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Drawing on R. Agnew’s (Foundation for a general strain theory of crime and delinquency. Criminology
30: 47–87, 1992) general strain theory, this paper examines whether depressed mood and anger mediate
the effects of family conflict on delinquency. We examine data on 7758 students, 14–16 years old,
attending the compulsory 9th and 10th grades of the Icelandic secondary school system. We use
structural equation modeling to show that exposure to arguments and fights at home are positively
related to both depressed mood and anger among adolescents. Anger is positively associated with
delinquent behavior whereas depressed mood has no effect on delinquency.
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INTRODUCTION

Numerous studies have found that family conflict
is associated with negative outcomes for youth, includ-
ing delinquency (Aseltine et al., 2000). However, little is
known about why these associations exist. Common wis-
dom suggests that family conflict is stressful to children.
But exactly how stress translates into outcomes such as
delinquency is little understood. Agnew’s (1992) general
strain theory offers a promising framework for understand-
ing these associations. A major type of strain, according
to Agnew’s general strain theory, consists of experiencing
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unpleasant events or circumstances, including aversive sit-
uations at home, particularly arguments and violence. The
theory proposes that adolescents are pressed into delin-
quency by negative emotional reactions that result from
being situated in an aversive situation from which they
cannot escape. This blockage frustrates the adolescent
and may lead to desperate avoidance and/or anger-based
delinquency (Agnew, 1985, 1992).

To date, tests of the theory have focused on anger
as the most critical emotional reaction. This is because
anger results when individuals blame their adversity on
others. It increases the individual’s level of felt injury,
creates a desire for retaliation, energizes the individual
for action, and lowers inhibitions. Anger, however, is not
the only emotion likely to arise under stress. Adoles-
cents unable to avoid painful or aversive circumstances
may experience a range of other negative emotions, in-
cluding depressed mood. Furthermore, adolescents suf-
fering from depressed mood may attempt to mini-
mize their anguish by engaging in delinquency (Beyers
and Loeber, 2003; Kemper, 1978; Kluegel and Smith,
1986).

In this paper we test a model in which family con-
flict is hypothesized to be positively associated with psy-
chological distress in the form of anger and depressed
mood, and in which anger and depressed mood are hy-
pothesized to be positively associated with delinquent be-
havior. Our model draws from the social stress literature
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in both mental health and criminology (Agnew, 1992;
Aneshensel, 1992; Cullen, 1994; Pearlin, 1989; Silver and
Teasdale, manuscript submitted for publication; Thoits,
1995). This literature focuses on the role that stressful
life events and social support play in producing emotional
and behavioral outcomes for individuals. Social stress re-
searchers have consistently found that stressful life events
and social support contribute to the onset and course
of mental disorder (Aneshensel, 1992; Lin et al., 1999;
Thoits, 1995; Turner and Lloyd, 1999), and a substan-
tial body of criminological research and theory suggests
that stressful life events and social support are important
links in the pathways that produce delinquency (Agnew,
1992; Colvin et al., 2002; Cullen, 1994; Hirschi, 1969).
Together, these literatures suggest that both mental health
and delinquency are in part determined by the stress and
support contexts within which individuals live.

Our study tests the hypothesis that depressed mood
and anger mediate the relationship between aversive fam-
ily circumstances and delinquency. The effects of aver-
sive experiences on delinquency have often been described
by social control theory (Hirschi, 1969), which explains
delinquency in terms of an absence of significant rela-
tionships with conventional others and institutions. In this
view, delinquency becomes more likely when adolescents
lack attachment to parents and other significant institu-
tions of society, when parents fail to monitor and effec-
tively sanction deviance, and when adolescent’s actual or
anticipated investment in conventional society is mini-
mal. The theory thus suggests that the absence of social
bonds to significant others free the adolescent to engage
in delinquency.

The literature furthermore emphasizes social support
as an important precondition for the provision of effective
social controls. Cullen (1994, p. 538) argues that “the more
support a family provides, the less likely it is that a per-
son will engage in crime.” According to Cullen (1994),
socially supportive relationships foster social control by
functioning as a stock of social capital (Coleman, 1988)
that the individual must protect to retain. Delinquent acts
may increase the risk of losing valued support. Thus, ado-
lescents who are attached to their parents are likely to
experience a greater degree of social control over their
behavior than those who are not involved in such relation-
ships (Cullen, 1994; Hirschi, 1969). Conversely, individ-
uals with weak attachment bonds are expected to expe-
rience fewer social controls over their behavior, thereby
enabling them to engage in delinquency. Because parental
support/control may ameliorate the effects of family con-
flict on negative emotions and delinquency, we control this
variable in our analysis.

