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Adolescence is a time of great exploration and change. During this time, youth are 

transitioning both biologically and sexually into adults. Adolescents are also testing the 

boundaries of self-reliance and making choices about their personal relationships. Not 

surprisingly, aggressive urges are often driven by peers in pursuit of some form of identity 

(Masten 2004). Peers can have both positive and negative effects on the wellbeing on youth. Peer 

groups can provide emotional, physical, and social support to youth during a time of immense 

change (Parker and Asher 1987; Gest, Graham-Berman, and Hartup 2001). Peers can also model 

delinquent and risk-taking behaviors that have lasting health, social, and economic consequences 

throughout the life course. In an effort to understand the role of friendships in adolescent health, 

social scientists have increasingly focused on adolescent network structures within schools and 

the role various positions and peer group formations influence behaviors such as alcohol and 

cigarette use, violent and serious delinquency, and sexual risk-taking. While informative, peer 

networks studies have yet to adequately address how peer network structures based on immigrant 

generation and types of marginalized social positions influence health risk behavior engagement 

among adolescents. In three studies, I address the dearth of research in these areas, using data 

from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health (Add Health). The first 

study investigates the influence of generational peers on alcohol misuse among immigrant youth. 

Testing hypotheses derived from sociological theories of generations regarding race/ethnicity, 

gender, and immigrant generation, findings from this study demonstrate generational ties are 

inversely related to alcohol misuse for immigrants and these effects depend partly on 

race/ethnicity and gender. The second study investigates the effects of specific network forms of 



social isolation on heavy episodic drinking and cigarette use among adolescents. The central 

finding from this study is that different network-based forms of social isolation had varying 

effects on alcohol and cigarette use when compared to sociable youth. The final study examines 

the relationship between types of social isolation and violent delinquency when compared to 

sociable youth. Deriving hypotheses from general strain theory, I test whether the isolation-

violence relationship varies across isolation types when compared to sociable youth. I also test 

whether other negative experiences and circumstances (strains) tied to adolescence moderate the 

relationship between isolation types and violent delinquency. Finally, studies indicate a 

consistent gender gap in criminality. Therefore, I test whether the isolation-violence relationship 

differs by gender. Findings demonstrate that socially disinterested youth show a greater capacity 

for violent behavior, but other types of marginalized youth showed no difference in violence 

when compared to sociable youth. Results also suggest that some types of strain moderate the 

isolation-violence relationship and that these patterns are gendered. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Virtually all children are introduced to behaviors that are considered “risky” within their broader 

peer groups (Moffitt 1993). These “risky” behaviors such as alcohol, tobacco and marijuana use 

are considered some of the leading causes of morbidity and mortality among adolescents (CDC 

2012). In an attempt to understand the inter-complexities of adolescent health, researchers have 

placed significant importance on the composition of adolescent peer groups. For over a century 

sociologists have argued that peer interactions have a substantial impact on the socialization 

process of youth (Cooley 1902). Scholars continue to confirm these early assertions, finding 

youth with meaningful peer connections are linked to a number of positive outcomes, such as 

social competence, increased motivation, and school involvement (Hansen, Giacoletti, and 

Nangle 1995; Savin-Williams and Berndt 1990). Peer composition can also negatively influence 

the capacity for engaging in risk-taking behaviors. Youth with peers that engage in risk-taking 

behaviors increase the likelihood of engaging in similar behaviors, such as violent delinquency 

(Haynie 2001) alcohol use (Ali and Dwyer 2012;  Dishion and Owen 2002), and cigarette use 

(Hall and Valente 2007). 

Although extant literature provide interesting insights into the dynamic role peers play in 

the lives of adolescents, scholars overlook important generational differences in peer networks, 

as well as various marginalized positions and their effects on health risk behaviors. In this 

dissertation I advance the understanding of peers relations and adolescents’ risk-taking by 

examining how generational peer networks, as well as types of social isolation influence health 

risk behaviors such as alcohol misuse, cigarette use, and violent delinquency. This dissertation 
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contains three distinct studies that are bounded by one common theme: adolescent peer relations. 

Sections of this chapter provide a brief overview of each study in the order they are presented. 

 

Study I: Generational Peers and Alcohol Misuse  

The first study in this dissertation uses Waves I-III of the National Longitudinal Study of 

Adolescent to Adult Health (Add Health) to examine how peer networks based on immigrant 

generation influence alcohol misuse among adolescent youth. Guided by Eyerman and Turner’s 

(1998) “generational habitus” framework, I argue that because of shared generation-specific 

experiences that generate meaningful social bonding, generational peer networks will be 

inversely related to alcohol misuse. The generational peers measure for this study was derived 

from the rich peer network data provided in Wave I of the Add Health. The measure takes into 

account the opportunity structure of schools as well as respondents’ personal preferences and 

represents the proportion of generational peers among all peers. Gender and racial and ethnic 

background also influence peer formation and alcohol use among immigrant youth (Portes and 

Rumbaut 2001; Suarez-Orozco et al. 2008). Accordingly, hypotheses were tested across gender 

and racial/ethnic categories. Findings demonstrate the effects of generational peers on alcohol 

misuse depend partly on immigrant generation, race/ethnicity, and gender. These findings 

suggest that generational ties play a meaningful role in the health and well-being of immigrant 

youth. 

Study II: Network forms of isolation, heavy episodic drinking, and cigarette use among 

adolescents  

The second study investigates the effect various types of youth social isolation have on heavy 

episodic drinking and cigarette use when compared to sociable youth. Research in this area has 

consistently found that adolescent substance abuse is associated with substance-using peer groups 
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and with social isolation. However, previous studies treat socially isolated youth as a homogenous 

group and do not consider that different types of social isolation may be differentially associated 

with substance abuse. To address this possibility I develop a network measure that includes various 

types of social isolation using peer network data from the Add Health. I then examine the extent 

to which different types of social isolation influence heavy episodic drinking and cigarette use 

(with sociable youth as the comparison category). Findings show that different network-based 

forms of social isolation have varying effects on alcohol and cigarette use. Socially disinterested 

youth were at an increased risk for heavy episodic drinking and cigarette use, but other types of 

social isolation showed no differences in use or lower odds of use when compared to sociable 

youth. This study is the first disaggregate social isolation into multiple network forms and 

demonstrate the varying effects of different forms of social isolation on alcohol and cigarette use 

among adolescents. Findings from this study can potentially contribute to better targeted and more 

effective health behavior prevention efforts for vulnerable adolescents. 

Study III: Social Isolation, Strain, and Youth Violence  

The final study examines the relationship between types of social isolation and violent 

delinquency when compared to sociable youth. Deriving hypotheses from elements of general 

strain theory, I test whether the isolation-violence relationship varies across isolation types when 

compared to sociable youth. I also test whether other negative experiences and circumstances 

(strains) tied to adolescence moderate the relationship between isolation types and violent 

delinquency. Finally, studies indicate a consistent gender gap in criminality. Therefore, I test 

whether isolation-violence relationship is gendered.  Using Waves I and II of the Add Health, I 

find different types of social isolation have varying effects on violent delinquency. Socially 

disinterested youth show a greater capacity for violent behavior, but other types of marginalized 
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youth showed no difference in violence when compared to sociable youth. Results also 

demonstrate that some types of strain moderate the isolation-violence relationship and the 

patterns are gendered. The implications of these finding on peer relations, adolescent strain, and 

violence research are discussed.    
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CHAPTER 2 

GENERATIONAL PEERS AND ALCOHOL MISUSE 

Introduction 

A number of studies demonstrate that immigrants with close co-ethnic social ties experience 

higher levels of economic mobility (Light 1984; Light and Bonacich 1988; Portes and Rumbaut 

2001; Portes and Stepick 1993), educational achievement (Ryabov 2009; Zhou and Bankston 

1994), and overall health and well-being (Rumbaut 1997; Suarez-Orozco, Suarez-Orozco, and 

Todorova 2008; Viruell-Fuentes and Schulz 2009; Viruell-Fuentes et al. 2013). While 

researchers generally find that co-ethnic social ties play a meaningful role in the health and well-

being of immigrants, quantitative researchers have not investigated the effects of social ties 

based on immigrant generation. Qualitative studies of immigrant peer networks have used 

sociological theories of generations (e.g. Mannheim 1952 [1923]) as a resource for exploring 

immigrants’ identities, aspirations, and attitudes. Sociologists have recently developed 

sophisticated accounts of the experiential and cultural dimensions of generations (Eyerman and 

Turner 1998), but to my knowledge, immigrant health researchers have not yet made use of these 

theoretical resources. 

In this study I use Eyerman and Turner’s (1998) “generational habitus” theoretical 

framework to theorize the impacts of generational peer networks on alcohol misuse among 

immigrant youth. More precisely, I theorize the effects of having generational peers on alcohol 

misuse and derive hypotheses from my theorization regarding race/ethnicity, gender, and 

immigrant generation. Using friendship data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 

Health to Adult Health (Add Health), I develop a network measure that represents the proportion 

of generational peers among all peers. The generational peers measure takes into account the 

opportunity structure of schools as well as respondents’ personal preferences. Using Waves I-III 
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(1994-2003) of the Add Health, I investigate the link between generational peers and alcohol 

misuse. Gender and racial and ethnic background also influence peer formation and alcohol use 

among immigrant youth (Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Suarez-Orozco et al. 2008). Accordingly, I 

test my hypotheses across gender and racial/ethnic categories. Findings demonstrate that the 

effects of generational peers on alcohol misuse depend partly on immigrant generation, 

race/ethnicity, and gender. I conclude that generational ties can play a meaningful role in the 

health and well-being of immigrant youth, and discuss possible future avenues for research on 

immigrant generational peer networks. 

 

Immigrant Youth and Alcohol 

Alcohol is the most commonly abused substance among adolescents and young adults. Youth 

and young adults between the ages of 18 and 25 consume the most alcohol per person in the 

United States (Aldworth 2009). Similarly, alcohol dependence has been found to be more 

prevalent among 18-to-20-year-olds (Grant et al. 2004) when compared to other age groups. 

Consumption of alcohol at early ages, especially heavy drinking, can lead to poor maturation in 

young adulthood and other long-term negative health consequences, including early death 

(Hingson and Kenkel 2004).  

Among youth, studies find immigrants to be less vulnerable to alcohol use and misuse 

when compared to non-immigrants. For example, Blake and her colleagues (2001) find that 

immigrants living in the United States less than six years have lower rates of lifetime and recent 

alcohol use. Foreign-born Asian youth have also been shown to have lower rates of alcohol use 

(Hahm, Lahiff, and Guterman 2003) and general substance abuse when compared to second- and 

third- generation Asians (Hussey et al. 2007). Similar patterns have been documented for 
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Latinos. Bacio, Mays, and Lau (2013) find a higher prevalence of early drinking initiation and 

problematic alcohol use among Latino youth in later immigrant generations. Among Mexican 

American youth, Cavanagh (2007) demonstrates that first and second immigrant were less likely 

to binge drink and consume alcohol in general. Most studies find that the prevalence of substance 

use and misuse increases with each subsequent immigrant generation. This pattern is often 

referred to as “second-generation decline” (Gans 1992). 

Researchers examining the health and well-being of immigrants have increasingly turned 

their attention to co-ethnic social ties. Several studies among adults find immigrants often have 

an abundance of social capital in the form of co-ethnic ties, which can be utilized to find 

employment (Aguilera 2002, 2003; Espinosa and Massey 1997) and housing (Espinosa and 

Massey 1997). Aguilera and Massey (2003) also show that immigrants earn higher wages when 

they are able to network with friends and relatives who have similar migratory experiences. 

Other studies find ethnic enclaves protect immigrants from outside prejudice and discrimination, 

and provide valuable resources that encourage economic mobility, including small business 

loans, job training and employment, avenues to new markets, and a reliable labor force (Bailey 

and Waldinger 1991; Portes and Sensenbrenner 1993; Sanders and Nee 1996; Wilson and Portes 

1980). Social capital does not always produce positive outcomes for immigrants. Social capital 

in the form of dense ethnic ties can exclude immigrants from economic opportunities, stifle 

business initiatives, oppress personal freedoms, and dismantle individual ambitions and 

subsequent successes (Aguilera 2009; Portes 1998).  

The effects of ethnic ties on the health and wellbeing of immigrant youth are less 

consistent. On the one hand, both dense co-ethnic peer networks (Harris, Harker, and Guo 2003; 

Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Portes and Zhou 1993; Ryabov 2009) and more ethnically diverse 
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networks (Greenman 2011; Greenman and Xie 2008; Xie and Greenman 2011) have been 

associated with educational attainment and overall well-being. On the other hand, both 

homogeneous and heterogeneous ethnic ties have been linked to a number of health-risk 

behaviors, such as binge drinking (Cavanagh 2007), controlled substance use, and violent 

behavior (Greenman and Xie 2008; Xie and Greenman 2011). While studies have examined the 

positive and negative effects of both ethnically heterogeneous and homogenous peer networks, 

almost no research has examined generational distinctions that may lead immigrant youth to 

form social ties based on their immigrant generation.  

 

Theories of Generations 

The sociology of generations generally distinguishes between people as “contemporaries” 

(those who happen to be alive at the same time) and “coevals” (those who are the same age). The 

first influential formulation of the generation concept was developed by the Hungarian-born 

sociologist Karl Mannheim. Although his work on generations was first published in the 1920s, 

it was little known until translated into English in the 1950s (Mannheim 1952[1923]). Mannheim 

conceptualized a generation as an age cohort that inhabits a social location, which produces 

distinct generational experiences, beliefs, and behaviors, and a generational identity. 

Disjunctures between newer and older generations lead members of the newer generation to 

reevaluate the utility of previous generational traditions acquired during childhood. 

Mannheim also addressed the possibility that sub-groups exist within a generation. He 

argued that different “generational units” within a single generation emerge during times of rapid 

social change. Formed along class, gender, racial, ethnic, and religious lines, generational units 

perceive shared generational experiences differently from their peers, challenge different sets of 
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beliefs, behaviors and values acquired during childhood, and generate different interpretations of 

the social world. 

Building on Bourdieu’s expansion of Aristotle’s concept of habitus as embodied 

characteristics developed through habitual action linked to class position (Bourdieu 1984), 

Eyerman and Turner (1998) develop a theory of “generational habitus.” Eyerman and Turner 

view generations as “cohorts of persons passing through time who come to share a common 

habitus, hexis and culture, a function of which is to provide them with a collective memory that 

serves to integrate the cohort over a finite period of time” (p. 93). Eyerman and Turner adhere to 

Mannheim’s positions regarding the intergenerational transmission of traditions, the evaluation 

and discarding of unsuitable traditions, and subsequent conflict between old and new generations 

over economic and social resources, but argue that Mannheim missed a critical cultural 

dimension of generational identity. As old and new generations struggle for various economic 

and social resources, they struggle not only over material resources but also over national 

identity and various elements of culture. In the modern period generational identity formation 

occurs partly through collective rituals. These collective rituals produce an “affective basis to 

generations,” an “emotional substratum” sustained by ritual practice (p. 97). 

Eyerman and Turner draw on Wyatt’s (1993) categories of elements that influence 

generational formation, which include, inter alia, traumatic events, adversarial political and 

social mentors, demography, and economic growth and decline. Focusing first on traumatic 

historical events, they show how war and disasters formulate an embodied generational identity 

(i.e. generational habitus) through collective memory. When forged by a major traumatic event, 

“generational consciousness...can overcome and transcend the barriers of social class to produce 

a powerful, solidaristic force in social relationships” (Eyerman and Turner 1998: 103). Second, 
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such events are often interpreted by cultural or political mentors who stand in an adversarial 

relationship to the dominant culture. And third, generational formation is fed by dramatic shifts 

in demography which influence the distribution of resources in a society. These shifts place 

significant strain on economic and educational resources and simultaneously usher in a new 

critical mass of individuals. 

 

Generation and the immigration experience 

It is not difficult to apply generational theorists’ insights to the experience of recent 

generations of U.S. immigrants. For immigrants the critical traumatic historical event is the 

family migration experience from an ancestral homeland to the United States; cultural and 

political mentors are contemporary and coeval popular culture figures (e.g. activists, musicians, 

authors, artists, or politicians); and shifts in demography are shifts such as the large demographic 

shift that occurred after the passage of the landmark Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, 

which resulted one of the largest waves of immigrants to the United States, mostly from Latin 

America and Asia (Yang 1995). 

Sociological generational theory has several implications for research on immigrant peer 

formation. Generational theory implies that generational peers (coevals who are of the same 

immigrant generation) are an important form of social capital for immigrant youth. Coethnic 

peers may also be a source of social capital, but do not share a “generational position”. In other 

words, coethnic peers do not share a traumatic historical event, cultural and political mentors, 

and are positioned differently relative to major demographic shifts and cultural touchstones. 

Therefore, coethnic peers will not share a generational identity or habitus. Sharing a generational 

habitus, generational peers participate in collective rituals that produce an “affective basis to 
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generations” or “emotional substratum” (Eyerman and Turner 1998: 97) that generates social 

capital, which in turn can have a positive impact on health behavior engagement. 

Empirical research appears to support my generational theory of assimilation, as 

generational units have emerged that are based on immigrant generation, racial and ethnic 

background, and gender. For instance, studies show that when immigrants enter into American 

schools they face a number of linguistic, cultural, and educational challenges rooted in 

immigrant generation. Numerous studies find clear structural and cultural differences between 

foreign-born children and children of immigrants. The challenges foreign-born youth experience 

in school are drastically different from the experiences of children of immigrants, as foreign-born 

youth are often linguistically isolated, live in areas with high crime rates, experience ethnic 

dispersion, and have parents with few economic and educational resources (Gordon-Larsen et al. 

2003). In the United States the immigrant adaptation process also appears to accelerate rapidly 

for children of immigrant and successive generations (Bui 2012). In the context of adolescents, 

this process is also coupled with the boisterous developmental stage of decreased family 

involvement and increased peer influence (Harris, 1999; Portes and Rumbaut 2001). This period 

of great social, familial, and biological change can produce role strain for children of 

immigrants, who are expected to submit to parental authority figures (Lin and Liu, 1993; Pearlin 

1983) while simultaneously attempting to maintain social ties developed in school. Recognizing 

that other immigrants face generational challenges, adolescent immigrants may develop 

friendships with other immigrant adolescents regardless of their race and ethnic background. 

