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Abstract 
 

 
Researchers have emphasized that the development of adolescent attitudes about the law 

and legal actors is influenced by numerous different sources. This study attempts to link an 

adolescent’s vicarious experience through a family member with prior involvement with the legal 

system to the adolescent’s attitudes about the law.  Legal attitudes were measured by three 

indices of legal socialization: legitimacy, legal cynicism and obligation to obey the law.  While 

the study could not statistically support the hypothesis that families, and parents in particular, 

play a significant role in the legal socialization process, the data revealed alternate conclusions.  

As supported by past literature, minority status predicted negative attitudes about the legitimacy 

of the law.  Finally, regression results approached significance in the finding that younger 

adolescents (12-15 years-old) were less likely to display legal cynicism than older adolescents 

(16-18 years-old).  These findings are discussed in terms of their implications for policy making 

and areas for further research. 
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Introduction 

As we grow up, we obey to our parents when they tell us to make our beds and sit up 

straight at the table.  We listen to their childhood stories and are told not to repeat their mistakes.  

We hear them rail against one politician or another, supporting this policy and condemning the 

next.  In most cases, we also adopt their political orientation.  In a 2005 Gallup pole of 

adolescents between the ages of 13 to 17, 71% reported that they thought about social and 

political issues in the same way as their parents (Lyons, 2005).  This staggering statistic reflects 

the enormous influence parents exert on their children.  Political opinions are just a small part of 

an individual’s entire worldview.  Research suggests that general opinion formation is central to 

the development of personhood. 

Psychologists and scholars have explored different aspects of personhood that develop 

during adolescence, including moral judgments.  Jean Piaget was among the first.  He believed 

that children’s moral judgments built from their cognitive development.  Laurence Kohlber 

(1981) extended Piaget’s theory and created a three-level model through which adolescents pass 

while developing moral reasoning.  An individual first progresses through Preconventional 

Morality before the age of nine.  During this period, the child’s morality is focused solely on 

self-interest, either in avoiding punishment or seeking maximum reward.  By early adolescence, 

Kohlber suggests that individuals have reached Conventional Morality.  This includes caring for 

others, upholding laws and social rules simply because they exist (Myers, 2008).  Kohlber’s third 

level, Postconventional Morality, is more controversial.  In this phase, he postulates that 

individuals have developed an abstract way of thinking and reasoning that allows them to rely on 

their own ethical principles instead of blindly complying with the rule of law (Myers, 2008). 
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 Establishing moral values is essential to identity creation, a concept that Erik Erikson 

theorized about in great detail.  According to him, the psychosocial crisis that adolescents 

undergo is ‘identity versus role confusion’.  Teens “work at refining a sense of self by testing 

roles and then integrating them to form a single identity, or they become confused about who 

they are” (Myers, 2008, p. 125).  Erikson attributes much of this formation to an adolescent’s 

parents’ values and expectations.  Some adolescents take on their parents’ worldviews while 

others adopt an outlook in stark opposition, choosing instead to conform to their peers’ 

perspectives.  Still, building a moral code begins well before the teenage years.  According to 

Cohn and White (1990), “the roots of social values lie in childhood experiences” (p. 218).  These 

moral values develop early on and shape subsequent adolescent and adult behavior (Fagan & 

Tyler, 2005). 

 As people create their identities during adolescence, research suggests that they naturally 

mimic those around them.  Psychologists have coined this the chameleon effect: “unconsciously 

mimicking others’ expressions, postures, and voice tones helps us feel what they are feeling” 

(Myers, 2008, p. 582).  The chameleon effect extends beyond empathy, however; it also speaks 

to conformity.  Adolescence is a time marked by behavior and thinking that align with a group 

standard.  Young adults are sensitive to normative social influence, adapting to understood rules 

of accepted and expected behavior.  The groups with which youths associate themselves define 

many of these rules and behaviors.  Finally, the phenomenon called informational social 

influence explains that individuals accept others’ opinions about reality (Myers, 2008.) This 

phenomenon is central to how one builds conceptions and perceptions about the law. 

The consolidation of political views is also part of identity formation.  According to 

Lerner and Steinberg (2009), “political views, like other aspects of social cognition, are rooted in 
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social relationships.  [We are concerned with] our membership in society, our rights, 

responsibilities and relationships with others in society.  Such views are formulated as 

adolescents theorize about society and their role in it and as significant adults in their lives share 

their views of the world and the values that matter to them” (p. 724).  Solidifying one’s political 

views goes hand-in-hand with the formation of attitudes about the legal system, a process called 

legal socialization.  In their article entitled Developmental Trajectories of Legal Socialization 

among Serious Adolescent Offenders, Piquero et. al. (2005) defines legal socialization as “the 

process through which individuals acquire attitudes and beliefs about the law, legal authorities 

and legal institutions” (p. 267).  Legal socialization can be broken down into three components: 

legitimacy of the law, legal cynicism, and obligation to obey the law (Fagan & Tyler, 2005).  

Tyler and Fagan define legitimacy as an individual’s respect and support of the law and the legal 

system in general.  Legal cynicism (or lack there of) can be described in terms of the individual’s 

beliefs about law and the larger societal context within which it exists.  Individuals who feel that 

the law is applicable to his life will experience lower levels of cynicism and will therefore be 

more likely to act in accordance with the law.  Finally, an individual builds his sense of 

obligation to obey the law after hearing and assimilating the attitudes and beliefs of family and 

community members (Fagan & Tyler, 2005).   

