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The purpose of this paper is to examine the direct and serial
indirect effects of ecological family disadvantage on adolescent
male and female delinquency through poor parental
monitoring and deviant peer association. Data used in this
paper are collected on a sample of 528 Croatian high-school
students (374 males) aged between 15 and 17. Participants
self-reported their delinquency, and completed questionnaires
about their familial disadvantage, parental monitoring, and
their association with deviant peers. PROCESS macro for SPSS
was used to test the proposed direct and indirect effects. The
results showed that ecological family disadvantage had a direct
effect on more pronounced male delinquency. There was no
significant serial indirect effect of ecological family
disadvantage on male delinquency through the two presumed
mediators, but there was significant indirect effect of ecological
family disadvantage on male delinquency through their
increased deviant peer association. In females, no significant
direct or indirect effects were found. The results point to gender
specific mechanisms by which ecological family disadvantage
contributes to adolescent delinquency, and thus make a
significant contribution to the literature on this topic.
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INTRODUCTION
Children living in an adverse family context are at an elevated
risk of developing different adjustment problems. Family ad-
versity includes a wide array of family related risk factors,
including those related to different family processes (i.e. violent
marital conflict, harsh parental discipline), as well as those
related to ecological family disadvantage (i.e. low socioecono-
mic status, family stress such as legal problems, single-parent
status) (Criss, Pettit, Bates, Dodge, & Lapp, 2002; Stern & Smith,
1995). Prior research indicated that different ecological famil-
ial factors have been linked with delinquent behavior of the
child (for a review, see Farrington, 2011). Although studies
show that these factors contribute independently to the de-
velopment of delinquent behavior to some extent, there is
strong evidence that the accumulation of risk factors at some
point in a child's life significantly increases his or her chances
of being delinquent. Therefore, in the present study we ex-
plore the effect of ecological family disadvantage as one aspect
of family adversity, composed of a set of different factors which
were independently linked with the delinquent behavior of
the child: lower family material status (Shek, 2003), single pa-
renthood (Singh & Kiran, 2014), parental alcoholism (Hus-
song et al., 2007) and parental criminal behavior (Nijhof, de
Kemp, & Engels, 2009), which closely resembles the Criss et
al. (2002) conceptualization of ecological family disadvantage.

The effect of ecological family disadvantage on delin-
quency is not yet clear. Some researchers (e.g. Blanz, Schmidt,
& Esser, 1991; Haapasalo & Tremblay, 1994) propose that it
exerts a direct effect on delinquency, while others (e.g. Dishion,
Patterson, & Reid, 1988; Patterson, DeBaryshe, & Ramsey,
1989) suggest that a disadvantaged family context results in
the delinquent behavior of the child due to its indirect effect
through diminishing parenting skills and encouraging associ-
ation with deviant peers. In order to have a better understand-
ing of the effects of ecological family disadvantage on delin-
quency, it seems important to study whether there is a direct
effect on delinquency, as well as whether there is an indirect
effect through lower parental monitoring and association
with deviant peers by means of testing the serial multiple
mediation model. Because no study has been published in-
vestigating the serial mediation of ecological family disad-
vantage through parental monitoring and association with de-
viant peers on delinquency across gender, a separate analysis
for adolescent females and males was performed.

Ecological family disadvantage and delinquency
Numerous studies have examined the relationship between the
factors of ecological family disadvantage and delinquency
(for overview, see Farrington, 2011). Perhaps the most exten-540



sively studied factor of family disadvantage in relation to
delinquent behavior is socioeconomic status (e.g. Ajduković
& Rajhvajn Bulat, 2012). This factor is gauged with different
measures, such as objective measures (e.g. per capita family
income) and subjective ones (e.g. perceived economic hard-
ship). Agnew, Matthews, Bucher, Welcher, and Keyes (2008)
argue that objective SES per se (e.g. measured through fami-
ly income, parental education and employment) is not relat-
ed to delinquent behavior per se, but through economic prob-
lems that it creates on a subjective parental level. Although
the results of some studies (e.g. Mistry, Banner, Tan, & Kim,
2009; Shek, 2003) suggest that subjective measures, such as
adolescents' perception of economic stress are even more
important than parental perception, the literature on studies
in which socioeconomic status is subjectively measured is
scarce. Therefore, it seems especially valuable to include ado-
lescents' subjective experience of socioeconomic status in the
ecological family disadvantage model.

