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Abstract: This study examines the relationship between ethnicity, acculturation, and crime among a sample of Hispanic 

adolescents drawn from the Project on Human Development in Chicago Neighborhoods (PHDCN) dataset. Prior research 

has shown that Hispanics who are more acculturated are more likely to engage in crime, but there is a lack of empirical 

evidence to explain why this is, and little research that has explored Hispanics relative to one another. In an effort to 

address these shortcomings, this study explores the impact of ethnicity on criminal offending among Hispanic adolescents. 

This study also examines whether acculturation, net of ethnicity, predicts criminal offending among this group. Using 

longitudinal data from the PHDCN, we assess the independent effects of ethnicity and generational status, as well as 

additional criminological variables on adolescent criminal offending. Findings indicated that, on average, Mexican 

adolescents were less likely than other Hispanics to report violent offending while Puerto Ricans were significantly more 

likely to report violent offending. No differences were observed between Hispanic subgroups with respect to property 

offending. Results from negative binomial regression revealed that ethnicity is rendered insignificant in multivariate 

analyses. Consistent with prior research, first generation immigrants were significantly less likely to engage in delinquent 

behavior, even after controlling for relevant criminological variables. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 The rapid growth of the Hispanic population over the 
past two decades, along with projected increases in the 
coming years, will no doubt have considerable impact on 
social, political, and demographic contexts within the United 
States [1-4]. Dramatic changes in population demographics, 
particularly those attributable to immigration, may have 
implications for research on crime and victimization, 
especially. Researchers have long considered the link 
between immigration and crime, most commonly assuming a 
positive relationship between the two. The dramatic increase 
in crime during the 1960s and 1970s, for example, coincided 
with the influx of the post-1965 immigration cohort which, 
for some, suggested a link between immigration and crime. 
Early 20th century research also predicted a positive link 
between immigration and crime [5, 6], but recent research by 
Martinez and colleagues has challenged this notion, 
suggesting immigrants’ involvement in crime may be lower 
than predicted [7-9]. 

 The relationship between immigration and crime has 
been examined within both micro and macro-level analyses. 
As such, the research questions vary depending on the level 
of analysis. For macro analyses, the question relates to 
whether immigration leads to variation in crime rates, while 
micro-level analyses examine whether immigrants are more 
likely to be involved in crime relative to the native born. 
This study addresses the latter, whether first-generation  
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immigrants are more or less likely to offend compared to 
their second and third-generation counterparts. 

 The link between immigration and crime at the individual 
level has often been explored through the framework of the 
acculturation process. Acculturation is defined as the 
interaction of two distinct cultures, resulting in a minority 
group’s adoption of a host society’s values, beliefs, and 
behavior [10]. Researchers have debated the nature of 
acculturation process for immigrants and how it impacts 
their criminal involvement. Park and Burgess, for example, 
favored classical assimilation theory which describes a linear 
process toward more positive socioeconomic outcomes as 
immigrants assimilate into the American mainstream [5]. 
Conversely, Portes and Zhou [11] proposed an alternate 
theory of segmented assimilation, wherein immigrants may 
not assimilate into the American mainstream, but instead 
either 1) maintain their own culture to advance further 
socioeconomically, or 2) assimilate into the urban underclass 
of the native poor. Segmented assimilation attempts to 
explain how post-1965 immigrants may assimilate relative 
to, and perhaps in contrast with, late 19th and early 20th 
century immigrants. Some researchers have argued that post-
1965 immigrants may not assimilate in a fashion similar to 
previous cohorts because of the different demographic make-
up of new immigrants and the dissimilar economy that now 
exists [11-14]. 

 While there is a considerable body of research related to 
immigration and crime (see Martinez and his colleagues, for 
example [7-9]), there is an absence of literature that 
examines the specific ethnicities which comprise immigrant 
populations. In particular, the relationship between 
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assimilation and crime among the varying ethnicities 
comprising the Hispanic population has yet to be examined 
[8]. Given the rapid growth of the Hispanic population, a 
better understanding of these diverse groups is important to 
disentangling the effects of ethnicity and immigration on 
crime. 

 The current study is designed to add to the literature 
related to immigration, ethnicity, and crime in two important 
ways. First, the study examines the differences in criminal 
offending among three Hispanic subgroups, Mexicans, 
Puerto Ricans, and other Hispanics (e.g. those from Spain, 
Central American, South American, and other Hispanic 
ethnicities) and assesses the role of ethnicity in the etiology 
of offending. Second, we analyze the link between 
acculturation, as measured by generational status, and 
offending behavior among these Hispanic adolescents. 
Though generational status is not a perfect measure for 
acculturation levels, it has often been used as a proxy in 
previous studies [14-16] and is the most appropriate variable 
available in the PHDCN. Using a series of negative binomial 
regression models, we estimate the effects of ethnicity, 
acculturation, and theoretically relevant control variables on 
property, violent, and overall self-reported delinquency 
among Hispanic adolescents. 

BACKGROUND 

Acculturation, Ethnicity, and Crime 

 The relationship between immigration and crime has 
been explored by historians, sociologists, and criminologists 
for decades. Early research hypothesized a positive link 
between the presence of immigrants and crime such that 
crime rates would be higher in areas of greater immigrant 
concentration, however, evidence failed to confirm this 
hypothesis [6]. Today, there is even less empirical research 
supporting a connection between immigration and crime [7-
9], yet there remains a tendency to identify immigrants as 
responsible for a disproportionate amount of crime [14]. 

 There has been, however, a large body of research 
suggesting that the children and grandchildren of immigrants 
(i.e., the second and third generation) are far more likely to 
experience negative outcomes, including behavioral 
problems. Sociologists have argued that high rates of crime 
among second generation immigrants are due to a departure 
from their own cultural traditions and assimilation into the 
American mainstream [17-19]. According to this 
perspective, acculturation weakens the impact of social 
controls in immigrant communities by creating a conflict 
between the cultural values of immigrants and the legal 
codes constructed by native groups [7]. Empirically, the 
process of acculturation has been shown to have positive and 
negative results on both immigrants and neighborhoods. 
Newly arrived immigrants may negatively disrupt a 
neighborhood by weakening social bonds and community 
cohesion; conversely, the neighborhood may have a negative 
impact on the immigrants, exposing them to the delinquent 
subcultures of the native poor [9]. 

