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Adolescence and deviant behaviors

§

Antisocial behavior in adolescence could be influenced by multiple factors.
Developmental psychology and criminology mostly evaluated the influence
of family, social, individual and environmental characteristics in aggressive
and antisocial conduct. The tendency to assume such attitudes is
widespread in adolescence and sometimes predicts delinquency.

§

In Italy it is estimated that seven teenagers (14-18 years old) out of ten
commit crimes and are involved in criminal justice system. The most diffuse
offences among youths are property crimes and violent crimes, often
related to a specific background of belonging. Nevertheless, not all
adolescents behave in a transgressive or antisocial way, and not all young
people involved in justice have the same characteristics.
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§

In order to understand antisocial behavior in relation with
uneasiness in youths, it is appropriate to define the differences
between deviance or antisocial behavior, criminality and
plight, that are interconnected but not equivalent concepts.
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Concepts

z

§

Deviance: statistical concept

The term deviance derives from a statistical concept linked to
the departing from the average. On the same line, is possible to
identify with this term a series of anomalous behaviors which
diverge from social customs and shared norms, based on a
comparison between what is common and what is uncommon.
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§

Deviance: moral concept

The concept of deviance was later generalized and today
collects all those behaviors that provoke social reactions of
repulsion; since this concept seems connected to a negative,
moral, value judgment from the society, which is not necessarily
connected to crime but also involves all those actions that
provokes social disapproval.
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Antisocial behavior
§

The term antisocial behavior, connected with deviance, is used
mostly to describe any violation of formal and informal rules,
oppositional acts against society.

§

The two terms describe the same concept but from a different
point of view; the deviance is focused on the person, who
represents his/her actions; while the antisocial behavior
describes not the person but the action, changing the
perspective and focusing on the rehabilitation of the person who
has a conduct problem and not on the person as a problematic
individual.
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Antisocial behavior

§

According to Stephen Crossley, as described in the International
Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences (2015), in
order to promote social rehabilitation, scientific community may
focus on the term antisocial behavior to break the perceived
association with criminality and delinquency which emphasize
the social and criminal stigma, especially in juveniles.
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Types of antisocial behavior
§

During adolescence it is important to distinguish between
antisocial behavior as a form of delinquency and antisocial
behavior derived from rebellion or distress.

§

Adolescents are involved in social homeostasis that groups and
individuals seek to maintain by relying on and sometimes
clinging to the social norms; in the meanwhile youths maturing
their expectations and their knowledge about society and
relationships and they constantly look for emotions and answers,
considering less the rules and being more attracted to the desire
to discover and experience new sensations.
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Antisocial behavior and risky conducts

§

This constant search often involves risky conducts, making it
more difficult to distinguish between the norm and the deviance.

§

Indeed, this period of life is characterized by sudden changes,
need for autonomy and closeness, conflicts and insecurities that
can involve transgressive behaviors and rebellion.
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Antisocial behavior and normative
deviation
§

According to the developmental point of view, it could be
asserted that the tendency to deviate or to behave anti-socially,
characterizes adolescents and is called “normative deviation”.

§

The deviation defined as normative is the one we can find in all
those adolescents who feel for the first time the feeling of going
beyond their limits. Obviously, this does not mean that all
adolescents feel the need to “escape” from the rules, but that
transgression is a component that is part of this phase of
development.
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§

In this line, distinguish two forms of deviances is needed:

§

Contingent deviance which is part of the development process
and involves a series of transgressive actions and behaviors that
decrease, ending during adulthood, is part of the concept of the
normative deviation;

§

Persistent deviance which is not associated to a specific
period of development but rather to a behavioral modality which
leads the individual towards criminality, increasing over time and
affirm as a criminal career (De Leo & Patrizi, 2002).
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Plight
§

It is important to pay attention not only to the behavior implemented
by the adolescents but more to the meaning expressed through
these actions, which are not always clear and linear, but mostly
symbolic and hidden.

§

As is noted, an antisocial behavior could be an expression of plight
through which adolescents communicate their negative emotions
and feelings such as confusion, interpersonal difficulties, which
involves a situation of suffering and discomfort and may manifest
on individual, social, family and friendship level.