A variety of other family circumstances has been linked
with adolescent delinquent behavior which are related to fa-
mily socioeconomic status. Children who live in poverty tend
to have parents with some other characteristics of ecological
disadvantage, like mental health problems, legal problems, or
they have a greater prevalence of living in single parent fam-
ilies (Lerner, Bornstein, & Leventhal, 2015). All these ecologi-
cal disadvantage familial factors have also been linked to child
delinquency. For example, Rowe and Farrington (1997) found
that parental criminality exerts a direct effect on the criminal-
ity of their offspring, a finding consonant with the hypothe-
sis of shared genetic inheritance and with the hypothesis of
direct imitation. Vrselja and Glavak Tkalić (2011) found a di-
rect relationship between more frequent parental alcohol con-
sumption and adolescent risky and delinquent behavior. Further-
more, Hussong et al. (2007) found that children with two al-
coholic parents were at greatest risk of externalizing symp-
toms (delinquency is regarded as one type of externalizing symp-
tom). Furthermore, multiple studies (e.g. Demuth & Brown,
2004; Dunifon & Kowaleski-Jones, 2002; Singh & Kiran, 2014)
have found higher rates of juvenile delinquency in single par-
ent families, since they are characterized by economic insecu-
rity and a lack of time to help their children deal with the
frustration of having only one parent in the home. However,
it seems that the effect of single-parenting is more complex
than it seems since there is evidence of high-rate delinquen-
cy in cohabitating in comparison with traditional, two biolog-
ical parent households (e.g. Dunifon & Kowaleski-Jones, 2002).
Also, some studies indicate that single-mother families are
more vulnerable to delinquency (e.g. Comanor & Phillips, 2002),541

DRU[. ISTRA@. ZAGREB
GOD. 27 (2018), BR. 3,
STR. 539-559

VRSELJA, I., PANDŽIĆ, M.,
LJUBIN GOLUB, T.:
THE EFFECTS OF...



while other highlight single-father households (e.g. Demuth
& Brown, 2004). There is evidence that parental attachment
may be an important protective factor in this context, espe-
cially for boys, and even in single-parent families (e.g. Ručević,
2011; Ručević & Duvnjak, 2010). However, there is no clear
conclusion yet, since some studies indicate that the differen-
ces between two and single-parent families regarding adoles-
cent delinquency diminishes after controlling for parental
attachment or closeness (Demuth & Brown, 2004), while oth-
ers failed to support this mediating effect (Dunifon & Kowa-
leski-Jones, 2002).

These studies clearly show that children who grow up in
a family context characterized by any of the negative family
circumstance factors have an increased chance of being a delin-
quent. The addition of more than one factor further increases
the odds of misbehavior, known as a cumulative effect, which
is supported by the reviews of several authors (e.g. Farring-
ton, 1990; Lytton, 1990). Therefore, the best approach to study-
ing children's adjustment problems is one that recognizes that
risk factors occur in conjunction with one another (Luthar,
1993; Seifer, Sameroff, Baldwin, & Baldwin, 1992). This ap-
proach, which is characterized by high face validity and con-
sistency in predicting adjustment, is used in this study by con-
ceptualizing ecological family disadvantage as a construct that
includes several indicators which have been linked with child
antisocial behavior, i.e. the lower material status of the family
as perceived by the adolescent, parental criminal behavior, pa-
rental drinking problems, and the single-parent status of the
family.

Underlying mechanisms of the effect
of ecological family disadvantage on delinquency

There is no consensus in the literature regarding the mecha-
nism by which ecological family disadvantage translates into
child delinquency. One possibility is that ecological family dis-
advantage can represent an additional source of stress for
adolescents (Ho, 1991), and therefore have a direct effect on
delinquency. However, there is little literature on delinquen-
cy studies investigating the direct effect of the ecological fam-
ily disadvantage measure composed as a set of different indi-
cators, as we did in our study. Most of the studies investigat-
ed whether there is a direct effect of independent family dis-
advantage factors on delinquency (e.g. Hussong et al., 2007;
Nijhof et al., 2009; Shek, 2003; Singh & Kiran, 2014).