The course of any single adolescent’s legal socialization varies widely, and is mirrored by 

other developmental processes.  Adolescence is a concept that continues to be defined as 

researchers meld the studies of biology, psychology, and sociology.  It is a time of enormous 

growth and change, both biologically and socially.  When and how this development takes place, 

however, is unique to each individual, making adolescence difficult to define precisely.  A 

generic definition of adolescence would be the period in which an individual morphs from child 
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to adult, beginning with sexual maturity and ending with adult status (Myers, 2008).  Physically, 

the rapid developmental and emotional changes that occur can be attributed to puberty when 

hormones surge through the body.  While the sequence of the physical changes is predictable, 

their timing is not.  The variability in timing of the onset of adolescence, therefore, makes it 

difficult for psychologists to assign an exact duration to this stage of development, specifically 

when it starts and ends.   

Because of the instability of the developmental process, the period of adolescence makes 

the individual particularly sensitive to outside influence as young adults begin forming adult-like 

understandings of society and its institutions.  Adolescents can feel constricted by rules, not only 

at home but also in society.  Suddenly, the concept of “breaking the law” comes into sharp focus 

(Piquero et. al., 2005).  Ultimately, “children develop an orientation toward law and legal 

authorities early in life, and this early orientation shapes both adolescent- and adult-law-related 

behavior” (Fagan & Tyler, 2005, p. 219).   

Compliance with the law is due, in part, to an individual’s perceptions of the legal 

authority as having a legitimate right to dictate his/her behavior; individuals should feel that they 

are being supported and protected by the law rather than deceived or neglected by it (Tyler, 

1990).  The process by which adolescents come to view the law as legitimate has numerous 

sources of influence.  Tyler (1990) sheds light on the fact that “adults’ attitudes about the 

legitimacy of law are directly tied to individuals’ compliance with the law and cooperation with 

legal authorities” (p. 267).  Legitimation of the law is central to the legal socialization process 

and has three assumptions: “(1) people have views about the legitimacy of authorities, (2) those 

views shape their behavior, (3) those views arise out of social interactions and experiences” 

(Tyler, 1990, p. 271).  If one considers the law to be legitimate, one may put aside personal 
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moral views and defer to the laws and regulations set up and enforced by society.  Legitimation 

is the belief that society’s rules are more effective and more reasonable than one’s own (Piquero 

et. al., 2005). 

Another aspect of legal socialization is legal cynicism.  Legal cynicism is a reflection of 

“general values about the legitimacy of law and social norms” (Sampson & Bartusch, 1998, p. 

777).  It is also considered to be a significant factor in the development of antisocial behavior.  

Individuals who have the highest cynicism rates have also been found to have the greatest 

number of arrests (Piquero et. al., 2005, p. 286).  The phenomenon can also be reversed:  

adolescents with a larger number of prior arrests are more likely to report a higher than average 

level of cynicism towards the law.  This relationship can lead to a negative feedback loop in 

which cynical adolescents will perceive their interactions with the law as less fair, reinforcing 

their cynical attitude (Rosenbaum, et. al., 2005).  Interestingly, age comes into play with legal 

cynicism.  In Piquero et. al.’s study, “17 year-old participants were more likely to have higher 

rates of cynicism than their 14 year-old counterparts” (Piquero et. al., 2005, p. 289).  Across the 

board, older individuals seem to demonstrate higher rates of legal cynicism than younger 

individuals who are more likely to view the law in a more positive light.   

 Obligation to obey the law is the final aspect of legal socialization.  The sense of 

obligation to be obedient has been studied extensively.  In 1974, Stanley Milgram conducted a 

controversial study on obedience where he had participants administer “electrical shocks” (that 

were, in fact, staged) to another individual when a question was answered “incorrectly.”  He 

observed that obedience was highest when: “(1) the person giving the orders was close at hand 

and was perceived to be a legitimate authority figure, (2) the authority figure was supported by a 

prestigious institution, (3) the victim was depersonalized or at a distance, even in another room, 
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(4) there were no role models for defiance; that is, no other participants were seen disobeying the 

experimenter” (Myers, 2008, p. 586).  Extrapolating this study to the legal context, individuals 

will feel a deeper sense of obligation to obey the law if they also feel that the legal authority is 

legitimate.  Milgram’s study also sheds light on the impact of social influence on obedience.  If 

an individual sees someone else disobeying the law, he will be more easily swayed to do the 

same. 

Still, how are people socialized?  In his book Why People Obey the Law, Tom Tyler 

outlines ways in which individuals become socialized.  Socialization begins with the enforcers of 

the law because legal authorities pose the most obvious obstacle to one’s freedom.  The vast 

majority of the time legal authorities deliver negative outcomes, as it is their job to seek out 

individuals who are breaking the law, not abiding by it.  This is the basis for traditional social 

control theory; it assumes that behavior is driven by reward and punishment in the external 

environment.  Social control asserts “that the nature of the immediate environment influences 

people’s actions.  It refers specifically to altering citizens’ behavior by manipulating access to 

valued social resources or by delivering or threatening to deliver sanctions” (Tyler, 1990, p. 21).  