Immigrant children must also confront a racialized society with a long-established and 

institutionally embedded racial hierarchy (Bonilla-Silva 2004; Song 2004). Portes and Rumbaut 

(1996) document that Hispanic immigrants often do not fully understand their government-
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imposed pan-ethnicity and the prejudice and discrimination associated with this racialized 

ethnicity. Furthermore, Waters (1996) identified a distinct immigrant identity among black 

immigrants. This strong immigrant identity was born out of a perceived negative stigma attached 

to native-born blacks and strong ties to their country of origin. Finally, the United States has a 

tumultuous history of nativism that stretches over two centuries. Nativism can be defined as a 

strong internal opposition to those with foreign connections. Immigrants groups have 

experienced opposition from nativists in recent decades, ranging from legislative pushes for 

more restrictive immigration policy to vandalism and murder (Feagin 1997).  

Nativist beliefs are not exclusive to those in the majority. Hood, Morris, and Skirkey 

(1997) find that Hispanics living in areas heavily populated with illegal immigrants tend to favor 

more restrictive immigration policies. Their study also finds that acculturation and perceived 

economic threat were linked to nativist Hispanic attitudes in relation to immigration policy. 

Guided these findings, foreign-born youth and children of immigrants may also face prejudice 

and discrimination from peers of the same ethnic background. Taking these factors into account 

it is also plausible that the distinct dispositions and experiences of children of immigrants and 

foreign-born youth will produce generational identities based on shared experience and 

collective memory. I suggest that these generational dispositions and experiences are maintained 

through the formation of social ties with youth of similar generational backgrounds as a result of 

generation-specific social and cultural challenges faced by immigrant youth. 

 

Hypotheses 
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Based on generational theory and research on the immigrant advantage, I derive several 

hypotheses regarding the effects of generational peer networks on measures of alcohol misuse 

and alcohol problem behaviors. 

Hypothesis 1: Because of shared generation-specific experiences that generate 

meaningful social bonding, the strength of immigrant generational peer networks will be 

negatively associated with alcohol misuse. 

 

Two key factors in friendship selection are homophily and propinquity (Joyner and Kao 2000; 

Blau 1977). Adolescents typically select friends that are similar in nature, especially peers 

similar in race and ethnicity (Kao and Joyner 2004). Suarez-Orozco and colleagues (2008) find 

that foreign-born youth tend to form peer networks with other foreign-born youth from their 

country of origin or members from their respective pan-ethnic groups. The authors also 

demonstrate that these generational co-ethnic peer networks provide guidance, protection, 

academic assistance, and a sense of comfort for foreign-born youth. Cavanagh (2007) also 

documentes a similar pattern where Hispanic children of immigrants have more coethnic 

friendships that were mostly comprised of first and second generation immigrants. Due to 

cultural differences, however, the intensity of friendship among race/ethnic minorities varies 

with each group (Way and Chen 2000), which may influence varying degrees of alcohol use.  

 

Hypothesis 2: Due to cultural differences, the relationship between immigrant youth’s 

generational peer networks and alcohol misuse will vary across categories of 

race/ethnicity and generation (i.e. across their generational units). 
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Despite the fact that immigrant women play a central familial, social, and economic role in the 

adaptation process (Massey, Goldring, and Durand 1994), gender differences among immigrant 

youth are a largely understudied. The limited gender research on immigrant youth consistently 

find distinct differences concerning home responsibilities, and parental treatment (Suarez-Orozco 

and Qin 2006). Immigrant males also tend to engage in more risk-taking behaviors (Courtenay 

1999; Messerschmidt 1993), and some researchers have suggested that gender is the most 

important individual-level measure when examining problem behaviors (Ma 2002). These 

observed risk-taking patterns may also be the result of lack of opportunity, due to the lopsided 

responsibilities and expectations placed on female immigrant youth. When exploring family 

roles, female immigrant youth are expected to play a larger role in household responsibilities and 

be “keepers of culture,” and are monitored more strictly in dating-related activities. Immigrant 

parents also have higher expectations and greater control over their daughters, which may lead to 

the dissolution of traditional cultural values (Suarez-Orozco and Qin 2006).  

 

Hypothesis 3: Due to distinct gender expectations within immigrant families, the effects 

of immigrant youth’s generational peer networks on alcohol misuse will vary across 

gender and generation (i.e. across their generational unit). 

 

Data 

Data were drawn from Waves I-III of the Add Health survey, a nationally representative sample 

of adolescents in grades 7 to 12 who were attending 132 schools. The school-based panel study 

is a random sample of all schools in the United States, stratified by region, urbanicity, 

race/ethnicity, grade level, curriculum, and school type and size. In Wave I (1994-1995) an in-
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school survey was administered to 90,118 adolescents. The in-school administration of the 

survey occurred in a 45-to-60 minute class on a single school day. All participating schools 

received a monetary incentive for their participation. The in-school survey was then followed by 

a 90 minute in-home survey completed by a smaller core sample of adolescents selected at 

random from schools that participated in the in-school survey. The in-home survey was also 

administered to a special set of supplemental samples based on ethnic background (Puerto Rican, 

Cuban, and Chinese), race and parent’s education (black adolescents with highly educated 

parents), genetic relatedness (twins), and disability and adoption status. Approximately 20,000 

adolescents participated in the Wave I in-home survey, which was the basis for all remaining 

follow-up interviews. In 1996, Wave II (N=14, 738) in-home interviews were conducted with all 

adolescents in grades 7 through 11 at Wave I. Topics covered in Waves I and II included health 

utilization and status, peer relationships, family dynamics, educational aspirations, and risk-

taking behaviors. Wave III, conducted in 2001 and 2002, collected data from 15,197 of the 

original respondents from Wave I and focused on topics relevant to young adults. Topics in 

Wave III included romantic partner relationships, health risk behaviors, educational and 

childbearing histories, along with a special biological specimen component that collected saliva 

and urine for HIV and STD testing. In-home surveys were self-administered using audio 

computer-assisted self-interviewing (audio-CASI). This method relays both directions and 

questions to respondents through audio headphones. Self-administered audi-CASI was used in 

order to reduce non-responses and increase reporting accuracy (Wright, Aquilino, and Supple 

1998).  All respondents who agreed to participate in the in-home surveys also received a small 

monetary incentive. The response rate for each Wave was 79% (Wave I), 88.6% (Wave II), and 

77.4% (Wave III), respectively. 
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Variables and Measures 

Dependent Variables  

I use three measures of alcohol use (binge drinking, heavy episodic drinking, and alcohol 

problem behaviors) that are indicative of alcohol misuse. All alcohol related behaviors are 

measured repeatedly on the same Add Health respondents across all three waves. Binge drinking 

is measured using the question “over the past 12 months, on how many days did you drink five 

or more drinks in a row?”, ranging from 0 (Never) to 7 (every day or almost every day). Heavy 

episodic drinking measured the number of times a respondent was drunk or “very, high on 

alcohol” in the last 12 months. The original measure for heavy episodic drinking also ranges 

from 0 (Never) to 7 (ever day or almost every day). To simplify and ease in the interpretation of 

the results, I construct a four-point ordinal measure for both binge drinking and heavy episodic 

drinking: never binged or intoxicated, occasional binge drinker or occasional intoxication (1 to 2 

days in the past 12 months or less), approaching weekly binge drinker or approaching weekly 

intoxication (2 to 3 days a month), and weekly or more binge drinker or weekly or more 

intoxication (1 or 2 days a week to every day or almost every day). Finally, alcohol problem 

behaviors is measured using four items that capture various dimensions of problematic alcohol 

use. The four items include: “you had problems with your friends because you had been 

drinking,” “you had problems with someone you were dating because you had been drinking,” 

you got into a sexual situation that you later regretted because you had been drinking,” and “you 

got in a serious physical fight because you had been drinking.” All four measures were 

dichotomized, indicating participation in the four behaviors or not. The sum of all four items 

represent alcohol problem behaviors. The original measure for alcohol use problems ranged from 
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0 to 5; however, preliminary analyses reveal less than 4% of cases are concentrated in the final 

three categories. As a result I collapsed these three categories into one. The new measure ranges 

from 0 to 3 with the final category representing 3 or more alcohol use problem incidences.  

 

Peer Network Measures  

Peer network measures were derived from the Wave I friendship section of the in-home and in-

school surveys. Adolescents nominated 10 friends (5 male and 5 female) from the roster of their 

respective schools. If a student nominated a friend who was not on the roster, the student was 

asked if the nominated friend did indeed go to the school, attended the feeder school, or did not 

attend either school. Only students who completed the in-school questionnaire and appeared on 

the school roster were considered for nomination.  

The generational peers measure accounts for both the opportunity structure within each 

school and personal preference. This approach was based previous measures developed in peer 

network and immigration studies. For instance, Zeng and Xie (2004) find that both structural 

opportunity and personal preference significantly influence the composition of ethnic peer 

networks. Greenman and Xie (2008) build on these ideas by developing a measure of inter-ethnic 

peer networks that account for both structural opportunity within the school and preference for 

inter-ethnic friends. Similar measures has been used in several other studies and follow the same 

logic (eg. Harris et al. 2003; Greenman 2011; Xie and Greenman 2011) 

 The generational peers measure is derived by first constructing a measure for immigrant 

generation. Immigrant generation is measured using the respondent’s as well as the respondent’s 

parent’s country of birth. Immigrant generation includes three categories: first generation 

(foreign-born youth), second generation (children of immigrants), and third generation plus. 
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Adolescents categorized as first generation were foreign-born to at least one parent born in a 

foreign country, whereas those considered second generation were born in the United States to at 

least one foreign-born parent. Adolescents who were born in the United States and had both 

parents also born in the United States were considered third generation plus. Theoretically, 

children born outside the United States to native-born parents could have been included as an 

immigrant generation category. Unfortunately, after accounting for non-responses there were no 

respondents included in this category.   

The measure for generational peers is then constructed as the ratio of the proportion of 

generational friends to the proportion of total potential friends from the same generation. At this 

point generational peers can be interpreted as the propensity to befriend peers of the same 

immigrant generation, conditional on the number of potential generational peers in the school. If 

the ratio exceeds 1, then I can assume adolescents prefer friends from the same immigrant 

generation relative to the potential immigrant friends within the school. It is important to note 

that schools included in the Add Health survey vary substantially in size with only a small 

proportion of immigrant youth in some schools. Considering that immigrant generation is a 

multinomial random variable, I further standardized the generational peers measure by the school 

level standard deviation in order to account for this issue. The standardized version of 

generational peers measure follows the same logic with a greater value indicating more 

generational homogeneity among immigrant peers. As discussed in an earlier section, the 

overwhelming body of scholarship on immigrant social ties emphasizes the importance of co-

ethnic relationships. Therefore, a similar measure for co-ethnic ties that captures the ratio for the 

proportion of co-ethnic ties to the proportion of co-ethnic ties within a given school is included 

as a control variable.  
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Other Control Variables 

I also control for a number of measures that have been shown to play an important role in the 

health and well-being of immigrant youth, which include, family structure and family relations 

(Eitle, Wahl, and Aranda 2009; Portes and Rumbaut 2001), parental monitoring and 

communication (Hahm, Lahiff, and Guterman 2003; Kodjo, Auinger, and Ryan 2004; Mogro-

Wilson 2008), parent child-conflict (Harker 2001), community context (Alaniz, Cartmill, and 

Parker 1998), and parents’ annual income and education (Portes and Rumbaut 2001). Family 

structure is a dichotomous variable: living in a household with two biological parents or not. I 

include a 6-item index that measures respondents’ satisfaction of various dimensions of family 

relations. The items include: “your parents care about you,” “people in your family understand 

you,” “your family pays attention to you,” how close do you feel to your mother,” and “how 

close do you feel to your father.” The family relations index represents the mean of the 6 items, 

with higher scores representing an increase family relations (Chronbach’s α=.74). Parental 

monitoring includes 7-items that assess whether parents let their children make decisions about 

the time they must be home on weekend nights; people they choose to befriend; clothing choice; 

the amount of television they watch; which television programs to watch; the time they go to bed 

on weeknights; and what to eat. Scores for parental monitoring represent the mean of the 7 items 

with higher values representing an increase in monitoring (Chronbach’s α=.62). Another series 

of items measure parental communication. These questions include whether or not the parent 

talked to someone the respondent was dating; a personal problem, school work or grades, and 

other things in school. Parental communication represents the sum of the four items for a 

respondent from a single parent family and the mean of the four items for a respondents with a 
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two parent family (Chronbach’s α=.67). Parent-child conflict, a dichotomous variable, represents 

whether a respondent reported a serious argument with parents concerning their behavior. 

Census tract poverty rate captures the community context. Parents’ yearly income, a continuous 

variable, represents the logged pre-tax income [ln(income + 1)] including welfare benefits, 

dividends, and other sources. Parents’ education, also a continuous variable, represents years of 

education for a respondent with single parent family and the average education for a two-parent 

family.   

I also control for other demographic characteristics including race-ethnicity, gender, and 

age. Race-ethnicity is measured using self-reported racial and ethnic identity, which include 

categories for, African American, Asian, Hispanic, and non-Hispanic white. Gender is measured 

using a dummy variable with male as the reference. Age is calculated as the difference between 

interview month and year and year and month of birth. Age is repeated across all Waves and is 

considered a time-varying covariate. Finally, a large body of research illustrate that alcohol use is 

largely driven by peer influence. Across a number of different studies, youth who have peers 

who engage in alcohol use are more vulnerable to the same behavior (Ali and Dwyer 2010; Burk, 

van der Vorst, Kerr, and Statin 2011; Dishion and Owen 2002; Urberg et al. 2003). Peer alcohol 

use is measured using the question “of your 3 best friends, how many drink alcohol at least once 

a month?” The measure ranged from 0(no friends) to 3(three friends). 

 

Analytic Strategy  

All alcohol measures are ordinal in nature and repeated across all three Add Health Waves. To 

control for clustering resulting from repeated measures for each Add Health respondent, I use a 

random intercept ordinal logit (RIOL) model. These models also known as mixed models have a 
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long established history in empirical studies with repeated measure ordinal data (Hedeker and 

Gibbons 1994; Tutz and Hennevol 1996). For binge drinking categories k = 0, 1, 2, 3, c − 1, the 

RIOL model can be specified as follows: 

 

log[
P(Yit > k)

P(Yit ≤ k)
] = logit(πkit ) =αk +β1Geni +β2Ethnici +β3Immigi +β4Xit + Ui  

 

where, 

Ykit is the grouped response variable measured at Wave t for individual i. As in a fixed effects 

ordinal logit model, the intercepts αk allow the response probabilities πkit =  Pr(Yit > k) to 

vary across response category k. In this model the incorporation of the residual term Ui allow the 

intercepts to vary across individuals with a distribution of N~(0,σu
2). Using this approach for 

the overall intercept allows for subjectivity in respondents choices in alcohol use categories by 

allowing the ordinal scale cutoff points to vary across subjects. Geni denotes variable 

generational peers;β1represents the coefficient for generational peers; Ethnici stands for the 

variable ethnic peers; β2 the coefficient for ethnic peers; Immig3i denotes variable immigrant 

generation; β3represents the coefficient for immigrant generation; and β2X2it represents the 

row vector for control variables. The basic trajectories for the alcohol misuse outcomes are 

described by age and age2 and their respective parameters. Random coefficients for age and age2 

were also included in preliminary models but were not significant. For parsimony, both were 

dropped from the final models.  

The measure for generational peers was comprised mostly of native born children, born 

to native parents. Therefore, modeling is not very meaningful when examined independently, 

largely because the effect is based on the behavior of the third generation (Harris et al. 2003). 
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Taking this factor into account, the measure for generational peers is modeled as an interaction 

between generational peers and immigrant generation. The following equation describes the 

basic structure of the interaction model: 

log[
P(Yit > k)

P(Yit ≤ k)
] = logit(πkit ) =αk +β1Geni +β2Ethnici +β3Immigi +β4Xit +

β5[Geni ∗ Immigi]+ Ui

Results 

 Descriptive Statistics 

Table 2.1 provides means, standard deviations, and sample sizes for the variables used in my 

analysis by Add Health Wave and immigrant generation. Across all generations, binge drinking, 

heavy episodic drinking, and alcohol problem behaviors steadily increase from Waves I to III. 

These patterns are consistent with previous research indicating a linear pattern of alcohol use 

from early adolescence to early adulthood (Chen et al. 2004). In terms generational peers, youth 

prefer to nominate peers of the same immigrant generation when taking into account the 

opportunity structure of the school. The propensity to form peer networks based on immigrant 

generation decline with each immigrant generation These patterns are also consistent for ethnic 

peers with immigrants nominating more peers from their same ethnic background. 
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Table 2.1 Means and standard deviations for respondents by immigrant generation 

  1st generation 2nd generation 3rd  generation plus 

  Means(SD) Means(SD)  Means(SD)  

Alcohol misuse indicators       

Heavy Episodic Drinking, WI .42(.86) .41(.86) .46(.86 ) 

Heavy Episodic Drinking, WII .43(.85) .42(.85) .53(.92) 

Heavy Episodic Drinking, WIII .55(.83) .60(.87) .79(.96) 

Binge Drinking, WI .42(.86) .39(.85) .46(.90) 

Binge Drinking, WII .43(.88) .41(.87) .53(.97) 

Binge Drinking, WIII .56(.89) .58(.91) .82(1.05) 

Alcohol Problem Behaviors, WI .27(.67) .23(.62) .29(.69 ) 

Alcohol Problem Behaviors, WII .25(.65) .26(.67) .30(.71) 

Alcohol Problem Behaviors, WIII .30(.73) .36(.79) .43(.84) 

Friendship indicators       

Unstandardized Generational Peers, WI 1.49(1.41) 1.26(1.16) 1.06(.31) 

Unstandardized Ethnic Peers, WI 2.38(1.88) 2.01(1.68) 1.68(1.36) 

Peer alcohol use, WI .94(1.10) .98(1.16) 1.13(1.18) 

Age, WI 16.11(1.53) 15.70(1.65) 15.48(1.67) 

Age, WII 16.74(1.45) 16.35(1.60) 16.16(1.62) 

Age, WIII 20.78(2.91) 20.61(2.99) 20.51(2.87) 

Family characteristics        

Parents education, WI  5.68(2.82) 5.73(2.63) 5.86(2.24) 

Parents income (logged), WI 3.40(.86) 3.55(.79) 3.60(.80) 

Biological parents, WI .51(.49) .57(.50) .53(.50) 

Parent-child conflict, WI .43(.49) .38(.49) .39(.49) 

Family relations, WI 3.98(.65) 3.97(.67) 4.00(.68) 

Parental communication, WI  2.09(1.21) 1.98(1.17) 2.03(1.15) 

Parental monitoring, WI 1.72(1.60)  1.88(1.58) 1.80(1.50) 

Community context       

Poor neighborhood, WI .14(.19) .12(.16) .12(.22) 

Race/Ethnicity and gender       

Hispanic, WI .43(.50) .38(.48) .08(.27) 

Black, WI .16(.37) .19(.39) .22(.41) 

Asian, WI .18(.39) .12(.33) .03(.18) 

White, WI .22(.41) .31(.46) .68(.47) 

Female, WI .50(.50) .54(.50) .51(.50) 

Number of respondents  493 924 5953 

Number of observations  1574 2662 18785 



 

24 

 

When examining generational peer networks by immigrant generation and race/ethnicity, and by 

immigrant generation and gender, results are similar to the previous patterns. For the remaining 

controls variables, results do not present any prominent differences by immigrant generation 

with the exception of racial and ethnic background. Hispanics comprise the largest proportion of 

first and second generation youth, whereas whites are the largest racial group for third generation 

plus youth.  