On the other hand, some researchers (Dishion et al., 1988;
Patterson et al., 1989) propose that the effect of ecological
family disadvantage on delinquency is indirect and mediated
through parenting and peer variables. This proposition is in
line with the work of Patterson et al. (Dishion et al., 1988;
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Patterson et al., 1989) on the family mediation model of delin-
quency in adolescents, according to which ecological family
disadvantage impairs parental ability to monitor their chil-
dren's behavior. Parental monitoring is an increasingly impor-
tant aspect of parenting from middle childhood through to
adolescence. The core component of most definitions of pa-
rental monitoring is parents' knowledge of their children's
whereabouts, companions, and activities (e.g. Fletcher, Dar-
ling, & Steinberg, 1995). There are several ways in which par-
ents gain knowledge of this: through active involvement in,
and regulation of, their children's after-school activities, through
behavioral control, or solicitation. Through active involvement
in, and regulation of, children's after-school activities, parents
may exert positive socialization influences and thus reduce
maladaptive behavioral patterns, including delinquency. In-
adequate parental monitoring, resulting from family adversi-
ty, is thought to increase the risk of juvenile delinquency be-
cause it allows young people to associate with delinquent
peers (Dishion, Patterson, Stoolmiller, & Skinner, 1991; Sny-
der, Dishion, & Patterson, 1986). Deviant peers are suggested to
exert its influence on delinquency through modeling, through
adoption and reinforcing antisocial attitudes, or by providing
opportunities for delinquent behavior (Dishion, Patterson, &
Griesler, 1994).

The proposed indirect mechanism through which eco-
logical family disadvantage affects adolescent misconduct has
been partially supported by the empirical evidence of
Dishion et al. (1988), showing that parental substance use pre-
dicts the decreased monitoring of the adolescent's activities,
which, in turn, predicts association with drug-using peers. As-
sociation with drug-using peers, in turn, predicts adolescent
drug use. Similarly, the results of Chassin, Pillow, Curran, Mo-
lina, and Barrera (1993) and Chassin, Curran, Hussong, and
Colder (1996) confirm these indirect mechanisms through which
paternal and maternal alcoholism affect adolescent substance
use. However, to the best of the authors' knowledge, there is
no study investigating proposed mediation model with eco-
logical family disadvantage measure composed as a set from
different familial disadvantaged indicators, as well as investi-
gating this model separately on males and females.

Current study
A literature review suggests that it is not yet clear whether
ecological family disadvantage exerts a direct or/and an indi-
rect effect on delinquency serially through parenting and peer
variables. In order to have a better understanding of the me-
chanisms through which ecological family disadvantage ex-
erts its effect on delinquency, further study of the relationship543
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between ecological family disadvantage, parental monitor-
ing, deviant peers, and delinquency is needed.

Potential gender differences in this context represent
additional raising issue that needs to be mentioned. For ex-
ample, maladaptive peer associations were found to be more
related to adolescent male delinquency (Bowman, Prelow, &
Weaver, 2007; Piquero, Gover, MacDonald, & Piquero, 2005),
poorer parental monitoring was more in conjunction with
females' delinquency (Bowman et al., 2007), while O'Donnell,
Richards, Pearce, and Romero (2011) in their study found just
the opposite pattern of relationship. Inconsistencies in the
contribution of ecological family disadvantage to the delin-
quent behavior of adolescent males and females were also
found in prior studies (e.g. Ho, 1991; Lempers, Clark-Lem-
pers, & Simons, 1989; Steinberg & Silverberg, 1986). These
potential gender differences, along with inconsistent research
findings, call for separate analysis on adolescent males and
females.

In summary, in the present study, we seek to contribute
to the extant literature by addressing two research objectives:
(1) whether ecological family disadvantage has a direct effect on
the adolescent males' and females' delinquency; (2) whether
ecological family disadvantage exerts its indirect effect on the
delinquent behavior of adolescent males and females through
lower parental monitoring and more deviant peer association.

