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ABSTRACT 
 

Factors Mediating After-School Participation and Delinquency 
 

John A. Whitney 
Department of Sociology, BYU 

Master of Science 
 

 Utilizing Social Control Theory, this study explores the role of participation in After 
School Programs, mentoring relationships, and commitment to school in reducing adolescent 
delinquency.   This study uses local survey data of 556 youth attending Boys and Girls Clubs 
collected from 2010-2012.  The negative binomial regression results indicate that increased club 
attendance is associated with reduced delinquency.  This effect is mediated by the presence of a 
mentor and by the youths’ commitment to school. 
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Introduction 
 

Adolescent delinquency is an ongoing subject of research and debate (Abbey et al. 2006; 

Gottfredson and Soulé 2005; Gottfredson et al. 2004).  Research examining the causes of 

adolescent delinquency has addressed factors as varied as urban environment (Hanlon et al. 

2009), economic disadvantage, and single parenthood (Abbey et al. 2006).  The cost of early 

delinquent activity tends to follow adolescents into adulthood (Hanlon et al. 2009).  Early drug 

use, for instance, can result in usage later in life, as well as low educational attainment and other 

delinquent behaviors (Abbey et al. 2006).  Adolescent delinquency most often occurs in the 

hours following school when youth are regularly unsupervised (Hanlon et al. 2009; Gottfredson 

et al. 2004).  As a result, after school programs (ASPs), in an effort to reduce adolescent 

delinquency, seek to engage youth in productive activities during these critical hours.   

ASPs are designed to reduce delinquency by increasing attachment to school and by 

increasing interaction with mentors and pro-social peers through structured activities where 

adolescents can interact (Hanlon et al. 2009; Gottfredson et al. 2004).  These programs have been 

shown to reduce violent behavior, heavy drinking, sexual intercourse (Hawkins et al. 1999), and 

delinquency (Gottfredson et al. 2004).  Two of the pathways through which ASPs reduce 

delinquent behavior in youth are mentoring-type relationships youth form with adult leaders and 

increased school effort (Molnar et al. 2008; Gottfredson et al. 2004).  This study examines the 

role of mentoring relationships and school effort in mediating the relationship between ASPs and 

delinquency. 

Literature Review 
Delinquency 

 Disruptive behavior in children tends to continue into adolescence and adulthood and is 

the best predictor of adult criminality (Broidy 2003).  Furthermore, the intensity of delinquency 
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tends to increase with time (Hanlon et al. 2009; Gruber & Machamer 2000).  These two trends 

have led researchers to examine the characteristics of youth and structural factors influencing the 

initiation of delinquent behavior and the intensification of already delinquent youth.  For 

example, youth coming from higher socioeconomic status backgrounds are less likely to engage 

in delinquent behavior (Jessor 1995).  Individual-level characteristics such as poor self-esteem 

and low self-control tend to result in higher levels of delinquent behavior (Beaver et al. 2009; 

Chapple 2005; Donnellan 2005).  However, these characteristics are often influenced by youth 

interactions with others.  For instance, youth who experience peer rejection also tend to have 

increased interaction with other troubled youth and report higher levels of delinquent behavior 

(Chapple 2005; Dishion, McCord, and Poulin 1999).  Youth that experience parental violence or 

criminality, have poor attachment to parents, are a member of a gang, and live in disorganized 

neighborhoods or experience racism in their neighborhood all report higher levels of delinquency 

(Hoeve 2012; Reingle 2012; Fletch 2004; Herrenkohl 2000).  Youth involvement in schools can 

also influence delinquent outcomes as youth having low academic performance, low school 

commitment, and low educational aspirations also report higher levels of delinquency (Wong 

2005; Herrenkohl 2000). 

Hirshi’s (1969) Social Control Theory explains why some youth engage in delinquent 

activities whereas others do not.  According to Hirshi’s theory, all people have a natural 

inclination toward deviance as the most immediate means to satisfy desires (Horney, Osgood, 

and Marshall 1995; Wiatrowski, Griswold, and Roberts 1981; Hirshi 1969).  Deviance is reduced 

by social bonds with others which represent an individual’s stake in society (Brezina 1998).  

Without these bonds individuals have less to lose and greater freedom to engage in deviant acts 

(Brezina 1998).   
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Social bonds have four major components: attachment, commitment, involvement, and 

belief (Jang 1999; Wiatrowski et al. 1981; Hirshi 1969).  Attachment refers to the emotional ties 

that youth form with significant others.  Attachment typically centers on the family.  

Commitment is characterized by well-defined goals including aspirations to go to college and 

attaining a high-status job.  Involvement includes participation in activities that are socially 

valued.  Finally, belief includes acceptance of the validity of the central social-value system. 