This type of regulation of behavior, however, is inefficient, and is not effective enough to 

constrain the vast democratic society within which we live.  In this way, the individuals around 

us also act as regulators of behavior and play a vital role in securing one’s compliance with the 

law.  These actors include friends, family, and another social relations.  Tyler emphasizes that 

people’s judgments are highly influenced by these relationships.  People are reluctant to commit 

criminal acts for fear of the reaction from those they know and who know them.  Individuals 

look to these individual social groups for information concerning appropriate conduct (Tyler, 

1990). 
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Research suggests that a crucial aspect of legal socialization takes place through vicarious 

experience.  A vicarious experience is acquired by watching, hearing or reading about someone 

else doing something, rather than doing it yourself (Hoover, 2009, Rosenbaum, et. al, 2005).  

According to Albert Bandura (1969), the process through which an individual learns vicariously 

is as such: “The behavior of observers can be substantially modified as a function of witnessing 

other people’s behavior and its consequences for them.  Observation of rewarding consequences 

generally enhances similar performances, whereas witnessing punishing outcomes has an 

inhibiting effect on behavior” (p. 30). 

It is interesting to note that the majority of the U.S. population’s opinions about the 

police are acquired vicariously as only one in five residents has actually had contact with the 

police and less than 1% of these contacts involved the use of force (Langan, et. al., 2001).  In 

2005, Rosenbaum et. al. directly measured the effect of vicarious experience on attitudes towards 

the police.  The researchers hypothesized three things: “(1) The effects of vicarious experience 

on subsequent attitudes will vary as a function of the quality of the vicarious contact; (2) 

Whether residents report having a positive or negative vicarious experience with the police in the 

past year will depend on their prior attitudes toward the police; and (3) The effects of vicarious 

experience on attitudes will vary as a function of race and ethnicity” (p. 348). Their study 

supported the first hypothesis: “both negative and positive vicarious experiences with the police 

were associated with changes in attitudes towards the police.  Negative vicarious experiences 

were associated with more negative perceptions of the police, whereas positive vicarious 

experiences were associated with less negative perceptions of the police” (p. 354).  Though it 

may be counterintuitive, they also found that positive vicarious experiences played a larger role 

in changing attitudes about the police than negative attitudes. (We might think otherwise as 
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negative experiences usually seem more noteworthy.)  This can be explained by considering the 

fact that “residents’ expectations regarding police-initiated stops are presumably low and, 

therefore, unlikely to produce measurable changes in attitudes about the police”—that is to say 

that negative attitudes remain negative (p. 359).  On the other hand, when someone calls the 

police for assistance and their expectations are not fulfilled, the interaction may be followed by 

negative attitude change.   

The effects of vicarious experience were also divided among racial lines.  Among 

minorities, primarily African Americans and Hispanics “who generally hold more negative 

perceptions of the police, negative vicarious experiences were expected to have a stronger effect 

on attitudes.”  The researchers attributed this to the fact that “different racial and ethnic groups 

may receive and process information differently about the police in light of some combination of 

prior experience, stereotypes and access to different sources of information” (p. 360). 

An individual’s perception of the police, solidified from years of experience or vicarious 

knowledge may result in a negative predisposition, causing him to selectively recall negative 

encounters with the police or interpret his interaction as negative.  This cycle can also be 

reinforced: negative attitudinal predispositions can provoke a negative police response, which is 

then perceived by the respondent as a negative encounter (Rosenbaum, et. al., 2005). 

Though Rosenbaum et. al.’s study does not focus on adolescents, it is a mode through 

which we can begin to hypothesize about the vicarious experiences of adolescents specifically, 

and how they develop attitudes about the police.   Researchers have identified four primary 

influencers of legal socialization for adolescents, some of which are felt through vicarious 

experience: parents and family, neighborhood/school, peers, and the adolescent’s own prior 

involvement with the legal system (Tyler, 1990).   
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Lerner and Steinberg discuss peer relationships as being integral to the formation of 

views of the justice system.  Peer relationships in Community-Based Youth Organizations 

(CBYOs) are “key to developing a democratic social order because their structure is more 

egalitarian than that of the other institutions of socialization (families and schools)” (p. 726).  

Peer relationships involve give-and-take.  Young people teach one another an enormous amount 

about compromise and resolution and the importance of having different opinions.  The tolerance 

that is learned through friendship is necessary for democracy.  Characteristics that have been 

correlated with tolerance include optimism and trust as well openness to new experiences, all of 

which can be fostered through strong peer relationships (Learner and Steinberg, 2005).  The 

stronger an adolescent’s “commitment to democratic norms (the rights of minorities, freedom of 

speech and assembly, etc.) the stronger is his commitment to tolerance” (Learner and Steinberg, 

2005, p. 738). 

Contact with the community is important because “interpersonal trust is rooted in and 

reinforced by regular contact and dense networks with people we know” (Learner and Steinberg, 

2005, p. 726).  Different legal socialization patterns exist in different neighborhoods because 

they are driven by social contexts and different patterns of law enforcement and crime.  Schools 

are also essential to the development of an adolescent’s identity; because of the significant 

amount of time adolescents spend at school, it acts as a type of natural experiment environment 

for observation.  Here one can study adolescents interacting, crafting gender roles, creating peer 

culture, and being socialized within a formal structure. 