PRIOR RESEARCH

Family Conflict as a Source of Anger
and Depressed Mood

Prior research shows that aversive experiences have
negative psychological consequences for children and
adolescents (Goodyer, 1990; Wan-Ning et al., 2000). For
example, significant risks are associated with bereavement
(Stillion and Wass, 1984; Turner and Lloyd, 1995), di-
vorce of parents (Amato, 1993; Amato and Sobolewski,
2001; Emery and Forehand, 1994) and family conflict,
i.e., arguments and physical violence in the home (Amato
and Sobolewski, 2001; Henning et al., 1997; Horwitz and
Widom, 2001; Jekielek, 1998). Research also shows that
a focus on isolated life events is not the most appropri-
ate way of viewing most stressors (Rutter and Sandberg,
1992). Thus, the psychological strain associated with di-
vorce may stem both from the family interaction patterns
preceding and following the breakup and from the breakup
itself (Cherlin et al., 1991; Hanson, 1999; Kendler et al.,
1992; Kuh and MacLean, 1990). Longitudinal studies
have indicated that negative psychological consequences
are often evident before the divorce, with the main risk
stemming from parental conflict, rather than the event of
divorce itself (Amato and Keith, 1991). Studies have also
shown that divorce does not necessarily bring parental
conflict to an end. Follow-up studies have indicated that,
all too often, conflict persists, and the extent to which chil-
dren are caught up in this conflict is an important factor
in determining the degree of negative emotional reactions
(Amato and Rezac, 1993; Buchanan et al., 1991). In this
paper we focus on family conflict as a source of strain for
adolescents. By family conflict we mean severe arguments
and domestic violence at home.

General strain theory and prior research within that
paradigm emphasize anger as the most important emo-
tional reaction to family conflict. However, the theory sug-
gests that family conflict may also produce other negative
emotions, such as depressed mood (Agnew, 1992). Prior
research has confirmed this relationship between stress-
ful events and depressed mood (for a review, see Compas
et al., 1994). Being exposed to neighborhood violence
(Gorman-Smith and Tolan, 1998; Margolin and Gordis,
2000, pp. 458–459; Schwab-Stone et al., 1995) and ex-
periencing violence in intimate adolescent relationships
(Hagan and Foster, 2001) has also been shown to result in
depressed mood among adolescents.

Compas and Hammen (1994) note that in every study
in which symptoms of other disorders have been mea-
sured, stressful events have been related to these other
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symptoms as well as to depressive symptoms. Thus,
conflict between adults has been shown to invoke fear
in children, along with anger, aggression, and depressed
mood (Amato et al., 1995; Cummings, 1987; Cummings
et al., 1981). This aspect of strain as a cause of multiple
emotional reactions is a basic premise of social stress the-
ory. Empirical studies have demonstrated an association
between exposure to stress and a wide array of physical
and psychological disorders (Aneshensel, 1992; Lin et al.,
1999; Thoits, 1995; Turner and Lloyd, 1999). Aneshensel
et al. (1991) conclude that contrary to the standard “med-
ical illness” model that considered the outcomes of stress
on separate emotions, we now know that stress is a gener-
alized force in mental and physical health, which requires
that we simultaneously consider multiple health outcomes
if we are to properly understand the role of strain. Hence,
stressful events and processes operate as nonspecific risk
factors for a variety of symptoms and disorders, including
both anger and depressed mood.

Thus we argue that adolescents experiencing con-
flict at home may become withdrawn, self-involved and
sad, as well as angry. We hypothesize that family con-
flict is a source of generalized strain that is positively re-
lated to the emotional reactions of depressed mood and
anger.

Hypothesis 1. Being exposed to conflict within the fam-
ily, in the form of arguments and violence, is positively
related to feelings of anger and depressed mood among
adolescents.

Anger, Depressed Mood, and Delinquency

Prior studies have provided support for general strain
theory (Agnew and White, 1992; Aseltine et al., 2000).
That is, strain in the form of negative life events, such
as conflict with family members, has been shown to be
significantly and positively related to adolescent delin-
quency. Agnew and White (1992) found that delinquency
was related to three scales measuring negative relations at
home. The relationship was partly mediated through mea-
sures of anger. Paternoster and Mazerolle (1994) found
that negative relationships with adults, and the experience
of stressful events, such as family breakup, unemploy-
ment, and moving, were related to delinquency. Aseltine
et al. (2000) also showed that strain, in the form of con-
flict with family members, is significantly and positively
related to adolescent delinquency. Their study also con-
firmed the role of anger in mediating the impact of troubled
social relationships on adolescent violent and aggressive
acts.

Adolescents living under circumstances of family
conflict experience anger, which increases their propen-
sity to commit delinquent acts. Such acting out or what
Agnew (1992) refers to as “corrective action” is aimed at
making the adolescent feel better by reducing the negative
emotions. Thus, on the basis of general strain theory and
prior research, we expect anger to increase the likelihood
of delinquent behavior.

Hypothesis 2. Anger resulting from family conflict is
positively related to delinquency.

It has been suggested that depression, too, may in-
crease the likelihood of delinquency as individuals suf-
fering from such feelings may still feel pressure to re-
lieve their suffering through delinquency (Berkowitz,
1986). Research has indeed found a relationship between
depressed mood and delinquent behavior (Kandel and
Davies, 1982; Scheier and Botvin, 1997). Agnew how-
ever argues that individuals who experience negative emo-
tional responses other than anger are comparatively less
likely to respond with illegitimate coping strategies, i.e.,
delinquent behavior. In an initial test of this aspect of gen-
eral strain theory, Broidy (2001) found that while anger
increases the likelihood of criminal outcomes, other nega-
tive emotions, including depressed mood, were associated
with a significant decrease in criminal outcomes. Broidy
however did not test depressed mood as a separate medi-
ating variable between stressful life events and delinquent
behavior, but included depressed mood in a scale of nega-
tive emotions other than anger (e.g., feeling disappointed,
guilty, insecure, overwhelmed, scared, stressed, worried,
and worthless).