As adolescents spend the majority of their time interacting with institutions, attachment, 

commitment, involvement, and belief tend to increase.  Three institutions that impact social 

bonds in particular are family, school and peers (Jang 1999).  Individual-level differences or 

changes in the influence of these institutions alter the amount of formal or informal control 

resulting in differing levels of delinquent activity across spans of time.  For instance, 

delinquency tends to decrease when adolescents have a strong attachment to parents, high 

commitment to school, weak attachment to anti-social peers, and strong attachment to pro-social 

peers (Jang 1999; Thornberry et al. 1991; Thornberry 1987).  Having a quality relationship with 

an intimate partner also decreases anti-social behavior (Meeus 2004). 

The importance of each of these institutions and attachments tend to change over time 

resulting in rapid changes in delinquent behavior (Jang 1999; Thornberry et al. 1991; Horney et 

al. 1995).  The importance of parents tends to be strong in early adolescence and decline over 

time (Jang 1999).  Commitment to school, on the other hand, tends to be weak in early 

adolescence and increases into middle adolescence before declining in later adolescence.  

Finally, attachment to delinquent peers is strong in early adolescence and grows stronger in 

middle and late adolescence (Jang 1999). 
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ASP Participation 

One of the primary purposes for which ASPs have been designed is to occupy youth in 

the hours following school during which delinquency peaks (Rorie et al. 2011).  Having extra 

hours of structured activities with supportive staff has been found to provide numerous benefits 

to participants.  For instance, ASPs have been linked to reduced childhood depressive symptoms 

(Fire, Vitulano, and Preddy2011).  Studies examining programs that include parents found that 

parenting styles improved and parents were more involved in their children’s education 

(Webster-Stratton, Reid, and Hammond 2001).  Direct improvements to youth’s academic 

learning have been a particularly recurring result of participation in ASPs.  The results of one 

study indicate that participation is associated with improved self-reported grades, and enjoyment 

and effort in school (Mahatmya and Lohman 2011).  Studies of African American youth find 

participation to be linked to improved GPAs, teacher evaluations, and academic achievement on 

test scores (Hanlon et al. 2009; Martin et al. 2007).  Academic benefits even extend to young 

children (Pierce, Bolt, and Vandell 2010). 

In addition to these benefits, participation in ASPs tends to reduce delinquent outcomes, 

particularly externalizing behavior problems (Fire et al. 2011; Mahatmya and Lohman 2011; 

Martin et al. 2007; Pancer et al. 2007; Crank, Crank, and Christensen 2003; Webster-Stratton, 

Reid, and Hammond 2001; Hawkins et al. 1999).  Webster-Stratton and colleagues (2001) report 

that high risk children who attend ASPs are significantly more likely to fall into normal behavior 

ranges compared to control groups.  Hawkins and colleagues (1999) report that participation 

reduces lifetime prevalence of violent criminal behavior, heavy drinking, sexual intercourse, and 

pregnancy.  ASP participation is also linked to reduced levels of truancy, favorable attitudes 
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toward cheating and smoking and can significantly buffer youth from the effects of poor 

neighborhood settings (Fire et al. 2011; Mahatmya and Lohman 2011).     

The overall effect size of ASP participation on delinquency outcomes tends to be small 

across studies (Hanlon et al. 2009; Crank et al. 2003).  In their study of urban African American 

youth, Hanlon and colleagues (2009) suggest that the small effect sizes may be the result of 

underreporting by delinquent youth since few of the youth admitted to the program reported 

engaging in delinquent activities.  Crank and colleagues (2003) suggest that the limited 

effectiveness of ASPs may be the result of a small number of participants receiving large 

benefits while most experience little to no decline in delinquency.  The study also hypothesizes 

that interventions may occur at a time when delinquency is at a peak.  Subsequent declines in 

delinquency may be the result of a regression toward the mean.  Furthermore, delinquency may 

not be a cumulative experience as suggested in the delinquency literature (Crank et al. 2003). 

The structure of ASPs can also affect the levels of delinquency observed during studies 

(Gottfredson, Cross, and Soulé 2007).  Programs with large amounts of unstructured time tend to 

be less effective because it is during unstructured time that peers are most likely to reinforce 

deviant behavior (Rorie et al. 2011).  These findings are not unanimous, however.  In some 

studies the degree of structured time is unrelated to delinquency or in some cases result in higher 

levels of delinquency due to increased interaction with anti-social peers (Gottfredson, Cross, and 

Soulé 2007; Gottfredson et al. 2004).   

Another possible reason for these ambiguous findings may be that ASPs have less of an 

effect at an individual level than a community level.  For example, communities with a larger 

number of youth organizations are associated with lower levels of exposure to community 

violence (Gardner and Brooks-Gunn 2009).  Lower levels of community violence, in turn, are 
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associated with decreased juvenile delinquency (Buka et al. 2001).  In particular, neighborhoods 

with more organizations and services targeting youth tend to have lower levels of aggressive 

youth behavior (Molnar et al. 2008).  These results occur even if youth do not actively participate 

in the organizations (Gardner and Brooks-Gunn 2009). 