Prior experience with the legal system also plays an important role in defining the 

trajectory of an adolescent’s legal socialization.  For example, after numerous interactions with 

the criminal justice system, an individual’s level of legal socialization becomes more established 
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(Piquero, et. al., 2005).  Compliance with the legal system is greatly influenced by one’s own 

normative values, one’s ethical views.  The literature on compliance explains that moral behavior 

is driven, in part, by a person’s desire to behave in a way that aligns with his own sense of 

personal morality.  People enjoy feeling that they comply with the law voluntarily (Tyler, 1990).  

Tyler also found that an individual’s judgment about his experience with the legal system greatly 

influenced satisfaction with, and perception of, the legal system.  In his 1990 study, he confirmed 

that “personal experience with police officers or court officials affect general views about the 

legitimacy of these authorities and the quality of their job performance” (Tyler, 1990, p. 94).  

Interestingly, the outcome of the legal authority’s ruling was not as influential on views of 

legitimacy as the experience and process undergone by the individual interacting with the legal 

authority.  If the experience is perceived to be “fair,” the outcome, good or bad, is received more 

positively.  These findings are supported by the work done by Fagan and Tyler who found that 

“what adolescents see and experience through interactions with police and other legal actors 

subtly shapes their perceptions of the relation between individuals and society” (p. 220).  Notions 

and feelings about the law and legal authorities are crafted and shaped by these experiences. 

Finally, another essential factor in the legal socialization of adolescents, and the variable 

that will be analyzed in this paper through statistical analysis, is familial influence.  Biddle, Bank 

and Marlin (1980) conducted a study on the difference between peer and parental influence on 

adolescent socialization that shed light on the impact of parents over peers.  Their study was 

based on three propositions: “(1) parents and peers may influence adolescents through two types 

of pressure—the expression of normative standards, and the modeling of behavior—and that 

these forms of pressure have different effects; (2) adolescents may form two types of 

expectations in response to others’ pressures—norms and preferences—and that conduct is 
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affected independently by these two forms of expectation; (3) others’ pressures, norms and 

preferences have different effects on adolescent behavior depending on the content of behavior 

considered” (p. 1058).  The investigators go on to discuss influence, questioning what effect it 

exerts.  Influence, they said, occurs when the behavior of an individual is changed in response to 

pressures, either as the expression of normative standards, or in the modeling of behavior, of 

another (Biddle, et. al., 1980). As discussed above, normative standards, or one’s own ethical 

and moral values are extremely important in the context of legal socialization.  Normative 

standards are formed through the teachings and influence of others, as people advise the 

adolescent on what they should or should not do.  This speaks to socialization theory, which 

describes how adolescents internalize the norms of others; thus, “what was once the parent’s 

pressure has now become an expectation that is accepted by the adolescent for his or her own 

conduct” (Biddle, et. al., 1980, p. 1059).  Biddle et. al.’s study found that parental norms are 

more likely to affect the adolescent than peer norms because in most cases parents have had “a 

longer time to influence adolescents and retain a responsibility to represent the standards of the 

adult world” (p. 1071).  As the literature suggests, norms are associated with consequences that 

individuals either experience themselves directly or vicariously, from which they can 

extrapolate.  Norms can be formed from an adolescent’s knowledge of a parent’s arrest.  Biddle 

et. al.’s findings also suggest that parental behavior has more influence on behavior outside the 

home; this is due to the fact that adolescents pattern their behavior after the conduct exhibited by 

the parent. 

Biddle et. al.’s results are corroborated by the findings of Piquero et. al. (2005).  Feelings 

of legitimacy towards the legal system can be effectively experienced vicariously by adolescents 

through people in contact with the legal system it.  Accordingly, “it may be that the ingredients 
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that beliefs, attitudes and legal socialization are comprised of, is more enduring and less likely to 

be impacted by experiences with the criminal justice system than the perceptions and the 

objective knowledge of the criminal justice system that maybe affected by sanctions” (Piquero 

et. al., 2005, p. 297).  Perceptions and knowledge of the legal system, that can be communicated 

by those closest to the adolescent, such as a parent, may have the greatest impact on legal 

socialization.  From an early age, children gain exposure to the rules, norms and legal controls in 

society via countless avenues.  The accumulation of these experiences influences notions about 

the law (Fagan & Tyler, 2005).  Similarly, when “children are exposed vicariously to evaluations 

of the law through the attitudes of friends, neighbors, and family members about the law and 

legal institutions, legal socialization is likely to be an integrative process that internalizes 

information derives from their exposure to affective messages from others in response to their 

own experiences” (Fagan & Tyler, 2005, p. 222). 

Steinberg and Morris (2001) discuss the influences of sibling behavior on adolescents in 

a similar light to that of the parent.  Sibling relationships can be emotionally charged while also 

being compassionate, nurturing, and open.  Siblings are strong models for adolescents, and can 

act as strong indicators for the development of problem behavior.  On the other hand, a positive 

sibling relationship can predict school competence, autonomy and an adolescent’s feelings of 

self-worth (p. 100).  The combination of influences from both siblings and parents is powerful in 

shaping an adolescent’s legal socialization. 