 In addition to acculturation status, immigrants’ nation of 
origin is essential to studying the progression across 
generations. A fundamental shortcoming of the majority of 
research conducted on Hispanics is the lack of differentiation 

of national origin. Since Hispanics are not a monolith, 
instead encompassing dozens of distinct groups, studies that 
fail to acknowledge and control for these differences run the 
risk of erroneous findings and faulty implications for 
Hispanic populations in terms of policy and practice. The 
differences between these groups are much more than mere 
country of origin, however. In fact, significant differences 
exist on a number of social and economic indicators that may 
have particular import for the study of Hispanic crime and 
victimization. 

 The few studies which have controlled for ethnicity or 
nation of origin have indicated some variability among these 
groups across a number of social, economic, and behavioral 
outcomes [8,16,20]. Data from the American Community 
Survey and the U.S. Census [21] also reveal many social and 
cultural differences between various Hispanic/Latino groups 
that may correlate with variability in criminal involvement 
and victimization, including age, marital status, fertility, 
household type, employment, and education. For example, 
while approximately one-quarter of the overall U.S. 
population is under the age of 18, more than a third of all 
Hispanics (34.3%) are younger than 18. This number varies 
by subgroup (Mexicans=36.6%; Puerto Ricans=33.7%; 
Cubans=21.2%) [21]. 

 Hispanics are about as likely as the rest of the population 
to be married and less likely to have divorced (10.2% vs 
7.5%). Again, numbers vary by sub-group with Cubans and 
Puerto Ricans (12.3% and 11.4%, respectively) more likely 
than Mexicans (6.2%) to be divorced. Mexicans report much 
higher birthrates compared to other Hispanic sub-groups 
(Mexican=82.8 per 1,000; Puerto Rican=69.7 per 1,000; 
Cuban=41.7 per 1,000) resulting in larger families [21]. 

 While all Hispanic groups have higher incidence of 
single-female headed households than the general U.S. 
population, this too varies by sub-group. More than one-
quarter of all Puerto Rican households are headed by females 
(26.6%); this number is significantly lower for both 
Mexicans (17.3%) and Cubans (14.6%). Educational and 
employment also vary by place or origin, with only half of 
all Mexicans graduating from high school (Puerto 
Rican=71.4%; Cuban=74.2%) and only 17.7% of this group 
employed in management, professional and related 
occupations (Puerto Rican=25.7%; Cuban=30.9%). 
Hispanics, overall, make significantly less than the median 
household income for the population as whole ($35,929 vs 
$44,684), and this too varies by sub-group 
(Mexican=$35,185; Puerto Rican=$34,092; Cuban=$38,256) 
[21]. 

 Each of these has the potential to impact and confound 
our understanding of Hispanic crime and victimization, and 
may have particular import for policy and practice 
formulation. Because of variation in the correlates of crime 
among these diverse groups, it is sensible to explore whether 
differences exist in criminal offending as well. 

Classical & Segmented Assimilation Theories 

 The assimilation of immigrants into American society 
has long been of great interest to sociologists and historians. 
Two main perspectives describe the experiences of 
immigrants in the United States, classical assimilation and 
segmented assimilation. Classical assimilation theory 
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contends that once assimilation has begun, it will proceed in 
a “straight-line” fashion, with a steady progression toward 
more positive socioeconomic outcomes across succeeding 
generations [14]. This theory emphasized the intimate and 
intense interaction by ethnic minorities with the “primary 
group” of a host society necessary to assimilate through 
common neighborhoods and schools. Milton Gordon [10] 
extended this theory by suggesting “structural assimilation” 
is the key to achieving full assimilation by ethnic minorities, 
building relationships with the primary group in order to 
ensure ethnic incorporation into the mainstream. 

 Over time, classical assimilation theory came under 
criticism for the lack of attention to the contextual realities of 
today’s immigrant populations. Portes and Zhou [11] 
introduced segmented assimilation which attempts to explain 
how new immigrant groups will assimilate in the face of 
dramatically different circumstances. This perspective has 
two main differences from classical assimilation theory. 
First, the theory hypothesizes that immigrant youth who 
assimilate into disadvantaged neighborhoods without strong 
family ties and community support from co-ethnics have a 
high probability of adopting inner-city youth subcultures, 
which place less emphasis on education and offer greater 
encouragement for criminal behavior [22]. Second, this 
perspective acknowledges the possibility that immigrant 
groups may reject assimilation into the American 
mainstream and instead retain their cultural characteristics 
through the ethnic enclave. While classical assimilation 
predicts that immigrants who assimilated into the primary 
group will experience socioeconomic advancement, 
segmented assimilation predicts negative outcomes for 
immigrants acculturating into native-born subcultural 
realities. 

 Segmented assimilation focuses on various factors such 
as the timing of an immigrant group’s arrival, government 
policies, the extent of ethnic group discrimination, and the 
community structure into which they immigrate [11]. 
Segmented assimilation suggests that as immigrant 
generations progress, they become more exposed to features 
of deleterious inner city culture. As a result, they may 
become more likely to adopt values tolerant of, or conducive 
to, criminal offending. Thus, second and third generation 
immigrants will be more likely to engage in crime and 
delinquency as compared to their first generation 
counterparts. 

 In one of the few tests to date of the segmented 
assimilation hypothesis, Morenoff and Astor [14] analyzed 
data based on self-reported violent offending among 
adolescents living in Chicago neighborhoods and came to 
four conclusions. First, their findings suggested that 
immigrants face a negative downward assimilation, 
becoming more involved in crime as they acculturate into 
American society. Second, results showed immigrants with 
longer U.S. residency had higher odds of various types of 
violent behavior. Third, the authors’ results indicated that the 
relationship between age of arrival into the U.S. and crime 
was not as strong as the relationship between acculturation 
and involvement in violence. Finally, data revealed a link 
between neighborhood context and violence. Specifically, 
third generation youth residing in disadvantaged 
neighborhoods posed the highest risk of violent behavior. 