Within the context of Social Control Theory, ASPs are most likely to foster social bonds 

by increasing commitment, involvement, and attachment.  Commitment is increased as youth 

perform better in academic settings and gain aspirations to attend college and attain high-status 

jobs (Wiatrowski et al. 1981).  One of the regular findings from ASP research is increased 

attachment and effort in school as well as improved academic outcomes (Mahatmya and Lohman 

2011; Pierce et al. 2010; Hanlon et al. 2009; Martin et al. 2007).  Involvement is increased as 

youth participate in structured activities provided by ASPs.  This may explain why programs 

with large amounts of unstructured time are less effective at reducing delinquency as it leaves 

youth ample time to be involved with other anti-social youth (Rorie et al. 2011; Gottfredson et al. 

2007).  Attachment is increased as youth form bonds with adult and pro-social peer mentors that 

can provide resources and support that in turn reinforce commitment, involvement and even 

belief in the central social-value system. 

Mentoring Relationships 

One of the mechanisms through which ASPs may influence delinquency is through these 

mentoring relationships or attachments that youth develop with adults.  Studies of mentoring 

relationships find that they yield many of the same benefits that ASP participation does.  Youth 

who report having a mentor experience modest academic benefits, increased school competency, 

and improved self-perception of academic ability though there is no evidence of effect on 

classroom effort or social/personal well-being (Herrera et al. 2011; Langhout, Rhodes, and 
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Osborne 2004; Keating et al. 2002).  Mentoring is significantly related to helping others, school 

attitudes, career attitudes, situational satisfaction, interpersonal relations, motivation, and skill 

competence and development with the largest effects observed for helping behaviors and school 

attitudes (Eby et al. 2008).  School enjoyment and school efficacy improvements persist even 

when exposed to peers who socially discouraged school achievement (Zimmerman, 

Bingenheimer, and Notaro 2002).  Although having a mentor may not be related to reduced 

anxiety or depression, cross-aged mentoring has been effective for improving self-esteem (Eby et 

al. 2008; Karcher 2005; Zimmerman et al. 2002).  Evidence suggests that having a mentor may 

even affect the chances youth have of finding and keeping employment (McDonald et al. 2007). 

Similar to ASP participation, mentoring relationships can have a negative effect on 

adolescent delinquency.  Meta-analytic studies show that having a mentor is negatively related to 

withdrawal behaviors and intentions, deviance, substance use, and psychological stress and strain 

(Eby et al. 2008).  Youth with mentors exhibit less destructive behavior toward themselves and 

others (Keating et al. 2002), less maladaptive behavior (Jackson 2002), lower overall levels of 

problem behavior, lower marijuana use,  and lower levels of non-violent delinquent behaviors 

(Zimmerman et al. 2002). 

Like ASPs, the effect sizes for these outcomes are small with larger effect sizes being 

observed for social, academic, and occupational benefits, than for problem behaviors (Eby et al. 

2008).  One proposed explanation for this phenomenon is that many at-risk youth do not see 

themselves as such, or are dishonest about feelings and behaviors, resulting in underreported 

levels of delinquency (Keating et al. 2002).  Effects may also be small because mentors represent 

only a single positive influence against many possible negative influences (Jackson 2002). Eby 

and colleagues (2008:263) indicate that “…an individual’s decision to engage in substance use 
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may be strongly influenced by peer pressure, access to drugs, parental role modeling, making it 

difficult for a mentoring relationship to have substantial impact.”  Furthermore, adolescents may 

have different understandings of what constitutes a mentor or may misperceive characteristics of 

their mentor.  This is particularly the case with younger mentors wherein protégés overestimate 

misconduct in the mentor resulting in high delinquency (Greenberger, Chen, and Beam 1998).  

These findings may also explain why certain kinds of peer mentoring result in increased 

prevalence of drug use and other illicit activities (Philip and Henry 1996). 

The degree of structure between the mentor and protégé can also impact benefits gained 

through the relationship.  Mentoring relationships that have moderate levels of structured activity 

yield the highest benefits whereas relationships with high levels of structured activities combined 

with unconditional acceptance by the mentor tend to displace other intimate relationships for the 

youth including parents (Langhout et al. 2004).  However, highly structured activities also tend 

to improve social, psychological, and academic outcomes.  Dubois and colleagues (2002) find 

that mentoring program outcomes vary based on a number of factors including whether 

implementation is monitored, if the mentor comes from a background of a helping role or 

profession, if ongoing mentor training is provided, the degree of structured activities for mentors 

and youth, the amount of parental support and involvement, and whether the youth is at-risk or 

not.   