This study aims to isolate the role of family in the legal socialization of adolescents by 

examining their attitudes about the law including legitimacy, legal cynicism, and obligation to 

obey the law.  The questions through which we measure vicarious experience are (1) Has anyone 

in your family ever been arrested? and (2) Has anyone in your family ever been to jail or prison?  
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Though these questions alone do not constitute vicarious experience, the link between them and 

the adolescent’s attitudes about the police can measure the influence of vicarious experience on 

adolescent attitudes about the law.  It is expected that prior familial involvement with the legal 

system will influence all three attitudes: legitimacy, legal cynicism and obligation to obey the 

law. 

Method 

Participants 

This study was based on interviews with 98 juvenile detainees who were recruited from a 

detention facility in northern Virginia.  The participants ranged in age from 12 to 18 years, with 

an average age of 15.77 (SD= 1.1).  The sample included a majority of juveniles who were male 

(84%).  They came from diverse racial backgrounds: 30% White, 34% Black, 26% Hispanic, and 

9% other.  

On average, the participants had been sent to a juvenile detention facility 2.9 times 

(SD=2.92) and the average length of stay at the their current detention facility was 21.6 days 

(range= 3-159).  Approximately 75% of the participants report encounters with police three or 

more times in their lifetime (range = 1-100, median =5).  Participants’ current types of offenses 

included person (48.9%), property (26.7%), drug (2.2 %), and violation of court order (17.8%), 

among others.  About 70% of the participants had a family member who was arrested previously 

and about 68% of the participants had a family member who has been in jail or prison. 

Procedures 

The study’s procedures were approved the Georgetown University’s Institutional Review 

Board and the Virginia Department of Juvenile Justice Research and Evaluation Division.   



 17 

Eligibility for participation in this study was based on whether or not the youth had ever 

been arrested, detained, or had experienced a court proceeding.  Additionally, all participants had 

to give consent and assent, be able to communicate effectively in English and be cleared by the 

staff to participate. 

Participants in this study were recruited during parent visitation hours at one juvenile 

detention facility in northern Virginia.  After describing the study, a researcher would ask 

permission from the guardian to interview the youth.  When the consent form was received, the 

detainee was approached later that week to request assent.  Each interview lasted about 75 

minutes during which the participants received a snack, drink and gift card. 

Measures 

 Data was gathered using a structured interview that was based on several previously 

established measures of Legal Socialization, which include attitudes about the legitimacy of the 

law, legal cynicism and obligation to obey the law.  Though this study focuses on a subset of 

measures, the interview was part of a larger protocol.   

Dependent Variables: Legal Attitude Scale (Legitimacy, Cynicism, and Obligation) 

Reflecting a broad perspective toward the legal system, the Legal Attitude Scale (LAS) is 

composed of three indices that tap on legitimacy of the police, courts and detention staff, legal 

cynicism, and obligation to obey the law.   

Legitimacy. Sixteen statements rated on a 5-point Likert scale assess how strongly the 

participants disagreed (1) or agreed (5) with statements about police (e.g. I have a great deal of 

respect for the police), the courts (e.g. The courts generally guarantee everyone a fair hearing), 

and the detention staff (e.g. Staff should be allowed to punish youth who break the rules) 

(Piquero et al., 2005).  
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A higher average score on this measure indicated participants perceived the law as more 

legitimate.  Consistent with previous studies (α=.80; see Piquero et al., 2005), the legitimacy 

items for this study showed high reliability (α = .82).  

Lack of Cynicism.  The lack of legal cynicism measure consisted of five statements: (1) 

Laws are meant to be broken, (2) It is okay to do anything you want, (3) There are no right or 

wrong ways to make money, (4) If I have a fight with someone, it is no one else’s business, and 

(5) A person has to live for today. 

The responses were recorded on a 5-point Likert scale wherein participants reported how 

strongly they disagreed (1) or agreed (5) with the statements, recoded so that higher scores 

reflected less cynicism and more positive feelings.  The average of the responses was used as the 

participant’s final cynicism score.  Analysis with this sample showed high reliability (α = .66) 

among the cynicism items, a finding consistent with previous studies (α = .60; see Piquero et al., 

2005).   

Obligation to Obey the Law. Obligation to obey the law was assessed using an adaptation 

of the measure established by Tyler (1990).  Obligation was measured by agreement on a 5-point 

Likert scale with six statements: (1) People should obey the law even if it goes against what they 

think is right, (2) I always try to follow the law even if I think that it is wrong, (3) Disobeying the 

law is seldom justified, (4) It is difficult to break the law and keep one’s self-respect, (5), If a 

person is doing something and a police officer tells them to stop, they should stop even if they 

feel that what they are doing is legal, and (6) If a person goes to court because of a dispute with 

another person, and the judge orders them to pay the other person money, they should pay that 

person money, even if they think that the judge is wrong. 
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 A higher average score on this measure indicated a higher degree of obligation to obey 

the law.  Reliability was adequate (α= .61). 

 Total LAS: The LAS variables were derived from the average of all three indices of legal 

socialization: legitimacy, legal cynicism and obligation to obey the law. 