It is furthermore important to recognize that anger
and depressed mood have been shown to co-occur in chil-
dren and adolescents (Compas and Hammen, 1994). Some
researchers have even argued that symptoms of irritabil-
ity/anger are so common in depressed children and ado-
lescents that both should be included in the same DSM di-
agnostic criteria for depression. Depressed mood, marked
by withdrawal from interaction, and feelings of hopeless-
ness toward the future is often accompanied by outbursts
of anger and aggression (Menaghan, 1999). Compas and
Hammen (1994), for example, describe a typical depressed
adolescent as persistently sad and unhappy, overcome
with feelings of personal worthlessness, socially with-
drawn from others, constantly tired but finding it diffi-
cult to sleep, and finding it hard to concentrate on work
at school. However, withdrawal is often accompanied by
periodic outbursts of anger and aggression. From time
to time the adolescent lashes out in rage at parents or
others, becomes involved in fights with other students at
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school, and has difficulty complying with rules. Although
substantial research has documented these patterns of co-
occurrence of anger and depressed mood (Compas and
Hammen, 1994; Renouf and Harter, 1990), their implica-
tions remain to be explored. Thus, studies revealing that
depressed mood and delinquent behavior are positively
related have failed to distinguish depressed mood from
other negative emotions such as anger in predicting out-
comes, such as delinquency. That is, a number of studies
have shown that although children and adolescents clearly
experience depressed mood in addition to anger, it is un-
clear whether depressed mood has independent effects on
delinquent behavior.

Hypothesis 3. Controlling for anger, depressed mood
will not affect delinquent behavior.

Gender Differences in Reaction to Strain

Empirical studies have shown that adolescent girls
report and exhibit more symptoms of depression than
do adolescent boys (Kandel and Davies, 1982; Nolen-
Hoeksema, 2001; Siegel et al., 1998). These gender dif-
ferences persist into adulthood, with the prevalence of de-
pression in community studies of adults being about twice
as high for women as men (Broidy and Agnew, 1997;
Nolen-Hoeksema, 2001).

As regards delinquent behavior, decades of research
have shown that males have higher crime rates than do
females (Broidy and Agnew, 1997; Steffensmeier and
Allan, 1995). These gender gaps in depression and delin-
quency have often been explained in similar ways. Tra-
ditional strain theories focus on more strain in boyś lives
as explanations for their delinquent behavior. Strain in
this sense stems from their inability to reach the goals of
monetary success or middle-class status or both (Cloward
and Ohlin, 1960; Cohen, 1955; Merton, 1938). Within
the mental health literature, strain has also been found
to be an important explanation for higher levels of de-
pressed mood among girls. A number of studies conclude
that girls report more stress and strain than do boys, and
that they are more likely to respond to strain with de-
pression (Gore et al., 1992; Seiffge-Krenke and Stemm-
ler, 2002). Conflict in interpersonal relationships has fur-
thermore been shown to be an especially detrimental
source of depressed mood among girls (Nolen-Hoeksema,
2001).

In 1995 Mirowsky and Ross pointed out that women
and men may experience equal levels of frustration and
hardship that produce emotional reactions in women and
behavioral problems in men. In line with that, contem-

porary ideas about gender-role socialization suggest the
possibility of gendered response to stressors. According
to those ideas, girls respond to strain with depressed mood,
whereas boys are more likely to respond with anger and
hostility (Dornfeld and Kruttschnitt, 1992; Kopper and
Epperson, 1991; Mirowsky and Ross, 1995; Ogle et al.,
1995). Research on gender, strain, and anger however
challenges this view, as girls have been shown to be just
as likely, as or even more likely than boys to respond to
strain with anger (Broidy and Agnew, 1997; Campbell,
1993; Conger et al., 1993; Kopper and Epperson, 1991).
General strain theory emphasizes anger as the most im-
portant emotional reaction to increase the likelihood of
delinquency. This emphasis makes higher levels of anger
among girls and higher levels of delinquency among boys
problematic. Why should girls become angrier than boys,
but less delinquent? One potential explanation for this
has been suggested, namely that although girls experi-
ence higher levels of anger than boys, they also experi-
ence higher levels of depressed mood. Their depressed
mood hence may counteract their anger and decrease the
likelihood of delinquency among girls (Broidy and Ag-
new, 1997). In the current study, we test this suggestion.
We expect that girls experience higher levels of depressed
mood and anger than boys. However, we hypothesize that
anger will be associated with higher levels of delinquency
among boys than among girls. In line with prior arguments
in the current study, we expect that controlling for anger,
depressed mood will not affect delinquent behavior among
boys nor among girls.

Hypothesis 4. Being exposed to conflict within the fam-
ily, in the form of arguments and violence, is more
strongly positively related to feelings of depressed
mood among girls than boys.

Hypothesis 5. Being exposed to conflict within the fam-
ily, in the form of arguments and violence, is more
strongly positively related to feelings of anger among
girls than boys.

Hypothesis 6. Anger is more strongly positively related
to delinquency among boys than among girls.

Hypothesis 7. Controlling for anger, depressed mood
will not affect delinquent behavior among girls and
boys.