Hirshi’s (1969) Social Control Theory predicts that delinquency is deterred when 

individuals develop social bonds with others thereby increasing the costs of deviance.  As a 

result, factors that predict the strength of mentoring relationships may also determine the degree 

to which they inhibit delinquency.  High costs on the mentor tend to decrease mentor 

commitment and high benefits strengthen it (Allen and Eby 2008).  Mentor commitment in turn 
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is highly predictive of relationship quality between the mentor and the youth and relationship 

sustainability.  Relationship quality also alters the relationship of mentoring to other important 

outcomes (Cavell et al. 2009).  Mentoring relationships are more likely to form based on the 

youth’s perceived ability and potential compared to the perceived need for help (Allen, Poteet, 

and Russell 2000).  Mentors are also more likely to create a relationship with youth that they 

view to be highly or moderately proactive (Hu, Thomas, and Lance 2008).  Protégés with a 

strong achievement orientation (a desire to take on and overcome challenges) and avoidance 

orientation (desire to avoid failure) tend to benefit more from mentoring relationships with 

achievement orientation being the most significant predictor (Hirschfeld, Thomas, and Lankau 

2006).   Perceived attitudinal similarity between the mentor and the youth is also a key predictor 

of both mentor relationship formation and satisfaction across all types of mentoring (Ensher, 

Grant-Vallone, and Marelich 2002).  Higher levels of empathy between mentor and youth are 

associated with higher levels of intimacy and confiding (Philip and Henry 1996). 

These findings may explain in part the small effect size between mentoring and 

delinquency as the youth who are most delinquent are most likely to incur high costs on their 

mentors and are most likely to be viewed as having low potential, are the least likely to be 

proactive, are unlikely to have a strong achievement and avoidance orientation, and are thus the 

least likely to enter into mentoring relationships.  Attitudinal similarity may also vary widely 

across groups of youth, lessening the effectiveness of programs. 

Studies of the effects of ASPs and mentoring relationships on youth outcomes show 

many of the same academic and social benefits including modest decreases in delinquency.  One 

possible reason for this is that both ASPs and mentors create and strengthen bonds by increasing 

attachments to pro-social significant others, commitment to education, involvement in 
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worthwhile conventional activities, and by increasing belief.  Past studies suggest that positive 

peer associations and attachment to pro-social others may even be mediating mechanisms 

explaining the relationship between ASP participation and delinquency (Molnar et al. 2008; 

Gottfredson et al. 2004).   

For example, a study by Molnar and colleagues (2008) examined the relationship 

between ASPs and non-parental mentors but reported that youth only benefit from these 

relationships in the presence of neighborhood resources.  A study by Herrera and colleagues 

(2011) examining Big Brother/Big Sister programs reported no relationship between ‘special 

adults’ and delinquent outcomes.  However, the short duration of interaction, structured context, 

and instrumental nature of the relationship make it unlikely that mentors qualified as a special 

non-parental adult.  Meta-analytic studies of youth mentoring programs like the Boys and Girls 

Clubs find that participation is significantly related to withdrawal behavior, school attitudes, and 

interpersonal relations which in turn may predict delinquent outcomes (Eby et al. 2008). 

Commitment to School 

 Social Control Theory predicts that as a youth’s commitment to school increases their 

likelihood of being delinquent decreases (Jang 1999; Thornberry 1996).  The relationship 

between school commitment and delinquency often mediates the relationship between both ASPs 

and mentoring relationships and delinquency (Gottfredson et al. 2004).  For instance, Hanlon and 

colleagues (2009) report that ASP participation has no direct effect on behavior, but that the 

observed effect is mediated through education.  Education is effective against both problem 

behavior and substance abuse outcomes.  A study by Zigler, Taussig, and Black (1992) indicates 

that intervention programs emphasizing reduced school failure and improved individual 

competency also affect delinquency.  Although most mentoring studies do not examine 
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commitment to school as a mediating variable between having a mentor and delinquent 

outcomes, numerous studies find that students reporting having a mentor, also report academic 

benefits and increased commitment to school (Herrera et al. 2011; Eby et al. 2008; Langhout, 

Rhodes, and Osborne 2004; Keating et al. 2002; Zimmerman et al. 2002). 

Other Background Characteristics Predictive of Delinquency 

Research indicates that age, gender, race and ethnicity and family structure all predict the 

likelihood and prevalence of adolescent delinquency.  With respect to age, studies show that 

delinquent behaviors are more likely to begin in childhood and tend to continue in to adolescence 

and adulthood and are less likely to begin during adolescence (Broidy 2003).  This finding is 

consistent for both violent and nonviolent delinquency and is the best predictor of adult 

criminality.  Other studies show that violent adolescent crime tends to disappear by the late teens 

and early 20s (Reingle 2012).   

In addition to age, gender is strongly related to adolescent delinquent outcomes with 

males being more likely to engage in delinquency than females (Mahatmya and Lohman 2011; 

Lahey 2006; Broidy 2003; Herrenkohl 2000; Jessor 1995).  Specifically, males are more likely to 

engage in behaviors such as drinking, delinquency, marijuana use, and sexual intercourse (Jessor 

1995).  The gap between males and females tends to increase over time (Herrenkohl 2000).   