Overall, these findings generally supported the segmented 
assimilation hypothesis. 

 Other research has suggested that criminal offending is 
relatively low among first-generation immigrants but higher 
among the descendants of these immigrants. With results 
varying by city, most researchers have concluded that first 
generation immigrants are less prone to criminal conduct 
[23]. Results typically indicate that the children and 
grandchildren of immigrants have higher crime rates than 
their parents, but also have lower crime rates than native-
born children [7]. Morenoff and Astor’s study [14], although 
the first to consider the role of acculturation on violent 
behavior, did not focus explicitly on the Hispanic subsample 
of the PHDCN, instead used data from all immigrants in the 
sample. This study, conversely, will focus on the Hispanic 
adolescents and thus be able to shed light on the specific 
experiences of this rapidly growing demographic. 
Furthermore, this study will be the only to date which 
controls for ethnicity such that any differences between these 
groups will be elucidated. 

 Beyond the Morenoff and Astor study [14], there is good 
reason to believe that the process of acculturation may be 
linked to criminal offending. Various social, health and 
behavioral outcomes have been explored relative to the 
acculturation process and most of the studies have shown 
that higher levels of acculturation are linked to a greater 
incidence of negative outcomes overall [24-29]. Research 
has documented numerous psychological and health 
outcomes such as depression, psychological distress, poor 
nutrition, and prenatal health behaviors as linked to 
Hispanics’ acculturation process [30-33]. Collectively, these 
studies indicate that the foreign born (i.e., first generation) 
experience significantly less health disorders than the native 
born [26,29,34]. 

 Generational status among Hispanics has also been 
associated with negative behavioral conduct such as abuse of 
alcohol and drug and non-enrollment in school [16, 27, 35-
39]. A considerable body of research has indicated that 
native-born Hispanics are more likely to use and abuse 
alcohol, marijuana, inhalant, cocaine and cigarettes [16, 27, 
35, 36, 38-40]. Recent research by Maldonado-Molina and 
her colleagues [41, 42] indicate that first generation Hispanic 
immigrants are significantly less likely to report alcohol and 
marijuana use as well as report driving under the influence. 
Important for the current study, their research also suggested 
that first generation Hispanics are at less risk for physical 
aggression as well. 

The Current Study 

 The current study is intended to extend the extant 
literature by examining the relative effects of ethnicity and 
acculturation, net of control variables, on crime. More 
specifically, this study is designed to examine two research 
questions. First, this research explores if criminal offending 
varies across Hispanic subgroups (i.e., Mexican, Puerto 
Rican, and other Hispanics). Unfortunately, there is an 
absence of literature examining the experiences of these 
Hispanic sub-groups and it has yet to be established if 
participation in crime and delinquency varies by ethnicity. 
Second, this research also examines if generational status, 
net of ethnicity and other control variables, impacts criminal 
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offending among Hispanic adolescents. Based on past 
research, we hypothesize that second and third generation 
Hispanic youths will be more likely to engage in criminal 
behavior compared to those more newly arrived immigrants 
(i.e. first generation). The hypothesis challenges classical 
assimilation theory, which predicts those immigrants whom 
assimilate into American culture are less likely to be 
involved in criminal behavior. Conversely, our hypothesis is 
consistent with the theory of segmented assimilation which 
predicts an increased involvement in criminal behavior for 
the second and third generation. 

METHODOLOGY 

Data 

 The data used for the current analysis are from the 
Project on Human Development in Chicago Neighborhoods 
(PHDCN), a longitudinal study of how neighborhoods 
impact the behavior and psychological development of 
children and adolescents. These data are appropriate for 
assessing the impact of both ethnicity and generational status 
on the probability of delinquent behavior among Hispanic 
adolescents due to the oversampling of Hispanics in the 
original research design. Approximately 45 percent of this 
sample consists of Hispanic children and adolescents with 
varying generational statuses. 

 Aimed at creating a large, randomly selected dataset, the 
PHDCN is composed of two sampling components: the 
selection of neighborhood clusters and the selection of 
dwellings. First, utilizing stratification sampling on seven 
groupings of racial/ethnic composition and three levels of 
socioeconomic status, 847 census tracts were selected and 
delineated into 343 neighborhood clusters (NCs) [43-46]. 
The NCs averaged approximately 8,000 people each and 
were based on a combination of geographic boundaries and 
knowledge of Chicago neighborhoods. In effort to observe 
the physical, social, and economic characteristics within the 
343 NCs, a stratified probability sample of 80 NCs was 
taken [43]. 

 Following the selection of the 80NCs, random selections 
of block groups were taken from each of these and collapsed 
into approximately 40,000 dwelling units through in-
screening. Infants, children, and adolescents (including 18 
year olds) were observed over a seven year period to study 
their development from infancy and early to mid adulthood 
relative to influences from community and family. 
Participants were within approximately six months of the 
following age cohorts: 0, 3, 6, 9, 12, 15, and 18 years. The 
longitudinal study’s data collection took place in three 
waves: 1994-1997, 1997-1999, and 2000-2001, allowing an 
approximate 2.5 year gap between waves. 

Analysis Sample 

 The analysis sample was taken from waves 1 and 2 
cohorts of 9, 12 and 15 year old children, adolescents and 
their primary caregivers, whom were self-identified as 
Hispanic. Specifically, all independent variables were drawn 
from wave 1, while the dependent measures are drawn from 
wave 2. The analysis sample was a total of 763 Hispanic 
children consisting of 71% Mexican, 18% Puerto Rican, and 
11% ‘other’ Hispanic. The 11% ‘other’ Hispanic consists of 
representation from Spain, Central American, South 

American, and other Hispanic ethnicities. The analysis 
sample consists of 51% males. These children and their 
families resided across 59 of the 80 neighborhood clusters 
that were randomly selected for the longitudinal study. 