METHOD

Participants
The sample consisted of 528 students (374 males) aged between
15 and 17 years (M = 15.93, SD = 0.81). The participants in the
study were high-school students (1st to 3rd grade), attending
schools located in the City of Zagreb. The sample was rela-
tively even regarding the types of school participants attend-
ing (40.3% vocational, and 59.7% gymnasium), and their grade
(25.9% 1st, 36.3% 2nd, and 37.8% 3rd grade). Most of the par-
ticipants attending vocational high-schools were males (96.2%),
while gymnasium students were equally represented by both
males (53.7%) and females (46.3%). The majority (84,8%) of
participants lived in a two-parent family. The majority of the
participants' parents had attained at least a 4-year high-school
education degree (86.5% mothers and 85% fathers). Two-thirds
of the sample (68%) reported an average perceived family so-
cioeconomic status (SES), 25.2% a somewhat higher SES, 1.5%
a very high SES, 4.7% a somewhat lower family SES and 0.6%
a very low family SES.
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Measures1
Delinquency
A modified version of the Youth Self-Reported Delinquent and
Risk Behaviors Questionnaire (Ručević, Ajduković, & Šincek,
2009) was used to measure delinquency. Respondents were
asked to indicate on a 5-point scale how many times in their
life (0 – never, 1 – one to four times, 2 – five to ten times, 3 – eleven
to twenty times, 4 – twenty-one and more times) they had com-
mitted each of the 49 delinquent acts in the questionnaire.
This questionnaire also contains a weight ponder for each
delinquent act, ranging from 2 (less severe delinquent behavior)
to 9 (the most severe delinquent behavior). The overall result on
the questionnaire is formed as the sum of the products of fre-
quency of every delinquent act in the questionnaire and its
weight ponder. A higher score indicates more pronounced
delinquency. This method of forming the overall results is the
preferred method in comparison to other methods (e.g. the
sum of the frequency of behavior or the sum of declared
behavior (1 – behavior is manifested, 0 – behavior is not manifest-
ed), because it results in the higher sensitivity of the question-
naire (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994; Ručević et al., 2009). In
this study, the internal consistency of this questionnaire was
good, α = 0.88.

Ecological family disadvantage
The ecological family disadvantage measure reflected the ad-
ditive risk of adolescent-reported low perceived family socio-
-economic status, parental alcoholism, parental criminality,
and single-parent status. Adolescents rated their family socio-
-economic status by answering the question How much is your
family rich or poor? on a 5-point scale (1 – much poorer than
most other families, 2 – slightly poorer than most other fami-
lies, 3 – like most other families, 4 – slightly richer than most
other families, 5 – much richer than most other families).
They also provided information on parents' marital status (1
– married, 2 – divorced, 3 – cohabitation, 4 – widowed father
and/or widowed mother, 5 – other). Adolescent-reported pa-
rental alcoholism and criminal history was assessed through
two dichotomous questions: Did anyone in your family have any
problems with alcohol? and Did anyone in your family have any
problems with the law? after which they indicated who had
those types of problems and their opened answers were co-
ded afterwards. For each ecological family disadvantage fac-
tor, families were assigned a "1" if they were at risk (i.e. be-
low-average family material status perceived by adolescents,
single-parent families, mother and/or father criminality, mother
and/or father alcoholism) and a "0" if they were not at risk (i.e.545



average or above-average perceived family material status,
parents married or cohabitating, mother and/or father with-
out a history of criminal behavior, and mother and/or father
without a history of alcoholism). Considering the possibility
that widowed or divorced parents could be re-married, as
well as that married or cohabitating partners could be sepa-
rated or that one of the parents could be absent from home,
we used information about who the adolescent lived with
(seven dichotomous variables for father, mother, brother/s, si-
ster/s, stepfather, stepmother, children's home) in order to double
check the single-parent status of the family and re-allocate
them to the correct category. Inter-correlation between the afore-
mentioned factors of ecological family disadvantage were low
and ranged between rφ = 0.04 and rφ = 0.23.2 The ecological
family disadvantage index can range from 0 to 4, with higher
values being indicative of more pronounced ecological fami-
ly disadvantage.

Poor parental monitoring
Poor parental monitoring was measured with the poor mon-
itoring/supervision scale of the Croatian version of the child-
-report Alabama Parenting Questionnaire (APQ) (Vrselja, 2013),
which is a slightly modified version of the original APQ (Frick,
1991). Namely, based on a prior validation analysis (Vrselja, 2013),
four items of the original APQ were excluded from the poor
monitoring/supervision scale due to the cultural differences
and factor analysis results. Thus parenting behavior was rat-
ed on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). The
overall result was formed as the mean item response on six
items (i.e. You stay out in the evening past the time you are sup-
posed to be home; Your parents do not know the friends you are
with), with higher scores indicating more inefficient parental
monitoring/supervision. The internal consistency in this
study was acceptable, α = 0.70.

