involvement ln 

delinquency that would reflect both the seriousness of the 

delinquency that was reported and the frequency of delinquent 

behavior. In order to do so, the following weighting system 

was employed. Driving a car without a license, purchasing 

and/or drinking liquor, petty theft, and school truancy were 

assigned a seriousness weight of 1; running away from home, 

having sexual relations with a member of the opposite sex, 

and smoking marijuana were assigned a weight of 2; theft of 

objects valued at between $2 and $50, destroying property, 

and experimenting with drugs other than marijuana were given 

a weight of 4; and sale of drugs, auto theft, and grand 

larceny were given a weight of B. The frequency of each 

type of behavior was coded in the following manner: never 

was set equal to 0; once or twice to 1; three or four times 

to 2; and very often or five times or more to 3. The fre­

quency weights were then multiplied by the seriousness 

Weights for each of the thirteen offense types and the pro­

ducts were summed. Each respondent's scale score was set 

equal to this sum. The higher the scale score, the greater 

the degree of delinquent involvement. The mean of this mea­

sure is 16.170 with a standard deviation of lB.OB5. 
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Analysis and Findings 

The model which is outlined in Figure 1 predicts a num­

ber of direct and indirect linkages both among the variables 

that represent responses to the structural organization of 

the school and between these variables and levels of involve­

ment in juvenile delinquency. Because of the complexity of 

these linkages, our analysis is divided into three segments. 

In the initial section we will review the findings relevant 

to the interrelationships between structurally-generated 

powerlessness, affect toward school personnel, evaluation 

of organizational goals, and affect toward involvement in 

the school organization. The second portion of the analysis 

focuses on the linkages between these variables and delin­

quency involvement. The final segment reports on the find­

ings derived from a multiple regression analysis that was 

designed to determine the proportion of the variance in 

delinquency involvement that can be accounted for by our 

predictor variables as well as our evaluation of the rela­

tive importance of the several independent variables. 

Segment!: Student Responses to the School Organization 

The logic of this aspect of our analysis may be simply 

summarized. If, as we have predicted, powerlessness is both 

directly and indirectly linked to affect toward involvement 

in the school organization, the introduction of both affect 

toward school personnel and evaluations of organizational 

goals as control variables should not significantly alter 

the magnitude of the zero-order correlations between 
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powerlessness and affect toward involvement. Should the 

zero-order correlations be significantly reduced, we would 

have to question the viability of our prediction of ~ c1i:t,t}f-, i.: 

linkage, and a modification of the model outlined if. rlgur;< 

1 would have to be considered. Similarly, the rl:h'er.+ H!li1 

. d b t ff t +on···Y't1 p,,,huq i lJPr'-indirect linkage pred~cte e ween a ec \.. (.0._ , •. -, .... - .' 

sonne1 and affect toward involvement in the school Ol"ganiza", 

tion should not be significantly effected wh~n the evaluation 

of organizational goals variable is held constant. Finallv. 

the zero-order correlation between eval\!.:l:t i !T: of .::.rj~'1rd ';',z,"" 

tiona1 goals and affect toward invo1veITitmt in 'chc nchDnl Uf'''' 

ganization should not be significantly diminif,hCJ t·;11f"n 111'~ 

antecedent effect of both powerlessness and aff~dt twwa~~ 

school personnel are held constant nor should The 1~r~g;-;:i tl!.;lF 

of the initial linkage between affect toward school pergcn~ 

nel and affect toward involvement be reduced when the ante­

cedent effect of powerlessness is controlled. Should these 

controls for antecedent variables yield major reductions in 

the respective zero-order correlations, spuriousness would 

be indicated, and a modification in the basic theoretical 

model would be necessitated. The statistical information 

required for an assessment of these several possibilities 

is provided in Table 1. 

//INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE// 

• ~j' 
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• 0 

:,..l.''''.3ti!~~ 

ffiUSt be qualiiiuu Ly the tlndings of our controlled analy@i3~ 

ut.:H:':t'elations 2 Simila.rly, the l.i..lIkQge betWfien evalua'tions 

'V I ' d ~ .. Lj.) oeo not appear to 

On the other hand, the initial levels of qAR00intion b~tween 

powerlessness (Xl) and both evaluations of organizational 

goals (X3) and affect toward involvement (X4) are reduced 
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, . also noted when the association between evalu~ relatl.ons :15 
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. '. - r_·,~I- ~.f·f.:._qr" ... '~ tOL,.:,~rd Behool -prer§ in tUY'n~ imply tnat QUr' mp.fiRUI'e'- !C!.. . - .- ---