 

Multivariate Analyses 

The results of the multivariate analyses are presented in three tables. Table 2.2 provides 

estimates for a series of RIOL models for binge drinking for the overall sample, and for 

subsamples based on race and ethnic background and gender. In the subsequent sections I follow 

the same logic and estimate a series of RIOL models for heavy episodic drinking and alcohol 

problem behaviors. Before turning to my primary research hypotheses, it is important illustrate 

the appropriateness of RIOL models for my data. All variance/covariance (σ̂u
2
, p< .001) 

parameter estimates suggest that individuals differ in their initial level of alcohol misuse. 

Estimates of between-subject variation also show substantial between-individual variation. For 

example, in column 1 of Table 2 the estimated within-individual variance is 2.78 for binge 

drinking. In order to calculate between-individual variation I estimated the variance partition 

coefficient (VPC), which follows a standard logistic distribution with a variance of 
π2

3
, thus 

VPC =
σ̂u

2

σ̂u
2 +
π2

3

=
2.78

2.78+3.289
=.46. The estimated VPC for binge drinking demonstrated that almost 

half of the total variation is due to between-subject heterogeneity, providing sufficient evidence 

for the use of a random effects model (Agresti 2010; Min and Agresti 2005). The estimates for 
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the remaining variance partition coefficients present similar results for all subsequent models 

included.  

 

Binge Drinking 

Table 2.3 presents unstandardized parameter estimates for generational ties and binge drinking 

across all categories. In columns one, two, and four, results demonstrate that generational peers 

has a protective effect on binge drinking for the overall sample of first generation immigrant 

youth, first generation males, and first generation Hispanics. For instance, using the top binge 

drinking category as an example (weekly or more binge drinker), the odds decrease by 63.21% 

(.-01+-.99=-1.00, 1(exp(-1.00)) when there was an increase in generational peers for first 

generation immigrants. Patterns are similar for first generation males and first Hispanics with the 

odds of being a weekly or more binge drinker decreasing by approximately 86% (86.01%) and 

68% (67.69%), respectively. Net other predictors, the final column in table 2 shows that an 

increase in generational peers decrease the odds of binge drinking for white children of 

immigrants. Results from table 2 also demonstrate that generational peers increase the risk for 

binge drinking for second generation Hispanic and Asian youth. The coefficients are marginally 

significant, however (p<.10). 

  

Heavy Episodic Drinking  

The analyses presented in Table 2.4 examine the same set of predictors for heavy episodic 

drinking. Consistent with Table 2.2, columns one, two, and four show generational peers is 

inversely related to heavy episodic drinking for the overall sample of first generation youth, 
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Table 2.2 Coefficients(standard errors) for RIOL model on binge drinking, by race/ethnicity and gender  

 Overall Male Female Hispanic Asian Blacks Whites  

Friendship indicators         

Generational peers -0.01(0.01) -0.02(0.02) 0.01(0.02) 0.05(0.07) 0.16(0.16) -0.03(0.06) 0.01(0.02) 

Ethnic peers 0.04(0.04) 0.09(0.06) -0.02(0.06) -0.10(0.09) -0.05(0.32) -0.11(0.15) 0.09(0.05)† 

Peer alcohol use 0.91(0.03)*** 1.02(0.04)*** 0.79(0.04)*** 0.80(0.07)*** 1.04(0.13)*** 1.01(0.08)*** 0.93(0.03)*** 

Immigrant generation         

1st Generation  0.16(0.14) 0.26(0.19) 0.08(0.20) 0.65(0.28)* 0.24(0.43) -0.40(0.43) 0.06(0.22) 

2nd Generation -0.22(0.12)† -0.27(0.17) -0.16(0.16) -0.41(0.27) -0.79(0.46)† 0.17(0.37) 0.01(0.15) 

Generational peers*1st gen -0.99(0.35)** -1.95(0.48)*** 0.09(0.50) -1.17(0.47)* -1.30(1.61) 0.74(1.60) -1.031(1.21) 

Generational peers*2nd gen 0.06(0.51) -0.51(0.75) 0.50(0.69) 1.34(0.81)† 2.62(1.44)† -2.60(1.66)† -3.02(1.51)* 

Age 0.20(0.01)*** 0.23(0.02)*** 0.17(0.02)*** 0.02(0.04) 0.25(0.07)*** 0.10(0.04)* 0.25(0.02)*** 

Age2 0.02(0.01)*** 0.03(0.01)*** 0.02(0.01)† 0.05(0.02)** 0.03(0.03) 0.05(0.02)** 0.01(0.01)* 

Race/Ethnicity and gender         

Hispanic -0.18(0.10)† -0.19(0.13) -0.20(0.14)     

Black -1.53(0.09)*** -1.30(0.12)*** -1.77(0.12)***     

Asian -0.74(0.14)*** -0.72(0.19)*** -0.76(0.20)***     

Female -0.80(0.06)***   -0.62(0.16)*** -0.68(0.27)* -1.22(0.17)*** -0.76(0.07)*** 

Family characteristics         

Parents education  -0.01(0.01) -0.02(0.02) -0.01(0.02) -0.07(0.03)* 0.02(0.06) -0.02(0.04) 0.01(0.02) 

Parents income(logged) 0.14(0.04)*** 0.08(0.06) 0.19(0.06)** 0.06(0.10) 0.16(0.20) 0.09(0.11) 0.18(0.05)*** 

Two biological parents -0.03(0.06) 0.03(0.09) -0.11(0.09) -0.05(0.17) 0.22(0.31) -0.44(0.21)* 0.02(0.07) 

Family relations -0.24(0.05)*** -0.15(0.07)* -0.33(0.07)*** -0.44(0.13)*** -0.17(0.21) -0.10(0.15) -0.22(0.06)*** 

Parent-child conflict 0.26(0.06)*** 0.23(0.08)** 0.31(0.08)*** 0.20(0.16) -0.01(0.28) 0.29(0.18) 0.32(0.07)*** 

Parental monitoring -0.10(0.02)*** -0.09(0.03)*** -0.10(0.03)*** -0.14(0.05)** -0.04(0.08) -0.04(0.06) -0.10(0.02)*** 

Parental communication  0.05(0.025)† 0.05(0.04) 0.05(0.04) -0.04(0.07) 0.06(0.12) 0.17(0.07)* 0.03(0.03) 

Community Context         

Poor neighborhood -0.11(0.14) -0.13(0.19) -0.04(0.21) -0.77(0.50) -0.94(0.76) 0.20(0.41) -0.07(0.16) 

σ2
u 2.78(0.12)*** 2.84(0.17)*** 2.67(0.17)*** 3.07(0.34)*** 3.08(0.62)*** 4.49(0.50)*** 2.41(0.13)*** 

# of respondents  7197 3544 3653 982 386 1526 4303 

# of observations  23395 11474 11921 3179 1283 4898 14035 

Note: Statistical significance: †p< .10, *p< .05, ** p< .01, *** p<.001(two-tailed tests) 
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first generation males, and first generation Hispanics. The estimated regression coefficients in 

column 1 of Table 2.3 indicate that for heavy episodic drinking, the odds of weekly or more 

intoxication decrease by (-.01+-1.35=-1.36, 1-(exp(-1.36)) 74.6% for first generation immigrants 

with increased generational peers. First generation males also present substantially lower levels 

of alcohol intoxication with increased generational peers. The regression coefficient in column 2 

of Table 3 indicates that the odds of weekly or more heavy episodic drinking decrease (-.01+-

2.36=-2.37, 1-(exp(-2.36)) by 90.7% for first generation males. For first generation Hispanics, 

the odds of weekly or more intoxication decrease by 73.6% (.09+-1.42=-1.33, 1-(exp(-1.33)) 

with increased generational peers.   

 

Alcohol Problem Behaviors 

Table 2.4 provides results for alcohol problem behaviors for the overall sample and across 

race/ethnicity and gender. Findings from the first set of regression coefficients presented in 

column 1 of Table 2.4 indicate that an increase in generational peers decrease the odds for first 

generation youth reporting three or more alcohol problem behaviors by (.02+-1.06=-1.04, 1-

(exp(-1.04)) by 35.35%. Similar to the previous tables, generational peers is also linked to a 

decrease in the odds of alcohol problem behaviors for first generation males and first generation 

Hispanics. Contrary to my expectation, generational peers in conjunction with third generation 

Hispanics is also linked to increased alcohol related problems. The relationship, however, is only 

marginally significant (p<.10). 
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Table 2.3 Coefficients(standard errors) for RIOL model on heavy episodic drinking, by race/ethnicity and gender  

 Overall Male Female Hispanic Asian Blacks Whites  

Friendship indicators         

Generational peers -0.01(0.01) 0.01(0.02) -0.02(0.02) 0.09(0.07) 0.11(0.14) -0.02(0.04) -0.01(0.02) 

Ethnic peers 0.02(0.04) 0.07(0.06) -0.03(0.06) -0.05(0.09) -0.14(0.30) -0.07(0.14) 0.06(0.05) 

Peer alcohol use 0.87(0.02)*** 0.96(0.033)*** 0.77(0.03)*** 0.78(0.07)*** 0.99(0.12)*** 0.89(0.07)*** 0.89(0.03)*** 

Immigrant generation         

1st Generation  0.28(0.13)* 0.57(0.18)** -0.01(0.19) 0.53(0.27)† 0.38(0.39) -0.21(0.40) 0.31(0.21) 

2nd Generation -0.11(0.11) -0.13(0.16) -0.09(0.15) 0.03(0.25) -0.40(0.43) 0.10(0.33) 0.01(0.15) 

Generational peers*1st gen -1.36(0.35)*** -2.36(0.48)*** -0.26(0.50) -1.42(0.48)** 0.33(1.43) -0.97(1.69) -1.34(1.13) 

Generational peers*2nd gen 0.08(0.48) 0.061(0.70) 0.11(0.66) -0.13(0.78) 2.13(1.39) -0.12(1.35) -2.07(1.39) 

Age 0.18(0.01)*** 0.20(0.02)*** 0.16(0.02)*** 0.04(0.04) 0.25(0.06)*** 0.07(0.04)* 0.22(0.02)*** 

Age2 0.03(0.01)*** 0.03(0.01)*** 0.02(0.01)** 0.05(0.02)** 0.05(0.028)† 0.06(0.02)*** 0.02(0.01)** 

Race/Ethnicity and gender        

Hispanic -0.36(0.09)*** -0.20(0.13) -0.55(0.13)***     

Black -1.31(0.08)*** -1.09(0.11)*** -1.52(0.11)***     

Asian -0.74(0.13)*** -0.66(0.18)*** -0.81(0.18)***     

Female -0.51(0.05)***   -0.63(0.15)*** -0.47(0.25)† -0.87(0.16)*** -0.42(0.06)*** 

Family characteristics         

Parents education  0.03(0.01)* 0.02(0.02) 0.04(0.02)* -0.04(0.03) 0.06(0.06) 0.04(0.034) 0.04(0.02)* 

Parents income(logged) 0.16(0.04)*** 0.12(0.06)* 0.21(0.05)*** 0.19(0.10)† 0.33(0.18)† 0.07(0.10) 0.18(0.05)*** 

Two biological parents -0.02(0.06) 0.02(0.08) -0.08(0.08) -0.08(0.16) 0.02(0.28) -0.19(0.19) 0.02(0.07) 

Family relations -0.38(0.05)*** -0.28(0.07)*** -0.49(0.06)*** -0.61(0.12)*** -0.38(0.19)† -0.55(0.13)*** -0.30(0.05)*** 

Parent-child conflict 0.30(0.06)*** 0.20(0.08)* 0.33(0.08)*** 0.14(0.16) 0.42(0.25)† 0.29(0.16)† 0.29(0.07)*** 

Parental monitoring -0.12(0.02)*** -0.11(0.03)*** -0.14(0.02)*** -0.15(0.05)** -0.01(0.07) -0.09(0.05)† -0.14(0.02)*** 

Parental communication  0.07(0.02)** 0.05(0.03) 0.09(0.033)** 0.01(0.07) 0.17(0.11) 0.18(0.06)** 0.04(0.03) 

Community context         

Poor neighborhood -0.15(0.13) -0.07(0.18) -0.19(0.19) -0.61(0.48) -0.13(0.74) 0.23(0.38) -0.18(0.15) 

σ2
u 2.45(0.10)*** 2.51(0.15)*** 2.32(0.14)*** 2.74(0.32)*** 2.52(0.50)*** 4.04(0.41)*** 2.11(0.11)*** 

# of respondents  7200 3545 3655 984 386 1526 4304 

# of observations  23401 11474 11927 3186 1284 4897 14034 

Note: Statistical significance: †p< .10, *p< .05, ** p< .01, *** p<.001(two-tailed tests) 
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Table 2.4 Coefficients(standard errors) for RIOL model on alcohol use problems, by race/ethnicity and gender  

 Overall Male Female Hispanic Asian Blacks Whites  

Friendship indicators         

Generational peers 0.02(0.02) 0.01(0.02) -0.02(0.02) 0.14(0.08)† 0.16(0.18) 0.01(0.06) 0.01(0.02) 

Ethnic peers 0.11(0.05)* 0.08(0.06) -0.03(0.06) 0.10(0.11) 0.40(0.39) 0.11(0.18) 0.09(0.06) 

Peer alcohol use 0.82(0.03)*** 0.96(0.03)*** 0.77(0.03)*** 0.72(0.08)*** 1.13(0.15)*** 1.03(0.09)*** 0.77(0.03)*** 

1st Generation  0.21(0.16) 0.57(0.18)** -0.01(0.19) 0.48(0.33) 0.29(0.54) 0.05(0.51) 0.23(0.26) 

2nd Generation 0.01(0.14) -0.13(0.16) -0.09(0.15) 0.15(0.31) 0.28(0.55) 0.65(0.42) -0.08(0.18) 

Generational peers*1st gen -1.06(0.42)* -2.36(0.48)*** -0.26(0.50) -1.40(0.59)* 0.73(1.85) 0.82(1.74) -1.48(1.50) 

Generational peers*2nd gen -0.24(0.60) 0.06(0.70) 0.11(0.66) -0.13(0.94) -1.14(1.81) -1.31(1.70) -0.59(1.63) 

Age 0.09(0.02)*** 0.20(0.02)*** 0.16(0.02)*** -0.01(0.04) 0.03(0.08) 0.06(0.05) 0.11(0.02)*** 

Age2 0.03(0.01)*** 0.03(0.01)*** 0.02(0.01)** 0.04(0.02)† 0.09(0.04)* 0.05(0.02)* 0.02(0.01)** 

Race/Ethnicity and gender         

Hispanic -0.12(0.11) -0.20(0.13) -0.55(0.13)***     

Black -1.06(0.10)*** -1.09(0.11)*** -1.520.11)***     

Asian -0.61(0.17)*** -0.66(0.18)*** -0.81(0.18)***     

Female -0.50(0.07)***   -0.84(0.19)*** -0.39(0.33) -1.07(0.20)*** -0.31(0.08)*** 

Family characteristics         

Parents education  -0.01(0.02) 0.02(0.02) 0.04(0.02)* -0.01(0.04) -0.09(0.07) 0.03(0.04) -0.01(0.02) 

Parents income(logged) 0.15(0.05)** 0.12(0.06)* 0.21(0.05)*** 0.20(0.13) 0.45(0.26)† -0.02(0.13) 0.17(0.06)** 

Two biological parents -0.02(0.07) 0.02(0.08) -0.08(0.08) -0.08(0.20) -0.39(0.37) -0.24(0.25) 0.09(0.09) 

Family relations -0.42(0.06)*** -0.27(0.07)*** -0.49(0.06)*** -0.60(0.153)*** 0.09(0.26) -0.50(0.17)** -0.43(0.07)*** 

Parent-child conflict 0.47(0.07)*** 0.20(0.08)* 0.33(0.08)*** 0.35(0.20)† 0.36(0.33) 0.46(0.21)* 0.51(0.08)*** 

Monitoring -0.05(0.02)* -0.11(0.03)*** -0.14(0.03)*** -0.08(0.06) 0.06(0.10) 0.05(0.06) -0.07(0.03)* 

Communication  0.13(0.03)*** 0.05(0.03) 0.09(0.03)** 0.09(0.08) 0.22(0.15) 0.09(0.08) 0.14(0.04)*** 

Community context         

Poor neighborhood -0.12(0.17) -0.07(0.18) -0.19(0.19) -0.34(0.60) 1.40(1.73) 0.36(0.50) -0.26(0.19) 

σ2
u 3.36(0.16)*** 2.51(0.15)*** 2.32(0.14)*** 3.84(0.49)*** 3.17(0.81)*** 5.36(0.66)*** 2.889(0.175)*** 

# of respondents  7201 3545 3655 984 386 1527 4304 

# of observations  23418 11474 11927 3188 1284 4905 14041 

Note: Statistical significance: †p< .10, *p< .05, ** p< .01, *** p<.001(two-tailed tests) 
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Discussion and Conclusions 

This paper integrates sociological theories of generations and research on immigrant peer 

networks in order to further our understanding of the role of generational peers on alcohol 

misuse among immigrant youth. I use Eyerman and Turner’s (1998) “generational habitus” 

theoretical framework that emphasizes how traumatic events, adversarial political and social 

mentors, demography, and economic growth and decline produce unique generational identities. 

Guided by generational theory, the main argument was that generational peers will be a critical 

source of social capital for immigrants because of their distinct generational dispositions--their 

generational habitus. Shared generation-specific experiences that produce meaningful social 

bonding will have a protective effect on immigrant youth. Due to varying cultural distinctions 

and expectations, the effect of generational peers varies across race, ethnicity, and gender.  