 See Table 2 for average ratings of legitimacy, legal cynicism, obligation to obey the law 

and total LAS. 

Independent Variable: Family Involvement in Criminal Justice 

 Two questions on the survey measured family involvement with the justice system: (1) 

Has anyone in your family ever been arrested? (2) Has anyone in your family ever been in jail or 

prison?  The questions were coded with 1=Yes or 0=No.   

Control Variables 

 Gender.  The gender of the participant was assessed by asking the participant whether 

he/she was a male or female.  The variable was then coded 1= female, 0= male. 

 Age.  Initially, age was a continuous variable, because data was collected by asking for 

birth dates.  This continuous variable was then recoded into two categories: younger adolescents 

(12-15) and older adolescents (16-18).  The variable was then coded 1= younger adolescent, 0= 

older adolescent. 

 Race. The race of the participant was assessed by asking him/her to identify with one of 

the five groups: White, African American/Black, Asian, Native American and Other.  They were 

coded as White (0) and Minority (1). 

 See Table 1 for descriptive statistics. 
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Results 

Recall that the aim of this paper is to assess whether familial involvement with the justice 

system predicts an adolescent’s legal cynicism, obligation to obey the law, and opinions on the 

law’s legitimacy.  In order to address these aims, a series of regression analyses were performed. 

Preliminary Analyses 

I conducted correlation analyses to examine the basic relationship among all of my 

independent, dependent and control variables.  For my dependent variables, I used four measures 

of legal socialization, all of which were the means of the collected scores.  None of the LAS 

scales were correlated with any of the family involvement measures.  When similar correlation 

analysis was run with the demographic variables, it was found that minority status is negatively 

correlated with legitimacy. 

Analyses also revealed that the two measures of family involvement in the justice system 

were highly correlated at the .01 alpha level (r= .721, p< .01).  Therefore, I ran separate 

regression models for each of these variables as the main independent variable. 

Aim 1: Does having a family member who has been arrested predict an adolescent’s perceptions 

of legal cynicism, obligation to obey the law, or legitimacy? 

Regression analysis was conducted in stages.  First, the independent variable, family 

arrest, was entered into the model. Next, control variables such as gender, age and race were 

entered into the model.  These procedures were adopted for the regression model for each of my 

dependent variables. 

Regression analysis showed that having a family member who had been arrested was not 

a significant predictor of any cynicism even after controlling for youth demographics (Beta = -

.13, SE = .21, p = .32).  The full model only accounted for 2% variance in cynicism. 
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Consistent with the previous finding, analysis also showed that having a family member 

who had been arrested was not a significant predictor of any obligation to obey the law even 

after controlling for youth demographics (Beta = .16, SE = .18, p = .40).  The full model only 

accounted for 2% variance in obligation. 

Also consistent with the two previous findings, analysis showed that having a family 

member who had been arrested was not a significant predictor of any legitimacy even after 

controlling for youth demographics (Beta = .11, SE = .15, p = .47).  The fully model only 

accounted for 7% variance in legitimacy. 

Finally, consistent with the previous findings, analysis showed that having a family 

member who had been arrested was not significant predictor of the average of all three legal 

attitudes (Beta = .05, SE = .13, p = .72).  The full model only accounted for 3% variance in total 

LAS. 

Aim 2: Does having a family member who has been jail or prison predict an adolescent’s 

perceptions of legal cynicism, obligation to obey the law, or legitimacy? 

Regression analysis showed that having a family member who had been to jail or prison 

was not a significant predictor of any cynicism even after controlling for youth demographics 

(Beta = .24, SE = .19, p = .21).  The full model accounted for 8% variance in cynicism. 

Consistent with the previous finding, analysis also showed that having a family member 

who had been to jail or prison was not a significant predictor of any obligation to obey the law 

even after controlling for youth demographics (Beta = .12, SE = .17, p = .47).  The full model 

accounted for 1% variance in obligation. 

Also consistent with the two previous findings, analysis showed that having a family 

member who had been to jail or prison was not a significant predictor of any legitimacy even 
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after controlling for youth demographics (Beta = .22, SE = .14, p = .11).  The fully model 

accounted for 7% variance in legitimacy. 

Finally, consistent with the previous findings, analysis showed that having a family 

member who had been to jail or prison was not significant predictor of the average of all three 

legal attitudes (Beta = .19, SE = .11, p = .09).  The full model accounted for 6% variance in total 

LAS. 

Summary: In sum, the statistical results cannot provide a statistical link between family 

involvement with the justice system and an adolescent’s legal cynicism, obligation to obey the 

law, or opinions on the law’s legitimacy. 

See Tables 3-10 for complete regression numbers. 

Discussion 
 

Prior family involvement with the judicial system does not appear to result in a 

significant statistical correlation when examining legal attitudes including legitimacy, legal 

cynicism and obligation to obey the law.  Neither the correlations resulting from the models 

which included solely family and legal socialization nor the models that controlled for age, race 

and gender were found to be significant.  Although some of the correlations approached 

significance, none reached the appropriate level.  It is possible, however, that under different 

conditions, and if different control groups were considered, that the correlation between prior 

family involvement with the justice system and the measures of legal attitudes could rise to a 

level of statistical significance. 

