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Abstract

. This paper presented the methodology involved in the ccastruction of a self-
ik report 1nstrum§nt of delinquent behavior. Ten frequency and sgriousness
. weighting schemes were compared. Reliability was assessed through internal
‘consistency and test-retest metnods. Validity was assessed througﬂ multitrait-
mulpimethod anélyses as well as by>the se;f féport data's rélationship to

official court and police data. The relative effect of the weighting schemes
< .

and thei#rimplicatlons were discussed.
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Alternative Scaling Procedures for-Constructing-a

Self-Report Delinquency Measgre '

Those who have devoted their energies to delinquency research have usuaily'
been dependent upon inadequate atchivalvrecbrds for typical outcome variables.

The logical rationale behind the use of court contacts and dispositions as well as

'pqlice contacts and referrals as primary outcome variables in delinquency rescarch

is obvious. MHowever, the major drawbacks are twofold and perhaps equally clcar.
The most frequently mentioned criticism of the use of of ficial archi.al.data is

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

'bchavior (Cold, 1966; Farrington, 1973; wWilliams & Cdld, 1972), 1In fact,

estimates of officlal detection of delinqueﬁts have ranged from three to twenty
percent (Davidson, 1976; Krohn, Waldo & Chiricos, 1975; Willlam= & Gold, 1972).
Early studiés developed encompassing theories of juvenilec delinquency incorporating
official recurds as primary outcome data. These reSQafchcrs tended to define
delinquency in terms of socio-cultural antecedent conditions (Clowavd & Ohlin,
1960; Cohen, 1955; Glueck & Glueck, }950). These works are frequently seen as
having been more "theoretical and speculative than empirical.in their approa;h"
(Peterson, Urb;n, & Vondracek, 1975). »These studies frequently attribﬁted or
suggested a causal relationship between official aelinqucncxvand dcmographic
variables such as sex, race, age and socio-economic status. Recently, thesce

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

data (Williams & Gold, 1972; Krohn, et al., 1975). The resultant concern






for the prACLss of labeling sgill leaves the problem of how best to measure
the concept of déi;nqgenéyf By . o ~

A second priﬁary,fault with the sqlc Qse of official record data as a
dependent measu;e'in deliﬁquency resegrch iié$ witﬁ‘theitendcncy:for many current
researchers to attempt to identify juveniles before they become a part of the‘
official system; In short, the evaluation of prevention progr;ms or treatmgnts_-.
aimed at pre-delinquents has become a major focus of contemborary research. The
problem becomes the credibility of evaluations of preventative programs using
officiai recidivism as a major ou;come variable when the target population has
an extremely limited incidence or future probability of official contacts with
the juvenile justice system. |

"These criticisms of official outcome data have led io the dévclopment of
alterﬁative dependent measures of dJdelinquency; the most popular of which has
been self'repott (Sellin & Wolfgang, 1963; Nye & Short, 1957). The methods by
which one defipes delinquency is not only crucial to the process of measurcment,
but as Hirs-hi and Selvin have noted, '"'How one defines delinquency determines
-in large part how onc will explain delinquency” (Hfrschi & Selvin, '1969). 1ndeed,
the literature suggests a clear nced for the inclusion of both official court
and police records as well as self-report cstimates of delinquent behavior in
the area of rééeérch and deve]opmént in juvenile delinquency (Gold, 1966; Eric#son
& Empey, 1963; Williams & Gold, 1972; Ktohn.;t al;. 1975; Hindelang & Hirschi, 1977).

The development o{ early self—re;;rt‘moasurcs tended to be attempts at
distinguishing a difference between "official delinquents™, those currently
incarcerated in institutional facilities, and non-delinquents, those without

police records, most typi~ally "normal high school students" (Kulik, Stein &

J







Sarbiw, 1968. This procedure has been critiéized.fﬁ:tﬁggvihosc incarcerated
tend t; have few reasons to conceal delinqﬁenc aéts, while those not currcently
under jurisdiction may react defensively regardless of all the experimenter's
attempts at guaranteeing the_anonymity of the colfectéd information (Williams &
Gold, 1972). Erickson and Empey have suggested that these'studiesVeven'violate
the‘defiqition of official delinqueﬁcy (Ericksodv& Empey, 1963). Crucial sampling
issﬁes.have been two ffequen;ly overloocked.