§

The plight involves a progressive closure in themselves that imply
an increasing of confrontation with peer group in order to belong.
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Plight
§

For the adolescent who feels a strong sense of unease, it is not the action
that is covered with meaning but the underlying motivation.

§

Consequently, it is difficult to define illegal actions committed by youths as
conscious choice, because the evaluation of the consequences is
sometimes confused and unclear for them.

§

The concept of distress has been explored by pedagogy and psychology
and has been defined as a condition that derives from subjective
perception.

§

The distress could be perceived by other people but is not always clearly
visible; many teenagers lead parallel lives and stand up on a split reality,
based on given labels, such as the model student at school and the bully
with the peer group.
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Plight
§

According to the sociology youths’ distress derive from a perceived
problem on the relationship between individual and his/her context;
for instance, one of the most common and studied phenomena of
distress among adolescents is bullying, in which the bully could
express intra-family violence, negligence or abuse through his/her
violent actions; or could still have a strong fear of being
marginalized and isolated from others if perceived as weak,
showing his/her superiority through bullying. If the family or the
institution is not interested in youth’ distress, it may become chronic
and involve behavioral and psychological problems, such as
addiction, delinquency, mental and physical diseases (Cardinali &
Luzi, 2016).
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Criminality
§

The concept of criminality is related to illegal behaviors, punished
by the law, identify with the juridical term “offence”.

§

It is important to distinguish between the dynamic of a crime from
the motivation, for instance the majority of the juvenile offences is
connected to property crimes, called also Mickey mouse crime,
linked to poor social and family context or to the criminal peer
group.

§

Indeed, the motivation of this kind of crimes is related to a specific
environmental condition or it is a part of the psychological
characteristics of the adolescents (Ponti & Betsos, 2008).
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Criminality
§

In Italy, the most common offence diffuse among adolescents is
organized crimes offences, especially in the South of Italy, in
which adolescents are involved in drug dealing and traffic of
foreigners.

§

Crimes such as homicide and sexual violence are less diffuse
among adolescents but present in rare cases and in specific
context. As mentioned above, criminality in adolescents
assumes different reasons than in adulthood.

§

For this reason, it is important to analyze the meaning of juvenile
crimes according to the developmental perspective.
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Factors of
influence

z

Risk Factors

§

Individual Factors: (cognitive deficits, psychological disorders
or conduct problems)

§

Family System Factors: (conflict, abuse, maltreatment and
parent involvement in criminal justice system)

§

Environmental Factors: (peer deviant group, socio-economic
difficulties and social marginalization).

z
Adolescence
and deviant
behaviours

One of the difficulty in explaining adolescents’
deviant conduct is that most risk factors are
interrelated, and that adolescence is a period
of life in which it is common break the law or
social rules (Asquith, 2002)

Studies suggest that major influence factors
for juvenile deviance are family, environmental
and individual characteristics (Lösel &
Farrington, 2012; Mennis et al., 2011)

Relationships with parents, family
communication and criminogenic environment
might influence adolescents conduct towards
aggressive and deviant behaviors
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z

Family system

§

Low communication in family

§

Broken home

§

Family Structure (single parent family)

§

Severe education

§

Parent involvement in crime

z

Deviant peer group

§

In a lot of cases youths commit occasional property crimes with
peers for fun or to show their power.

§

The small drug dealing is often an extension of consumption and
is understood as a sharing between friends -who get the
substance acquires prestige-.
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Environmental factors

Neighborhood’ Characteristics
Socio-cultural

Psychological

Ecological

•

social support and
solidarity

•

proximity

•

residential stability

•

sharing of common values

•

sense of belonging

•

presence of public services

•

informal social control

•

cohesiveness

•

safety and care

•

fear of crime

•

neighbors’ relationship

•

deterioration and poverty
(abandoned building, graffiti
wall)
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Data & Theories

z
§ The concept of deviance is strongly associated to the social and

cultural norms of a specific historical period; these norms are cobuilding and shared from who play a role in the social context.
§

From this point of view, the term “to divert” linked to crime,
means broke the social agreement and failing to comply with the
established rules and norms. However, since the norms are
correlated to a specific historical and cultural context, the
concept of deviance is relative and can be modified based on
the evolution of the same context.