An adolescent’s race, family characteristics, and family structure also influence 

delinquent outcomes.  Youth who are Hispanic or Black tend to have higher levels of 

delinquency than whites (Jessor 1995).  Youth who come from disrupted families and families 

with poor family management and family conflict tend to increase the levels of reported 

delinquency (Fletch 2004; Juby 2001; Herrenkohl 2000). 
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 Drawing upon this literature, I examine the relationship between adult mentoring 

relationships at Boys and Girls Clubs and delinquency outcomes.  Boys and Girls clubs are a 

nation-wide after school program.  The primary mission of the club is “to enable all young 

people, especially those who need us most, to reach their full potential as productive, caring, 

responsible citizens” (BGCA 2012).  Boys and Girls clubs strive to improve academic success, 

character and citizenship, and commitment to a healthy lifestyle.  The clubs provide structured 

activities to develop character and leadership skills, enhance education and career knowledge, 

health and life skills, artistic skills, and physical fitness.  Clubs goals include helping youth 

exhibit better academic performance, avoid risky behaviors, participate more frequently in 

healthy pro-social activities, and display behaviors that indicate development of character and 

leadership traits.  Boys and Girls clubs focus primarily on low income youth.  Accordingly, 

membership costs are kept very low with additional funding provided for youth and parents who 

cannot afford regular membership fees. 

 Several key characteristics differentiate Boys and Girls Clubs from other ASPs such as 

Big Brother/Big Sister programs.  Boys and Girls Clubs have full-time paid staff that are placed 

over certain age groups of youth.  Staff members are screened with criminal background checks 

and receive extensive ongoing training.  While the youth that participate at the club come from a 

variety of backgrounds, Boys and Girls Clubs target youth from disadvantaged backgrounds.  

Participation is encouraged from youth as young as 4 to as old as 18.  Long-term participation 

combined with paid staff allows for relationships to develop between staff and youth that may 

not occur with volunteer-based programs such as Big Brother/Big Sister programs. 

Building upon the research of Herrera and colleagues (2011), I examine mentoring 

relationships as a mediating mechanism between ASP participation and delinquency.  Applying 
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Social Control Theory, I also examine the role of commitment to education as a second 

mediating factor between ASP participation and delinquency using data from participants at 

Boys and Girls Clubs in a large metropolitan area of a major western city.  My primary 

hypotheses are as follows: 

Hypothesis 1: Attending Boys and Girls Clubs is negatively associated with delinquency. 

Hypothesis 2: The relationship between club attendance and delinquency is mediated by the 

presence of a mentor. 

Hypothesis 3: The relationship between mentoring and delinquency is mediated by increased 

school commitment. 

 Thus, utilizing data from participants in the Boys and Girls Clubs after school programs, I 

first model the relationship between club participation and delinquency; second I consider the 

mediating influence of developing mentored relationships with staff, followed by mediating role 

of school commitment.  In addition, I include controls for age, race and ethnicity, gender, 

parental education, and family structure. 

Data and Methods 

Sample and Data Collection 

 Data for this study were collected using survey research, which allowed for collecting 

data from the entire local club population.  Because the study examines beliefs and behaviors, a 

survey design is the ideal method.  Cross sectional data were collected at three time points to 

increase response rates and minimize missing data and were collected from children and teens 

attending clubs only in a given month period during the year.  Surveys were collected once per 

year during 2010, 2011, and 2012. 

The form of the survey was a self-administered questionnaire completed by youth 

attending the Boys and Girls club and was distributed and overseen by club staff.  Adequate time 



14 
 

was provided by staff members to allow participants to complete the survey thoroughly.  Data 

collection occurred at each of the clubs over the course of several weeks allowing youth with less 

frequent attendance to complete the survey.  

The survey was developed by the Boys and Girls club to assess a variety of youth 

outcomes including types and frequency of activities participated in at the club, delinquency, 

academic attitudes, moral attitudes, attitudes toward staff members, and self-esteem.   

The population for this study is youth attending Boys and Girls Clubs in the greater 

metropolitan area of a major western city.  Participants from all four clubs in the area were 

surveyed.  The average total number of attendees from all clubs is about 350.   

Measurement Validity and Reliability 

 The delinquency outcome variable is measured by a five item count measure that 

includes self-reported levels of skipping school/truancy, alcohol consumption, smoking, 

shoplifting/theft, and drug use.  The items used to measure delinquency are as follows: In the 

past month, I skipped or cut school; In the past month, other than for religious purposes, I drank 

wine, beer, or hard liquor; In the past month, I smoked cigarettes; In the past month, I took 

something from a store without paying for it; In the past month, I smoked marijuana or used 

drugs.  All of the items were scaled as 0 = No, 1 = Yes.  These measures are frequently used in 

both ASP and mentoring literature as standard measures of delinquency (Herrera et al. 2011; 

Gottfredson et al. 2004; Zimmerman et al. 2002; Greenberger et al. 1998).  Responses for each 

respondent are summed into a total delinquency count variable.  The Cronbach’s Alpha for this 

measure is .801. 