Once selffreported delinqueﬁcy was acceéted as an alternative measure of

delinquency, traditicnal 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

consistcncy_alpha;.' Although there have been inconsistencics in the literature,
some positive evidence seems to be emerging. Self-rebort strategies have Ecndud
to be relatively stable over time (Belson, 1968) and falrly unidimensional
(Farrington, 1973).

Validicy issues have been dealt with by including such criterion variables

as police records (Kulik, et al., 1968), court convictions (Lrickson & Empey, 1963;

" . Farrington, 1973; Blackmore, 1974), and informant records (Cold, 1970). The

typical methodology has incorporated a predictive or concurrent validity framcewvork,
Although incongis;encies in the reliability and validity of self-report

instruments exist, they appear to be due to differences in the criterion measufcs.

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

of self~reported delinquéncy estimates, Certainly at least és many criticisms

could be leveled against the use of official archival dafa.

Additional developments in the area of measurement of self-reported estimates

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

the clarification of the utility of the application of various weighting’ schemes

to self-reported estimates of delinquent behavior seems to be a crucial issue
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ﬁhat 1s'§nresolved'to-date; The basic sglf—réport measure simply considers
categorical information.: That 1is, does ghe subject feport haviﬁg committed a
certain defined behavior dur;n& a particular. time luLLrvul’ Weighting schemes
have traditionally considered two dimensions, frequency and. seriousﬁcss. Farringﬂun
(1973) ‘found - that the addition of weighting schemes for frequency and seriousness
did not add sigaificantly to the predictive validityfof a self—report ‘instrument
designed Qith simple unit weights-applied to categories of offenses repbrtcd.. Un
the other hand, Gold (1966) found that the frequency of offenses committed was a
critical determinant of police detection while the seriousnes§ of the offehsc
weighted heavily on dispositional factors. Eri;kson and Empey (1963) found that
repeat offenders and non-qfficial delinquents ‘did not differ significantly in
the proportion of categories of offenses committed, however, the two groups
differed drastically in the frequency of offenses and thé ﬁost scrious offense
committed. -They.also found tnat court disposi;ioﬁs.tehded to be for the most
serious offcnsés committed by the repeat of fender.

The application of weighting schemes to scaling broccdure; has been a t&pic
of debate in many settings. In the area of self-reported delinquency rescarch,
_élear inconsistencies have been noted in the literature (Erickson & Lmpey, 1963;
Cold, 1966; Farrington, 1973). Thé assumption by many of the researchers in this arca
that’their-instruments'are sqpérior, or even compatible, suggests a need for a
direct comparative evaluation of variou§ weighting procedures.

The Current Research

In tesponse'tq the researchvissues raised above, this paper will prescnt data
relevant to the dévelopment of a self-report delinquency measure. The instrument
ucilizéd ih this research was developed by drawing items from or modifying itcms
from the measures developed by Lincoln; Teillmann, Kiein, and Labin (1977) and
Gold (1970) as well as the inclusion of new items. The item sct was designed to

determine self-reported incidence of behaviors representing a wide spectrum of
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frequently occurtingndeiinQUent'ect;vitieeﬁ-"Thbs;'inffeqnently"

occurring behaviors such as serious crime-against a person

have been excluded. The particular behaviors selected are representative of

{ypical categorizations u[‘dclinqucnt acts such as those compiled by Sellin and

' .Holfgang (1964) and Rossi (1974) In addition, the 35 item éet includes'fivc

filler items depicting. positive activities in an attempt to discourage response
. L]
patterns or bias. Respondents were asked whether they had committed each

behavior once, twice more than twice or not at all during cach of three tinw

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

Interviewing Procedures. The 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, six weeks, twelve weeks, and '

.~

" eighteen weeks from referral (termination). The instrument was administered as

part of a process interview package. These interviews were open endcd and geared
to gather information televant to ‘the youth's‘progress in the project (Kaptrowitz,
Davidson,'Blakely & Kushler, 1978). The intcrview proccse was explained to the
youth and his/her perents ptiot to their formally joining the 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: avoid problemb due to inconsistent reading abilities of the 1ntervitwt(s,-
L]

. the items were: read aloud to the respondents and- responses were recorded by Lhc-‘

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

Archival data. For use in validity estimates. of ficial archival records

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

N
local city police departments. In addition, records were collected from several