§

For this reason, we can affirm that deviance is not an ontological
characteristic of the individual but rather the social response
which deviates from the norm.

z

De Leo and Patrizi (2002) describes deviance as:
§

Social construct influenced by personological, environmental
and family factors

§

A decision-making process, based on the interaction of the
social and behavioral elements of an individual, who may decide
to adhere or not to certain shared norms.

z

Social norms can be:
§

Formal: normative constraint translated into precepts, codified
and regulated.

§

Informal: describe the cohesion of a social group or community.

The rule within a social group performs the task of anticipating
behavioral expectations, if it is disregarded it would involve
reactions of disapproval and sanction that would focus on restoring
homeostasis (Frazzetto & Volpini, 2013). Shared norms and social
expectations define the role of an individual, associating also
thinking and behaviors.

z

§

Deviate from the norm involves a transgression or adherence to
the assigned role, based on the context of belonging.

§

The social role, confirmed and reinforced by the context can be
both positive and negative and can influence the prejudice or
social stigma (Ciampi, 2017; Moore, Stuewig & Tangney, 2016).

z

According to social psychology, two considerable concepts in both
normative and criminal development exists:
§

Personal identity, which describes and represents the
individual from a wide perspective, in order to promote his/her
interaction with others and the context.

§

The role based on the expectations about specific tasks,
behaviors, attitudes, values and mutual relations and which are
part of the individuals as a consequence of the position that
he/she has in the context and on the performed activities in the
social group.

z

§

Erik H. Erikson and J.M. Erikson (2018) has devoted his studies
to the problems connected to the development of identity,
asserting that the feeling of identity is comparable to the
organization of a coherent, homogeneous and continuous image
of the essence of the personality.

§

The identity formation is a process that develops over the entire
existence and is realized through the subsequent symbolization
with significant models and through the roles proposed and
assumed from time to time during life experiences.

§z This process has its climax during adolescence, when starting the

most demanding social experiences, characterized by the
reconsideration of interpersonal relationships with parents and a
consequent questioning of the rules and behaviors learned during
childhood.

§

When this reconstruction of relationships and roles do not work this
may become a problematic identity development. If during
adolescence a problematic or criminal behavior is identified, the
expectations of others may be negative.

§

This alters and shapes the identity and image of the individual who
thinks he/she can do nothing but accept the negative attitudes that
others expect from him/her, confirming the idea of the latter and
realizing the so-called “prophecy that is self-fulfilling”. The
opposite occurs when the expectations of the group, the family or
the context are positive, thus resulting in the positive identity of the
person.
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§

Therefore, society, groups and the family continually confirm the
sense of identity of the individual, through positive or negative
reinforcements such as gratifications, frustrations, judgments
and evaluations.

§

In severe cases characterized by exclusion from the group,
marginalization, isolation, complication, stigmatization and
imprisonment, the society condemns and mortifies the individual,
exposing the person to a "negative identity", which is a label that
may become part of the thinking of the individual and which may
influence the rest of his/her life.

z

The Labelling Theory

§

According to the Labelling Theory (McIntosh & Rock, 2018) the
individual recognizes him/herself as a person with social,
negative values, attributed by others, assuming a conforming
identity and, in the case of antisocial and deviant conduct,
developed and maintained it over the time

§

The Labelling Theory recovers the assumption of symbolic
interactionism (Downes, Rock & McLaughlin, 2016), according
to which the interactions between social actors, the
expectations, the meaning of the actions performed, and the
phenomena of marginalization and exclusion are more relevant
than the objective behaviors.
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The Labelling Theory

§

This definition shifts the focus from the action that connotes a
person as deviant or antisocial to the social reaction and the
concept of deviant label.

§

The authors of this theory overturn the problem, affirming that
the one who is considered deviant is not so because he commits
certain actions, but because society labels him as such.