Variables 

Dependent Variables 

 Self-Report Offending. The occurrence of criminal 
behavior was measured using a Self-Report Offending 
(SRO) instrument [47]. Specifically, subjects were asked 
questions to self-report their property, violent, and drug 
offending in a 12 month period before the wave 2 interviews. 
The questions for each subject consisted of how many times 
he/she committed that offense. Thus, the offending measures 
are count variables. Twenty different offenses were 
addressed in the questions to measure self-reported 
offending: thirteen violent offenses (e.g., shot someone; been 
in a gang fight; attacked someone with a weapon) and seven 
property offenses (e.g., purposely damaged or destroyed 
property not belonging to you; stolen something from a 
store; and entered or broken into a building to steal 
something). For this analysis, the total offending measure 
also was broken up into two distinct scales, one denoting 
violent offending and one denoting property offending. The 
response to the questions are summed so that higher values 
denote higher levels of offending. A third scale measuring 
the total number of offenses was also created where higher 
values indicate greater involvement in delinquency. Specific 
items for each outcome measure can be found in the 
Appendix. 

Independent Variables 

 Ethnicity. Three variables were used to denote ethnicity. 
These measures were dichotomous variables that indicate if 
the respondent is Mexican, Puerto Rican, or other Hispanic 
(comprised of individuals from Central American, South 
American, Spain, and other Hispanics)1. 

 Acculturation (Generational) Status. Three variables 
were used to measure generational status. Subjects coded as 
first generation were those children and adolescents whom 
were born outside of the United States. Those coded as 
second generation were born in the U.S. but had at least one 
parent that migrated from outside of the U.S. Children and 
adolescent subjects whose parents and themselves were born 
in the U.S., but had at least one grandparent born outside the 
U.S. were coded as third generation. Generational status was 
measured at Wave 1 and is dummy coded. 

 Self-Control. Previous research has established that 
models not accounting for self-control risk specification 
errors [48]. Thus, a measure of self-control was included as a 
control variable in this analysis. The 17 behavioral items 
from the EASI-temperament instrument (see the Appendix 
for all measures) is used to measure self-control in this study 
[49]. At wave 1, primary caregivers were asked to report on 
their children answering multiple questions, focusing on the 
child’s inhibitory control, decision time, sensation seeking, 
and persistence. Subjects were asked questions including: 

                                                
1Due to small numbers of these other Hispanic subgroups, this third group was 

collapsed to provide meaningful comparisons between the two largest Hispanic groups, 
Mexicans and Puerto Ricans, and all other Hispanics. 
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five inhibitory control (e.g., has trouble controlling his/her 
impulses), four decision time (e.g., often acts on the spur of 
the moment), four sensation seeking (e.g., tends to get bored 
easily), and four persistence (e.g., tends to give up easily). 

 Each participant’s item responses are summed and 
averaged across the 17 behavioral items. Scores were coded 
so that higher scores on the scale indicate lower levels of 
self-control (i.e., low self-control) ( =.68). Previous studies 
that utilized the PHDCN validated this measure [49]. 

 Delinquent Peers. As with self-control, models that fail 
to account for delinquent peers may risk specification error 
[50]. To measure peer delinquency, 20 items from the 
Deviance of Peers instrument were administered to children 
and adolescents in wave 1 (see Appendix). This self-report 
interview collected information regarding minor and serious 
delinquency between peers in the past 12 months [47]. 
Participants were asked how many of their peers engaged in 
trivial forms of delinquency, property, and violent crimes. 
The responses to the questions were scaled as 1 (none of 
them) to 3 (all of them). Questions were posed such as: “in 
the past year how many of your friends you spend time with 
have done the following things: skipped school; stolen 
something worth $5 but less than $500; hit someone with the 
idea of hurting them; sold drugs, such as heroin, cocaine, or 
crack?” Responses to items were summed with higher scores 
indicate a greater number of delinquent peers (  = .87). 

 Demographic Characteristics. Utilizing household 
income, maximum education level of primary caregiver and 
partner, and the socioeconomic index (SEI) for primary 
caregiver’s and partner’s jobs, socioeconomic status is 
measured with the combination of these three factors2. 
Values were then standardized with a mean of 0 and a 
standard deviation of 1. Positive scores indicate SES higher 
than the sample average and negative scores indicate SES 
lower than the sample average. The subjects’ gender is coded 
1 (male) or 0 (female). The participant’s age at wave 1 is 
measured as a continuous variable. 

Analytic Strategy 

 This study utilizes a variety of statistical techniques to 
examine the specified research questions. First, descriptive 
statistics were used to provide an overview of the sample 
including measures of central tendency and dispersion. 
Second, correlations were calculated to assess any bivariate 
relationships between our variables of interest. Next, in order 
to assess variation in offending behavior across ethnicity, 
independent samples t-tests were employed. T-tests are used 
to explore differences in means, in this case, the t-test was 
used to explore if the average level of offending varies by 
ethnicity (i.e., Mexican vs Puerto Rican, Mexican vs other 
Hispanic, etc). 

 In order to examine the relative effects of the 
independent variables on the outcome measure of criminal 
offending, this study employed negative binomial regression. 
Negative binomial regression models information on counts, 
particularly when there is no naturally observed upper limit 
bounding these counts, which prevents the use of techniques 

                                                
2The SES measure was created by the original data collection team and was included in 

the public use version. Thus, this study did not create the measure but used the 
previously created and validated measure. 

based on observed proportions. This analysis proceeds by 
estimating a series of models designed to assess the effects 
of ethnicity, acculturation, and germane control variables on 
property, violent, and overall offending. Models 1-3 
regresses self-reported property offending on ethnicity, 
acculturation, and the controls in a stepwise manner. Model 
1 includes only ethnicity variables and demographics, model 
2 adds acculturation to the equation, and model 3 regresses 
the property offending scale on all of the independent 
variables. This process was repeated for the two other 
outcomes, violent offending (models 4-6) and overall 
offending (models 7-9). By estimating these models in a 
stepwise fashion, we are better able to assess if the 
relationships between ethnicity and crime and acculturation 
and crime can be explained through the utilization of 
relevant criminological controls variables such as 
demographics, delinquent peers, and self-control. 