In general, results demonstrate that generational peers had a varying effect on alcohol 

misuse outcomes across immigrant generation, racial and ethnic background, and gender. For 

first generation youth, generational ties decrease the risk for binge drinking, heavy episodic 

drinking, and alcohol use problems. Results also presented similar patterns for first generation 

males and first generation Hispanics. For both groups, generational peers is inversely related to 

all three alcohol misuse outcomes. Findings also suggest that generational peers can be 

protective for white children of immigrants, significantly lowering the likelihood of binge 

drinking.  

These findings suggest that generational peers are a distinct form of social capital that 

reduce the risk for alcohol misuse among immigrant youth, although this advantage varies across 

racial/ethnic background and gender. Results from this study also speak to broader theoretical 

and empirical debates regarding social ties among immigrant groups. Sociologists have long 
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debated the role of co-ethnic ties in the health and well-being of youth (Cavanagh 2007; 

Greenman and Xie 2008; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Ryabov 2009; Valenzuela and Dornbusch 

1994; White and Glick 2000; White and Kaufman 1997; Xie and Greenman 2011; Zhou and 

Bankston 1998). Building on this work, this is the first study to demonstrate that generational 

peers also plays a meaningful role in the health and wellbeing of immigrant youth and root 

findings in a theoretical framework that explains why this is the case. 

Unexpectedly, I find that generational peers may increase the risk for binge drinking for 

second generation Hispanic and Asian youth, as well as increase alcohol use problems among 

third generation Hispanics. It is important to note that in all three cases relationships between 

generational peers and alcohol misuse outcomes were marginally significant. The potential 

negative consequence of dense generational ties for Hispanic and Asian youth lends some 

support to research documenting the darker side of social capital. Among some ethnic minorities, 

ethnic group solidarity born out of common cultural and structural difficulties can lead to 

downward leveling of norms (Portes 1998). Matute-Bianchi (1986; 1991) find that for some 

native-born, English-speaking Mexican American youth, behaviors that are linked to academic 

achievement are of little concern. These youth are fixated on loyalty to their Mexican group and 

engaging in socially deviant behaviors. The increase in alcohol misuse may also be due to 

acculturative stress. Acculturative stress is often linked to perceived discrimination, cultural 

incompatibilities with the dominant culture, and the dissolution of cultural values. Gil and 

colleagues (1994) finds that highly acculturated, native born Hispanics are vulnerable to low 

self-esteem associated with acculturative strains and low family pride. In an attempt to maintain 

some level of cultural identity or cultural pride, Asian and Hispanic youth may befriend others 

from a similar cultural background or generational unit. Stress associated with conflicts tied to 
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ethnic background, generational unit, and the dominant culture may lead to substance misuse 

(Rebach 1992; Strait 1999). 

Results of this study should be considered in light of the limitations of the research 

design. First, as this study only examines outcomes related to alcohol misuse, future research 

should explore associations between generational peers and behaviors such as sexual activity, 

serious and violent delinquency, and cigarette and drug use. Second, the large-N survey analysis 

does not allow us to specify the mechanisms that may lead to the formation of generational peer 

networks. Qualitative and mixed-method research is needed to explore micro- and meso-level 

factors that may influence the formation of dense generational ties in educational and other social 

settings. Third, although I account for individual, family, and community factors, I do not 

address how these factors influence the relationship between generational peers and risk-taking 

behavior. Future research should develop more nuanced models to examine how these factors, 

and others influence the link between generational peer networks and alcohol misuse and other 

outcomes. 
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CHAPTER 3 

NETWORK FORMS OF ISOLATION, HEAVY EPISODIC DRINKING, AND CIGARETTE 

USE AMONG ADOLESCENTS 

 

Introduction  

Alcohol and cigarettes are widely used substances among adolescents in the U.S. Reports 

indicate that among 12th graders approximately 39% have consumed alcohol and 26% have 

engaged in heavy episodic drinking in the last thirty days (Johnston, O’Malley, Mieach, 

Bachman, and Schulenberg 2014). Consumption of alcohol at early ages, especially heavy 

drinking, is linked to a number of poor health and social outcomes such as adult addiction (Grant 

et al. 2006; Sartor, Lynskey, Heath, Jacob, and True 2007), poor maturation in young adulthood 

(Zeigler et al. 2005; Schulenberg and Maggs 2002), depression (Galaif, Sussman, Newcomb, and 

Locke 2007), and early death (Hingson, Heeren, Winter, and Wechsler 2005). It is estimated that 

3,800 adolescents start smoking cigarettes each day (U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services 2012). Only one-third of all young smokers will quit during their lifetime while 50% 

will die from tobacco related causes (Fagerström 2002). Cigarettes are the only legal consumer 

product linked to the premature death of half of its population of users. 

The extant scholarship on adolescent cigarette and alcohol use demonstrate that both are 

subject to peer influence. Drawing from social learning theories, scholars consistently find that 

youths with peers who engage in cigarette and alcohol use are likely to engage in the same 

behaviors (Ali and Dwyer 2009; Burk, Van Der Vorst, Kerr, and Statin 2011; Dishion and Owen 

2002; Hall and Valente 2007; Fujimoto and Valente 2014; McVicar 2011; Lakon and Valente 

2012; Urberg et al. 2003). Social position also plays a role in alcohol and cigarette use. Youth with 

greater social status are linked to both cigarette (Ennet at al. 2006; Ennett and Bauman 1993 1994; 
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Fang Li, Stanton, and Dong 2003) and alcohol use (Ennet et al. 2006; Osgood et al. 2014), whereas 

social isolates are most vulnerable to cigarette use (Choi and Smith 2013; Ennett and Bauman 

1993; Fang et al. 2003). The least and most visible youths appear to be at greatest risk of cigarette 

use, whereas alcohol use is a behavior that is initiated mostly in social settings (Osgood et al. 

2014). Although these studies have yielded important insights into the role of peers and social 

position, most do not consider that social isolation may take different forms, and that different 

forms of social isolation may be differentially associated with substance abuse. 

Youth with limited peer interactions have been found to suffer negative health and 

behavioral outcomes such as anxiety (Vasa and Pine 2006; Coplan et al. 2004), depression (Rubin 

et al. 1995; Ueno 2005), loneliness (Prior, Smart, Sanson, and Oberklaid 2000), low self-worth 

(Rubin, et al. 1995), aggression (Shamir-Essakow et al. 2005; van Brakel et al. 2006), physical 

abuse (Elliot et al. 2005), and suicide (Bearman and Moody 2004). Isolated youth are also at an 

increased risk for a variety of negative social and academic outcomes such as less active social 

lives (Caspi, Elder, and Bem 1988), unstable careers (Rubin, et al. 1995), delayed life transitions 

(Gest 1997; Kerr, Lambert and Bem 1996) peer rejection and victimization (Stewart and Rubin 

1995; Nelson et al. 2005), and academic difficulties and school refusal (Coplan and Prakash 2003). 

Although the consequences of social isolation are well documented, scholars also find considerable 

differences in motivations and circumstances surrounding youth isolation. Some youth may be 

forced into a state of isolation as a result of peer rejection. These youth are often referred to as 

“active isolators” (Rubin 1982; Rubin and Asendorpf 1993). Others may be in a state of self-

imposed isolation. Often referred to as instances of “early social withdrawal,” these youth 

generally fall into two categories: “socially disinterested” and “socially avoidant.” Socially 

disinterested youth reject peer interaction because of a lack of motivation to engage in social 
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relationships. These are youths who have the ability to engage in meaningful relationships but 

choose to remain in solitude (Coplan et al. 2004). Socially avoidant youth exhibit a combination 

of poor social skills and high avoidance motivations (Asendorpf 1993). They avoid contact with 

the broader peer network and prefer to remain isolated. 

Among adults, studies demonstrate that various types of loneliness elicit different coping 

responses. Individuals in a chronic state of loneliness tend to engage in more avoidance coping 

mechanisms, such as alcohol use (Cacioppo et al. 2000; Hawkley and Cacioppo 2010), whereas 

young adults with short bouts of loneliness engage in active coping strategies such as talking 

with family and friends and attending religious services (Heinrich and Gullone 2005; Wilson and 

Moulton 2010). Similar to adult loneliness, the varying motivations and circumstances tied to 

different types of youth social isolation may elicit different responses to alcohol and cigarette 

use, compared non-isolated youth.  

To understand the influence of various forms of social isolation on alcohol and cigarette 

use, I used nationally representative peer network data to develop a measure that includes three 

distinct types of isolation, along with a fourth group representing sociable (non-isolated) youth. I 

then examined how various types of isolation influenced heavy episodic drinking and cigarette 

use and test the following hypotheses:  

Hypothesis 1: Due to differences in motivations, experiences, and perceptions, heavy 

episodic drinking will vary across isolation types, when compared to sociable youth.  

Hypothesis 2: Due to differences in motivations, experiences, and perceptions, cigarette 

use will vary across isolation types, when compared to sociable youth.  

This study also includes an array of protective and risk factors previously linked to adolescent 

risk-taking behaviors. By disaggregating social isolation into different network forms, findings 
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from this study may have implications for programs and policies that aim to reduce alcohol and 

cigarette use among adolescents. 

 

Data and Methods 

Data  

This study used data from Waves I and II of the National Longitudinal Study of 

Adolescent Health (Add Health), a nationally representative samples of adolescents in grades 7-

12 in 1994-95. Add Health is a multistage cluster sample with high schools serving as the 

primary sampling unit. The sampling frame included 80 representative high schools, stratified by 

region, urbanicity, school type and size, and ethnicity. The largest feeder school for each high 

school was also included when available, which resulted in a final sample of 132 schools. In 

Wave I of the Add Health (1994-1995) an in-school survey was administered to every student 

who attended a given school. A total of 90,118 questionnaires were completed for the in-school 

survey. The in-school survey was followed by an in-home survey, completed by 20,745 

adolescents selected at random from schools that participated in the in-school survey. In Wave II 

14,738, of the original Wave I respondents from the in-home survey were interviewed in 1996.  

For inclusion in the analytic sample, respondents must have had valid responses for all measures 

included from Waves I and II and had sufficient school level data. The final analytic sample 

included 9784 adolescent from 122 schools.  

 

Dependent variables 

The measures for heavy episodic drinking and cigarette use were obtained from Wave II 

of the Add Health in-home survey. Heavy episodic drinking was derived from the question 

“Over the past 12 months, on how many days have you gotten drunk or “very, very high” on 
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alcohol?” Response categories for heavy episodic drinking ranged from 0=“Never” to 6= 

“Everyday”. To simplify and ease in the interpretation of the results, I used these categories to 

construct a 4-point ordinal measure for heavy episodic drinking: abstain from heavy episodic 

drinking (never), occasional heavy episodic drinking (1 to 2 days in the past 12 months), 

approaching weekly (2 to 3 days a month), and weekly or more (1 or 2 days week or almost 

every day). Smoking was similarly operationalized into a 4-point ordinal measure with youth 

who reported “never even trying a puff or two” of cigarettes as non-smokers. Experimental 

smokers reported trying cigarettes but deny smoking in the last 30 days. Intermittent smokers 

indicated smoking between 1 and 29 cigarettes in the past month, whereas daily smokers 

reported smoking on a daily basis. The final measure ranged from 0= “Non-smokers” to 3= 

“Regular Smoker”.   

 

Network measures 

  Network measures were derived from the Wave I friendship section of the in-school 

survey. Adolescents were asked to nominate 10 friends, 5 male and 5 female, from the roster of 

their respective schools, as well as the associated feeder school. Students placed named friends in 

ascending order, starting with their best friend. If a student nominated a friend that was not on 

the roster, respondents were then asked if the nominated friend did indeed go to the school, 

attended the feeder school, or did not attend either school. In order to construct valid social 

network measures, only students who completed the in-school questionnaire and appeared on the 

school roster were able to be considered for nomination. All students who completed a 

questionnaire were given an identification number, allowing for all friendship nominations given 

to a student to be traced back to the identification number.  
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The measure for social isolation was derived from two basic network measures: in-

degree (# of sent nominations), out-degree (# of received nominations). Using these measures, I 

constructed a nominal measure that characterizes three types of social isolation. The first two 

forms of isolation represent subtypes (social avoidance and social disinterest) of early social 

withdrawal. Youth were categorized as socially avoidant if they did not receive nominations or 

send any nominations, a structural acknowledgement of a lack of motivation to engage in 

friendship, coupled with a broader rejection of friendships by youth within the school. Socially 

disinterested youth received friendship nominations but had no students to nominate as friends. 

This form of social withdrawal is a clear indication of an unwillingness to acknowledge 

friendships; yet, received nominations make it possible to engage in peer interaction when 

deemed necessary. Youth considered to be in active isolation had friends to name; yet, did not 

receive nominations. These youth are considered to be in active isolation in the sense that they 

perceive themselves to have friends but have been rejected by the nomination process in the 

school. All three forms of social isolation were dummy coded with sociable youth (students with 

sent and received nominations) serving as the reference.  

I also included network measures that account for status and peer cigarette and alcohol 

use. Status was measured using Bonicich’s power centrality, which represents the status of the 

friends a respondent is tied to (Bonacich 1987). In other words, youth with an increased 

centrality score have friends that have a higher status in a network. Peer alcohol use was 

measured using the average number of times drunk on alcohol per sent-and-received friendship 

nominations. Similarly, peer cigarette use was measured using the average number of times 

smoked a cigarette per sent-and-received nominations.  

 

Additional control variables 
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 I controlled for a number of risk and protective factors, along with demographic 

characteristics that are theoretically and empirically related to cigarette and alcohol use that may 

act as confounders. All remaining control variables were derived from the Wave I in-home 

survey of the Add Health. Studies suggest the majority of youth are exposed to some form of 

violence with reports suggesting two-thirds of youth are exposed to violent behaviors each year 

(Finkelhor, Ormod, and Turner 2009; Finkelhor, Ormrod, Turner, Ormrod, Hamby, and Kracke 

2009). Scholars posit victimized youth engage in socially deviant behaviors, such as alcohol and 

cigarette use, as a way to alleviate the strain and emotions tied to violent victimization (Agnew 

2001). Generally, victimization studies find support for these assertions, demonstrating young 

victims of violence are an increased risk for substance use (Kilpatrick, Acierno, Saunders, 

Resnick, Best, and Schnurr 2000; Pinchevsky, Fagan, and Wright 2014; Sullivan, Farrell, 

Kliewer, Vulin-Reynolds, Valois 2007; Vermeiren, Schwab-Stone, Deboutte, Leckman, and 

Ruchkin 2003).  Given this, violent victimization measured how often respondents had a knife or 

gun pulled on them, been shot, cut or stabbed, or jumped in the last 12 months. Response 

categories for all items ranged from 0= “Never” to 2 “More than once”. The majority of 

respondents did not experience any type of violent victimization. Therefore, a dummy variable 

was used to indicate any experience of violent victimization.  

Scholars also find strong bonds that occur within the family act as control mechanisms, 

restraining individuals from engaging in alcohol and cigarette use. I control for family relations, 

measured using a six-items index from the following statements: (1) “your parent care about 

you”, (2) “people in your family understand you”, (3) “you and your family have fun together”, 

(4) “your family pays attention to you”, and parent closeness for both the (5) mother and (6) 

father. Scores were calculated as the mean of the 6 scores, with higher scores representing 
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increased family relations (Chronbachs’s α=.73). I also included a measure for family structure, a 

dummy variable representing living with two biological parents; all other family structures 

(single, unmarried, or other). Parent substance use has been shown to impair responsible 

parenting practices (Dishon and Loeber 1985), lead to tensions in parent-child relationships 

(Windle 1996), and model future behavior (Dishon and Loeboer 1985). Parent’s alcohol use is a 

dichotomous measure characterizing whether the parent interviewed currently used alcohol or 

not. A similar measure for parent’s cigarette use was operationalized indicating whether a parent 

currently smoked or not. 

Studies also suggest that youth with low self-control are unable to consider the long-term 

consequences of deviant actions and only see the immediate benefits, leading to increased 

engagement in risk-taking behaviors. I control for low self-control using 23-item scale that 

account for a respondent’s temperament, ability to stay focused, attention level, and self-

centeredness. The low self-control scale has been used in numerous Add Health studies and has 

been found to be reliable and contain only one latent construct (see Beaver, DeLisi, Mears, and 

Stewart 2009; Beaver, Boutwell, and Barnes 2014). Low self-control scores were calculated as 

the mean of the 23-items with higher score representing less self-control (Chronbach α=.75). I 

also included a measure for loneliness, which has also been tied to alcohol and cigarette use in 

previous studies (DeWall and Pond 2011; Ingemar and Hörnquist 1992). Loneliness measured 

how often respondents felt lonely. Response categories ranged from 0=”never or rarely” to 3 

“most of or all of the time”.   

 Demographic characteristics were also included in order to fully isolate the effects of 

both heavy episodic drinking and cigarette use. I control for a respondents age by calculating the 

difference between interview month and year and year and month of birth. Gender was measured 
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in terms of biological sex (1=Female). Race and ethnicity was measured using respondents self-

reported racial and ethnic background: Latino, African American, Asian, and Non-Hispanic 

White (reference). Parent’s education was measured used three dummy variables: less than high 

school, high school graduate, and more than a high school diploma (reference).  

 

 

Analytic Strategy  

Because the primary outcomes are ordinal measures, I estimate a series of ordinal logit models. 

Given the complex error structure of the clustered Add Health data (students nested within 

schools), I also include school-level random effects to account for the unobserved heterogeneity 

between schools.  