 Club mentoring relationships are measured using seven items.  These items are: Club 

staff care about what happens to me; I can talk to staff about things that are bothering me; Staff 
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at the club try to be fair with kids; Staff at the club understand my interests; Someone at the club 

helps me finish my homework; Club staff and members help me feel proud of myself; and There 

is someone at the club who will listen to me.  Response options for all items are 1= NO, strongly 

disagree, 2= no, disagree, 3= yes, agree, and 4= YES, strongly agree.  The Cronbach’s Alpha for 

mentoring is .850.  Responses were summed into a mentoring construct. 

 Frequency of club attendance is assessed by asking respondents, On average, how many 

days do you come to the club each week?  Response options are 0= Once a week or less, 1= 2 or 

3 days a week, and 2= 4 or more days a week.  Prior research indicates that other measures of 

attendance at ASPs such as length of club membership and the number and types of activities 

provided by the club do not significantly predict delinquent outcomes (Gardner and Brooks-

Gunn 2009; Gottfredson et al. 2004). 

 School commitment is measured by asking respondents, Now thinking back over the past 

year, how often did you try to do your best work in school?  Response options are 0= Never, 1= 

Seldom, 2= Sometimes, 3= Often, 4=Almost Always. 

Age, gender, family structure, parental education, and race/ethnicity are used as control 

variables.  Age is counted in years.  Gender is coded as a dummy variable with 0= Male and 1= 

Female.  Family Structure is measured as dummy variables based on the following categories: 

lives with both parents, lives with step parents, lives with one parent, other family structure.  

Two parent households is the reference category.  Parental education is measured as dummy 

variables based on the following categories: completed grade school or less, some high school, 

completed high school, some college, completed college.  Completed high school is the reference 

category.  Race/ethnicity is measured as dummy variables based on the following categories: 

White, Black, Hispanic, other.  White is the reference category. 
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Missing data is addressed using multiple imputation for the delinquency variables, 

mentoring relationship variables, club participation, school commitment and parental education 

using the respondent’s age, race, gender, and family structure to impute missing values.  Five 

iterations were performed.  Research indicates that multiple imputation is effective when low 

numbers of iterations are performed especially when the level of missing data is small (Graham, 

Olchowski, and Gilreath 2007; Rubin 1996; Rubin and Schenkeer 1986). 

Estimation Procedure 

Descriptive statistics are presented first for the variables in the model.  The dependent 

variable for the model is a count of delinquent acts committed by club attendees which under 

normal circumstances calls for Poisson regression.  However, one assumption of Poisson 

regression is that the mean of the dependent variable equals the variance.  The variance for 

delinquency (1.05) is nearly double the mean (.62) showing clear overdispersion.  Negative 

binomial regression addresses overdispersion by including an extra perimeter in its estimation 

and also addresses the lack of independence between observations (UCLA Statistical Consulting 

Group n.d.; Hoffmann 2004).  The output of negative binomial regression provides IRRs or 

incident rate ratios.  These ratios are the predicted rate of the dependent variable, in this case 

delinquency, occurring during the given time period, which is in the last month.   

 Model one tests hypothesis one by examining the relationship between ASP attendance 

and delinquency.  Model two and three test hypothesis two and three by adding mentoring 

relationships and school commitment respectively.  Model four includes controls to test for 

spuriousness. 
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Results 

 Descriptive statistics for delinquency, club attendance, mentoring relationship, school 

effort and control variables are presented in table 1.  On average, youth at the boys and girls 

clubs report committing less than one of the five delinquent acts measured in the data, though the 

standard deviation (1.03) shows a large amount of variation in reported delinquency.   The most 

commonly reported delinquent acts are truancy and stealing, with 25 percent and 14 percent of 

the sample reporting engaging in these at least once in the past month.  The average attendance at 

the club is between 2 and 3 days a week, and 4 or more days a week.  Most of the youth report 

having strong mentoring relationships, but like delinquency the standard deviation (4.63) 

indicates wide variation in mentoring relationships.  On average, youth at the club report that 

they often try to do their best work in school.   

Table 1 about here 

Just under one third of the sample are white (31 percent), with another 35 percent 

reporting Hispanic ethnicity.  Seventeen percent of the sample are black and eighteen percent 

other races.  The average age for the sample is 11.9 years old.  Fifty-eight percent are male.  

Most of the youth in the sample report coming from a two-parent households (42 percent) or 

from a single-parent household (36 percent).  Just under one third of households have a parent 

who completed college or graduate school (32 percent).  One quarter of the sampled youth 

indicate that a parent has not completed high school.  Delinquency is not particularly prevalent in 

the sample, but club attendance, mentoring, and school effort are commonly reported.  The next 

section examines the relationship between club attendance and delinquency with a focus on the 

mediating role of mentoring and school effort on multivariate results. 
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 Incidence rate ratios from the multivariate results are presented in table 2.  Model 1 tests 

hypothesis 1 by comparing reported delinquency to the frequency of club participation.  