FINDINGS 

 Table 1 presents the sample’s descriptive statistics. The 
sample is comprised of 763 Hispanic adolescents ranging 
between the ages of 7 and 15 (Mean=11.92 years, 
S.D.=2.41). The sample used for the analysis is 51% male, 
71% Mexican, 18% Puerto Rican, and 11% other Hispanic 
ethnicity. The sample contains 24.2% first generation, 70.1% 
second generation, and 5.7% third or fourth generation 
Hispanic immigrants. Table 1 also reports delinquent peer 
associations which range from 20 to 51 (Mean=28.42, 
S.D.=5.59) with higher scores reflecting a greater number of 
delinquent peers. The self-control measure had a minimum 
score of 17 and maximum score of 76 (Mean=42.95, 
S.D.=11.32) with higher scores indicating less self-control. 
The measure denoting socioeconomic status ranged from -
2.99 to 3.11 with a mean score of -.74 (S.D. = 1.17). Higher 
scores on the socioeconomic measure reflect greater 
socioeconomic status (i.e., higher household income, 
maximum education level of primary caregiver and partner, 
and the socioeconomic index (SEI) for primary caregiver’s 
and partner’s job). Since the mean is slightly less than 0, the 
analysis sample (n=763) has a lower average SES than the 
total PHDCN sample. 

 The total self-report offending measure combines twenty 
different offenses: thirteen violent offenses (e.g., carried a 
weapon; shot someone, been in a gang fight; attacked 
someone with a weapon) and seven property offenses (e.g., 
purposely damaged or destroyed property not belonging to 
you; stolen something from a store; and entered or broken 
into a building to steal something). The self-report total 
offending scale ranged from 0 to 12 with an average of .71 
and a standard deviation of 1.46. Of the thirteen violent 
offenses, the sample reported committing a minimum of 0 
and maximum of 6 violent offenses (Mean=.41, S.D.=.96). 
Of the seven property offenses, subjects reported a minimum 
of 0 and maximum of 6 property offenses (Mean=.25, 
S.D.=.62). 

 Table 2 presents the correlation matrix. Correlations were 
calculated in order to assess the bivariate relationships 
between our variables of interest. Only significant 
correlations are discussed. Mexican youth were significantly 
less likely to report violent behavior, as compared to their 
non-Mexican counterparts (r=-.13, p<.05). Similarly, 
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Mexican ethnicity was significantly correlated with the total 
self-report offending scale (r=-.12, p<.05). Mexicans were 
significantly more likely to be first generation immigrants 
(r=.10, p<.05) and less likely to be third generation 
immigrants (r=-.20, p<.05). Mexican ethnicity was also 
negatively correlated with age (r=-.08, p<.05), SES (r=-.30, 
p<.05), delinquent peers (r=-.15, p<.05), and low self-control 
(r=-.14, p<.05). 

 Puerto Rican youth were more likely to report violent 
offending (r=.10, p<.05) than other Hispanics, and PR 
ethnicity was significantly correlated with the total self-
report offending scale (r=.08, p<.05). Puerto Rican 
respondents were less likely to be first generation 
immigrants (r=-10, p<.05) and more likely to be third 

generation (r=.30, p<.05). Puerto Rican ethnicity also 
positively correlated with SES (r=.21, p<.05), delinquent 
peers (r=.10, p<.05), and low self-control (r=.15, p<.05). 
Fewer significant correlations were found between the “other 
Hispanic” variable and the other measures. Other Hispanic 
groups were less likely to be third generation immigrants 
(r=-.08, p<.05) and more likely to associate with delinquent 
peers (r=.10, p<.05). The only other significant relationship 
was with SES (r=.12, p<.05). No significant bivariate 
relationships emerged between other Hispanic ethnicity and 
any of the offending measures. 

 Finally, first generation immigrant status was weakly, but 
significantly, related to age (r=.08, p<.05), SES (r=-.21, 
p<.05), low self-control (r=-.10, p<.05), and violent 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for PHDCN Variables (n=763) 

 

Variables Mean  SD   Minimum  Maximum 

Self-Report Violent Offending 

Self-Report Property Offending 

Self-Report Total Offending 

Age 

SES 

Delinquent Peers 

Self-Control 

Percentages 

Gender (1=Male) 51.0% 

1st Generation 24.2% 

2nd Generation 70.1% 

3rd Generation 5.7% 

Mexican 71% 

.41 

.25 

.71 

11.92 

.7410 

28.42 

42.95 

.96 

.62 

1.46 

2.42 

-1.18 

5.60 

11.32 

0  

0  

0  

7.77  

-3.16  

20  

17  

6 

6 

12 

15.69 

2.93 

51 

76 

Puerto Rican 18% 

Other Hispanic 11%  

 

 

   

Table 2. Correlation Matrix 

 

Variable X1 X2 X3 X4 X5 X6 X7 X8 X9 X10 X11 Y1 Y2 Y3 

Sex  1.0

Age -.05 1.0             

SES .03 .01 1.0            

Mexican -.06 -.10* -.30* 1.0           

Puerto Rican .05 .06 .21* -.73* 1.0          

Other Hispanic -.01 .04 .12* -.50* -.15* 1.0         

1
st
 Generation .05 .10* -.21* .10* -.10* -.01 1.0

2
nd

 Generation -.07 -.10* .11* .04 -.05 .05 -.87* 1.0       

3
rd

 Generation .05 .03 .16* -.20* .29* -.08* -.13* -.37* 1.0      

Delinquent Peers .05 .40* .05 -.15* .10* .09* -.06 .04 .05 1.0     

Low Self-Control .09* -.07 .11* -.14* .15* .02 -.10* .02 .14* .11* 1.0    

Property Offending .04 .11* .03 -.05 .04 .02 -.01 .01 .01 .21* .05 1.0   

Violent Offending .13* .22* .10* -.13* .10* .06 -.09* .04 .10* .34* .12* .42* 1.0  

Total Offending .11* .21* .10* -.12* .10* .06 -.07 .03 .08* .34* .11* .74* .91* 1.0 

*p<.05               
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offending (r=-.10, p<.05). Second generation was 
significantly correlated with age (r=-.10, p<.05) and SES 
(r=.11, p<.05). Third generation was significantly correlated 
with SES (r=.16, p<.05), low self-control (r=.14, p<.05), 
violent offending (r=.10, p<.05), and the total self-report 
offending scale (r=.08, p<.05). These bivariate findings 
largely mirror those of previous research wherein first 
generation immigrants tend to report fewer social and 
behavioral problems, especially relative to their third 
generation counterparts. 