 There are a number of different reasons why the results of this study’s statistical analysis 

did not reach statistical significance.  Only two measures of family involvement with the justice 

system were used.  These included the questions: (1) Has anyone in your family ever been 
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arrested? and (2) Has anyone in your family ever been in jail or prison?  In considering both 

questions, it is not known which family member was arrested or went to prison—whether it was 

someone in the nuclear family, such as a parent or sibling, or someone more distant such as a 

cousin, aunt, or grandparent.  Additionally, the questionnaire did not try to determine at what 

point in the individual’s life the arrest or jail time took place.  Was it during the adolescent’s 

life?  What were the circumstances surrounding the incident?  How involved was the adolescent 

in the incident?  The researcher also does not know the type of relationship that the adolescent 

has with the involved family member.  How much time did the juvenile spend with him/her?  Do 

they, or did they, live together?  What did the family member reveal to the youth about the 

incident—was their account more fact-based or opinion-based?  These questions are salient in 

the analysis of adolescent legal socialization because “views are formulated as adolescents 

theorize about society and their role in it and as significant adults in their lives share their views 

of the world and values that matter to them” (Lerner & Steinberg, 2009, p.724). Answers to these 

questions and others would have strengthened the researcher’s hypothesis and may have yielded 

statistically significant results. 

 By all accounts, the literature on legal socialization clearly shows that a host of external 

factors (all discussed in the introduction: peers, community/school/neighborhood and the 

adolescent’s own prior involvement with the system) work together to influence youths’ attitudes 

about the law.  What is difficult to discern, however, is the weight of any one particular influence 

over another, given the fact that every individual is unique and is affected differently by the 

external world.  Genetics, too, are part of the external impacts and play a key role in an 

individual’s behavior.  Detangling the role of genetics versus the role of modeling or normative 

influence can be difficult.  Did an adolescent engage in deviant behavior because he was 
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modeling his behavior from a family member who had prior experience with the legal system, or 

did the adolescent engage in deviant behavior because he was predisposed, as demonstrated by 

his family member’s prior involvement with the legal system?  In their article Adolescent 

Development, Steinberg and Morris discuss how genetic factors strongly influence aggression, 

antisocial behavior and delinquency.  In particular, aggression, in particular, is more driven by 

genetics than other behaviors (Steinberg & Morris, 2001).   

Despite the fact that none of the hypotheses reached statistically significant levels, there 

was one correlation that was significant: minority status predicted negative attitudes about the 

legitimacy of the law (p = .05).  This is supported by literature. According to a study conducted 

by Woolard, et. al., “African Americans and Latinos were less likely to accept decisions and 

more likely to have negative evaluations of legal authorities” (p. 210).  Their treatment could 

also have resulted from a negative feedback loop, as minorities are more likely to expect 

injustice, and therefore may rely on their confirmation biases, or the “tendencies to interpret, 

seek and create information in ways that verify existing beliefs” (Brehm, Kassin, & Fein, 2002, 

p. 119).  It should be noted that socialization among racial groups is likely to differ.  For 

example, youth in minority communities may be socialized by family and community members 

to mistrust the legal authorities (Woolard, et. al., 2008). 

Additionally, regression results approached significance (p=.07) in the finding that 

younger adolescents (12-15 years-old) were less likely to display legal cynicism than older 

adolescents (16-18 years-old).  This is supported by the literature.  As one gets older, there is 

more exposure to rules, norms, legal controls and various views of the world.  With the passage 

of time, cynicism grows.  Beginning at the age of 12, cynicism about the law increases and 

perceptions of legitimacy decline (Fagan & Tyler, 2005).  Within the developmental process and 
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that of legal socialization, there is a distinct shift in the conceptualization of the political domain 

that occurs in mid-adolescence, when the individual is 13 or 14 years old.  Younger individuals 

tend to have more positive outlooks on elected officials and those who are in positions of power 

and are more willing to follow the law without question.  As the adolescent gets older, however, 

individuals become more committed to voicing their own opinions that have begun to form 

during that time.  Older adolescents are more concerned about leaders abusing their power 

(Learner & Steinberg, 2009).  Research shows that younger adolescents see the law as being 

necessary in order to maintain order and do not feel unduly burdened by restrictions on 

individual freedom.  They are much more influenced by the idea of law-and-order (Learner & 

Steinberg 2009).  Older adolescents have a more holistic understanding of the law and can feel 

restricted by the legal system (Gallatin, 1980).  Increased hypothetical reasoning accompanies 

age, which can result in pessimism (Leahy, 1983).  

 Although the sample size was large enough to produce viable results, there were a 

number of factors in the methodology that may have influenced the study’s outcome and should 

be considered when extrapolating the results to the larger adolescent population.  The 

recruitment process was somewhat limited.  Both the parent/guardian as well as the youth had to 

give consent to participate in the study; therefore, only youths who received visits in the 

detention center were able to participate.  Having a family member visit can speak to the type of 

relationship he may have with his family and this may have acted as a possible confound.  Also, 

some who gave consent did not end up participating in the study. Additionally, the participants 

were excluded from the study if the adolescent and/or parent/guardian did not speak English. 