Consistent with hypothesis 1, each unit increase in club participation is associated with a 21 

percent decrease in the rate of reported delinquency.  Thus the more youth attend the club each 

week, the fewer delinquent acts they report engaging in.    

Table 2 about here 

Model 2 tests hypothesis 2 by including mentoring relationships as a possible mediator.  

Consistent with hypothesis 2, the presence of a mentor at the club is negatively associated with 

delinquent outcomes with each unit increase on the mentoring scale being associated with a 3 

percent decrease in the rate of reported delinquency, controlling for club participation.  Also 

consistent with hypothesis 2, the association between club participation and delinquency is 

mediated by mentoring from the staff. .   

 Model 3 tests hypothesis 3 by including school commitment as a possible mediator.  As 

predicted by Social Control Theory, school commitment is negatively associated with 

delinquency.  Each unit increase in school commitment is associated with a 26 percent reduction 

in the rate of reported delinquency, controlling for mentoring relationships and club 

participation.  Adding school commitment to the model further reduces the association between 

club participation and delinquency as it mediates the association.  However, once school 

commitment is included in the model, the influence of mentoring is reduced to non-significance, 

suggesting that the association between mentoring and delinquency is mediated further by 

increased school commitment. 

 Model 4 tests for spuriousness in the model by including age, gender, parental education, 

family structure, and race as controls.  After adding controls, school commitment is associated 
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with a 22 percent reduction in the rate of reported delinquency in the full model.  Mentoring 

relationships and club participation remain non-significant.  Age is positively associated with 

delinquent outcomes with each year increase in age being associated with a 10 percent increase 

in the rate of reported delinquency.  Hispanics are associated with a 58 percent increase in the 

rate of reported delinquency compared to Whites.   

 The results show some support for Hypothesis 1, 2, and 3.  In particular, club attendance 

is associated with reduced delinquency, and the effect of participation is mediated by the 

presence of a mentor and school commitment.  Further, the results suggest that the primary 

mediating factor is school commitment.  Increased club attendance is related to greater 

mentoring, and increased commitment to school, which in turn is associated with less 

delinquency. 

Discussion 

Social Control Theory postulates that people have a natural inclination toward deviance 

as the most immediate means of satisfying desires and that deviance can be reduced by creating 

bonds between individuals and society (Brezina 1998; Horney et al. 1995; Wiatrowski et al. 

1981; Hirshi 1969).  ASPs provide a unique setting wherein pro-social bonds in the form of 

attachments to natural mentors, pro-social peers, and educational institutions and anti-social 

bonds with other delinquent youth can form in the same locale (Mahatmya and Lohman 2011; 

Eby et al. 2008; Gottfredson et al. 2007; Gottfredson et al. 2004).  These bonds create 

attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief which act in turn to reduce delinquent 

outcomes or peer bonds that can encourage delinquency (Rorie et al. 2011; Gottfredson et al. 

2007; Jang 1999; Wiatrowski et al. 1981; Hirshi 1969). 
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My first hypothesis was that that attendance at the Boys and Girls Clubs will be 

negatively related to delinquent outcomes.  Consistent with research from Mahatmya and 

Lohman (2011) and Fire and colleagues (2011) the results show that increased club attendance is 

associated with reduced delinquency.  Social Control Theory predicts that increased club 

attendance reduces delinquency primarily through involvement by providing structured 

conventional activities with socially valued objectives (Wiatrowski et al. 1981; Hirshi 1969).  

Club attendance simply occupies the time that youth would otherwise use to engage in deviant 

behavior (Hanlon et al. 2009).  However, club attendance also provides opportunities to form 

attachments to other delinquent youth which may explain the small effect size (Gottfredson et al. 

2007; Gottfredson et al. 2004).   

 One commonly reported result of club attendance at Boys and Girls clubs is the formation 

of attachments with informal mentors.  These mentors influence youth primarily through 

commitment by helping youth develop well-defined educational goals (Wiatrowski et al. 1981; 

Hirshi 1969).  Attachment, involvement, and belief in society’s value system may also be 

influenced directly or indirectly by mentors.  My second hypothesis was that bonds between 

youth and mentors mediate the relationship between club attendance and delinquency.  This 

hypothesis is also supported by the data.  Consistent with the findings of Zimmerman and 

colleagues (2002) having a mentor was associated with reduced levels of delinquency.  These 

findings also concur with past research findings of Eby and colleagues (2008) who also found 

that mentors reduced deviance and substance use in youth.  These findings contrast with the 

findings of Greenberger, Chen, and Beam (1998) as well as Philip and Henry (1996) who found 

that the presence of a mentor resulted in increased delinquency.  Importantly, the results of this 

study contrast with the results of Herrera and colleagues (2011) that found mentoring 



21 
 

relationships in the Big Brother/Big Sister program did not mediate the relationship between 

program participation and delinquency. 