 T-tests were utilized to compare the mean number of 
offenses between the three specified Hispanic ethnicities (see 
Table 3). Results suggest a significant difference between 
the Mexican adolescents and non-Mexicans in self-reported 
violent offending, such that Mexican adolescents were less 
likely than non-Mexicans to self-report violent offending 
(t=3.525, p<.0001). There was also a significant difference 
between Puerto Ricans and non-Puerto Rican subjects 
relative to self-reported violent offending, such that Puerto 
Ricans were more likely to self-report violent offending than 
non-Puerto Ricans (t=-2.418, p<.01). There was no 
significant difference between other Hispanics vs other 
adolescents (Mexicans and Puerto Ricans) in relation to 
either self-reported violent or property offending. 

 Findings also indicated there were no significant 
differences between the any of the groups with respect to 
property offending. To summarize, the only differences 
observed between the Hispanic subgroups were those for 
violent offending. Mexican adolescents, on average, reported 
less involvement in violent offending as compared to other 
subgroups while Puerto Rican adolescents, on average, 
reported more involvement in violent offending. No 
differences were observed between any of the groups relative 
to property offending. 

 Due to the count nature of the dependent variables, 
negative binomial regression was utilized to examine the 
association between the independent variables (ethnicity, 
generational status, gender, age, SES, delinquent peers, and 
self-control) and the three dependent variables (property, 
violent, and overall delinquency). Model 1 regresses 
property crime on ethnicity and reveals a statistically 
significant relationship between only age and property 
offending (coeff.=.13; p<.001; see Table 4). By including the 
demographic controls in the multivariate model, the effects 
of ethnicity observed in the bivariate analyses are eliminated. 
Model 2 re-estimates the equation with the inclusion of the 
generational status (acculturation) measures. 

 Consistent with the findings from model 1, only age 
exerted a significant effect on property offending 

(coeff.=.13; p<.001). The coefficients for the acculturation 
variables were in the expected direction, though none rose to 
the level of statistical significance. Model 3 includes the 
ethnicity and acculturation variables as well as the 
theoretically relevant controls. The inclusion of these control 
variables reduces the effect of age on property offending. 
Surprisingly, only the delinquent peers variable was 
significantly related to property offending (coeff.=.07; 
p<.0001). Contrary to the bulk of existing literature, self-
control failed to demonstrate a significant effect on property 
crime. The insignificance of the ethnicity variables is not 
surprising given the results from the t-tests. 

Table 4. Negative Binomial Models Regressing Property 

Crime on Independent Variables (n=737) 

 

Model 1  Model 2 Model 3  

Coeff. (SE) Coeff. (SE) Coeff. (SE) 

Variable    

Gender (1=Male) .19(19) .20(.19) .14(.22) 

Age .13(.04)*** .14(.04)*** .01(.05)* 

SES .05(.09) .05(.09) .01(.10) 

Mexican + .01(.33) .01(.34) -.19(.37) 

Puerto Rican + .23(.38) .22(.38) -.23(.43) 

1st Generation•  -.10(.46) -.41(.52) 

2nd Generation•  .06(.42) -.28(.48) 

Delinquent Peers   .07(.01)*** 

Self-Control   .01(.01) 

***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05. 
• 3rd Generation serves as reference group. 

+ Other Hispanic serves as reference group. 

 

 Table 5 presents the findings from the second series of 
regression equations. Model 4 regresses violent crime on the 
ethnicity variables and demographic controls. Similar to the 
findings from the previous models predicting property 
offending, the ethnicity variable failed to exert a significant 
effect on violent offending. However, sex (coeff.=.57; 
p<.01), age (coeff.=.26; p<.0001), and SES (coeff.=.16; 
p<.05) were all significantly related to violent offending. 
Acculturation was related to violent crime such that first 
generation youth were significantly less likely to report 
violence than their third generation counterparts (coeff.=-
1.15; p<.01 (Model 5). Age (coeff.=.27; p<.0001) and sex 
(coeff.=.57; p<.01) remained significant in this model with 
older students and males more likely to report violent 
behavior. Model 6 adds the criminological controls to the 

Table 3. Individual Sample T-Tests, Differences of Means 

 

Mexican vs non-Mexican Puerto Rican vs non-Puerto Rican Other Hispanic vs Mexican/Puerto Rican  

Mean (S.D.) Mean (S.D.) t-Statistic Mean (S.D.) Mean (S.D.) t-statistic Mean (S.D.) Mean (S.D.) t-Statistic 

Violent  
Offending 

.33 (.82) .60 (1.20) 3.522** .59 (1.25) .37 (.88) -2.418* .58 (1.18) .38 (.93) -1.529 

Property  
Offending 

.23 .30 1.449 .31 .23 -1.206 .25 .24 -.077 

*p<.01; **p<.001. 



34    The Open Family Studies Journal, 2011, Volume 4 Lopez and Miller 

equation. Sex (coeff.=.49; p<.05) and age (coeff.=.11; p<.05) 
retain their significant effect on violent crime as does 
generational status (coeff.=-1.01; p<.05). Similar to the 
findings from the property crime analyses, delinquent peers 
exerted a significant, positive effect on self-reported violence 
(coeff.=.09; p<.0001) while low self-control was 
insignificant. 