8
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department étotes and discount houses that frequently petition youth directly
to th; juvenile court. »
Results o
Complete data was available on 123 subjects éatheredAbetween’March; 1977
and December, 1978. The data set, coded in stré?gpc frequencies, was first
‘recoded into categorical information. Thus, iten reéponses were available in
boih unit weights (whether or not the event occufred during the specified timg
" i{nterval) and frequency weights (whether the_évent occu;red once, cwicg, mpfe
than twice, of not at all). These frequency weight alternétivcs were then crossod
with five seriéusness weighting schemes; those developed by SellinAand Wolfgang
. (1964); McEachern and Bauzer (1967); and Rossi (1974); as well as a ;eighting
scheme developé& locaily. The fifth amethod applleJ no scrluusnésé wcightlngs.
The seriousness weighting scheme develobed locally was drawn from.a larger sample
of 806. baca‘was gagﬁered‘directly from archival records in the county court
files. Offenses weré categorized ;nd the probability of formal court proccedings
vés used as an index of offense seriousness. The result was a two by five
matrix of available weighting schemes (see Table 1). The seriousness weights
———
‘were simple multipliers applied to the basic frequency and unit weights. Followiny
the removal of the five‘postively worded filler items -the ten data sets were
subjected to several'analyses designed to determine their differential reliability

and validity properties.

Reliability Analyses. Although, asAnoted earlier, self report measured tend

to Be unidimgnsidnal (that is, they tend not to break into reliable subscalcsf
an initialrfactor solution was attempted. A few iiems were then transferred in
order to méke rational aénse of the scales. The items éausing thé\most ihtuitivc
problems tended to be loaded on more than a_single factor. The resultant four
subscales representced property crimeé, crimes involving physical force, school

re;ated offenses, and offenses involving substance abuse. The subscales and the
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total scale were then subjected to reliability analyses for each of the ten

weighting schemes. h S ‘
Internal consistency estimates were calculated on the one year time interval
data sets for cach of the scales and weighting schemes. 7Two additional items )

" were deleted following these analyses resulting in a 28 item total scale. 'The
’ ’ 4

PO
s

1 . : e .
resultant alpha's_, for the ten seriousness schemes ranged fvom .77 and .BY with a

o -

mean of .B4 (see Table 2). The‘alphas of the subscales .78, .70, .72, and .67 -
! : ¢ K

B

and'theirArespective ranges are also included in Table 2. ~Though the subscales
are obviously less reliable than the total scale,vtﬁey do provide an adequate

degree of internal consistency. The total scales are remarkabiy consistent.

1

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

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

the defé;ence is not significant.

Test-retest calcﬁlations also yielded very consistent informatlon. Across
time correlations weré‘éompucéd'fog each subscale and the total scale within
each weighting scheme. Correlations were calculated for the youth's reponscs

i

to the one year response interval at each of four;data gathering points or waves.

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

with time 3, ecé.). 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 ve;y’little variation between the various welghting schemes.
FVIrtually all of the average test-retest correlations are in the sixties and
sueventies. 7 A

In summation, these analyses have suggested thit the various scales cons;sLéﬁtly
dcﬁonstrated similar reliability‘propcrties across wcightiﬁg scﬁcmcs. This nQLiQﬁ

-is supported thfough both internal consistency and test-retest methodology. The

lCronbach's alpha coefficient of internal consistency.

<






Table 2

Total Scale and Subscales mean and range of
“internal consistency alpha's over ten weighting schemes

Tdtal Sca]e»'
Piyoperty Subscgle
Force Subscale
School Subscale

Substance Abuse Subscale

The .46 was the result of the local weighting schemes application to
Several of the items were zero weighted
reducing this scale to a two item scale with a
Without including the local weighting scheme the mean corrleation

the school scale item set.

mean of ten
weighting schemes

alpha

range of ten
weighting schemes

.84

.78
70
728

W77 to
.65 to
.60 to
.46% to

b

357 to

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 inclusion of the

.89
.84
.75

.80

.79

lovi alpha.

McEachern scales the mean correlation was .74 with a range of

.70 to .79.

. o
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oniy signifiennt depar;ure appeafs'in the substancc.abusc scale.” On several
weighting schemes, wost notably the local weighting scheme as applied to -the

‘ [requency weightb, the Bubstance abuse scale [luctuateb bomcwhat. This is not

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

best measure available.