For heavy episodic drinking categories k = 0, 1, 2, 3, c − 1, an ordinal logit model with 

random effects can be specified as follows: 

log[
P(Yij > k)

P(Yij ≤ k)
] = logit(πkij ) =αk +β1Isolationij +β2Ageij +β3Xij + Uj  

where,  

Ykij is the grouped response variable measured at measured at individual 𝑖(𝑖 = 1, … . , 𝑛𝑗) for 

 𝑗th = 1, … . ,135 schools.  As in a fixed effects ordinal logit model, the intercepts αk allow the 

response probabilities πkij =  Pr(Yij > k) to vary across response category k. In this model the 

incorporation of the residual term Uj allow the intercepts to vary across schools with a 

distribution of N~(0,σu
2). Using this approach for the overall intercept allows for subjectivity in 

respondents choices in alcohol use categories by allowing the ordinal scale cutoff points to vary 

across schools. Isolationij denotes variable social isolation; β1represents the coefficient for 

social isolation; and β2X2ij represents the row vector for control variables included in this study. 
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Table 3.1 Descriptive statistics (percentage or mean with SD) for outcomes, 

demographics, and control variables (N=9784) 

 Frequency  Percentage or mean(SD) 

Heavy episodic drinking    

Weekly or more 611 6.24% 

Approaching weekly   439 4.49% 

Occasional  1769 18.07% 

Abstain  6968 71.20% 

Cigarette use    

Daily smoker  1044 10.67% 

Intermittent smoker 1999 20.43% 

Experimental smoker 1060 10.83% 

Non-smoker 5684 58.80% 

Social isolation    

Socially avoidant 235 2.4% 

Actively isolated 676 6.9% 

Socially disinterested 2098 21.4% 

Sociable, Non-isolate 6778 69.3% 

Other network measures   

Centrality  0.83(0.58) 

Peer alcohol use  0.62(0.64) 

Peer cigarette Use   1.05(1.05) 

Additional controls    

Victimization  0.17(.374) 

Family relations index  4.00(0.65) 

Two Parent Family  5321 54.4% 

Parents alcohol use 5679 58.0% 

Parents cigarette use  2759 28.2% 

Low self-control  1.98(0.32) 

Loneliness   0.44(0.69) 

Age (in years)  15.27(1.57) 

Female 5015 51.2% 

Hispanic 1536 15.7% 

Black 21.25 21.7% 

Asian 568 5.8% 

White 5558 56.8% 

< high school 1130 11.5% 

High school graduate 2940 30.0% 

More than high school 5717 58.4% 
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Results 

Table 3.1 shows descriptive statistics for the analytic sample. The sample consisted of 

approximately 9784 adolescents dispersed across 122 schools. In Wave II, the majority of youth 

did not engage in heavy episodic drinking (71.2%) or cigarette use (58.8%). Almost one-third of 

were considered intermittent or daily smokers (31.1%), whereas experimental smokers made-up 

one-tenth (10.83%) of the analytic sample. Close to 20% reported occasional heavy episodic 

drinking. In terms of isolation, 21.4% of adolescents were considered socially disinterested, with 

actively isolators and socially avoidant youth comprising 6.9% and 2.4% of the sample, 

respectively. The majority of adolescent in the sample were sociable (69.3%), female (51.2%), 

white (56.8%), lived in a two-parent household (54.4%), had parents with more than a high 

school diploma (58.4%), and parents that consume alcohol (58%).  

 

Multivariate results  

Tables 3.2 and 3.3 assess whether various types of social isolation at Wave I influence heavy 

episodic drinking and cigarette use at Wave II. Table 3.2 presents the odds ratios of being in a 

higher category of heavy episodic drinking rather than a lower category. As Model 1 illustrates, 

different types of social isolation have a varying effect on heavy episodic drinking. Using the top 

heavy episodic drinking category as an example, the odds of being a weekly or more heavy 

episodic drinker decreased by 31% [100(.69-1)] for socially avoidant youth compared to sociable 

youth. Conversely, the odds for weekly or more heavy episodic drinking increased by 20% 

[100(1.20-1)] for socially disinterested youth compared to sociable youth. The patterns remain 

consistent in Model 2 when accounting for violent victimization. After controlling for other risk 
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Table 3.2 Random effects ordinal logit odds ratios for heavy episodic drinking 

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3  Model 4  Model 5 

 OR(SE)  OR(SE)  OR(SE)  OR(SE)  OR(SE) 

Social isolation sub-type (sociable)          

Socially avoidant   .69(.13)*  .68(.13)*  .70(.14)+  .69(.14)+  .69(.14)+ 

Actively isolated   .85(.09)  .85(.09)  .84(.09)+  .82(.08)+  .82(.08)+ 

Socially disinterested  1.20(.07)**  1.19(.07)**  1.15(.07)*  1.14(.07)*  1.15(.07)* 

Other network measures          

Peer alcohol use 1.81(.07)***  1.79(.06)***  1.76(.06)***  1.74(.06)***  1.75(.06)*** 

Centrality 1.18(.05)***  1.20(.05)***  1.23(.05)***  1.25(.05)***  1.26(.05)*** 

Additional controls           

Age 1.25(.03)***  1.25(.03)***  1.24(.03)***  1.25(.03)***  1.25(.03)*** 

Gender           

Female (male) .88(.04)**  .95(.05)  .88(.04)**  .85(.04)***  .86(.04)** 

Race/ethnicity (white)          

Hispanic  .94(.08)  .92(.08)  .95(.08)  .94(.08)  .94(.08) 

Black .48(.04)***  .47(.04)***  .44(.04)***  .45(.04)***  .46(.04)*** 

Asian  .48(.06)***  .48(.06)***  .48(.06)****  .48(.07)***  .48(.07)*** 

Parent’s education (>high school)          

< high school .94(.08)  .93(.08)  .87(.07)  .85(.07)*  .85(.07)* 

High school graduate 1.02(.06)  1.01(.06)  .98(.05)  .97(.05)  .97(.05) 

Victimization   1.79(.11)***  1.66(.10)***  1.54(.10)***  1.54(.10)*** 

Family relations     .62(.02)***  .73(.03)***  .73(.03)*** 

Family structure (other family structures)          

Two parent household     1.06(.06)  1.03(.05)  1.03(.05) 

Parents alcohol use     1.23(.06)***  1.26(.06)***  1.26(.06)*** 

Low self-control       2.26(.18)***  2.31(.19)*** 

Loneliness          .96(.03) 

σ2
u .37(.06)***  .38(.07)***  .39(.07)***  .39(.07)***  .39(.07)**** 

# of observations  9784  9784  9784  9784  9784 

+ p< .10.          

* p< .05.          

** p< .01.          

*** p<.001.          
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Table 3.3 Random effects ordinal logit odds ratios for cigarette use 

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3  Model 4  Model 5 

 OR(SE)  OR(SE)  OR(SE)  OR(SE)  OR(SE) 

Social isolation sub-type (sociable)          

Socially avoidant   .85(.13)  .86(.13)  .90(.14)  .88(.14)  .88(.14) 

Actively isolated   1.00(.09)  .99(.09)  .97(.08)  .96(.08)  .96(.08) 

Socially disinterested  1.23(.07)***  1.21(.07)***  1.17(.07)**  1.18(.07)**  1.18(.07)** 

Other network measures           

Peer cigarette use 1.61(.03)***  1.59(.04)***  1.54(.03)***  1.52(.03)***  1.52(.03)*** 

Centrality 1.00(.04)  1.02(.04)  1.05(.04)  1.07(.04)+  1.07(.04)+ 

Additional controls          

Age 1.07(.02)***  1.07(.02)***  1.06(.02)**  1.07(.02)***  1.07(.02)*** 

Gender (male)           

Female 1.07(.04)  1.16(.05)***  1.08(.05)+  1.05(.05)  1.05(.05) 

Race/ethnicity (white)          

Hispanic  .74(.06)***  .72(.06)***  .76(.06)***  .75(.06)***  .75(.06)*** 

Black .43(.03)***  .42(.03)***  .40(.03)***  .40(.03)***  .40(.03)*** 

Asian  .70(.07)***  .70(.08)***  .71(.08)**  .72(.08)**  .71(.08)** 

Parent’s education (>high school)          

< high school 1.10(.08)  1.10(.08)  .99(.07)  .97(.07)  .97(.07) 

High school graduate 1.17(.06)***  1.16(.06)**  1.08(.05)+  1.08(.05)  1.08(.05) 

Victimization   1.90(.11)***  1.76(.10)***  1.62(.09)***  1.62(.09)*** 

Family relations     .67(.02)***  .80(.03)***  .80(.03)*** 

Family structure (other family structures)          

Two parent household     .96(.04)  .92(.04)+  .92(.04)+ 

Parents cigarette use     1.34(.06)***  1.32(.06)***  1.32(.06)*** 

Low self-control       2.63(.19)***  2.60(.19)*** 

Loneliness          1.02(.03) 

σ2
u .17(.03)***  .17(.03)***  .17(.03)***  .18(.03)***  .18(.03)*** 

# of observations  9784  9784  9784  9784  9784 

+ p< .10.          

* p< .05.          

** p< .01.          

*** p<.001.          
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and protective factors, the relationship between active isolation and heavy episodic drinking 

reduced to marginal significance in Models 3-5. The relationship between socially disinterested 

youth and heavy drinking remained significant with a slight amount of attenuation when 

controlling for risk and protective factors.  

Table 3.3 shows the odds of being in a high cigarette use category rather than a lower 

category. Models 1 through 5 demonstrate that only one form of social isolation was 

significantly different from sociable youth for cigarette use. Using the top cigarette use category 

as an example, the odds of being a daily smoker increased by 18% [100(1.18-1)] for socially 

disinterested youth compared to sociable youth (Model 5).  In Tables 3.2 and 3.3, I also include a 

number of risk and protective factors associated with youth alcohol and cigarette use. An 

increase in violent victimization, parent’s alcohol and cigarette use, and low self-control 

increased the odds of being in high categories of heavy episodic drinking and cigarette use rather 

than lower categories. Results also indicate that an increase in family relations was protective for 

both heavy episodic drinking and cigarette use. Finally, substance using peers consistently 

predicted heavy episodic drinking and cigarette use, whereas an increase in centrality was only 

positively and significantly related to heavy episodic drinking.   

 

Discussion  

Alcohol and cigarettes are the two of the most widely abused substances among youth. Early use 

of both substances can have a detrimental impact on the health and wellbeing of youth as they 

transition to adulthood. Alcohol and cigarette use among youth have largely been viewed as 

behaviors that are driven by peer influence. Scholars consistently demonstrate that youth with 

substance-using peers are likely to engage in similar behaviors. As a result, scholars have been 



 

47 

 

quick to discount the relevance of youth that display isolative tendencies when exploring 

phenomenon seen as social in nature. While a growing body of work has discovered a unique 

link between social isolation and some risk behaviors, most studies on this relationship have used 

relatively rudimentary measures of youth social isolation. 

To add greater nuance to research on youth social isolation and substance abuse I use 

nationally representative network data to construct a measure of social isolation that included 

three distinct network forms of social isolation and a group representing sociable youth. I then 

examine the effect types of social isolation have on heavy episodic drinking and cigarette use 

when compared to sociable youth. Loneliness studies among young adults find various types of 

perceived solitude prompt different coping responses. Young adults perceived to be chronically 

lonely tend to be more vulnerable to risk-taking behaviors such as alcohol use, whereas young 

adults who experience temporary moments of loneliness adopt less harmful coping strategies. In 

a similar fashion, I argue that different types of youth social isolation elicit different responses to 

heavy episodic drinking and cigarette use when compared to sociable youth.  When compared to 

sociable youth, findings revealed that heavy episodic drinking and cigarette use are not 

distributed uniformly across isolation types, providing support for my proposed hypotheses. 

Socially disinterested youth were more vulnerable to heavy episodic drinking when compared to 

sociable youth. These patterns remained consistent even when accounting for relevant risk and 

protective factors. These findings run counter to previous studies that suggest alcohol use among 

youth is driven primarily through socializing and party culture. This suggests that some youth 

may engage in alcohol use independent of peer influence. 

Results also suggest that socially avoidant youth are less likely to engage in heavy 

episodic drinking when compared to sociable youth. This significant difference diminished once 
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I account for various behavioral and structural mechanisms related to the family. Thus, it appears 

that the family plays a meaningful role in the relationship between social isolation and heavy 

episodic drinking. Parent’s alcohol use substantially increased the odds of heavy episodic 

drinking, whereas increased family relations acts as a protective factor.  

Although previous research portrays all socially isolated youth as most at-risk for 

cigarette use, my findings reveal that there are no significant differences in cigarette use for 

socially avoidant and actively isolated youth when compared to sociable youth. Conversely, the 

odds for increased cigarette use were consistently higher for socially disinterested youth when 

compared to sociable youth. This difference in cigarette use remained consistent even after 

accounting for relevant risk and protective factors. It is also important to note that peers alcohol 

and cigarette use consistently predicted both outcomes. An increase in centrality, however, only 

increased the odds of heavy episodic drinking.  

There are several strengths of this study that provide new insight into the role of social 

isolation on alcohol and cigarette use among youth, such as using a large nationally 

representative sample, a longitudinal design, and the incorporation multiple isolation subtypes. 

But this study does have some important limitations. First, heavy episodic drinking and cigarette 

use only constitute two dimensions of youth risk-taking behavior. Future studies should explore 

other risk-taking behaviors, such as violence, suicide, unhealthy dietary behaviors, physical 

inactivity, and other types of drug use (e.g., cocaine, ecstasy, prescription drugs).  Second, the  

heavy episodic drinking and cigarette use measures were both based on self-reports. Although 

many studies demonstrate the validity of self-reported alcohol and cigarette use measures 

(Campenelli, Dielman, and Shope 1987; Davis, Thake, and Vilhena 2010), others find that self-

reported alcohol and cigarette use is significantly underreported (Stockwell, Zhao, Chikritzhs, 
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and Greenfield 2008). Third, complete friendship data were only collected in Wave I of the in-

school survey. Therefore, the measure for social isolation is limited to Wave I of the Add Health. 

Peer networks during adolescence evolve and adapt over time and are also influenced by 

increased alcohol and cigarette use as youth age into adulthood (Ali, Amialchuk, and Nikaj 

2014). Future analysis of repeated isolation and alcohol and cigarette use measures might yield 

insights into the relationship between isolation and alcohol and cigarette use as both change over 

time.  

Despite these limitations, this study illustrates that the link between social isolation and 

alcohol and cigarette use is not uniform across different forms of isolations. Youth that are 

socially disinterested, within the context of the school, are significantly more at-risk for engaging 

in alcohol and cigarette use, whereas other types of isolation show no differences in use or low 

odds of use when compared to sociable youth. Results from this study also confirm previous 

findings that illustrate the importance of substance using peers and other types of social position 

when investigating adolescent alcohol and cigarette use. Substance use prevention programs that 

target some types of social isolation, youth with substance using peers, and youth with increased 

social status may attenuate the negative effect of these social positions and relationships during 

adolescence.  
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CHAPTER 4 

SOCIAL ISOLATION, STRAIN, AND YOUTH VIOLENCE 

 

Introduction 

Youth violence is a major health, social, and financial concern. In 2011, young people ages 10 to 

24 committed more than three-fourths (76.70%) of all violent crimes in the United States 

(Bureau of Justice Statistics 2014). Violent offenders are at-risk for a number of poor health and 

social outcomes such as depression, emotional distress, teen pregnancy, economic dependence 

(welfare), unstable unemployment, separation and divorce, and early death (Buka, Stichick, 

Birdthistle and Earls 2001; Woodward, Fergusson, and Horwood 2001; Offord and Bennet 1994; 

Sampson and Laub 1990). Youth violence also has a considerable financial cost on society. 

Reports indicate that medical and work loss costs resulting from youth violence exceed 20 billion 

dollars each year (Office of Juvenile Justice and Prevention 2014). 

Given the grave health, social, and economic consequences of youth violence, 

scholarship has increasingly focused attention on risk and protective factors associated with 

violent delinquency. One such factor is peer delinquency. Guided by socialization theories 

(Akers 1998; Sutherland 1947), scholars argue delinquent peers provide both the opportunity 

structure and normative environment to commit violent acts. Decades of scholarship have 

confirmed these assertions, finding that delinquent peers, including extreme forms (eg. gang 

membership), consistently and robustly predict youth violence (Haynie 2001; Haynie and 

Osgood 2005; Henry, Tolan, and Gorman-Smith 2001; Reingle, Jennings, and Maldonado-

Molina 2012). Absent from the extant literature on youth violence has been a focus on socially 

isolated youth. With much emphasis on the importance of peers, researchers have been quick to 

discount the relevance of youth with limited or no network ties.  
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Most youth are able to develop and maintain peer relationships during adolescence, but a 

small portion either are unable to establish friendships or prefer solitude.  Roughly 10 percent of 

adolescent youth are socially isolated from their peers (Vaquera and Kao 2008). Studies have 

linked youth social isolation to a number of poor social and academic outcomes, such as unstable 

careers (Rubin, Chen, McDougall, Bowker, McKinnon 1995), delayed life transitions (Gest 

1997; Kerr, Lambert and Bem 1996), peer rejection and victimization (Stewart and Rubin 1995; 

Nelson, Rubin, and Fox 2005) and academic difficulties and school refusal (Coplan and Prakash 

2003). Marginalized youth are also at  an increased risk for a myriad of negative health and 

mental health outcomes such as low self-worth (Rubin, Chen, McDougall, Bowker, and 

McKinnon 1995), depression (Rubin et al. 1995; Ueno 2005), anxiety (Vasa and Pine, 2006; 

Coplan, Prakash, O’Neil, and Armer 2004), loneliness (Prior, Smart, Sanson, and Oberklaid 

2000), physical abuse (Elliot, Cunningham, Linder, Colangelo, and Gross 2005) and suicide 

(Bearman and Moody 2004).  

The dearth of scholarship on social isolation and delinquency generally finds that isolated 

youth are less at risk for engaging in delinquent behavior. These findings, along with others from 

peer delinquency studies, have led researchers to suggest that delinquency is primarily driven by 

social interaction, exposure and imitation. Although these studies have yielded important insights 

into the role of peers and social position, most do not consider that social isolation may take 

different forms which may be differentially associated with violent behavior.  

In the present study, I draw on elements of general strain theory (Agnew 1992) to 

theorize the effects various types of social isolation have on violent behavior when compared to 

sociable youth. Using peer network data from National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to 

Adult Health (Add Health), I then develop a measure that includes three distinct types of social 
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isolation, along with a fourth group representing sociable youth (non-isolated youth). Using 

Waves I and II of the Add Health, I examine the relationship between types of isolation and 

violent delinquency. Studies suggest that negative experiences and relationships may produce 

strain that lead to delinquent behavior for marginalized youth (Kreager 2004). Building on this 

work, I examine whether various forms of strain moderate the relationship between types of 

isolation and violent delinquency. Finally, because studies consistently show gender variation in 

criminal offending, I test my hypotheses across gender.   