Table 5. Negative Binomial Models Regressing Violent Crime 

on Independent Variables (n=711) 

 

Model 4 Model 5 Model 6  

Coeff. (SE) Coeff. (SE) Coeff. (SE) 

Variable    

Gender .57(18)** .57(.18)** .49(.21)* 

(1=Male)    

Age .26(.04)*** .27(.04)*** .11(.05)* 

SES .16(.08)* .13(.08) -.10(.10) 

Mexican + -.26(.31) -.28(.30) -.07(.36) 

Puerto Rican + .11(.34) -.02(.34) -.11(.41) 

1st Generation•  -1.15(.39)** -1.01(.47)* 

2nd Generation•  -.50(.35) -.53(.42) 

Delinquent Peers   .09(.02)*** 

Self-Control   .02(.01) 

***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05. 

• 3rd Generation serves as reference group. 

+ Other Hispanic serves as reference group. 

 

 Table 6 presents the results of models 7-9 which follow 
the same steps used to estimate the previous six models. 
Model 7 reveals that sex (coeff.=.41; p<.01) and age 
(coeff.=.21; p<.0001) again significantly predict total overall 
delinquency while ethnicity fails to impact this outcome. 
Model 8 is consistent with the findings presented above from 
the violent crime analyses in that sex (coeff.=.43; p<.01), age 
(coeff.=.22; p<.0001), and first generation (coeff.=-.84; 
p<.001) were significantly related to overall offending. 
Again, first generation immigrants were significantly less 
likely than third generation immigrants to report 
involvement in delinquent behavior. Finally, model 9 adds 
the criminological controls to the equation. In this final 
model, only sex (coeff.=.35; p<.05), first generation 
(coeff.=-.95; p<.05), and delinquent peers (coeff.=.09; 
p<.0001) are significantly related to overall offending. These 
findings are discussed in greater detail in the following 
section. 

DISCUSSION 

 This study examined ethnicity, generational status, and 
offending among a sample of Hispanic adolescents toward 
the goal of answering two research questions: 1) Does 
offending among Hispanic adolescents vary by ethnicity?, 
and 2) Does acculturation (measured by generational status) 
impact the likelihood of criminal offending among these 
same Hispanic adolescents? The findings presented in the 
current study were largely consistent with the extant 
literature related to generational status and offending. While 
previous research has linked acculturation with negative 

behavioral outcomes, this analysis also indicated that first 
generation immigrants are significantly less likely to engage 
in violent delinquency, even after controlling for relevant 
criminological variables. The study also highlights that 
Puerto Rican adolescent are involved to a greater extent in 
violent offending compared to their Mexican and other 
Hispanic counterparts. Mexican adolescents, on average, 
reported less violent crime as compared to Puerto Ricans and 
other Hispanics. No significant differences were observed 
relative to property offending. 

Table 6. Negative Binomial Models Regressing Overall 

Delinquency on Independent Variables (n=698) 

 

 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 

 Coeff. (SE) Coeff. (SE) Coeff. (SE) 

Variable    

Gender .41(16)** .42(.16)** .35(.19)* 

(1=Male)    

Age .21(.04)*** .22(.04)*** .07(.05) 

SES .11(.07) .09(.07) .05(.09) 

Mexican + -.28(.27) -.30(.27) -.20(.32) 

Puerto Rican + .08(.30) -.03(.31) -.17(.36) 

1st Generation•  -.84(.35)** -.95(.43)* 

2nd Generation•  -.41(.31) -.57(.39) 

Delinquent Peers   .09(.02)*** 

Self-Control   .01(.01) 

***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05. 

• 3rd Generation serves as reference group. 
+ Other Hispanic serves as reference group. 

 
 The ethnicity findings above are somewhat consistent 
with what has been previously reported in the literature with 
respect to problem behavior among Hispanics. The few 
studies that have delineated between ethnic subgroups have 
shown that compared to other Hispanics, Mexicans tend to 
report less involvement with problem behaviors such as 
alcohol abuse [27], and the use of marijuana [16,28], 
inhalants [35], and cocaine [16]. Mexicans are more likely to 
be from intact families and less likely to grow up in single-
female headed households (U.S. Census, 2007). Puerto 
Ricans, on the other hand, are more likely to grow up with 
divorced or never married parents and in single-female 
headed households. The tendency for Puerto Ricans to have 
a greater number of negative outcomes is consistent with 
previous literature (Amaro et. al, 1990). Puerto Ricans may 
be more prone to criminal involvement because they tend to 
reside in greater proximity to native born minorities, 
therefore lacking insulation by immigrant communities and 
becoming more vulnerable to delinquency. 

 The study presented some interesting results that were 
expected and somewhat consistent with the existing 
literature. First, age and sex retained significant effects on 
delinquency, even after adding additional controls to the 
models. This is consistent with previous literature which 
links older youth and males to offending, particularly violent 
offending. Surprisingly, generational status had no 
significant relationship with property offending, which is 
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inconsistent with previous studies. However, generational 
status was linked with violent and overall offending, with 
first generation immigrants far less likely to report 
involvement in delinquent behavior compared to their third 
generation counterparts. Previous research, with few 
exceptions [39,51,52], has typically been bivariate in nature, 
failing to account for other possible causal factors. These 
studies have suggested that generational status may have a 
spurious effect on offending and instead work indirectly 
through other criminological variables. The findings 
presented here, however, indicate that generational status 
cannot be explained away by demographics, ethnicity, or 
criminological constructs such as delinquent peers and low 
self-control. These findings, then, offer support for the 
segmented assimilation perspective which argues immigrants 
will experience increases in negative outcomes across 
generations – the ill effects of “Americanization”. 

 Perhaps most surprising was the lack of significance of 
low self-control across the series of regression models. 
Though the effects of self-control were in the expected 
directions, none rose to the level of statistical significance. It 
is unclear as to why this variable, one of the most consistent 
predictors of delinquency, failed to exert a significant effect 
on any of the offending variables. Correlations did indicate 
significant relationships between these measures at the 
bivariate level though these findings were not replicated at 
the multivariate level. It is possible that this factor is not as 
salient for Hispanic adolescents as compared to their white 
and black counterparts. 