Association with deviant peers
Association with deviant peers was assessed by the Association
with Deviant Peers Questionnaire (ADPQ) (Vrselja, 2013). The
ADPQ has 23 items describing different deviant behaviors, rang-
ing from deviant acts that are considered normative for the
adolescent period (e.g. getting drunk) to serious delinquent
acts (e.g. selling drugs). Participants are asked to indicate how
many of their friends have committed each of these behaviors
on a scale ranging from 1 (none) to 5 (all of them). The result
was formed as the average number of deviant friends, with a
higher score indicating higher association with deviant friends.
The internal consistency in this study was excellent, α = 0.92.
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Procedure
Following parental consent to the participation of their chil-
dren in the study, students' consent to participation was also
obtained. Overall, 25 parents did not give their consent for
the participation of their child in the study, seven students
refused to participate in the study, and two students withdrew
from the research during the administration of the question-
naire. A wide array of measures was group-administered by
trained research assistants in classrooms, during regular school
hours. The administration of the whole set of measures lasted
one school hour (cca 45 minutes).

RESULTS

Descriptive analysis
Table 1 contains descriptive statistics and inter-correlations am-
ong the study variables. In general, the study participants came
from families that did not have severe familial ecological dis-
advantages (M = 0.38, SD = 0.67) and whose parents had a
relatively good level of parental control and supervision over
their behavior (M = 2.12, SD = 0.72). They also did not have
any or had only a few deviant peers in their peer group (M =
1.89, SD = 0.58) and their total score on delinquency revolved
around lower scale values (M = 51.25, SD = 59.52). As can be
seen in Table 1, adolescent males, in comparison to adolescent
females, reported poorer parental control (t = 6.21, p < 0.01),
higher deviant peer association (t = 4.70, p < 0.01) and higher
delinquency (t = 4.78, p < 0.01). There were no gender dif-
ferences in regard to familial ecological disadvantages (t = 0.53,
p > 0.05).

1 2 3 4

1 Ecological family disadvantage - 0.01 0.18** 0.18**
2 Poor parental monitoring 0.01 - 0.28** 0.41**
3 Association with deviant peers 0.08 0.28** - 0.60**
4 Delinquency 0.09 0.49** 0.49** -

M (SD) adolescent males 0.39 2.24 1.96 60.24
(0.70) (0.72) (0.60) (63.52)

M (SD) adolescent females 0.35 1.83 1.72 29.42
(0.62) (0.64) (0.51) (41.10)

t 0.53 6.21** 4.70** 4.78**

Note. Correlations for adolescent males' sample (n = 374) are presented above the diagonal
and for adolescent females' sample (n = 154) below the diagonal.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

� TABLE 1
Means, standard
deviations,
intercorrelations and
gender differences
between study
variables



Adolescent males who reported more severe familial eco-
logical disadvantages and poorer parental monitoring also
had more deviant peer associations and had more delinquent
behavior. Higher delinquency was also associated with hav-
ing more deviant peer associations. On the other hand, higher
adolescent female delinquency was associated only with poorer
parental monitoring and more deviant peer associations. Ad-
ditionally, adolescent females who reported poorer parental
monitoring associated more with delinquent peers. As can be
seen in Table 1, statistically significant correlations were low to
moderate in their strength and lay between r = 0.18 and r = 0.60.

Direct and indirect effects of ecological
family disadvantage on delinquent behavior

In order to test whether the ecological family disadvantage –
delinquency relationship is serially mediated through poor
parental monitoring/supervision and deviant peer associa-
tion, PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2012) was utilized, separately
for adolescent boys and girls. Also, transformed (log10) delin-
quency scores (M = 1.43, SD = 0.72) were used in all of the
inferential statistics procedures due to the highly positive
skewed data distribution.

In the adolescent male sample (Figure 1a), there was a
significant direct effect of ecological family disadvantage on
delinquency (B = 0.09, SE = 0.04), while controlling for poor
parental monitoring skills and deviant peer association. Ad-
ditionally, familial ecological disadvantage exerted an indirect
effect on the adolescent males' delinquency (Table 2a) through
deviant peer association (B = 0.10, CI [0.0424, 0.1597]). More
severe familial ecological disadvantage predicted more fre-
quent deviant peer association (B = 0.16, SE = 0.04) which, in
turn, predicted more severe delinquent behavior (B = 0.62,
SE = 0.05), as shown in Figure 1a. Given that the second indi-
rect pathway through poor parental monitoring skills was not
significant (B = 0.00, CI [-0.0297, 0.0330]), a serial multiple indi-
rect effect was not supported (B = 0.00, CI [-0.0155, 0.0175]).
It seems that familial ecological disadvantage is not related to
monitoring adolescent males (B = 0.01, SE = 0.05). Overall, it
can be argued that the relationship between familial ecologi-
cal disadvantage and the adolescent males' delinquency is partial-
ly mediated through association with their delinquent peers.