A MODEL OF AVERSIVE FAMILY
CIRCUMSTANCES, EMOTIONAL
REACTIONS, AND BEHAVIOR

We investigate the relationship between family
conflict and delinquency among adolescents mediated
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Fig. 1. A model of family conflict, depressed mood, anger, and delinquent behavior.

through both anger and depressed mood. As shown in
Fig. 1, we estimate the effects of family conflict, mea-
sured as severe arguments and violence in the home, on de-
pressed mood and anger, as well as their mediating effects
on delinquency. The model is estimated controlling for the
impact of parental support/control. In addition, the model
is estimated controlling for the potentially confounding
influence of socioeconomic status, measured as parental
education, and family structure, that is whether adoles-
cents live with either natural parents, or in other family
arrangements.

We provide a test of whether the relationship between
family conflict, emotional reactions, and delinquency dif-
fers by gender. We do so by comparing the fit of the model
when it is estimated separately for boys and girls, to that
of the model in which males and females are analyzed
together.

METHOD

Sample and Data

The data used in the study come from a national sur-
vey of Icelandic adolescents (Thorlindsson et al., 1998).
The sample consists of all students attending the 9th and
10th grades in all Icelandic secondary schools. Anony-
mous questionnaires were administered to all students that
were present in class on March 17, 1997. Teachers and
research assistants distributed the questionnaires, and stu-
dents sealed them in blank envelopes upon completion
(for methodological details, see Bjarnason, 1995). Valid
questionnaires were obtained from 7758 individuals, ap-
proximately 89% of all students in these age groups.

In Iceland, schooling is obligatory for these grades
and all schools are funded by the municipalities and su-
pervised by the Ministry of Education. The Icelandic ed-

ucational system is divided into 9 geographical districts.
In terms of student population, the largest districts include
Reykjavik (33.1%), the surrounding capital area (21.9%),
and the Northeast district where the large town of Akureyri
is located (10.1%). The other 6 districts account for the
remaining 34.9% of the student population in these age
groups. However, the more rural districts are character-
ized by numerous, smaller schools. As a result, the number
of schools is roughly equal in all districts (8–13% of to-
tal), with the exception of fewer schools in the Reykjanes
district.

Control Variables

Five latent variables were used in the study along
with three observed variables. All latent constructs were
measured with multiple indicators. Appendix A presents
means and standard deviations of the variables in the anal-
ysis. Two variables were used as control variables in the
study, family structure, i.e., whether adolescents live with
both biological parents or in other family arrangements
and family socioeconomic status, measured by parental
education. In Iceland, around 94% of the population is
of Anglo-Saxon descent (Hagsstofa Íslands, 2001) and
88% of the population belongs to the Lutheran Church
(Hagsstofa Íslands, 2001). Because of this homogeneity,
other exogenous factors, such as race, ethnicity, and reli-
gion, often used in research in the United States, are not
included in the study.

Family Structure

Family structure measures whether adolescents live
with both biological parents (74%) or in other family ar-
rangements (26%). Within the group of adolescents living
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in other arrangements, a total of 10.4% lived with a sin-
gle mother and 11.4% with a mother and stepfather. The
remaining students lived with a single father (1.3%), their
father and stepmother (1.3%), or in other settings (1.6%),
such as with grandparents, siblings, relatives, or on their
own.

Parental Education

As an indicator of socioeconomic status, respondents
were asked about the educational attainment of each of
their parents (1 = “finished elementary school or less,”
2 = “started a school on the secondary level,” 3 = “finished
secondary level,” 4 = “started university level,” 5 = “has
a university degree”). The scores were summarized on
two scales ranging from 1 (mother finished elementary
education or less), to 5 (mother has a university degree),
and from 1 (father finished elementary education or less)
to 5 (father has a university degree).

Parental Support/Social Bonds

Parental support was measured by questions about
how easy or hard it would be for adolescents to get the
following from their parents: warmth and caring, dis-
cussions about personal affairs and advice about their
studies. Answers ranged on a Likert scale from 1 (very
difficult), 2 (rather difficult), 3 (rather easy), to 4 (very
easy).

Family Conflict Variables

Two questions were used to measure conflict within
the adolescents’ homes.

Severe arguments. The adolescents were asked
whether, in the last year, they had experienced severe ar-
guments at home. Answers ranged on a scale from 1 =
“no,” 2 = “yes, 10–12 months ago,” 3 = “yes, 7–9 months
ago,” 4 = “yes, 4–6 months ago,” 5 = “yes, 3 months ago
or less.” Note that these arguments may have been entirely
between the parents or may have included the adolescent.,

Physical violence. The adolescents were asked
whether, in the last year, they had experienced physical
violence at home. Answers ranged on a scale from 1 =
“no,” 2 = “yes, 10–12 months ago,” 3 = “yes, 7–9 months
ago,” 4= “yes, 4–6 months ago,” 5= “yes, 3 months ago or
less.” Note that physical violence at home may have been
entirely between the parents or may have included the
adolescent.

Mediating Variables

Depressed Mood

Feelings of depressed mood were tapped by 10 ques-
tions. Respondents were asked how often during the last
week the following statements applied to them: “I was
sad or had little interest in doing things,” “I had lit-
tle appetite,” “I felt lonely,” “I had sleeping problems,”
“I cried easily or wanted to cry,” “I felt sad or blue,”
“I was not excited in doing things,” “I was slow or
had little energy,” “The future seemed hopeless,” and “I
thought of committing suicide.” Answers ranged from
1 = “never,” 2 = “seldom,” 3 = “sometimes,” to 4 =
“often.”