---~-~~ to m~dldte the linkage betweAn powerlessness and the 
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Qnd bBaauee it ~ignifiaantlY 

orgG.!Lil.atiuu. Thus, although all of th~ direct and in= 

the strength of Beve~al of the linkages 

" t" -~ ~L'.A.R ~e~~~=oMdpr- "o-rrelations. from an exam~na_~on u~ __ _ v L" - ~ 
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These qua] 1. fications no-t\·;i thotnnding, this segment of 

analysis rath~:r clearly shows thEl,t leVels of powerless-

ness that are associated with the structure of these public 

schuols ar~ de~erminants of three interrelated consequences 

that imply reduced effectiveness of the school organization 

in attaining its change-oriented goals. As levels of power­

lessness increase, our respondents appear to develop negative 

attitudes toward their instructors, a rejection of the mean­

ingfulness of the formal goals of the organization, and nega­

tive evaluations of the nature of their involvement in the 
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organization. Further, when suah factors as powerlessness 

stimulate the deveiopment of negative affect toward school 

personnel~ the probabiliTY that they will devalue organiza~ 

:: ·;';';;fl.::ll ~\.;,,;. • .:Lt'.i anti tI1~1.1-; involvement: in the organization appears 

to be considerably increased. Thus, quite apart from any 

linkages between the variableH ax~minQd in this B~gmeht of 

must conclud8 that (1) the:f:!e is evidence in gupport of tho 

hypothesis that the strllGtnY'€;l of public gehool ullganizations 

generates importa,nt degree::: of aliQntation among the student 

population; (2) tllienation is significantly related to COn-

sequenceg th!lt im,iJly iieduued levels of org.=l.nizntional af=-

fectivenes§ with ~§gard to attaining the fo~mal goals of 

and (3) that the consequences of alienation 

aVu inte~~elated in such a manner as to further inhibit the 

effectiveness of the s~hool o~ganization. 

Segment II: School Involvement and Delinquency 

The previous segment of our analysis presents findings 

that are of direct relevance to those interested in the 

school as a formal organization, but they shed no light on 

Whether or not the structure af the school and the COhae-

quences of that structure enable us to better predict the 

involvement of public school students in juvenile delin-

quency. Our theoretical model, however, hypothesizes an in-

direct linkage between powerlessness and delinquent involve­

ment; both direct and indirect linkages between affect to-

ward school personnel and evaluations of organizational 
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goals and delinquency; and a direct link petween affect to­

wa~d involvement in the school organization and delinquency. 

Having already evaluated the structure of the initial segment 

of our model, a replication of that aspect of our analysis is 

unneceSS3.ry. We do, however~ need to evaluate the nature of 

linkages between each of the initial four variables in our 

~ 1 d 1 A~ ~pl~nnl]~n,+ ..... ~"volvement. The major e1e-mOue. atL r egroc Idd. U ___ "'j. __ • - •• 

ments of these linkages arc presented in Table 2. 

IIINSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE// 

Although the zero=order correlations provided at the top 

of Table 2 show that there are low to moderate correlations 

between the four independent variables and delinquent in­

volvement) the partial correlations provided at the base of 

the table show that there is not a direct link between each 

of these variables and delinquency. Further, these partial 

correlations imply the need for changes in the structure of 

the ,theoretical model which is outlined in Figure 1. 

First of all, our model suggests that the influence of 

structurally-generated powerlessness (Xl) on degree of delin­

quent involvement (X5) opera'tes indirectly through the link­

ages between powerlessness and the three consequence vari­

ables (X2, X3, and X4). When ,the influence of these inter­

vening variables is held constant, however, we note a reduc­

iion but not an elimination of the association between power­

lessness and delinquency. This requires that we revise our 

model in such a way as to reflect both a direct and an in­

direct effect of powerlessness on delinquency. 
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Second, although we had predicted a direct link between 

affect toward school personnel, evaluations of organi~atiQnal 

goals, and level of delinquent involvement, these predic-

tiOHS t.l.o not appaal'" to be SuppoI'ted by our controlled analy-

sis. With regard to the affect toward school personnel vari-

able~ the zero-o~der correlation with delinquent involvement 

(r = -.271) was reduced significantly when the relevant 

first-order partial correlations were calculated, but the 

hypothesized direct link remained present. When~ however, 

second-order partial correlations were computed s the correla­

tion between affect toward school personnel and delinquency 

net of both powerlessness and affect toward involvement ap­

proaches zero (r = -.0(7). This, in turn, implies the need 

for a revision of our theoretical model. Similarly, al­

though a direct link was predicted between evaluations of 

organizational goals and delinquent involvement, the zero­

order correlation (r =-.198) was reduced to zero when the 

intervening influence of affect toward involvement in the 

school organization was held constant (r = -.049). Thus, a 

further modification in the structure of our model is dic-

tated. 