These issues can be avoided in the future by obtaining passive consent from the guardians and 

using translators during the interview process. 
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 This matter of family involvement in the legal socialization process is of particular 

interest and importance.  Understanding the origin of adolescent deviant behavior is important 

for policy making.  Research assists in obtaining a better understanding of the nature of familial 

influence, helping legislators put in place laws and programs that promote positive family 

involvement and influence on a young person’s legal socialization.  In terms of a juvenile’s 

sentence in court, it is important to understand the nature of the adolescent’s relationship and 

family influence in order to better determine culpability and render a fair sentence.  This applies 

not only to the influence of the family but also to the other variables described in the 

introduction.   

 Further research is still needed on this subject and would be valuable both to the court 

system and to social workers.  With more precise methods, it may be possible to isolate the 

family involvement variable and find a significant correlation with adolescent legal socialization.  

Still, it is evident that prior family involvement with the legal system one of many factors 

involved in the development of an adolescent’s attitudes towards the law.  A worthy goal in the 

future would be for policy makers and other social thinkers to develop better programs for 

stemming deviant behavior and more effectively rehabilitating adolescents after their encounters 

with the legal system. 
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Appendix 

Table 1. Demographic Information 
 
 No. of Subjects Percentage of Sample 
Gender 
     Male 84 85.7 
     Female 14 14.3 
Age in years 
[M= 15.77, SD=1.1] 
     12-15 61 62.2 
     16-18 37 37.8 
Race/Ethnicity 
     White 29 29.6 
     Anything other than White 68 69.4 
Anyone in family ever arrested? 
     Yes 69 70.4 
     No 26 26.5 
Anyone in family ever been in prison/jail? 
     Yes 67 68.4 
     No 31 31.6 
 
Table 2. Assessments of Legal Socialization and Attitudes about the Law (n=98) 
 
 N Mean Score Standard Deviation 

Legitimacy of the law 98 2.84 .65 

Legal Cynicism 
Recoded 

98 3.34 .88 

Obligation to Obey the 
law 

98 3.18 .74 

Total LAS 98 3.12 .52 
 
Tables 3-10. Regression Analysis 
 
Table 3: Legal Cynicism 
Model 1: Main IV (Family arrest) 
Model 2: Main IV (Family arrest + controls) 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 
Variable B SE B p-value B SE B p-value 
Anyone in family been arrested? -.21 .21 .32 -.13 .21 .54 
Gender    -.10 .27 .70 
Age    -.36 .20 .07 
Race    0.00 .21 .99 
R2 .01 .02 
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Table 4: Obligation 
Model 1: Main IV (Family arrest) 
Model 2: Main IV (Family arrest + controls) 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 
Variable B SE B p-value B SE B p-value 
Anyone in family been arrested? .15 .17 .40 .16 .18 .40 
Gender    -.18 .23 .44 
Age    -.04 .17 .82 
Race    .90 .18 61 
R2 .01 .02 
 
Table 5: Legitimacy 
Model 1: Main IV (Family arrest) 
Model 2: Main IV (Family arrest + controls) 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 
Variable B SE B p-value B SE B p-value 
Anyone in family been arrested? .15 .15 .34 .11 .15 .47 
Gender    -.28 .20 .16 
Age    .09 .15 .55 
Race    -.30 .15 .05 
R2 .01 .07 
 
Table 6: Total LAS  
Model 1: Main IV (Family arrest) 
Model 2: Main IV (Family arrest + controls) 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 
Variable B SE B p-value B SE B p-value 
Anyone in family been arrested? .03 .12 .82 .05 .13 .72 
Gender    -.19 .16 .25 
Age    -.10 .12 .38 
Race    -.07 .12 .57 
R2 .02 .03 
 
Table 7: Legal Cynicism  
Model 1: Main IV (Family jail/prison) 
Model 2: Main IV (Family jail/prison + controls) 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 
Variable B SE B p-value B SE B p-value 
Anyone in family been in 
jail/prison? 

.19 .19 .33 .24 .19 .21 

Gender    -.16 .25 .53 
Age    -.43 .19 .02 
Race    -.01 .20 .98 
R2 .01 .08 
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Table 8: Obligation  
Model 1: Main IV (Family jail/prison) 
Model 2: Main IV (Family jail/prison + controls) 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 
Variable B SE B p-value B SE B p-value 
Anyone in family been in 
jail/prison? 

.11 .16 .51 .12 .17 .47 

Gender    -.14 .22 .52 
Age    -.02 .16 .91 
Race    .09 .17 .62 
R2 .01 .01 
 
Table 9: Legitimacy  
Model 1: Main IV (Family jail/prison) 
Model 2: Main IV (Family jail/prison + controls) 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 
Variable B SE B p-value B SE B p-value 
Anyone in family been in 
jail/prison? 

.23 .14 .11 .22 .14 .13 

Gender    -.23 .19 .22 
Age    .10 .14 .48 
Race    -.28 .15 .06 
R2 .03 .07 
 
Table 10: Total LAS  
Model 1: Main IV (Family jail/prison) 
Model 2: Main IV (Family jail/prison + controls) 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 
Variable B SE B p-value B SE B p-value 
Anyone in family been in 
jail/prison? 

.17 .11 .13 .19 .11 .09 

Gender    -.18 .15 .24 
Age    -.12 .11 .30 
Race    -.07 .12 .57 
R2 .02 .06 
 

 