Anger

To measure anger, respondents were asked how often
during the last week the following statements applied to
them: I was easily annoyed and irritated, I experienced
outbursts of anger that I could not control, I wanted to
break or damage things, I yelled at somebody or threw
things. Answers ranged from 1 = “never,” 2 = “ seldom,”
3 = “sometimes,” to 4 = “often.”

Dependent Variable

Delinquency

To assess respondents’ delinquent behavior, they
were asked how often they had done something of the fol-
lowing in the past 12 months: stolen something that was
worth less than 5000 Icelandic kroners (approximately
$50), stolen something that was worth more than 5000 Ice-
landic kroners, committed a burglary to steal, vandalized,
and used physical violence. Answers ranged on a Likert
scale from 1 = “never,” 2 = “once,” 3 = “2–5 times,”
4 = “6–9 times,” 5 = “10–13 times,” 6 = “14–17 times, to
7 = “18 times or more often.”

Statistical Analysis

The following data analysis is based on structural
equation modeling (SEM) and was conducted by us-
ing AMOS (Arbuckle and Wothke, 1999; Maruyama,
1998). SEM allows us to explicitly model both di-
rect and indirect effects using both measured and latent
variables.
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The Measurement Model

As a first step toward testing the structural model, we
specified and tested the measurement model. We specified
5 latent variables: parental education, parental support, de-
pressed mood, anger, and delinquency. The specification
includes the number of factors, the number of indicators
for each factor, and whether the measurement errors are
allowed to correlate or not. Confirmatory factor analysis
was used to test the fit of the hypothesized factor structure
to the covariance matrix of the observed variables. In the
construction of all latent variables we used confirmatory
factor analysis from the beginning, as the latent variables
already made clear what indicators we should be seeking.

The structural equation model in Fig. 1 can be
expressed as

η = βη + �ξ + ζ

where β is the matrix of regression weights relating the
endogenous (η) variable, delinquency to the mediating
variables depressed mood, anger, arguments, violence,

Table I. Standardized Factor Loadings for Latent Constructs

Boys/girls

Parental education Support Depressed mood Anger Delinquency

Mothers education 0.81/0.71
Fathers education 0.65/0.70
How easy or hard it is to get warmth and caring from

parents
0.76/0.77

How easy or hard it is to get discussions with parents
about personal affairs

0.76/0.70

How easy or hard it is to get advice from parents about
studies

0.54/0.53

I was sad or had little interest in doing things 0.57/0.63
I had little appetite 0.44/0.40
I felt lonely 0.65/0.67
I had sleeping problems 0.47/0.47
I cried easily or wanted to cry 0.53/0.72
I felt sad or blue 0.75/0.84
I was not excited in doing things 0.56/0.67
I was slow or had little energy 0.58/0.63
The future seemed hopeless 0.68/0.71
I thought of committing suicide 0.53/0.59
I was easily annoyed and irritated 0.58/0.62
I experienced outbursts of anger that I could not control 0.78/0.81
I wanted to break or damage things 0.75/0.77
I yelled at somebody or threw things 0.65/0.66
Stole something that was worth less than 5000 Icelandic

kroners (approximately $50)
0.62/0.52

Stole something that was worth more than 5000
Icelandic kroners

0.83/0.67

Committed a burglary to steal. 0.59/0.55
Vandalized 0.80/0.63
Used physical violence 0.69/0.67

Note. All factor loadings are statistically significant; p < 0.01.

and support. � is the matrix of regression weights re-
lating the exogenous (ξ ) variables, parental education
and family structure to the endogenous (η) ones, and
ζ is a vector of error terms. Table I lists the factor
loadings of items on each of the constructs, separated
out by gender. They are all substantial and statistically
significant.

We analyzed 2 models, one for the entire sample
and another for boys and girls separately. The traditional
method in structural equation models is to perform a chi-
square test of the null hypothesis that the observed and
the expected matrices are identical. The model is thus ac-
cepted if the test fails to reject the null hypothesis. In
large samples such tests will reject good models on the
basis of trivial misspecifications (Gerbing and Anderson,
1993). This happens in both our models. The chi-square
tests turn out significant, because of large sample sizes
(the whole model includes 7785 cases). In Table II the fit
indices for both models are shown. Other fit indices than
the chi-square test reveal that both models fit the data well
although the second one, split by gender, seems to be better
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Table II. Fit Measures for the Models

Whole sample Model split
model by gender

Number of distinct
sample moments

405 810

Number of distinct
parameters to be
estimated

99 202

Degrees of freedom 306 608
Chi-square 10172 9662
Tucker–Lewis 0.97 0.98
RMSEA 0.064 0.040

than the one for the full sample. The Tucker–Lewis Index
(Non-Normed Fit Index) adjusts for model complexity but
measures how much better the model fits compared with
the baseline model. It has been shown to have the best
overall performance regardless of sample size. A value of
at least 0.90 is required to accept a model and a value of
at least 0.95 is required to judge the model fit as good.
The model split by gender in Table II has a Tucker–Lewis
index value of 0.98, which implies that it fits the data very
well. RMSEA is a measure of lack of fit of the model to
the population covariance matrix per degree of freedom
for the model. The model for boys and girls in Table II
has RMSEA of 0.04, which indicates a good fit. Hence,
we use the results for the second model in this paper.