In brief, the analysis of this segment of our model 

shows that the propositions which relatt: affect -toward school 

personnel and evaluations of organizational goals to involve­

ment in juvenile delinquency (Propositions 7 and 8) are not 

I 
I 
I 
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supported. Instead, the influence of these variables on de­

linquency operates through affect toward involvement in the 

school organization. Further, the fact that our controlled 

analysis did not eliminate the initial association between 

powerlessness and delinquent involvement requires the incor­

poration of an additional proposition: 

Proposition 10: The greater the level of struc­

turally-generated powerlessness, 

the greater the degree of involve-

ment in delinquency. 

Segment III: Multiple Regression Analysis 

The previous sections of our analysis provide us with a 

means to refine and reformulate the structure of our theore­

tical model, but not with any ability to evaluate the relative 

importance of the several predictors of delinquency nor with 

a specification of the proportion of the variance in delin­

quency involvement that may be attributed to the influences 

of the entire set of predictor variables. Further, at this 

point we have not attempted to ask whether the model will 

prove equally useful as we move from one cohort of the stu­

dent population to another. It is toward these ~wo important 

issues that we turn in this concluding segment of our analysis. 

In order to determine the quality of the predictions of 

delinquency that may be obtained from our four independent 

variables, a stepwise multiple regression equation was com­

puted. The results of this computation also provide us with 

an initial means of examining the relative importance of each 

I 
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predictor variable. The multiple correlation coefficient 

we obtained was .352. Relative to the proportion of var­

iance accounted for in contemporary analyses of delinquency 

(cf. Elliott and Voss, 1974), we interpret this level of 

correlation as quite good. Further, as would be expected 

from the modifications required in our model by earlier seg­

ments of our analysis, the relative importance of each 

predictor variable, as measured by the magnitude of the 

standardized regression coefficients, is supportive of the 

structure of the revised model. The most important variable 

is affect toward involvement in the school organization 

(Beta = -.208); the second most important variable is level 

of powerlessness (Beta = .120); the third most important is 

affect toward school personnel (Beta = -.080); and the least 

important predictor is evaluations of organizational goals 

(Beta = -.026). With the exception of the Beta reported for 

evaluations of organizational goals, all the regression co­

efficients are significant (i.e., each is greater than twice 

its standard error). 

The fact that our revised model is supported and that 

a significant proportion of the variance in delinquency in­

volvement can be accounted for by the predictor variables 

in our model does not, of course, demonstrate the applica­

bility of the model for all categories of students. Thus, 

we computed separate multiple correlation coefficients for 

each of several separate categories of our sample to assess 
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the potential effects of sex, ethnicity, socioeconomic status 

of origin, the student's curriculum tract assignment, and 

academic performance. Each of these control variables were 

dichotomized. The results of controlled analysis show that 

the quality of the predictions obtained from our set of in­

dependent variables is not significantly altered as we move 

from one cohort of students to another: males (R = .320), 

females (R = .382); whites (R = .386), blacks (R = .276); 

high socioeconomic status (R = .339), low socioeconomic 

status (R = .399); college preparatory tract (R = e427), 

non-college tract (R = e322); above sample average grade 

point (R = .373), below average grade point (R = .326). 

These findings rather clearly demonstrate that the conse­

quences of the exercise of coercive power in the schools 

from which we obtained data are significantly associated with 

degree of involvement in juvenile delinquency and that the 

magnitude of the associations observed do not vary greatly 

when specific cohorts of students are isolated. 

Su~mary and Conclusions 

The basic purpose of this paper has been to assess the 

extent to which student responses to their school experiences 

and involvements in juvenile delinqeuncy can be accounted for 

by the application of Etzioni's compliance theory. Our ex­

tension of the basic structure of compliance theory suggests 

that as schools pursue their official change-oriented goals 

they operationally structure themselves to maintain a high 

level of social control. The development of formalized 

29 

means of assuring social control over students who are re­

quired by law to attend school regardless of their degree of 

commitment to the formal goals of education implies the 

exercise of coercive power. This can, in turn, stimulate 

relatively high levels of alienation among student popula­

tions, alienation which fosters negative affect toward school 

personnel, the formal goals of the school organization, and 

personal involvement in the school. These structurally­

generated breaks in levels of commitment to the school not 

only inhibit organizational effectiveness, but also may 

lessen the student's commitment to the conventional order 

that the school represents. Thus, involvement in delinquency 

is viewed as a further consequence of the adoption of a dual 

compliance structure within which the exercise of coercive 

power is emphasized. 