§

Indeed, the social reaction has the role of define the person and
his/her behavior as deviant, which is a definition created by
society itself.

z

§

The Labelling Theory

Deviant individuals are considered by society as outsiders and
their antisocial conducts are used by the society to define them
as deviant and to compare them with those who conform to the
rules. Deviants and antisocial people need to exist to maintain a
balance among good and bad, deviance and normative, the
social group and the outsiders. These concepts are linked to the
stigma and to the criminal stereotype (Ciampi, 2017).
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The Labelling Theory

§

Being labeled as delinquent or criminal during adolescence
increases the risk of developing a deviant identity and criminal
career, establishing a deviant role.

§

Mailloux (Ponti & Betsos, 2008) describes the importance of not
underestimating the negative expectations of parents and
significant persons towards children in order to prevent them
from developing a negative identity in adulthood (Moore,
Tangney & Stuewig, 2016).
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Bronfenbrenner Ecological System
Theory (1986)

This theory is focused on the individual-context relationships and his/her
behaviors basing on the human ecology tradition.
According to this theory, human development is a product of the interaction
between the organism and its environment and is based on three important
aspects of the ecological definition of human development:
§

1. The individual is not considered as a “clean slate” modified by the
environment; but the individual grows and moves dynamically, restructuring
it.

§

2. The interaction between individual and environment is based on
reciprocity, the first one modifies and influences the second one.

§

3.The ecological environment is defined in a topological form, as a series of
ordered concentric structures which influence and include each other.
These structures take the name of microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem,
macrosystem and chronosystem,

z

z

Bronfenbrenner
Ecological
System Theory
(1986)

z

Microsystem
§

The first level of interaction is between the individual and the microsystem, which
involves the child in his/her personal relationships with family members and with
classmates at school. According to Bronfenbrenner’ theory, it is possible for siblings
who find themselves within the same ecological system to still experience very
different environments, because of personal traits, perception and experiences with
the system.

z

Mesosystem
§

The second level of interaction is between different microsystems, for example:
between home and school or peer group and family’ members. For instance, if parents
are positively involved in their children’s life, such as spending time with them or
allowing their friends at home, this produces positive child development. In addition,
the involvement of parents, protect their children from risky behaviors, such as the use
of drugs and alcohol or illegal and criminal acts. Contrarywise, if the child’s parents
dislike his/her peers or do not care about their friendships, the child is more likely to be
involved in criminality or drug abuse and can experience conflicting emotions which
may negatively affect his/her development.

z

Exosystem
§

The third level is the exosystem, characterized by two or more settings’ indirect
interaction. This level includes systems which affect a child’s life indirectly, such as the
parents and relative’s workplace and the neighborhood. If parents have a problem at
work, they may be more aggressive/stressed, resulting in the mistreatment of their
children.

z

Macrosystem
§

The fourth level is the macrosystem, composed by beliefs, knowledge and
resources of a specific culture and society in which children live. For example, a
repressive or violent social system, based on a culture of violence may affect the
lives of some children whereas, others who experience the value of cooperation or
respect in their own neighborhood may not be affected.

z

Chronosystem
§

The last system is the chronosystem, which describes changes in the
environment in which children live during their time period. This system may
include a change in all the others because of the influence by the specific
period in which individuals experienced his/her environment.

z
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Is Family Structure Associated with
Deviance Propensity during
Adolescence? The Role of Family
Climate and Anger Dysregulation

z

Research framework
Deviance according to the sociological perspective:
• Is associated with a specific historical period social and cultural norms
• Derived from a deviation from the social agreement established with
rules and norms
• Is a social construct influenced by personal, environmental, and family
factors and also by the decision-making process based on individuals’
social and behavioral elements interaction.
Deviance according to the developmental perspective:
• During adolescence is characterized by a reconsideration of
interpersonal relationships with parents, and a consequent questioning
of rules and behaviors learned during childhood.
• Adolescents who perform criminal conduct may experience negative
expectations from others. These expectations alter and shape the
identity and image of an individual in the way of a “self-fulfilling
prophecy”, as seggested also by labeling theory.