Considering the adolescent female sample, the direct
effect of familial ecological disadvantage on delinquency was
not significant (B = 0.06, SE = 0.07), as shown in Figure 1b.
There was also no evidence of the indirect effect of familial
ecological disadvantage on delinquency through any of the
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three potential pathways (Table 2b). Familial ecological disad-
vantage did not exert effects on poor parental skills and de-
viant peer association (B = 0.01, SE = 0.08; B = 0.07, SE = 0.06,
respectively). It seems that the adolescent females' delinquen-
cy is more dependent on poor parental monitoring (B = 0.38,
SE = 0.07) and deviant peer association (B = 0.48, SE = 0.09),
undermining the role of severe familial ecological disadvan-
tage in the adolescent females' delinquency.

Indirect effect through B SE BCa 95% CI lower BCa 95% CI upper

Poor parental monitoring 0.00 0.02 -0.0297 0.0330

Both poor parental monitoring
and association with deviant peers 0.00 0.01 -0.0155 0.0175

Association with deviant peers 0.10 0.03 0.0424 0.1597

Note. BCa – bias corrected and accelerated. Confidence intervals (CI) that do not contain a zero
indicate significant indirect effects, and they are printed in italic.

Poor Deviant
parental 0.23** peer

monitoring association
0.01 0.62**

0.16** 0.27**
Ecological Adolescent

family 0.09* males'
disadvantage delinquency

R2 = 0,43**

Note. Unstandardized path coefficients are presented.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

Indirect effect through B SE BCa 95% CI lower BCa 95% CI upper

Poor parental monitoring 0.00 0.03 -0.0571 0.0695

Both poor parental monitoring
and association with deviant peers 0.00 0.01 -0.0169 0.0222

Association with deviant peers 0.03 0.03 -0.0217 0.1038

Note. BCa – bias corrected and accelerated.

� TABLE 2A
Bootstrap analysis of
magnitude and
statistical significance
of indirect effects of
ecological family
disadvantage on
adolescent males'
delinquency

� FIGURE 1A
Relationship between
ecological family
disadvantage,
parental monitoring,
deviant peer
association, and
adolescent males'
delinquency (n = 374)

� TABLE 2B
Bootstrap analysis of
magnitude and
statistical significance
of indirect effects of
ecological family
disadvantage on
adolescent females'
delinquency



Poor Deviant
parental 0.22** peer

monitoring association
0.01 0.48**

0.07 0.38**
Ecological Adolescent

family 0.06 females'
disadvantage delinquency

R2 = 0,38**

Note. Unstandardized path coefficients are presented.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

DISCUSSION
The primary purpose of this study was to examine concur-
rent relations among ecological family disadvantage, poor
parental monitoring/supervision, association with deviant
peers, and delinquency in a sample of adolescent males and
females separately. Emphasis was placed on exploring how
ecological family disadvantage exerts its effect on delinquent
behavior: (1) is that effect still significant after controlling for
the effects of parental monitoring and deviant peer associa-
tion (direct effect); or (2) is it jointly mediated by the latter
two factors (serial indirect effect)?

With regard to the direct effects, the results indicate that
higher ecological family disadvantage exerts a direct effect on
delinquency only in the sample of adolescent males. This is in
line with evidence that a disadvantaged family context re-
sults in favor of adolescent females, by means of developing
more emotional autonomy and self-reliance in adolescent fe-
males than in adolescent males (Steinberg & Silverberg, 1986).
According to Flanagan (1990), adolescent males tend to have
more conflicts with their parents under these circumstances.
On the other hand, this finding is contradictory to the results
of some researchers who have found that an adverse family
context is related to female delinquency (e.g. Ho, 1991). Ho's
(1991) explanation of linkage between an adverse family con-
text and female delinquency included more pronounced ex-
posure to family discord in adolescent females than adoles-
cent males, resulting from the fact that adolescent males tend
to spend more time with peers outside the home than ado-
lescent females. In contrast to studies on gender differences
reviewed at this point, some have found non-significant ef-
fects of a disadvantaged family context on delinquent behav-
ior for both adolescent males and females. For example, Lem-
pers et al. (1989) examined the direct and the indirect effects550