Intercorrelations for the study variables are presented
in Appendix B. In line with studies showing the comor-
bidity of anger and depressed mood in children and ado-
lescents, our findings in Appendix B show that depressed
mood and anger are highly correlated for both girls (r =
0.64) and boys (r = 0.53). This underlines the importance
of controlling for each item when estimating the effects
of the other.

The findings in Appendix B also indicate that expe-
riencing severe arguments at home is positively related to
depressed mood at r = 0.30 for girls and r = 0.23 for boys
and related to feelings of anger at r = 0.34 for girls and
r = 0.26 for boys. Being witness to or a victim of do-
mestic violence is also related to depressed mood at r =
0.20 among girls and among boys at r = 0.18 and to anger
among girls at r = 0.24 and among boys at r = 0.23 boys.
The correlation between anger and delinquency is posi-
tive and significant at r = 0.29 for girls and at r = 0.27
for boys. The correlation between depressed mood and
delinquency is positive and significant for both girls (r =
0.23) and boys (r = 0.16). This finding is in line with other
studies that have revealed a positive relationship between
depressed mood and delinquent behavior among children
and adolescents (Kandel and Davies, 1982).

The findings reveal that there are significant differ-
ences in mean levels of depressed mood, anger, and delin-
quent behavior among girls and boys. Girls experience
significantly higher levels of depressed mood than boys.
They furthermore experience higher levels of anger than
boys. Although the difference is small, it is statistically
significant. As expected, boys however report higher lev-
els of delinquent behavior.

We also see that support from parents correlates sub-
stantially with both depressed mood (r = −0.33 for girls
and r = −0.24 for boys) and anger (r = −0.28 for girls
and r = −0.21 for boys) as well as with the outcome vari-
able, delinquency (r = −0.16 for girls and r = −0.14
for boys). This shows the importance of controlling for
parental support while modeling the effects of strain on
delinquent behavior through anger and depressed mood.

Multivariate Results

Findings From the Structural Model

In Table III we present the standardized and the un-
standardized regression weights from the structural equa-
tion models.

We have already seen that feelings of anger and de-
pressed mood are related. Thus, sadness, lack of interest,
and loss of energy often are accompanied with outbursts
of anger and aggression. Our results confirm our first hy-
pothesis that not only are these feelings related, but they
are also rooted in aversive family situations. While con-
trolling for family background and parental support, fam-
ily conflict, that is experiencing arguments and violence
at home, have direct positive effects on both depressed
mood and anger. Table III shows that arguments in the
home have a rather strong impact on both depressed mood
(girls: β = 0.22, t > 1.96; boys: β = 0.17, t > 1.96) and
anger (girls: β = 0.27, t > 1.96; boys: β = 0.20, t > 1.96)
among adolescents. Although the effects are considerably
lower, especially among girls, the experience of domes-
tic violence also turns out to be a significant predictor of
depressed mood (girls: β = 0.06, t > 1.96; boys: β =
0.10, t > 1.96) and anger (girls: β = 0.11, t > 1.96; boys:
β = 0.16, t > 1.96). Thus, our results show that experi-
encing conflict at home makes adolescents both angry and
depressed.

Consistent with our second hypothesis, we see that
anger resulting from family conflict, in turn, has a sig-
nificant positive impact on delinquency. The direct ef-
fects of anger on delinquency are strong for girls, at 0.26,
and boys, at 0.26 (t > 1.96). Looking at the indirect ef-
fects of family conflict on delinquency, through anger,
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Table III. Standardized and Unstandardized Regression Weights for the Final Model With Depressed Mood and Anger as Mediating Factors

Standardized Unstandardized
coefficients coefficients SE CR

Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys

Hypothesized relationships
Severe arguments → Depressed mood 0.22∗∗ 0.17∗∗ 0.066 0.046 0.005 0.005 12.733 9.779
Severe arguments → Anger 0.27∗∗ 0.20∗∗ 0.103 0.082 0.007 0.007 14.883 11.152
Violence → Depressed mood 0.06∗∗ 0.10∗∗ 0.038 0.044 0.009 0.008 3.962 5.725
Violence → Anger 0.11∗∗ 0.16∗∗ 0.083 0.113 0.013 0.012 6.596 9.275
Anger → Delinquency 0.26∗∗ 0.26∗∗ 0.276 0.426 0.028 0.037 10.038 11.426
Depressed mood → Delinquency 0.00n −0.02n −0.002 −0.054 0.031 0.051 −0.069 −1.063