z

Family Structure and Deviance in
Adolescence: An Italian Perspective
• The Italian family is changing.
• The Italian National Institute of Statistics (Istat) has shown a decline in
marriages and an increase in divorces. People do not get married; the
marriage is shorter, and there are many extended families and singleparent families; this leads to teenagers’ behavioral and emotional change.
• Italian teenagers living in reconstituted families usually behave negatively,
and they experience emotional distress.
• However, the influence of a family’s socioeconomic status, its functioning,
and the parent’s behaviors and psycho-physical well-being are not well
researched in Italy.
• Also, the representations in which children perceive themselves as
members of a family and experience family dynamics have changed.
• The strong confusion of roles between parent and children lead to family
instability. This state of uncertainty may also instigate risky and deviant
behavior.
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Family Structure and Deviance in
Adolescence: An Italian Perspective
• The juvenile court reported the following conduct problems spread among
adolescents from disrupted families: early school drop-out, early onset in
sexuality, bullying, vandalism, wandering, alcohol use, gambling, belonging
to a criminal environment, drug abuse and dealing, sexting, sexual abuse,
violent and aggressive acts against parents.
• The analysis of justice-involved Italian adolescent’s family context pointed
out a lack of educational coherence, as the parent’s attitudes varied
between excessive severity and permissiveness. Especially families
characterized by open and short-term cohabitations between a biological
parent and a stepmother or stepfather.
• Despite these pieces of evidence, little is known about the relationship
between family structure and deviance propensity in Italian adolescence.
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Objectives

§Taken together, these findings suggest that parental relationship, communication,

support, family structure, and economic resources can influence teen’s antisocial and
aggressive behaviors.
§The aims of this study are:
§(a) identifying the role of family structure on
§deviance propensity among Italian adolescents through the joint influence of family

climate and anger dysregulation;
§(b) evaluate gender differences in our mediation model;
§(c) using the main results for future studies to collect data that considers parent–

children relationships to gain a better understanding of the causes and motivations
behind adolescents’ antisocial behavior.
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Hypothesis
§

(H1) an intact (vs. single parent) family structure elicits a positive (vs. negative) family
climate;

§

(H2) an intact (vs. single parent) family structure promotes (vs. prevents) anger
dysregulation;

§

(H3) family climate and anger dysregulation uniquely predict deviance propensity;
specifically;

§

(H4a) family climate protects from the development of deviance propensity;

§

(H4b) anger dysregulation triggers the deviance propensity;

§

(H4c) both family climate and anger dysregulation influence deviance propensity;

§

(H5) gender has a moderating role on all the previous hypothesis (from H1 to H4c);

§

(H6) SES influences all the previous hypotheses (from H1 to H5).
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Sample
The participants are 2328 teenagers (58.1% females) (mean age: 16.36 years old) (DS = 1.50;
range 13–19) from these Italian Regions high schools: Lazio (n = 4), Campania (n = 4), Sicily (n = 3),
Emilia-Romagna (n = 1), Piemonte (n = 1) and Lombardia (n = 1). These schools have voluntarily
joined the research after an announcement by the University of Cassino and Southern Lazio that asked
for the dissemination of the research throughout the Italian territory. The sample is not representative
with regard to Italian regions due to the unequal geographic distribution of the participants. Indeed,
25.9% of the sample come from the Center of Italy, 11.7% from the North, and 62.5% from the South.
Teens majority live with both mother and father (84.9%); the others only with the mother (13.2%) or
the father (1.9%). An interviewer explained the study goals to potential participants and informed
them that they could withdraw from the study, and their responses would have remained anonymous.
Researchers have obtained informed consent for adolescents, signed by their parents. The study was
conducted following the Declaration of Helsinki and approved by the Institutional Review Board of
the University of Cassino and Southern Lazio (Italy). Data were collected from November 2017 until
December 2018.
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Measures
Deviant Behavior Questionnaire
Aggression Questionnaire
Family Communication Scale
Moral Disengagement Scale
Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support
Socioeconomic Status (SES)
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RESULTS
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