 

Theory and Background 

Social Learning Theory 

Delinquency scholars generally utilize key elements of social learning theory when attempting to 

explain peer relations and youth violence. At the core of social learning theory is the notion that 

violent behavior is learned through social relationships. Sutherland (1947) argued that the 

transference of delinquent behaviors occurs within intimate friendship networks where attitudes 

concerning the appropriateness of delinquent behavior are discussed and modeled. Akers and 

colleagues (Akers 1968, 1977; Akers, Krohn, Lanza-Kaduce and Radosevich 1979; Burgess and 

Akers 1966) expanded this initial position, outlining various mechanisms by which the learning 

process takes place. This more general model rests on the concept of differential reinforcement, 

which is the idea that behavior is influenced by rewards and punishments. Groups controlling the 

major sources of rewards and punishments expose others to different behaviors and define 

normative behavior. Based on this framework, learning theorists argue violence delinquency is 

learned through a reciprocal process of exposure, imitation of peers, and the observation of 

positive and negative consequences. In terms of marginalized youth, researchers often assume 
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socially isolated youth are less prone to delinquent behavior due to a lack of opportunity, 

reinforcement, and modeling of behavior. Delinquent peer groups emerge as one of the strongest 

predictors of individual delinquent behavior, providing continued empirical support for social 

learning theory.  

 

General Strain Theory 

General Strain Theory (Agnew 1992; Agnew 2006, Agnew 2001), an extension of 

Merton’s (1938) theory of structural strain, focuses on a myriad of negative relationships and 

conditions which produce strain that must be managed. Relationships and conditions that 

produce strain include loss of positive stimuli, the presentation of negative stimuli, and goal 

blockage. The strain associated with these negative events and relationships produce emotions 

such as anger and frustration (negative affect) that youth feel compelled to alleviate or reduce, 

potentially through delinquent behavior (Agnew 1992). Delinquency is only one of many coping 

mechanisms that youth can utilize when experiencing strain. In an extension of general strain 

theory, Agnew (2001) theorized that youth are less prone use delinquency as a coping 

mechanism when self-efficacy, social support, positive peer association, and positive morals and 

values are present. 

 Certain types of strain are also more likely to lead to delinquency then others. Agnew 

argued that events  higher in magnitude (severe), perceived to be unjust, associated with low 

self-control, and events that create pressure or incentive to engage in delinquent behaviors, all 

produce strain likely lead to delinquent behavior. From a general strain perspective, the strain 

associated with youth social isolation are high magnitude and may be perceived to be unjust but 

because marginalized youth spend little time with peers who model, reinforce, and provide 
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opportunities to engage in delinquent behaviors, strain associated with isolation is weakly related 

to delinquent behavior (Agnew 2006). 

 

Social Isolation and Delinquency  

The existing literature on social isolation and delinquency generally find support for both social 

learning theory and general strain theory. Tolone and Tieman (1990) find high school seniors 

who report low social involvement were less at risk for delinquent behavior when compared to 

youth with increased social activity. In a similar study of adolescents between the ages of 11 and 

17, Demuth (2004) shows that self-reported loners were less delinquent when compared to youth 

who reported having friends. One criticism of using perceptions of social position is the inability 

to account for received or reciprocated friendships. For instance, a respondent may perceive 

themselves to have friends; yet, no one in the school may reciprocate the sentiment. Without the 

inclusion of reciprocated and received nominations, scholars are unable to provide a complete 

picture of social positions and group hierarchies.   

Recognizing limitations associated with self-reported social position, studies have 

increasingly relied on social network data to examine peers dynamics and delinquent behavior 

(Haynie and Kreager 2013). Instead of relying on perceptions of social position and status, 

network data allows for more objectivity, taking into account sent, received, and reciprocated 

nominations from the entire roster of students within a school. This approach allows scholars to 

map out detailed network structures and identify status positions in group hierarchies (Luke and 

Harris 2007).  Moreover, network analysis stresses the interdependence between social ties and 

the impact these ties have on social behaviors, such as violent delinquency (Papachristos 2011).  
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Peer network studies present similar findings to studies that rely on perceptions of social 

position. Using a subsample of Add Health data, Haynie (2002) shows socially isolated youth 

were no more likely to engage in delinquent behaviors when compared non-isolated youth; 

confirming previous findings on peer attachment and delinquent behavior (Demuth 2004; Tolone 

and Tieman 1990).  In the only study to date examining network isolation and violent 

delinquency directly, Haynie and South (2005) include network social isolation as a potential 

mediator for the relationship between residential mobility and violence. The authors find  

socially isolated youth exhibit an increase in violence initially but the significant relationship 

diminished when including other potential mediators and control variables. Findings also show 

that social isolation did not mediate the relationship between mobility and violent behavior. 

Although, the death of studies on marginalized youth and delinquency provide support for social 

learning and strain theories, no study to date has attempted to disaggregate youth social isolation 

into various types.  

Studies, mostly in developmental psychology, find youth are isolated for a number of 

reasons. Some youth may be in a state of self-imposed isolation. These youth, often referred to as 

social withdrawn youth, generally fall into two categories: social disinterest and social 

avoidance. Socially disinterested youth reject peer interaction because of a lack of motivation to 

engage in social relationships. In other words, these youth have the ability to engage in 

meaningful relationships but choose to remain in solitude (Coplan et al. 2004). Socially avoidant 

youth exhibit a combination of poor social skills and high avoidance motivations (Asendorpf 

1993). That is, these youth avoid contact with the broader peer network and prefer to remain in 

isolation. Others may be forced into a state of isolation as a result of peer rejection. These youth 

are often referred to as active isolators (Rubin, 1982; Rubin & Asendorpf, 1993). 
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 Currently studies that lend support to social learning theory and general strain theory, 

assume isolates are a homogenous group. Social isolation is generally defined as youth lacking 

all relationships, compared to youth with ties (Haynie 2002; Kreager 2004). Combing social 

isolates into one group, discounts important differences in motivations and experiences tied to 

other types of marginalized youth. For instance, youth that have been rejected by their peers have 

been linked to a number of poor behavioral outcomes, including behaviors related violent 

delinquency. 

 

Peer Rejection, Aggression, and Lethal School Violence 

Peer rejected youth, also known as active isolators, have been studied extensively in 

development psychology. Within this body of work some have attempted to establish personality 

sub-types associated with peer rejection, such as “rejected-aggressive”, “aggressive-nonrejected” 

and “rejected-withdrawn” (Bierman, Smoot, and Aumiller 1993; Bierman and Wargo 1995).  

Others argue peer rejection is not a personality trait but a characteristic of peer group dynamics 

(Olweus 1989). In this study I adhere to the latter perspective. I argue that peer rejection is a 

circumstance which may exert stressors eventually leading to antisocial behavior, a position 

consistently supported in empirical studies.  

Across a number of studies, peer rejected youth are shown to be at increased risk for 

aggressive behavior (Dodge et al. 2003; London, Downey, and Bonica, 2007; Prinstein and La 

Greca 2004). Aggression among peer rejected youth can be both hostile and unprovoked, as well 

used as a problem solving mechanism (Coie, Dodge, Terry, and Wright 1991). Studies find these 

patterns to be consistent overtime, demonstrating that that as peer rejection increases as youth 

age so does aggressive behavior (Kupersmidt, Burchinal, and Patterson 1995).  
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Lethal school violence research substantially increased after the school shootings at 

Columbine high school in the late 1990’s. Across a myriad of cases studies peer rejection was 

identified as contributing factor for lethal school violence (Burgess, Garbarino, and Carlson 

2006; Kimmel and Mahler 2003; Larkin 2007), along with others such as availability of guns 

(Newman and Fox 2009), poor mental health (Mcgee and DeBernardo 1999), and family neglect 

(Fox and Levin 2003). For example, investigating cases of school shootings from 1995 to 2001, 

Leary and colleagues (2003) find that in 12 of 15 incidences, perpetrators had been the subject of 

malicious teasing and bullying. This line of inquiry has received notable criticism from other 

scholars. Some argue the narrow focus on high profile school shootings ultimately perpetuate 

misconceptions of casual factors related to lethal school violence (Muschert 2007) and provide 

little contribution to the overall study of crime and delinquency (Kleck 1999). Despite these 

criticisms, results from this body of work do provide support for the assertion that peer rejection 

is related to some types of violent behavior. 

In an effort to bridge the disjointed peer rejection and general social isolation research, 

Kreager (2004) investigated the role of peer conflict on the relationship between network 

isolation (isolate vs. non-isolate) and property crime and gang affiliation. Guided by 

criminological theory, Kreager argued the stress associated with negative peer relationships 

increases delinquency among social isolates. The author finds support for this assertion, 

demonstrating isolated youth with no peer trouble were less likely to join a gang and commit 

fewer property crimes, whereas isolated youth with peer trouble had a higher probability of 

joining a gang and increased property crime when compared to sociable youth. Although these 

findings highlight the importance of strained peer relationships when examining the interplay 

between isolation and delinquency, the study does not adequately address the heterogeneity that 
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exists among marginalized youth. The binary classification for network isolation assumes 

isolated youth have similar motivations and experiences tied to their social position.  

 

General Strain Theory, Types of Social Isolation, and Violent Delinquency 

Although general strain theory does not explicitly acknowledge sub-types of social 

isolation, and the potential effects differences in types of isolation may have on violent 

delinquency, the core tenants of the framework can be useful in understanding the role types of 

isolation have on violent behavior among adolescents. As mentioned previously, the core focus 

of general strain theory is on negative relationships and conditions that produce strain. Based on 

findings from the extant literature on peer rejection and aggression and lethal school violence, I 

argue that youth who are actively attempting to integrate into a network but have been 

unsuccessful (i.e. active isolators) may engage in violent delinquency in order to alleviate 

frustration and anger tied to their social position. Active isolators may also use violence as a 

mechanism to move out of their marginalized position. This assumption is based on research that 

suggests aggression plays an important role in moving up the status hierarchy in schools (Faris 

2012). 

The different motivations and circumstances tied to youth in a self-imposed isolation (i.e. 

socially withdrawn) may also illicit different levels of anger and frustration that increase the 

proclivity for coping in a violent rather than non-violent way. Among socially withdrawn youth, 

studies document distinct differences in social and behavioral outcomes. For instance, studies 

find socially avoidant youth to have the highest levels of social anxiety and depression when 

compared to other marginalized youth (Coplan, Rose-Kransor, Weeks, and Kingsbury 2013). 

Similar studies find that among college students, those with the highest level of shyness and 
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lowest levels of sociability report the greatest anxiety (Mounts et al 2006). In contrast, research 

shows socially disinterested children spend more time in solitude but do not show significant 

differences in both social and cognitive abilities when compared to sociable children (Coplan, 

Prakash, O’Neil, and Armer 2004; Harris et al. 1997). Socially disinterested children also do not 

differ from their sociable counterparts in terms of school avoidance and loneliness (Coplan and 

Weeks 2010).  

In studies among adults the strain associated with various types of loneliness elicit 

different coping responses. Adults considered chronically lonely tend to adopt coping 

mechanisms that can have detrimental health effects, such as alcohol use (Cacioppo et al., 2000; 

Hawkley and Cacioppo 2010). In contrast, adults with temporary episodes of loneliness engage 

in active coping strategies such as talking with family and friends and attending religious 

services (Heinrich and Gullone 2005; Wilson and Moulton 2010). Differences in motivations and 

experiences, as well as differences in social and behavioral outcomes among isolated youth, 

suggests isolation types may cope and perceive their marginalized position differently, which  

may illicit varying behavioral responses to strain associated with isolation when compared to 

sociable youth.  For these reasons, I test the following hypothesis:  

 

Hypothesis 1: Due to differences in motivations, experiences, and perceptions of marginalized 

position violent delinquency will vary across isolation sub-types, compared to sociable youth.  

 

Social position is not the only circumstance that produces strain among adolescents. During this 

developmental stage, youth reach sexual and physical maturity, test the boundaries of self-

reliance, develop more sophisticated social and cognitive skills, and establish educational goals 
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that impact future earning and career opportunities (Harris 2002). Agnew (2006b) posits that 

during this turbulent period, youth are exposed to a myriad of negative circumstances and 

relationships that have the potential to produce strain. The loss of positive stimuli may include 

events such as loss of a family member or changing residential location, which may result in a 

change in school. Presentation of negative stimuli includes events such as violent victimization 

and delinquent peers. Finally, goal blockage may include poor academic performance or 

obtaining and maintaining peer friendships. For instance, strain associated with low social 

control (eg. parental abuse), negative school experiences, peer aggression, and failure to achieve 

core goals are theoretically linked to delinquency (Agnew 2001). I argue that other negative 

circumstances and relationships associated with adolescents can compound the strain 

experienced by types of socially isolated youth, leading to violent behavior. Based on this 

assertion, I test the following hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 2: Strain measures will moderate the effect of social isolation on violent delinquency 

when compared to sociable youth.  

 

Criminologists generally agree that the majority crimes are committed by men (Steffensmeier, 

Schwartz, Zhong, and Akerman 2005). Utilizing the core tenants of general strain theory Broidy 

and Agnew (1997) explain the gender-crime gap focusing on various types of strain, emotional 

responses to strain, and other conditioning factors. Broidy and Agnew argue that men and 

women experience different types of strain. For instance, women are more likely to experience 

gender based discrimination, behavioral restrictions, extensive familial demands, and various 

types of victimization, whereas men are more vulnerable to financial and employments based 
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strain, as well as experience more peer relationship problems (De Coster and Zito 2010; Grisso et 

al. 1999; Jang 2007).  The authors also theorize that men and women have different emotional 

responses to strain. For instance, men are more likely to respond to strain with anger, whereas 

women respond to strain with co-occurring emotions such as guilt and anxiety (Mirowsky and 

Ross 1995).  Although, women are vulnerable to anxiety and guilt, women also tend to have 

more access to emotional social support that encourages positive coping strategies. Broidy and 

Agnew (1997) argue differences in types of strain experienced, emotional responses to strain, 

and conditioning factors, such as emotional support networks, explain the gender-crime gap.   

 

Hypothesis 3: Due to distinct gender differences in types of strain experienced and responses to 

strain, the effect of types of isolation on violence will vary by gender.  

 

Data and Methods 

This study uses Waves I and II of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult 

Health, a nationally representative sample of approximately 20,000 adolescents in grades 7-12,  

attending 132 schools in 1994-1995 (Wave I). Add Health is a multistage cluster sample with 

schools as the primary sampling unit. The sampling frame included 80 high schools, stratified by 

region, school size and type, racial/ethnic composition, grade level, and curriculum. Feeder 

schools for each high school were included when available, resulting in 132 schools in the final 

sample. At Wave I an in-school survey was administered to every student present on the day of 

the interview (N=90,118), followed by an in-home interview (N=20,745) of randomly selected 

students from the in-school survey. Baseline interviews from the in-home interviews were 

followed by in-home interviews in 1996 (Wave II) with the original Wave I respondents 
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(N=14,738).  For inclusion in the analytic sample, respondents must have had valid responses for 

all measures included from Waves I and II and had valid sampling weights. The final analytic 

sample included 10662 adolescent from 122 schools. 

 

Dependent variable  

Violence delinquency was measured using 6 items from the Wave II in-home survey. Students 

were asked, how often in the last 12 months they had used or threatened to use a weapon to get 

something from someone, injured themselves or others in a serious physical fight, pulled a knife 

or gun on someone, and shot or stabbed someone. Response categories for all items ranged from 

0 “never” to 2 “More than once”. Violent delinquency was calculated as the sum of the 6-items 

with higher scores representing increased violent behavior (Chronbach α=.73).  

 

Social isolation was derived from the Wave I friendship section of the in-school survey. 

Adolescents were asked to nominate 5 of their closest male and female friends for a total of 10 

friends. Students were instructed to place named friends from their respective school rosters in 

ascending order, starting with their best male and female friend. If a student nominated a friend 

that was not on the roster, respondents were then asked if the nominated friend did indeed go to 

the school, attended the feeder school, or did not attend either school. In order to construct valid 

peer network measures, only students who completed the in-school questionnaire and appeared 

on the school roster were able to be considered for nomination. All students who completed a 

questionnaire were given an identification number, allowing for all friendship nominations given 

to a student to be traced back to the identification number. 



 

63 

 

Two basic network measures, in-degree (# of sent nominations), and out-degree (# of 

received nominations), were used to measure various types of social isolation. Using these 

measures, I constructed a nominal measure that characterizes three types of social isolation. The 

first two forms of isolation represent subtypes (social avoidance and social disinterest) of social 

withdrawal, youth in a self-imposed isolation. Youth were categorized as socially avoidant if 

they did not receive nominations or send any nominations. This is a structural acknowledgement 

of a lack of motivation to engage in friendship, coupled with a broad rejection by peers in the 

nomination process. Socially disinterested youth received friendship nominations but had no 

students to nominate as friends. This form of social withdrawal is a clear indication of an 

unwillingness to acknowledge friendships; yet, received nominations make it possible to engage 

in peer interaction when necessary. Youth considered to be in active isolation had friends to 

name; yet, did not receive nominations. These youth are considered to be in active isolation in 

the sense that they perceive themselves to have friends but have been rejected by the school 

nomination process. All three forms of social isolation were dummy coded with sociable youth 

(students with sent and received nominations) serving as the reference.  

 I include five measures of strain measured at Wave I: school-based strain, educational 

strain, victimization, suicidal behavior of friends/family, and peer conflict.  According to general 

strain theory, strains associated with school and educational goals are likely to increase the 

proclivity for violent delinquency. Within schools youth are subject to a myriad of rules, placed 

under competitive pressure, and constantly evaluated. Negative perceptions and experiences, 

such as low grades, peer conflict, and disliking school, produce strain that must be managed 

(Agnew 2005).  School based strain includes three questions asking whether the respondent felt 

close to people at school, felt like being part of the school, and felt happy at school. Initial 



 

64 

 

responses ranged from 1 (“strongly agree”) to 5 (“strongly disagree”). School based strain was 

measured as the average of the three items (Chronbach α=.71) with larger values representing 

higher levels of school based strain. 

Educational strain includes three items: asking the responded whether they had trouble 

getting along with teachers, paying attention in school, and getting homework done during the 

academic year. Initial responses ranged from 0 (“Never) to 4 (“Everyday”). Educational strain 

was operationalized as the average of the three items, with larger values indicating higher 

educational strain (Chronbach α=.67). Peer trouble was measured using the question “In the past 

12 months, how often have you had trouble getting along with other students”.  Response 

categories ranged from 0 (“never”) to 4 (“everyday”).  

Suicidal behavior among friends and family measures whether a friend or family member 

tried or succeeded in killing themselves in the last 12 months (1=yes, 0=otherwise). Broidy and 

Agnew (1997) theorize that knowing a close member family member or friend has committed 

suicide or attempted suicide can produce significant strain, especially for women. A loss or 

potential loss of a close member or friend is also particularly relevant to socially isolated youth 

who have little to no social support in the school.  