Our analysis, based on questionnaires obtained from a 

sample of 923 sophomores in 1974, provided a means by which 

the basic structure of our model could be examined and re­

formulated where necessary. The results of this analysis 

clearly demonstrate that a significant proportion of those 

in our sample perceived themselves to be powerless to con­

trol that segment of their lives related to school ex­

periences. Feelings of powerlessness were found to be 

directly related to a series of consequences which imply 

reductions in levels of cow~itment to the schools Both 

powerlessness and the consequences of powerlessness were 

then shown to be predictors of degrees of involvement 
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in juvenile delinquency. The nature of the linkages between 

powerlessness and its consequences, moreover, was shown to 

account for significant proportions of the variance in delin-

quency involvement even when sex, ethnicity, socioeconomic 

status, curriculum tract, and academic performance were held 

constant. 

These findings lead us to conclude that compliance 

theory can be usefully applied to that aspect of juvenile 

delinquency which is related to the school experience (Polk 

and Schafer, 1972). Thus, a theoretical mod-l developed in 

the field of organizational research has proven quite rele­

vant to a sUbstantive area which has generally ignored organ­

izational theory. Of equal importance, our findings clearly 

support those organizational researchers who argue that the 

social psychological consequences of structure be carefully 

studied (Lammers, 1974). In the case of schools, assessing 

the effects of organizational control on lower participants 

requires intensive case studies of student populations. 
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TABLE 1 

INTERRELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN POWERLESSNESS (Xl), AFFECT 
TOWARD SCHOOL PERSONNEL (X2), EVALUATIONS OF 
ORGANIZATIONAL GOALS (X3), AND AFFECT TOWARD 

INVOLVEMENT IN THE SCHOOL ORGANIZATION (X4) 

m 
N 
.::t" 

~ 

I 

-.SS8 

en 
00 
('Y) , . 

'a 
~ 

~\V 
X4 ~-~.-------.~----- X3 

.SOl 

Partial Correlations 

X1X3oX2 = -.139 X2X3·Xl = .261 X3 X4, Xl 

X1X4, X2 = -.186 X2X4·Xl = .394 X3 X4, X2 

= 

= 

X1X4oX3 = -.327 X2X4,X
3 = .428 X3X4,X1X2 

X1X4,X2X3 = -.146 X
2
X .X X = 0324 
413 

.. 42S 

.380 

= .364 

TABLE 2 

INTERRELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN POWERLESSNESS (Xl), AFFECT TOWARD 
SCHOOL PERSONNEL (X2), EVALUATIONS OF ORGANIZATIONAL GOALS 

(X3), AFFECT TOWARD INVOLVEMENT IN THE SCHOOL ORGANIZA­
TION (X4), AND INVOLVEMENT IN JUVENILE DELINQUENCY (XS) 

v 
'-'2 

Partial Correlations 

X1XS.X2 = .139 X2XsoXl = -.lS4 X3XS,Xl = -.126 
, 

~XS.X3 = .216 X2XS,X3 = -.21S X3XS,X2 = -.10S 

XlXS,X4 = .147 X2XS,X4 = -.123 X3XS,X4 = -.049 

X1XS,X2X3X4 = .103 X2XS,X1X3X4= -.064 'X3XSo~X2X4 ·=.-.023 

X4XS,Xl = -.232 

X4XS,X2 = -.209 

X4XsoX3 = -.2S6 

X4XS"~lX2X3 = -.168 



APPENDIX A 

I!' 

The following sample items provided operational meansures 

of the variables employed in this article: 

Item Content 

ORGANIZATIONAL POWERLESSNESS 

The op~n~ons and desires of students 
don't seem to make any difference in 
the way this school is run. 

There's not much I can do about the 
way I'm treated here whether I like 
it or not. 

Nobody here will let us make decisions 
for ourselves. 

People like me have little influence on 
how this school is run. 

AFFECT TOWARD TEACHERS 

Most teachers couldn't care less about 
me. 

When all is said and done, our teachers 
don't really care what we think. 

Most high school teachers don't really 
care whether their students do well or 
not. 

Usually our teachers don't really listen 
to our views in class. 

EVALUATIONS OF ORGANIZATIONAL GOALS 

School is preparing me to make decisions 
for myself. 

School is helping me to become a better 
citizen. 

The things we learn in school help me to 
understand what is going on around me. 

Item to Scale 
Score-Correlations 

.714-

.64-3 

.665 

.592 

.64-4-

.621 

.680 

.639 

.771 

.74-7 

.738 

'---------------------------------------~-

• 

Item Content 

School is giving me the ability to think 
clearly, which will be useful to me in 
day to day living. 

AFFECT TOWARD THE SCHOOL OHGANIZATION 

School is so boring that I'd drop out 
if I could. 

School ~s dull and boring. 

School is an enioyable experience for 
me. 

I'd rather be doing just about anything 
instead of going to school. 

Item to Scale 
Score-Eorrelations 

• '7 I~ 11 

.7];1 

.743 

.711 

.699 
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