� FIGURE 1B
Relationship between
ecological family dis-
advantage, parental
monitoring, deviant
peer association, and
adolescent females'
delinquency (n = 154)



of economic hardship on the delinquent behavior of adoles-
cent males and females. Their results showed no direct effect
of economic hardship on delinquency and drug use. Rutter,
Giller, and Hagell (1998) suggest that there may be a possibility
that adolescent males are more vulnerable to psychosocial ha-
zards. For example, there is some evidence that adolescent
males are slightly more vulnerable to the psychological risks
associated with family discord, but the difference does not
apply to all psychosocial hazards (Rutter et al., 1998). There-
fore, it is possible that the indicators included in the measure
of ecological family disadvantage are more important for ado-
lescent males than females, and that this gender difference
may not exist if different indicators are measured. Further
research on this topic is needed.

With regard to the serial mediation model, the results of
this study also show that poor parenting/supervision and de-
viant peer association did not serially mediate the link be-
tween ecological family disadvantage and delinquent behav-
ior of either adolescent males or females. Although most of
the relations between variables studied in this tested media-
tion chain were significant and in the expected way (poor mo-
nitoring/supervision-more deviant peers-more delinquency),
ecological family disadvantage did not predict poor monitor-
ing/supervision. This non-significant path from ecological fa-
mily disadvantage to poor parental monitoring/supervision is
contrary to the findings reported in some previous research
(e.g. Larzelere & Patterson, 1990; Pettit, Laird, Dodge, Bates, &
Criss, 2001). In many studies, the dependency of effective pa-
renting on numerous forms of ecological family advantages has
been consistently emphasized (e.g. Bogenschneider, Small, &
Tsay, 1997). A prospective longitudinal study by Pettit et al.
(2001) showed that mothers' and adolescents' reports of mon-
itoring are associated with early ecological family factors as a
set consisting of higher SES and intact marital status. In find-
ing an explanation for our non-significant ecological family
disadvantage – poor monitoring/supervision linkage, perhaps
we can turn to the measure of poor monitoring/supervision
which was used in our study. This measure reflects elements
of structured rules and regulations imposed by parents, as
well as their tracking of children's behavior. This is in line
with the conceptualization of monitoring, which can usually
be found in literature. In spite of this, Dishion and McMahon
(1998) suggest that effective parental monitoring at later
stages of the child's life should include skills in communica-
tion and effective listening which would make it easier for them
to track their child's peer behavior and lead to obedience to
family rules regarding the use of private time. Research with
measures which include such communication and listening551
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skills show this relationship between ecological family disad-
vantage and poor monitoring. Additionally, it should also be
noted that the perceived ecological family disadvantage mea-
sure was used, which could potentially explain the non-sig-
nificant link between ecological disadvantage and parental
monitoring.

Although we did not find a serial mediation link, we
found significant relations between the measured variables
similar to other studies in Croatia (e.g. Livazović & Ručević,
2012; Šincek & Ajduković, 2012). More specifically, it was shown
that poor parenting/supervision, as well as more deviant peer
association, is related to the delinquency of both adolescent
males and females. In both adolescent males and females,
deviant peer association mediates the link between poor
monitoring/supervision and delinquent behavior. Although
the relationships between these variables are well document-
ed in literature (e.g. Henry, Tolan, & Gorman-Smith, 2001), it
is somewhat surprising that they are similar for both adoles-
cent males and females. Namely, prior studies showed the
gender specific, but inconsistent, effects of parental monitor-
ing and deviant peer association on delinquency (e.g. Bow-
man et al., 2007; Piquero et al., 2005; O'Donnell et al., 2011).
The results of this study, conversely, underscore the gender-
-neutral effects of both parental monitoring and deviant peer
association on delinquency. The use of different delinquency
measures, different sources, and parent specific data regard-
ing parental monitoring, as well as cultural differences, may
all have contributed to the incompatible findings. Further
research is needed to clarify the aforementioned inconsisten-
cies in gender neutral/specific mediation pathways in this
context.