Agnew (2001) argued violent victimization is a type of strain that meets all criteria (.i.e. 

severe, unjust, low self-control, incentive/pressure) for delinquent behavior. Studies also suggest 

exposure to violence is widespread among youth, with the majority of youth reporting being 

exposed to some form of violence in their lifetime (Finkelhor, Ormrod, Turner, Ormrod, Hamby 

and Kracke 2009).  Violent victimization measured how often respondents had a knife or gun 

pulled on them, been shot, cut or stabbed, or jumped in the last 12 months. Response categories 

for all items ranged from 0 (“never”) to 2 (“more than once”).  Violent victimization represents 
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the average of the five-items with higher values representing increased victimization (Chronbach 

α=.73).  

 I include to measures that capture negative affect: low self-control and depressive 

symptoms. Low self-control uses 21-items that account for a respondent’s temperament, ability 

to stay focused, attention level, and self-centeredness. Similar low self-control measures have 

been used in Add Health studies and the measure has been found to be reliable and contain only 

one latent construct (Beaver, DeLisi, Mears, and Stewart 2009; Beaver, Boutwell, and Barnes 

2014). Low self-control scores were calculated as the mean of the 21-items with higher score 

representing less self-control (Chronbach α=.66). Depressive symptoms was operationalized 

using 19 items from the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression (CES-D) scale. Original 

responses ranged from 1 (“never”) to 4(“every day”). Depressive symptoms scores were 

calculated as the mean of 19-items with greater scores representing higher depression 

(Chronbach α=.77).   

 I also include controls for aspects of social learning theory (Akers 1998) and another 

prominent criminological theory, social control (Hirschi 1969). Peer violence, a core factor of 

social learning theory, was also measured using the peer network data from the Wave I in-school 

survey. Peer violence was calculated as the average response of all friends in each peer network 

to the question “in the past year, how often have you gotten into a physical fight?” Responses 

categories ranged from 0 (“never”) to 4 (“more than seven time”).  Unfortunately, the measure 

for peer violence does not include all of the same items included in dependent variable. The in-

school survey, where peer networks measures are derived from, did not include questions 

assessing peer violent behaviors. Although, peer violence does not include all of the same items 

included in the violence scale, physical fighting is considered a serious act of violence and has 
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been used in previous Add Health studies (Haynie and Payne 2006; Haynie, Silver, and Teasdale 

2006).  

Social control theory is based on the assumption that all humans are born with innate 

hedonistic tendencies (eg. aggression) that ultimately lead to deviant behavior; however, most 

control these urges through the prosocial bonds formed through the family, school, and peers that 

restrain them from engaging in delinquent behavior. Family relations, a common measure of 

family bonds, included six items from the following statements: (1) “your parent cares about 

you”, (2) “people in your family understand you”, (3) “you and your family have fun together”, 

(4) “your family pays attention to you”, (5) “how close do you feel to your father” and (6) how 

close do you feel to your mother. Scores were calculated as the mean of the 6 scores, with higher 

scores representing increased family relations (Chronbach α=.77).  

 I control for a number of individual-level demographic and familial factors that are 

theoretically and empirically related to both youth social isolation and violent behavior. 

Demographic and familial characteristics include age, gender, race/ethnicity, parent’s education, 

public assistance, and family structure. I control for a respondents age by calculating the 

difference between interview month and year and year and month of birth. Gender was 

operationalized in terms of biological sex (1=Female). Race and ethnicity was measured using 

respondents self-reported racial and ethnic background: Latino, African American, Asian, and 

Non-Hispanic White (reference). Parent’s education was measured used three dummy variables: 

less than high school, high school graduate, and more than a high school diploma (reference). 

Welfare measured whether a respondents parents received public assistance such as, welfare 

(1=yes, 0=otherwise). Family structure indicates that respondent was living in a two-parent 

household or not at the time of interview (1=yes, 0=otherwise). 
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Analytic strategy 

I begin by presenting percentages of key descriptive statistics by isolation sub-type (socially 

avoidant, actively isolated, and socially disinterested) and sociable youth. Following these 

descriptive analyses, I conduct multivariate analyses. An initial baseline model examines the 

effect of youth isolation on violent delinquency at Wave II, controlling for general strain 

measures and other covariates. Subsequent models add, seriatim, interaction terms for types of 

isolation and strain measures. I also include separate tables using the same modeling strategy for 

males and females in order to examine gender differences.  

For the dependent variable (violent delinquency), a large proportion of respondents did 

not report any acts of violence. Therefore, the measure is overdispersed. In order to account for 

the highly skewed nature of the dependent variable, I estimate a series of survey corrected 

negative binomial regressions to predict violent delinquency at Wave II. I also include a lagged 

dependent variable and lagged covariates in order to account for problems associated with 

causality. All covariates, which include the lagged dependent variable, were from Wave I, 

whereas the dependent variable was from Wave II.  All analyses adjust for the clustered nature of 

the Add Health sampling design. In order to account for unequal probability of selection due to 

oversampling based on race, disability, and siblings, all analyses are weighted using post-

stratification weights. 
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Table 4.1 Descriptive statistics (percentage or mean with SD) for violent delinquency, 

strain types, and control variables (N=10662) 

 Frequency Percentage or Mean(SD) 

Violent Delinquency Wave II  0.67(.02) 

Violent Delinquency Wave I  0.47(.02) 

Isolation Types    

Socially avoidant 257 2.03% 

Actively isolated 726 6.60% 

Socially disinterested 2341 24.53% 

Sociable  7338 66.84% 

Strains    

School strain  2.80(.02) 

Educational strain  3.27(.05) 

Peer trouble  0.91(.02) 

Family/Friends suicidal behavior 780 7.67% 

Victimization   0.22(.01) 

Negative affect    

Low self-control  2.03(.01) 

Depressive symptoms   0.56(.01) 

Controls    

Peer violence  0.78(.02) 

Age   15.02(.12) 

Female 5517 50.36% 

Hispanic 1712 10.98% 

Black 2339 15.90% 

Asian 791 4.08% 

White  5820 69.04% 

Two biological parents 5250 52.11% 

< high school 1284 11.53% 

High school 3199 32.84% 

> High school 6179 55.63% 

Public assistance 3695 33.83% 

Family relations   4.02(.01) 
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Table 4.2 Estimates for negative binomial regression models predicting violent delinquency (n=10662) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Isolation types       

Socially avoidant .25(.14)+ .15(.49) .65(.30)* .17(.23) .31(.15)* .36(.17)* 

Active isolation .19(.17) -.67(.38)+ .24(.26) .03(.31) .18(.18) .22(.21) 

Social disinterest .20(.08)** -.09(.18) .34(.14)** .33(.10)*** .21(.08)** .29(.08)*** 

Strains       

School strain .02(.01)+ .01(.01) .03(.01)+ .02(.01)+ .02(.01)+ .02(.01)+ 

Educational strain .06(.02)*** .06(.02)*** .08(.02)*** .06(.02)*** .06(.02)*** .06(.02)*** 

Peer trouble .06(.03)+ .06(.03)+ .06(.03)+ .09(.04)** .06(.03)+ .06(.03)+ 

Suicide .13(.11) .13(.11) .13(.11) .12(.11) .17(.12) .13(.11) 

Victimization  .32(.05)*** .32(.05)*** .32(.05)*** .32(.05)*** .32(.05)*** .42(.06)*** 

Negative affect       

Low self-control .11(.18) .11(.18) .11(.18)  .11(.20) .11(.18) .10(.18) 

Depression .01(.10) .01(.10) .01(.10) 1.00(.10) .01(.10) .01(.10) 

Controls       

Peer violence .23(.06)*** .23(.06)*** .23(.06)*** .23(.06)*** .23(.06)*** .24(.06)*** 

Age -.09(.02)*** -.09(.02)*** -.09(.02)*** -.09(.02)*** -.09(.02)*** .91(.02)*** 

Female -.49(.07)*** -.49(.07)*** -.49(.07)*** -.49(.07)*** -.48(.07)*** .62(.04)*** 

Hispanic .43(.09)*** .42(.09)*** .43(.09)*** .43(.09)*** .43(.09)*** .44(.09)*** 

Black .29(.09)** .28(.09)** .29(.09)** .28(.09)** .29(.09)** .28(.09)** 

Asian .12(.25) .11(.25) .13(.25) .15(.25) .13(.25) .11(.25) 

Two biological parents -.13(.08) -.15(.08)+ -.13(.08) -.13(.08) -.13(.08) -.12(.08) 

< high school .09(.12) .09(.12) .09(.12) .09(.12) .09(.12) .09(.12) 

High school .22(.08)** .22(.08)** .22(.08)** .22(.08)** .22(.08)** .22(.08)** 

Stamps  .01(.10) .01(.10) .01(.10) .01(.10) .01(.10) .01(.10) 

Family relations -.14(.05)** -.14(.05)** -.14(.05)** -.15(.05)** .87(.05)** -.14(.05)** 

Violence Wave I .37(.02)*** .37(.02)*** .37(.02)*** .37(.02)*** .37(.02)*** .37(.02)*** 

Types of isolation and strain       

Socially avoidant *school strain  .01(.07)     

Active isolation*school strain  .10(.05)*     

Social disinterest*school strain  .04(.02)+     

Socially avoidant *educational strain   -.12(.07)    

Active isolation*educational strain   -.01(.04)    

Social disinterest*educational strain   -.04(.03)    

Socially avoidant *peer trouble    .07(.17)   

Active isolation*peer trouble    .14(.15)   

Social disinterest*peer trouble    -.14(.07)*   

Socially avoidant *suicide behavior     -1.36(.67)*  
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Active isolation* suicidal behavior     .17(.50)  

Social disinterest*suicide behavior     -12(.23)  

Socially avoidant *victimization       -.32(.02) 

Active isolation*victimization       -.08(.23) 

Social disinterest*victimization       -.25(.09)** 

Constant 0.58(.07) .57(.07) .57(.07) .58(.07) .57(.07) .57(.07) 

Ln alpha 61.16*** 59.02*** 56.12*** 54.81*** 56.29*** 56.23*** 

F statistic  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Note: Statistical significance: †p< .10, *p< .05, ** p< .01, *** p<.001(two-tailed tests) 

 

Table 4.3 Estimates for negative binomial regression models predicting violent delinquency by gender  

Female violent delinquency  

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Isolation types       

Socially avoidant .46(.25)+ -.67(1.41) 1.16(.55)* .43(.36) .56(.26)* .45(.30) 

Actively isolated .21(.25) .67(.54) .20(.33) -.22(.26) .29(.26) .19(.25) 

Socially disinterested .22(.11)* .42(.30) .05(.22) .22(.15) .26(.18)** .22(.11) 

Strains       

School strain .03(.02)+ .03(.02)+ .03(.02)+ .03(.02)+ .03(.02)+ .03(.02)+ 

Educational strain .09(.03)** .09(.03)** .08(.03)* .09(.03)** .09(.03)** .09(.03)** 

Peer trouble .10(.05)+ .10(.05)+ .10(.05)+ .07(.06) .10(.05)+ .10(.05)+ 

Suicide .14(.15) .14(.15) .14(.15) .16(.15) .26(.18) .14(.15) 

Victimization  .42(.09)*** .42(.08)*** .43(.09)*** .42(.09)*** .43(.09)*** .42(.11)*** 

Types of isolation and strain       

Socially avoidant*school strain  .13(.18)     

Actively isolated*school strain  .11(.07)     

Socially disinterested*school strain  -.03(.03)     

Socially avoidant*educational strain   -.26(.15)+    

Actively isolated*educational strain   .01(.07)    

Socially disinterested*educational strain   .05(.05)    

Socially avoidant*peer trouble    .02(.34)   

Actively isolation*peer trouble    .40(.18)*   

Socially disinterested*peer trouble    -.01(.10)   

Socially avoidant*suicide behavior     -1.80(.75)*  

Actively isolated*suicidal behavior     -.99(.84)  

Socially disinterested*suicide behavior     -.25(.31)  

Socially avoidant *victimization       .05(.43) 

Actively isolated*victimization       .09(.46) 
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Socially disinterested*victimization       -.01(.15) 

 

Male violent delinquency  

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Isolation types       

Socially avoidant .09(.16) .45(.56) .36(.30) .09(.23) .13(.16) .17(.19) 

Actively isolated .16(.21) -.70(.46) .22(.36) .03(.40) .08(.22) .20(.27) 

Socially disinterested .18(.08)* -.43(.24)+ .43(.19)* .35(.13)** -.06(.18)+ .32(.11)** 

Strains       

School strain .01(.02) -.03(.02) .01(.02) .01(.02) .01(.02) .01(.02) 

Educational strain .05(.02)** .05(.02)** .08(.02)** .05(.02)** .05(.02)** .05(.02)** 

Peer trouble .03(.04) .03(.04) .03(.04) 1.01(.02) .03(.04) .03(.04) 

Suicide .06(.17) .04(.17) .06(.17) .03(.17) -.06(.18) .07(.17) 

Victimization  .27(.06)*** .27(.06)*** .26(.06)*** .26(.06)*** .26(.06)*** .39(.08)*** 

Types of isolation and strain       

Socially avoidant*school strain  -.05(.07)     

Actively isolated*school strain  .10(.05)*     

Socially disinterested*school strain  .07(.03)**     

Socially avoidant*educational strain   -.07(.07)    

Actively isolated*educational strain   -.02(.06)    

Socially disinterested*educational strain   -.06(.04)+    

Socially avoidant*peer trouble    .01(.15)   

Actively isolation*peer trouble    .09(.18)   

Socially disinterested*peer trouble    -.18(.09)*   

Socially avoidant*suicide behavior     -1.07(.85)  

Actively isolated*suicidal behavior     1.02(.60)+  

Socially disinterested*suicide behavior     .12(.31)  

Socially avoidant *victimization       -.20(.23) 

Actively isolated*victimization       -.10(.25) 

Socially disinterested*victimization       -.34(.10)*** 
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Results 

Descriptive statistics  

Table 4.1 presents weighted descriptive statistics for all variables included in the analytic 

sample. In Wave II, the average adolescent engaged in just .67 violence acts in Wave II, a slight 

increase from Wave I (.47).  Approximately one-third of adolescents were in marginalized social 

positions at Wave I (33.16%). Of the social isolation sub-types, socially disinterested youth made 

up the largest group (24.53%), followed by actively isolated youth (6.6%), and socially avoidant 

youth (2.03%). In terms of gender, the sample is roughly split between males and females. 

Results from Table 4.1 also reveal that the average adolescent is sociable, white, lives in a two-

parent household, have parents with more than a high school diploma, have relatively high 

school strain, as well as high family social relations.  

 

Multivariate results  

Table 4.2 presents results examining the extent to which various types of social isolation, 

compared to sociable youth predict violent delinquency. Model 1 examines the effect of types of 

social isolation on violent delinquency, net general strain measures and other controls. Results 

from this model demonstrate that the number of violent acts increased by 22% [((exp(.20))-

1*100] for socially disinterested youth compared sociable youth. No significant differences in 

the number of violent acts were found between the remaining isolation sub-types and sociable 

youth.  

The subsequent models in Table 4.2 evaluate the potential moderating effect various 

types of strain have on the isolation-violence relationship. Model 2 of Table 4.2 shows that for 

actively isolated youth an increase in school strain increased violent delinquency by 11% 
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[((exp(.01+.10))-1*100] . Model 4 shows that for sociable youth, a unit increase in peer conflict 

is associated with a 9% [((exp(.09))-1*100] increase in violent delinquency, whereas as a one 

unit increase in peer conflict decreased violent delinquency by 4% [((exp(.09+-.14))-1*100]  for 

socially disinterested youth. Model 5 illustrates that socially avoidant youth reporting suicidal 

behavior among family or friends decreased the number of violent delinquent acts by 

approximately 70% [((exp(.17+-1.36))-1*100]. In the final model of Table 4.2, socially 

disinterested youth and sociable youth who reported an increase victimization are positively and 

significantly associated with violent delinquency. A rise in victimization increased violent 

delinquency by 52% for sociable youth and 18% for socially disinterested youth, respectively.  

 Table 4.3 presents results disaggregated by gender. For parsimony, I provide abbreviated 

results for the main effects, along with interaction terms testing potential strain moderators for 

the isolation and violent delinquency relationship. Full tables are included in Appendix A and B. 

Model 1 demonstrates that both socially disinterested males and females are more likely to 

engage in violent delinquent acts when compared to sociable youth. These findings suggest that 

there are no significant gender differences, in the isolation-violence relationship, when 

accounting for strain, negative affect, and other controls.  The inclusion of interaction terms, 

however, presents notable gender differences in the isolation-violence relationship. For instance, 

an increase in school strain is significantly and positively associated with violent delinquency for 

actively isolated and socially disinterested males but not for females. In model 4, results illustrate 

that violent delinquency increased for actively isolated females with an increase in peer trouble, 

but not for actively isolated males. In contrast, an increase in peer conflict was significantly and 

negatively related to violent delinquency for socially disinterested males, not socially 

disinterested females. Model 5 illustrates that family/friend suicidal behavior does not have a 
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significant moderating effect on the relationship between isolation types and violence for males, 

but for socially avoidant females, violent delinquency decreased when there was reported 

family/friend suicidal behavior. In the final model, sociable youth with an increase in 

victimization are significantly and positively related to violence for both males and females. For 

socially isolated youth, an increase in victimization increased violent delinquency for socially 

disinterested males but not for females. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Results from this study provide several important findings regarding marginalized youth, general 

strain theory, and violent delinquency among youth. First, when accounting for various 

marginalized positions, socially isolated youth comprise a much larger portion of the school 

population than previously documented. Studies generally find that isolated youth makeup 

roughly 10% of the population (Demuth 2004; Haynie 2002; Kramer and Vaquera 2011; Keager 

2004), but my findings reveal one-third of adolescent were in marginalized positions in Wave I. 

Socially disinterested youth constituted the largest proportion among socially isolated youth. 

Guided by elements of general strain theory, I theorized that types of isolation, compared 

to sociable youth, will have a varying effect on violent delinquency, due to differences in 

motivations, experiences, and perceptions of marginalized positions. Furthermore, we argue that 

various negative circumstances and relationships associated with adolescence will compound the 

strain experienced by types of isolated youth, moderating the isolation-violent delinquency 

relationship. Finally, using Broidy and Agnew’s (1997) extension of general strain theory, we 

argue that due to differences in types of strain experienced and responses to strain, the isolation-

violence relationship will vary by gender.  
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Consistent with my first hypothesis, results show socially disinterested youth are more 

prone to violent delinquency when compared to sociable youth. This finding diverges from 

previous studies, where scholars find social isolates to have lower levels of delinquency or show 

no significant differences in delinquency when compared to sociable youth (Haynie 2002; 

Demuth 2004; Tolone and Tieman 1990). We find no other significant differences in violent 

delinquency for the remaining isolation types compared to sociable youth. These pattern 

remained consistent for both males and females. 