Control relationships
Parental education → Severe arguments −0.07∗ 0.02n −0.091 0.015 0.028 0.018 −3.227 0.843
Parental education → Violence −0.07∗∗ 0.02n −0.051 0.010 0.015 0.011 −3.402 0.888
Parental education → Support 0.25∗∗ 0.17∗∗ 0.113 0.064 0.012 0.010 9.405 6.238
Parental education → Depressed mood −0.04n 0.03n −0.017 0.007 0.009 0.005 −1.916 1.301
Parental education → Anger −0.08∗∗ −0.03 −0.043 −0.012 0.012 0.008 −3.600 −1.404
Parental education → Delinquency 0.02n −0.03n 0.013 −0.024 0.014 0.014 0.900 −1.707
Family structure → Severe arguments −0.13∗∗ −0.15∗∗ −0.483 −0.463 0.057 0.048 −8.442 −9.627
Family structure → Violence −0.08∗∗ −0.08∗∗ −0.155 −0.144 0.030 0.029 −5.135 −5.050
Family structure → Support 0.11∗∗ −0.09∗∗ 0.124 0.106 0.021 0.021 5.758 4.999
Family structure → Depressed mood −0.07∗∗ −0.04∗ −0.070 −0.033 0.018 0.014 −3.928 −2.373
Family structure → Anger −0.03n −0.02n −0.046 −0.029 0.023 0.022 −1.954 −1.315
Family structure → Delinquency −0.08∗∗ −0.09∗∗ −0.121 −0.211 0.028 0.037 −4.382 −5.703
Severe arguments → Delinquency 0.04∗ 0.09∗∗ 0.017 0.065 0.008 0.013 2.065 5.169
Violence → Delinquency 0.14∗∗ −0.08∗∗ 0.014 0.094 0.015 0.021 7.470 4.557
Support → Depressed mood −0.37∗∗ −0.26∗∗ −0.348 −0.184 0.022 0.015 −16.023 −12.1
Support → Anger −0.31∗∗ −0.23∗∗ −0.374 −0.248 0.027 0.023 −13.837 −10.855
Support → Delinquency −0.04n −0.07∗∗ −0.058 −0.132 0.034 0.040 −1.695 −3.309

∗ p < 0.05 (2-tailed). ∗∗ p < 0.01 (2-tailed).

furthermore reveals a significant relationship. The indi-
rect effects of severe arguments on delinquency, through
anger, are 0.05 among boys and 0.07 among girls. The in-
direct effects of family violence on delinquency, through
anger, are 0.04 among boys and 0.03 among girls. The
total effects of arguments on delinquency among girls
is 0.12 and among boys 0.14. The standardized to-
tal effect of physical violence at home on delinquency
among girls is 0.17 and among boys 0.12. Hence, we see
that the effects are partially, not fully, mediated through
anger.

We also find that, controlling for anger, depressed
mood does not exert a significant effect on delinquency
among adolescents. This is an important finding and con-
firms our third hypothesis. A model that did not include
anger revealed a significant positive effect of depressed
mood on delinquency for both girls and boys. We present
the parameters from such a model in Appendix C.

The findings from that model indicate that the stan-
dardized effects of depressed mood on delinquency are
substantial, 0.13 for girls and 0.09 for boys. A much more
informative picture emerges, however, when we incorpo-
rate anger along with depressed mood in the model, as

revealed in Table III. There, we see that the effects of
depressed mood on delinquency are rendered insignifi-
cant, indicating that adolescents engage in delinquency
due to their feelings of anger, not due to their feelings of
depressed mood. Adolescents living in aversive circum-
stances often suffer from feelings of both anger and de-
pressed mood. However, it is the feelings of anger that are
associated with delinquency.

It is worth noting that our results underline the need to
control for parental support, which turns out to be a strong
predictor of both depressed mood and anger, especially
among girls. The effects of parental support on depressed
mood among girls is −0.37 and among boys −0.26. The
effects of parental support on anger are −0.31 among girls
and −0.23 among boys. The indirect effects of parental
support on delinquency are similar in strength to the family
conflict variables, −0.05 among boys and −0.08 among
girls.

To find out if girls and boys differ significantly with
respect to any single parameter, we had AMOS compute a
table of critical ratios of differences among all pairs of free
parameters. The critical ratio is the difference between the
parameters divided by the estimated standard error of the
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difference (Arbuckle and Wothke, 1999). Similar to the
t statistic, the critical ratio statistic can be compared to a
table of the standard normal distribution to test whether
each pair of parameters listed in the table are equal. Look-
ing at the hypothesized relationships, we find that the prin-
cipal difference between girls and boys lies in the effects
of anger on delinquency, which is almost 2 times stronger
for boys than for girls. This finding supports our sixth
hypothesis. Looking at Table III, we see that the unstan-
dardized effects of anger on delinquency are 0.28 for girls
whereas it is 0.43 for boys. Family conflict furthermore
has significantly stronger effects on delinquency among
boys than among girls.

The effects of family conflict on emotional reactions
are either similar in strength or slightly stronger for girls.
These findings partly support our fourth and fifth hypothe-
ses. Hence, the effects of severe arguments on depressed
mood are significantly stronger for girls than for boys. The
effects of severe arguments on anger are also significantly
stronger for girls than for boys. The effects of domes-
tic violence on both anger and depressed mood however
are similar for boys and girls. All other relationships are
of similar strength among girls and boys. Among both
groups, there is no effect of depressed mood on delin-
quency, when the effects of anger are taken into account,
which supports our seventh hypothesis.

Looking at gender differences in the effects of
parental support, we find that support from parents has
a very different effect by gender, especially on emotional
reactions. The unstandardized effects of parental support
on depressed mood are −0.35 among girls whereas it is
−0.18 among boys. Similarly, the effects of parental sup-
port on anger are substantially stronger for girls than for
boys. The effects of parental support on delinquency are
negative and much stronger for boys than for girls. In gen-
eral, although gender differentials in the effects of family
conflict on negative emotions are only slightly different
among boys and girls, the effects of parental support on
negative emotional reactions are much stronger for girls
than for boys. On the other hand, the effects of family con-
flict and support on delinquent behavior are in both cases
much stronger for boys than for girls.