The results of the present study should be interpreted
with caution due to the number of its methodological limita-
tions. First, due to the cross-sectional nature of the data, the
study cannot provide answers regarding the causal nature of
the tested relationships between variables. To answer these
questions of causality, longitudinal studies are needed.
Second, all data were from the same source, i.e., they were self-
-reported by adolescents. However, in line with other research
(e.g. Salzinger, Rosario, & Feldman, 2007), we believe that the
adolescents' perception of parental monitoring is more valu-
able than the parents' perspective. Data were gathered at schools,
so adolescents with serious conduct problems and delinquen-
cy were probably not included in the sample (since they fre-
quently play truant or were not attending the regular secon-
dary schools). Third, the study addresses only one outcome –
adolescent delinquency – and did not differentiate between
violent delinquency and other types of delinquency nor dis-
tinguish between early and late starters. Also, other parental
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addictions and mental health problems are a valuable source
of information on experienced family stress, along with pa-
rental alcoholism and criminality, which we overlooked in our
cumulative measure of ecological family disadvantage. Further-
more, adolescents were instructed to indicate how many of
their friends have committed different behaviours while close
friends' self-reports, as well as friendship mutuality, highlight-
ed by Vitaro, Brendgen, and Tremblay (2000), were overlooked
in association with deviant peer measure. However, some of
the authors in the research field, such as Patterson, Forgatch,
Yoerger, and Stoolmiller (1998) highlight the role of deviant
peers, not close friends in this context. Also, delinquent ado-
lescents' friendships were found to be unstable with short
duration and inferior quality (Snyder, 2002).

Despite these limitations, this study contributes to the grow-
ing research that identifies the links between ecological fami-
ly factors, peers, and delinquency in adolescent males and
females. As such, the presented findings may have implica-
tions for the development of treatment and intervention pro-
grams. More specifically, the results show that adolescent
males with ecological familial disadvantaged background are
a target group for prevention. Additionally, prevention pro-
grams aimed at increasing the role of conventional non-delin-
quent peer models may be of importance in both adolescent
males and females.

NOTES
1 No instrument used in this study is categorized as a specially pro-
tected psychodiagnostic instrument.
2 Inter-correlation between family material status and single-parent
status, single-parent status, parental alcoholism, and parental crimi-
nal behaviour were rφ = 0.04 (p > 0.05), rφ = 0.14 (p < 0.01), rφ = 0.09
(p = 0.05), respectively. The correlation between single-parent status and
parental alcoholism and parental criminality were rφ= 0.14 (p < 0.01),
rφ = 0.12 (p < 0.01), respectively, while the correlation between pa-
rental alcoholism and criminality was rφ = 0.23 (p < 0.01).
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Učinci nepovoljnih obiteljskih
okolnosti na delinkvenciju
muških i ženskih adolescenata
Ivana VRSELJA, Mario PANDŽIĆ
Hrvatsko katoličko sveučilište, Zagreb

Tajana LJUBIN GOLUB
Učiteljski fakultet, Zagreb

Cilj ovog rada jest ispitati izravne i neizravne učinke
ekoloških obiteljskih nepovoljnih prilika na delinkventno
ponašanje mladića i djevojaka kroz loš roditeljski nadzor i
druženje s devijantnim vršnjacima. Podatci upotrijebljeni u
ovom radu prikupljeni su na uzorku od 528 hrvatskih
srednjoškolaca (374 mladića) između 15 i 17 godina.
Kako bi se provjerili pretpostavljeni izravni i neizravni
učinci, uzet je PROCESS makro za SPSS. Rezultati su
pokazali da ekološke obiteljske nepovoljne prilike imaju
izravan učinak na izraženije delinkventno ponašanje
mladića. Nije pronađen značajan serijalni neizravni
učinak ekoloških nepovoljnih obiteljskih prilika na
delinkventno ponašanje mladića kroz dva pretpostavljena
medijatora, ali je utvrđen neizravan učinak ekoloških
nepovoljnih obiteljskih prilika na delinkventno ponašanje
mladića kroz njihovo izraženije druženje s devijantnim
vršnjacima. Na uzorku djevojaka nisu pronađeni ni značajni
izravni ni neizravni učinci. Rezultati upućuju na spolno
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specifične mehanizme kroz koje ekološke nepovoljne
obiteljske prilike pridonose delinkventnom ponašanju
adolescenata i važan su doprinos literaturi na ovom
području.

Ključne riječi: ekološke nepovoljne obiteljske prilike,
delinkvencija, roditeljski nadzor, vršnjaci, spol
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