Validity analxpea. Deleting the aubstance abuse 8uhscale, the temaining——”7> o

subscales were subjected to multitrait—multimethod analysis (Campbell & Fiske,
1959). Though the correlation matrices do not neatly fit the ideal pattern
demonstrating convergent and discriminant properties, the patterns are quite
consistent across the various weighting schemes. For the most part, the‘nono-
trait-heteromethod correlations or those in the validity diagonals are in the
upper sixties and_lower eighties. Thongh these correlations support the nution
of convergent validity, particularly in the light that they are generally higher
than their respective monomefhod-heterotrait correlations, there is little strong
cvidence to suggest support for the subacalea discriminant abilities. Though

the means of ‘the monomethod-heterotrait triangle ‘correlations are con51stently
lower than their reschcive validity diagonals, the absolute differcnce is not
. always that great. In addition, there genetally occurred a large range of valuces
in the ‘correlations within the ttiangles resulting in some correlations being as
high or higher thar. the corresponding validity diagonal correlation. An extractxun
or summary table from the multicrait multimethod matrix of the McEachern serious-
ness weights as applied to the frequency weighted data is depicted in Table 4,
Clcarly there is strong evidence for the convergent propertios of the scales but a
1aek of discriminant evidence exists. These findings shonld n§£ be taken in a
nesative light. Recall, as noted earlier, that seif report measurcs tend to be-
unidimensional. The fact that the intersource eorrelations of the subscales suggest
EOnvergent properties in a multi;rait—multimethod sense strengthens the scale as a

vhole.
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Intersource cortelations on the total scale are also included in Table 4.

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

-~ response correlated with the parents actual response somewhat higher than the
. correlation of the youth's response directly with the parént‘a regsponse. Also -
of interest is the fact that the friends' responses are more highly correlated

'with the parent's réponseé than with those of the_youth. The sources are all

Eairly highly correlated and the application of weighting schemes and - the
additional resu]tant variance within the correlation matrices does not change the

relative Bize or patterns of the correlations.

Relationship 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, Outcomé data consisted of the frequency of
officlal contacts with area police depaitments or the county court duering this '
18 week period. Thercfore, the six week, cne year or cver rcf?rcnts built into

the self report instrument do not chronologically match this {8“wgck.outcomu 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 summed ~ to correspond exactlybwith the 18 week

duration used to gather the official outcome data.

Though related, two methods of difeétly assessing the self;repo£t instrument
and its relationship to official court and police Aata are fincluded. Table 5
includes the analyses of variance for each of the ten combined weighting schemes.
Success/failure served as the indgpendent variable. Succnss was defined as. the

lack of any additional countact with either the police or court during involvement

~in the project. »The_total'schle and four subscales served as the dependent

measures. As can be noted in the table, the resultant F values and. probability
levels are consistent across the weighting schemes. The same consistent pattern
of figures can be seen in the correlations of success zilure with the self- -report

scales {n Table 6.
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Though these relationships are all strong with the exception of the physical

force scale, the absoluté‘value of the correlation coefficients are not high.

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

relafionship between self-feported estimates of:illegal behavior and their dfficinl

countérbarts. On the other hand, the official data should in actuality be a

subset of the self-reported estimates of actual Behavior_rétes.

In sumﬁafy, it appears that thé self-report instrument_designed by ﬁhc authors
has demonstrated consistent reliabiiity boﬁh in tarms of inte;nal cdnsis;ency
figures and in terms of test-retest correlations. These points are particularly
true of the total scale. Convergent validity was demonstrated tnrough multitrait-
multimethod procedures. While discriminant properties were not evidenced, the
overall scale did demonstrate strong vaiidity proggr;{gg'ghgn related to officihl
court and police data.

Of prime concern is the facc that these properties were demonstrated consistvntly
across the ten Qcighting scheme combinations. 1t appears that adding seriousncess
weights in particular did not contribute appreciably to the differential ability
of the instrument to detect,offic@al outcome data. The frequency weighting
schemes did seem to add some variaﬁce to the overall data set when compared to

their straight categorical countcrparts. Though the increased variance was

-related to increased alphas in several cases, the diffcrences were not of meaning-

ful pfoportions nor were they consistent.

In short, ghe'addition of weighting schemes to a self-reported dclinqucn;y
instrument did not strengthen the instrument itself or its application. On the
other hand, the 1né1usion of weighting schemes did not hafm tﬁe instrument or
interfere with its application. These results did not support conclusions drawn
by others suggesting the need for seriousnéss weights in self-reported delinquency

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

simple unit weights performed equally as well as the popular and more complex

seriousness and frequency welghting schemes.
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