Although initial estimates provide no evidence of gender differences, results investigating 

the notion that various strains condition the isolation-violence relationship, show notable 

differences across isolation type and gender. We find actively isolated youth who experience 

school strain engage in more violent behaviors. This pattern remained for males but not for 

females. Furthermore, results show that social disinterested males with school strain are more 

likely to engage in violence, but not females. Socially disinterested youth are also more 

susceptible to violence when reporting an increase in victimization. We find a similar pattern for 

males but not females. For females, actively isolated youth with peer trouble are more likely to 

engage in violent behavior. Violent victimization increased the capacity for violent delinquency 

for socially disinterested and sociable youth, a pattern that remained for males but not females.  

Although that we generally find that an increase in various types of strain are positively 

related to violence for some isolation types, strain can decrease the risk for violent behavior for 

some marginalized youth. For instance, socially avoidant youth engage in fewer violent acts 

when reporting suicidal behavior among family and friends. This patterns remained for females 

but not for males. We observe a similar pattern for socially disinterested youth with an increase 

in peer trouble for the overall sample and males. 
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Overall findings from this study suggest that the relationship between social isolation and 

violent delinquency is not a “one size fits all”. Various motivations and experiences tied to 

isolation types influence violent behavior differently.  Furthermore, various negative experiences 

and relationships play a substantial role in the isolation-violence relationship and these patterns 

vary by gender.    

Future research can build on the findings of this study by addressing some limitations. 

First, violent behavior only represents one type of delinquency. Future studies should investigate 

a greater range of delinquent behaviors, such as property crime, and alcohol and drug use. 

Second, complete friendship data was only collected in Wave I of in-school survey, which does 

not allow for the observation of how isolation types evolve and adapt over time. Future research 

would benefit from longitudinal peer network data that can capture the evolution of peer status 

and violent behavior as youth age. A final limitation of this study, and an area for future 

research, involves the incorporation of other types of strain associated with adolescence. For 

instance, Add Health has few measures that capture chronic stress or personal discrimination. A 

more comprehensive inventory of strain types may provide more insight into the role of strain on 

the isolation-violence relationship.  

Despite these limitations, this study’s development of multiple types of social isolation, 

application of general strain theory, and use of nationally representative panel data, provide new 

insight into the relationship between youth isolation and violent behavior. Findings call into 

question traditional assumptions concerning the homogeneity of socially isolated youth, along 

with the argument that youth isolation is inversely related to delinquent behavior. Findings from 

this study illustrate that some types of marginalized youth are more risk for violence, when 

compared to sociable youth, and other negative experiences and circumstances associated with 
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adolescence influence the isolation-violence relationship. In a time when violent behavior among 

youth is of prominent concern, results underscore important nuances in the isolation-violence 

relationship.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 

For over a century sociologists have argued that peer interactions have a substantial impact on 

the socialization process of youth (Cooley 1902). However, it is only in recent years that social 

scientists have begun to focus on the developmental significance of peer relations and adolescent 

health and wellbeing. Using sophisticated social network techniques, scholars have been able to 

identify how various network structures and social positions influence risk-taking behaviors such 

as alcohol and cigarette use. Although peer network studies continue to provide interesting 

insight into the role of peer relations on adolescent health, scholars have yet to examine how 

immigrant peer networks and youth in various marginalized positions influence risk-taking 

behaviors. This dissertation addresses these limitations in three studies.  

In Chapter 2, I focus on the interplay between immigrant peer structures and alcohol 

misuse. Immigrants comprise a substantial portion of the youth population. Approximately 23 

percent of all children living in the United States are foreign born, a number expected to surpass 

30 percent within the next 25 years (Passel 2011). Furthermore, children of immigrants are the 

fastest growing, most diverse demographic group in the United States (Keller and Harker 2008). 

As of 2010, more than 20 percent of all children enrolled in public schools were considered 

children of immigrant parents (Camarota 2012). With children of immigrants and foreign born 

youth continuing to grow and diversify the racial and ethnic landscape of American schools, 

processes of adaptation and their relation to that health and wellbeing of immigrant youth have 

been the subject of considerable empirical study (Bui and Thongniramol 2005; Bui 2012; Gans 

1992; Hussey et al. 2007; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Rumbaut 1997; Willgerodt and Thompson 

2006). Grounding my analysis in sociological theories of generation, I contribute to this body of 
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work by demonstrating that generational peers play a significant role in alcohol misuse among 

immigrant youth and how these patterns vary across race/ethnicity and gender. Findings from 

this study suggest that generational peers are a unique form of social capital that reduce the risk 

for alcohol misuse for some immigrant youth. Results from also contribute to the broader 

theoretical discourse concerning social ties among immigrant groups. 

In the remaining analytic chapters I examine the role types of youth isolation have on 

adolescent risk-taking. Recently, increased attention has also been placed on socially isolated 

youth with calls for new research examining the long-term trajectories of forms of social 

isolation and adolescent health (Walkup and Rubin 2013). These calls for new research are a 

response to recent school shootings and violent acts, where perpetrators reportedly exhibited 

isolative behaviors. While prior social isolation research has established that isolators are likely 

to experience negative behavioral and social outcomes, most do not address the significant 

heterogeneity that exists among marginalized youth. In this dissertation I develop a more 

comprehensive understanding of marginalized youth by developing a multidimensional network 

measure of social isolation and the effect various types of isolation have on alcohol and cigarette 

use and violent delinquency. 

Chapter 3 focuses specifically on the relationship between types of isolation and heavy 

episodic drinking and cigarette use when compared to sociable youth. Previous scholarship on 

social position and adolescent risk-taking generally find that the least and most visible youth are 

more vulnerable to cigarette use, while youth with increased social status are most at risk for 

alcohol use. This study adds greater nuance to research on youth isolation and substance use by 

demonstrating that some types of isolated youth are more at-risk for alcohol and cigarette use, 

whereas others show decreased use or no significant differences in substance use when compared 
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to sociable youth. For instance, socially disinterested youth were at an increased risk for heavy 

episodic drinking compared to sociable youth. On the other hand, socially avoidant youth had 

lower odds of heavy episodic drinking compared to sociable youth. Actively isolated showed 

only marginal or no differences in heavy episodic drinking. These findings run counter to 

previous research that suggests alcohol use among youth is driven primarily through socializing 

and party culture. This study also advances our understanding of the risk of social isolation on 

cigarette use. Although the extant scholarship consistently shows that socially isolated youth are 

most at-risk for cigarette use, findings from this study reveal that there are no significant 

differences in cigarette use for socially avoidant and actively isolated youth when compared to 

sociable youth. Conversely, the odds for increased cigarette use were consistently higher for 

socially disinterested youth when compared to sociable youth.  

The final analytical chapter of this dissertation focuses on the interplay between types of 

isolation and violent delinquency. Few studies have directly examined the role of youth social 

isolation and violence. The dearth of scholarship in this area has focused on general delinquency 

(i.e. property crime) constructs and find that socially isolated youth are inversely related to 

delinquency. These findings, along with scholarship on delinquent peers, have led researchers to 

conclude the delinquency is primarily driven peer relationships, exposure to delinquency, and 

imitation. To date, most studies do not consider that social isolation may take different forms 

which may be differentially associated with violent behavior. Drawing on elements of general 

strain theory, I examine the relationship between types of isolation and violent delinquency. I 

also examine whether various forms of strain moderate the isolation-violence relationship and 

whether these patterns are gendered. One key finding is that socially disinterested youth engage 

in more violent events when compared to sociable youth. Findings from this study also suggest 
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that various types of strain play a significant role in the isolation-violence relationship and that 

these patterns are gendered.  

This dissertation has a number of limitations that should be considered in future research 

on adolescent peer relationship and health risk behaviors. First, the peer network data used in all 

three studies was collected in 1994. Over the last two decades, peer relationships in schools have 

changed. Youth have greater access to technology, programs, and services that allow youth to 

engage in peer relationships. Although, I have no reason to believe that the results from these 

studies are period specific, future studies should attempt to replicate and build on the findings 

from these studies. Unfortunately, the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult 

Health remains the only data source with nationally representative peer network data, as well as 

repeated measures for substance use and violent delinquency.  

Another limitation of this dissertation relates to the selected health risk behaviors. 

Alcohol misuse, cigarette use, and violent delinquency only constitute three dimensions of youth 

risk-taking behavior. Future studies should explore other risk-taking behaviors, such as suicide, 

unhealthy dietary behaviors, physical inactivity, and other types of drug use (e.g., cocaine, 

ecstasy, prescription drugs).  Furthermore, all health risk behavior measures were based on self-

reports. Although many studies demonstrate the validity of self-reported alcohol, cigarette use, 

and violence measures (Campenelli, Dielman, and Shope 1987; Davis, Thake, and Vilhena 

2010), others find that health risk behaviors are significantly underreported (Stockwell, Zhao, 

Chikritzhs, and Greenfield 2008). Although Add Health attempted to reduce non-responses and 

increase reporting accuracy by using self-administered audi-CASI (Wright, Aquilino, and Supple 

1998), these potential limitations should be considered when interpreting findings from this 

dissertation. 
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Despite these limitations, the three studies that comprise this dissertation advance our 

understanding of the role various social positions and peer group formations have on adolescent 

risk-taking behavior. This dissertation also provides both theoretical and empirical foundations 

for future studies on immigrant populations and youth marginalized in schools. For instance, 

using sociological theories of generations findings from Chapter 2 suggest that generational 

peers are a distinct form of social capital that reduce the risk for alcohol misuse among 

immigrant youth. Although, the generational habitus framework was specifically applied to 

generational peers and alcohol misuse, this framework can used to examine other areas 

associated with immigrant adaptation, such as networks within immigrant enclaves and 

economic opportunity.  

Findings from this dissertation also lay the groundwork for future research on social 

isolation and mental health. Sociologists have long been concerned with the link between the 

lack of social relationships and poor mental health. Dating back to Durkheim, scholars find 

isolative behaviors are related to decreased psychological wellbeing, which is directly related to 

suicidal thoughts and behaviors. Although the scholarship on peer relationships and mental have 

emphasize the importance of relationships, contemporary network studies data demonstrate the 

link between peer networks and mental health is more nuanced. In recent years, studies find that 

poor mental health restricts access to networks leading to various forms of isolation and 

depression homophily (Schaefer, Kornienko, and Fox 2011). Building on this idea and finding 

from this dissertation, it remains unclear whether depressive symptoms leads to various forms of 

isolation and whether types of isolation increase the risk for depressive symptoms as youth 

emerge into adulthood.  
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Building on the extant literature on peer relations and adolescent health, findings from the 

three studies contained in this dissertation contribute to existing research on immigrant youth, 

peer networks, social isolation, and adolescent health behaviors. Findings from this dissertation 

also provide a number of new avenues for research and provide practitioners with evidence of 

new protective and risk factors that should be taken into consideration when designing new 

programs to reduce alcohol use, cigarette use, and violent delinquency among youth.  
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Appendix A. Estimates for negative binomial regression models predicting female violent delinquency  
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Isolation types       

Socially avoidant .46(.25)+ -.67(1.41) 1.16(.55)* .43(.36) .56(.26)* .45(.30) 

Actively isolated .21(.25) .67(.54) .20(.33) -.22(.26) .29(.26) .19(.25) 

Socially disinterested .22(.11)* .42(.30) .05(.22) .22(.15) .26(.18)** .22(.11) 

Strains       

School strain .03(.02)+ .03(.02)+ .03(.02)+ .03(.02)+ .03(.02)+ .03(.02)+ 

Educational strain .09(.03)** .09(.03)** .08(.03)* .09(.03)** .09(.03)** .09(.03)** 

Peer trouble .10(.05)+ .10(.05)+ .10(.05)+ .07(.06) .10(.05)+ .10(.05)+ 

Suicide .14(.15) .14(.15) .14(.15) .16(.15) .26(.18) .14(.15) 

Victimization  .42(.09)*** .42(.08)*** .43(.09)*** .42(.09)*** .43(.09)*** .42(.11)*** 

Negative affect       

Low self-control -.19(.28) -.19(.28) -.20(.28) -.15(.28) -.20(.28) -.19(.28) 

Depression .19(.15) .20(.15) .20(.16) .21(.15) .19(.15) .19(.15) 

Controls       

Peer violence .23(.09)** .23(.09)** .23(.09)** .23(.09)** .23(.09)** .23(.09)** 

Age -.15(.04)*** -.15(.04)*** -.15(.04)*** -.15(.04)*** -.15(.04)*** -.15(.04)*** 

Hispanic .44(.16)** .43(.15)** .45(.16)** .42(.16)** .43(.15)** .43(.15)** 

Black .34(.14)* .33(.14)* .33(.14)* .32(.13)* .33(.14)* .33(.14)* 

Asian -.44(.20)* -.44(.20)* -.45(.20)* -.42(.20)* -.44(.20)* -.44(.20)* 

Two biological parents -.15(.13) -.16(.13) -.15(.13) -.15(.13) -.15(.13) -.15(.13) 

< high school .02(.14) .02(.14) .01(.14) .02(.14) .02(.14) .02(.14) 

High school .15(.09) .15(.09) .15(.09) .16(.09)+ .15(.09) .15(.09) 

Stamps  .05(.14) .05(.14) .05(.14) .10(.14) .05(.14) .04(.14) 

Family relations -.10(.07) -.10(.07) -.10(.07) .90(.06)** -.10(.07) -.10(.07) 

Violence Wave I .48(.05)*** .48(.05)*** .48(.05)*** .48(.05)*** .48(.05)*** .48(.05)*** 

Types of isolation and strain       

Socially avoidant *school strain  .13(.18)     

Active isolation*school strain  .11(.07)     

Social disinterest*school strain  -.03(.03)     

Socially avoidant *educational 

strain 

  -.26(.15)+    

Active isolation*educational strain   .01(.07)    

Social disinterest*educational strain   .05(.05)    

Socially avoidant *peer trouble    .02(.34)   

Active isolation*peer trouble    .40(.18)*   

Social disinterest*peer trouble    -.01(.10)   

Socially avoidant *suicide behavior     -1.80(.75)*  

Active isolation* suicidal behavior     -.99(.84)  

Social disinterest*suicide behavior     -.25(.31)  

Socially avoidant *victimization       .05(.43) 

Active isolation*victimization       .09(.46) 

Social disinterest*victimization       -.01(.15) 

Ln alpha .47(.14) .47(.14) .47(.14) .46(.14) .46(.14) .48(.14) 

F statistic  25.56*** 24.26*** 24.36*** 22.52*** 23.53*** 23.16*** 

Note: Statistical significance: †p< .10, *p< .05, ** p< .01, *** p<.001(two-tailed tests) 
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Appendix B. Estimates for negative binomial regression models predicting male violent delinquency 
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Isolation types 
Socially avoidant .09(.16) .45(.56) .36(.30) .09(.23) .13(.16) .17(.19) 

Actively isolated .16(.21) -.70(.46) .22(.36) .03(.40) .08(.22) .20(.27) 

Socially disinterested .18(.08)* -.43(.24)+ .43(.19)* .35(.13)** -.06(.18)+ .32(.11)** 

Strains 

School strain .01(.02) -.03(.02) .01(.02) .01(.02) .01(.02) .01(.02) 

Educational strain .05(.02)** .05(.02)** .08(.02)** .05(.02)** .05(.02)** .05(.02)** 

Peer trouble .03(.04) .03(.04) .03(.04) .09(.02) .03(.04) .03(.04) 

Suicide .06(.17) .04(.17) .06(.17) .03(.17) -.06(.18) .07(.17) 

Victimization  .27(.06)*** .27(.06)*** .26(.06)*** .26(.06)*** .26(.06)*** .39(.08)*** 

Negative affect 
Low self-control .39(.19)* .40(.19)* .39(.18)* .39(.19)* .38(.19)* .40(.19)* 

Depression -.26(.13)* -.26(.13)* -.27(.13)* -.26(.13)* .25(.13)+ -.27(.13)* 

Controls 
Peer violence .21(.07)** .21(.07)** .21(.07)** 21(.07)** .21(.07)** .21(.07)** 

Age -.04(.02) -.04(.02) -.04(.02) -.03(.02) -.03(.02) -.03(.02) 

Hispanic .41(.11)*** .41(.11)*** .42(.11)*** .41(.11)*** .41(.11)*** .44(.11)*** 

Black .25(.10)** .25(.10)** .25(.10)** .25(.10)** .26(.10)** .25(.10)** 

Asian .37(.30) .35(.30) .37(.30) .40(.30) .39(.31) .35(.30) 

Two biological parents -.12(.10) -.13(.10) -.12(.10) -.12(.10) -.10(.09) -.11(.09) 

< high school .16(.17) .15(.17) .15(.17) .14(.16) .15(.17) .15(.17) 

High school .27(.10)** .26(.10)** .27(.10)** .26(.10)** .26(.10)** .26(.10)** 

Stamps  .01(.12) .01(.12) .01(.12) .01(.12) .02(.12) .01(.12) 

Family relations -.15(.08)* -.14(.07)+ -.14(.07)+ -.15(.07)* -.15(.08)* -.14(.07)+ 

Violence Wave I .31(.02)*** .31(.02)*** .31(.02)*** .31(.02)*** .31(.02)*** .32(.02)*** 

Types of isolation and strain 

Socially avoidant *school strain -.05(.07) 

Active isolation*school strain .10(.05)* 

Social disinterest*school strain .07(.03)** 

Socially avoidant *educational strain -.07(.07) 

Active isolation*educational strain -.02(.06) 

Social disinterest*educational strain -.06(.04)+ 

Socially avoidant *peer trouble .01(.15) 

Active isolation*peer trouble .09(.18) 

Social disinterest*peer trouble -.18(.09)* 

Socially avoidant *suicide behavior -1.07(.85) 

Active isolation* suicidal behavior 1.02(.60)+ 

Social disinterest*suicide behavior .12(.31) 

Socially avoidant *victimization  -.20(.23) 

Active isolation*victimization  -.10(.25) 

Social disinterest*victimization  -.34(.10)*** 

Constant .55(.09) .55(.08) .55(.09) .54(.09) .55(.09) .54(.09) 

Ln alpha 30.69*** 27.01*** 27.87*** 27.36*** 26.46*** 27.54*** 

F statistic Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Note: Statistical significance: †p< .10, *p< .05, ** p< .01, *** p<.001(two-tailed tests) 