 To test whether mentors primarily influence youth through commitment, I further 

hypothesized that commitment to school would mediate the relationship between club 

participation and delinquent outcomes.  Consistent with past research, increased school 

commitment decreased reported delinquency (Hanlon et al. 2009; Gottfredson et al. 2004; Zigler 

et al. 1992).  However, in addition, I found that the relationship between mentoring and 

delinquency was also mediated by school commitment. 

 The results of this study have several important implications for ASPs and mentoring.  

These findings show that the delinquency-reducing effects of ASPs may actually be derived from 

the relationships that youth form with adult mentors within the program rather than the structured 

activities provided by the program.  However, few studies have examined how these 

relationships affect program outcomes (Herrera et al. 2011; Eby et al. 2008; Molnar et al. 2008).  

Mentoring relationships in turn may be most beneficial when they aid youth in improving their 

academic success and attachment to educational institutions.  As a result, ASPs may be more 

effective in reducing adolescent delinquency by creating environments where mentoring 

relationships can form.  Additionally, mentors can best influence youth by providing academic 

support that will create stronger bonds to academic institutions, possibly by having ASPs and 

mentors operate at school facilities and in cooperation with school staff and administrators.   

Implementing these changes will shift the focus on ASPs away from merely occupying youth 

during peak delinquency hours toward a more active program of delinquency reduction.   
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Implications and Suggestions for Future Work 

This study has several important limitations that should be noted.  First the measured 

used in this study do not directly measure mentoring relationships but ask about respondent’s 

relationship with staff members.  The small sample size and limited geographic spread of the 

sample makes inferences to the larger national population problematic.  The sample is not 

longitudinal which makes causal relationships impossible to infer.  The data is based on self-

reports which may underestimate the total amount of delinquency.  Furthermore, delinquent 

youth may have less consistent attendance at the club than non-delinquent youth which may also 

result in underreporting. 

 Evidence from the current study suggests that ASP research and mentoring research may 

be more closely related than is currently reported.  Much of the research to date has been 

conducted in less than ideal programs that do not allow for long-term informal mentorships to 

form (Herrera et al. 2011).  More research is needed to further explain the relationship between 

these two fields and to assist ASPs in their mission to reduce delinquency and foster academic 

achievement among at-risk youth.   
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Table 1 Descriptive Statistics, Factors Influencing Delinquency among Members of Boys and 
Girls Club, 2010-2012 

 
 
Characteristics 

 
Mean  
or %  

 
 

Stddev 

 
 
Range 

Dependent Variable 
    Delinquency 0.62 1.03 0 to 5 
Key Independent Variable    
    Club attendance 1.61 0.65 0=once a week or less to 2=4 or more days 

a week 
Mediating Factors    
    Mentor Relationship Scale 23.0 4.63 0=no mentoring relationships to 28=strong 

mentoring relationships 
    School effort 3.33 1.02 0=never to 4=always 
Control Variables    
     Race    
       White 31%   
       Hispanic 35%   
       Black 17%   
       Other race 18%   
    Gender    
       Male 58%   
       Female 42%   
    Family Structure    
       Two parent 42%   
       Single Parent 36%   
       Step Family 12%   
       Other Family Type 10%   
    Age 11.9 3.0 6 to 19 
    Parent Education    
      Grade school or less 10 %   
      Some high school 15%   
      Completed high school 23%   
      Some college 19%   
      Completed college or grad school 32%   
[N] [556]   
Source: Boys and Girls Club Survey Data, 2010-2012 [United States] 
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Table 2: Rate Ratios for Factors Predictive of Adolescent Delinquency among Boys and Girls 
Club Attendees, 2010-2012. 

 
Characteristics 

 
Model 1 IRR 

 
Model 2 IRR 

 
Model 3 IRR 

 
Model 4 IRR 

   Constant .89 1.77 2.25*     .44 
   Club participation   .79*   .83 .93  1.00 
Mediating Factors     
   Mentor      .97* .99     .99 
   School Commitment          .74***            .78*** 
Control Variables     
   Age            1.10*** 
   Female      1.04 
Parent Education     
   Grade School or less    ----- 
   Some High School       .87 
   High School Diploma       .79 
   Some College       .73 
   Completed College       .66 
Family Structure     
   Two Parent    ----- 
   Step Parents       .93 
   Single Parent    1.18 
   Other     1.35 
Race     
   White    ----- 
   Black      1.29 
   Hispanic           1.58** 
   Other Race           2.23** 
     
F-Value   4.75*      4.66**      9.04***          4.14*** 
[N] 556 556 556 556 
Source: Boys and Girls Club data Salt Lake City area, 2010-2012 
 
*p<.05     **p<.01     ***p<.001 
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