LIMITATIONS & DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE 
RESEARCH 

 This study is not without limitations. First, because the 
PHDCN data are comprised of Chicago adolescents, the 
results cannot be generalized beyond those Hispanics 
residing within the sampled Chicago neighborhoods. It is 
possible that results may be different utilizing other datasets. 
Another limitation may relate to the operationalization of the 
ethnicity variables. The grouping of Spanish, Central 
Americans, South Americans, and other Hispanics into a 
general ‘other’ category may obscure differences between 
these subgroups. There were not enough cases within each of 
the remaining ethnicities to justify their own category and 
we caution against assuming similarities in behavior across 
these groups. Finally, generational status was used to 
measure the level of acculturation of the adolescents. Despite 
the frequent usage of this variable to measure acculturation, 
it is not a perfect measure and may not accurately capture the 
concept. Better measures of acculturation which capture the 
multidimensionality of the construct may be capable of more 
accurately parsing out the effects of the acculturation 
process. For example, the revised Acculturation Rating Scale 
for Mexican Americans II (ARSMA-II), designed by 
Cuellar, Arnold, and Maldonado [53], utilizes separate 
subscales for assessing acculturation processes through a 
multidimensional approach by measuring cultural orientation 
toward Mexican and Anglo culture independently. The 
ARSMA-II is multifactorial and capable of generating 
multidimensional acculturative types. This type of measure 
is preferable to linear, unidimensional measures and those 
that use generational status as a proxy. 

 There is considerable room for future research in the area 
of Hispanic crime and victimization. First, the study could be 
replicated using other samples both with additional waves of 
the PHDCN and other datasets. Because the PHDCN is a 
longitudinal data set that offers a wide range of variables, 
future research using these data may also assess the other 
predictions of segmented assimilation theory. This theory 
places some focus on the disadvantaged economy into which 
“new immigrants” are assimilating. The PHDCN 
longitudinal data also allows for subjects’ unemployment 
and economic situation to be closely examined over time. 

 This study can also be replicated using a more accurate 
measure of acculturation. Generational status has been used 
as a proxy to measure acculturation, but a more precise 
operationalization may further clarify these results. As 
mentioned above, multidimensional measures of 
acculturation have been developed and may offer greater 
clarification as to the relationship between acculturation and 
criminal behavior. 

 Qualitative research on Hispanic victimization and crime 
may be another direction for future studies. Examining first-
hand the disadvantaged living conditions of ethnic minorities 
would enable direct observation of the environmental 
context in which problem behavior occurs. Using qualitative 
research to study Hispanic victimization and crime would 
contribute to literature considerably by offering a new, in-
depth research base from which to further this area of study. 
Little qualitative research on Hispanics has been conducted 
since the 1980s and research projects of this kind would 
open an entirely new area of criminological research. 
Qualitative research would allow for observation of 
immigrant communities in their natural settings and provide 
a means by which subjects are able to communicate their 
own experiences, in their own words. Furthermore, 
assimilation may be better measured through qualitative 
techniques such as ethnography or in-depth interviews which 
allow respondents to describe their acculturation process for 
themselves. 

 Ultimately, the findings produced by this study may raise 
more questions than it answers. Why are Puerto Rican youth 
more likely to report violent offending? Why is this not 
found relative to property offending? Why are Mexicans less 
likely to report violent delinquency? What is it about being a 
first generation immigrant that serves as a buffer against 
adolescent problem behavior? These and other unanswered 
questions provide a basis for additional research in this vein. 

APPENDIX: ITEMS FOR MEASURES 

Criminal Involvement Measures 

Violent Offending 

 In the past 12 months have you: 

Carried a weapon 

Purposely set fire to a house, car, or vacant building 

Snatched someone’s purse or wallet 

Hit someone you live with 

Hit someone you did not live with 

Attack someone with a weapon 

Use a weapon or force to get money or thing from people 
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Thrown object like rocks or bottles at people 

Shot someone 

Shot at someone 

Been in a gang fight 

Threatened to physically hurt someone 

Tried to have sexual relations with someone against their 
will 

Property Offending 

In the past 12 months have you: 

Purposely damaged or destroyed property belonging to you 

Entered or broken into a building to steal something 

Stolen something from a store 

Taken something that didn’t belong to your from any 
member of your family 

Taken something from a car not belonging to you 

Stolen a car or motorcycle 

Used credit of bank card without permission 

Self-Control Measure 

Inhibitory Control 

Has trouble controlling his/her impulses 

Usually can not stand waiting 

Can tolerate frustration better than most (reverse code) 

Has trouble resisting temptation 

Finds self-control easy to learn (reverse code) 

Decision Time 

Often says the first thing that comes into his/her head 

Likes to plan things way ahead of time (reverse code) 

Often acts on the spur of the moment 

Always likes to make detailed plans before (s)he does 
something (reverse code) 

Sensation Seeking 

Generally seeks new and exciting experiences and sensations 

Will try anything once 

Sometimes does “crazy” things just to be different 

Tends to get bored easily 

Persistence 

Generally likes to see things through to the end (reverse 
code) 

Tends to give up easily 

Unfinished tasks really bother (reverse code) 

Once gets going on something (s)he hates to stop (reverse 
code) 

Delinquent Peers Measure 

 In the past year, how many people you spend time with 
have done the following things: 

Skipped school 

Gotten in trouble at school 

Gotten in trouble at home 

Lied, disobeyed, or talked back to adults 

Purposely damaged or destroyed property 

Stolen something worth $5 or less 

Stolen Something worth $5 but less than $500 

Stolen something worth more than $500 

Go into building and steal something 

Taken a motor vehicle, car or motorcycle for a ride or drive 
without the owners permission 

Gotten into a physical fight (fist) with schoolmates/coworker 
or friends 

Hit someone with the idea of hurting them 

Attacked someone with a weapon with the idea of seriously 
hurting them 

Have used a weapon or force to get money or thing from 
people 

Sold drugs, such as heroin cocaine, crack or LSD (other than 
marijuana) 

Used marijuana or pot 

Used any form of alcohol (including wine, liquor, or beer) 

Used drugs, such as heroin, cocaine, crack or LSD (other 
than marijuana) 

Used tobacco 

How many have had sexual intercourse 
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