DISCUSSION

We tested a model of the relationships between fam-
ily conflict, psychological distress, in the form of anger
and depressed mood, and delinquent behavior. A num-
ber of observations emerge from this analysis. First, our
study provides strong evidence for the importance of ex-
amining both depressed mood and anger as reactions to

family conflict. Being exposed to conflict within the family
causes both feelings of anger and depressed mood among
adolescents. Thus, in line with prior research (Aneshensel
et al., 1991), we find that the impact of strain on emotional
reactions is not limited to a single type of negative emo-
tion. This finding underlines the need to simultaneously
consider multiple emotional outcomes if we are to bet-
ter understand the impact of strain on emotional reactions
among adolescents.

Second, in line with general strain theory, our study
shows that family conflict increases the likelihood of delin-
quent acts among adolescents. Similar findings on the ef-
fects of aversive circumstances on delinquent behavior
have been documented before (Agnew, 1985; Aseltine
et al., 2000). Our results also show that the effects of
family conflict are partially mediated through anger. This
means that location in an aversive environment not only
has an indirect effect on delinquency through emotional
reactions, but also a direct effect. Adolescents in such en-
vironments are more likely to engage in illegal acts, even
when not suffering from feelings of anger. This implies
that other processes, such as modeling, may be at work
in mediating the effects of family conflict on delinquency
(Amato et al., 1995; Jekielek, 1998). The basic tenet of
modeling theory is that children tend to imitate their par-
ents (e.g., Bandura, 1977). Hence, adolescents witnessing
conflict between parents may learn to respond to difficul-
ties by using aggressive behavior, or by breaking rules
more generally.

Third, controlling for anger, depressed mood does not
affect delinquent behavior. This finding underlines the im-
portance that general strain theory places on anger as a crit-
ical mediating variable in the relationship between family
conflict and delinquency. Our findings show that anger and
depressed mood are highly correlated emotions, indicat-
ing that they co-occur to a great extent. This is consistent
with the emphasis on comorbidity discussed in previous
literature, i.e., the concurrence of internalizing and exter-
nalizing symptoms (Curran, 1987; Gispert et al., 1987; Re-
nouf and Harter, 1990; Rutter, 1989). Our results show that
comorbidity on the other hand does not mean that these
emotions are similar in their relations to behavioral out-
comes. Whereas anger energizes the individual for action,
lowers inhibitions, and hence increases delinquent behav-
ior, feelings of depressed mood are not related to delin-
quent behavior. In contrast to studies that have revealed a
positive relationship between depressed mood and delin-
quency, our results show that controlling for anger, de-
pressed mood is not related to delinquent behavior. This
finding adds to our understanding of the implications of
the interrelatedness between these phenomena. It shows
that whereas depressed mood and anger are overlapping
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phenomena, they are separate in their relations to behav-
ioral outcomes.

Our results show that the effects of strain on delin-
quency are different among boys and girls; that is, family
conflict has stronger effects on delinquency among boys
than among girls. This is not consistent with prior research
within general strain theory (Hoffman and Miller, 1998;
Paternoster and Mazerolle, 1994), which has found that
stressful life events have a similar effect on delinquency
and delinquency escalation among males and females. In
our case, we see that the main difference between girls and
boys lies in the effects of anger on delinquency, which is
much stronger for boys than for girls, but in the same
direction. While severe arguments affect both depressed
mood and anger more strongly among girls than among
boys, and girls show higher levels of both emotional re-
actions, they report less delinquent behavior than boys.
At first glance, these findings seem to contradict gen-
eral strain theory and its emphasis on anger as a criti-
cal mediator between aversive circumstances and delin-
quent behavior. As girls are more strongly emotionally
affected by strain and show higher levels of anger, one
might expect them to also be more delinquent than boys.
Our findings indicate that lower levels of delinquent be-
havior among girls may stem from counteractive effects of
depressed mood and anger on behavior. While our study
shows that they indeed feel no less angry than boys in
reaction to stress, girls also experience more depressed
mood. As the study has revealed, depressed mood and
anger often co-occur in adolescents, whereas they have
separate effects on behavioral outcomes. High level of
depressed mood hence may hinder adolescents in react-
ing on their feelings of anger by bursting out. As girls
in general experience higher levels of depressed mood,
this may explain why they are less likely to become
delinquent.

In general we find that there is a large difference
between the effects of parental support and strain on
emotional reactions by gender. Thus, parental support is
a stronger predictor of both depressed mood and anger
among girls than among boys. Speculating on these find-
ings, it may be that females are more sensitive than males
to the level of support they are experiencing. Avison and
McAlpine (1992) suggested that their findings, showing a
significant difference in the effect of support on depressed
mood among girls, might be a function of their choice of
mental health outcome, as they did not include anger as
a variable in their study. Our results imply that this is not
the case. We include both anger and depressed mood in
our analysis and find that the effects of parental support
on both negative emotions are stronger for girls than for
boys.

APPENDIX A: DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS

Girls Boys

Variables Range M SD M SD

Family structure 0–1 0.74 0.43 0.74 0.44
Living with both parents = 1
Living in other arrangements = 0
Parental education 0–10 4.74 2.71 4.63 2.92

Mothers education 0–5 2.19 1.54 2.08 1.67
Fathers education 0–5 2.54 1.60 2.55 1.66

Family conflict
Severe arguments at home 0–4 0.60 1.33 0.83 1.53
Physical violence at home 0–4 0.18 0.78 0.20 0.80

Parental support 0–9 7.31 1.84 7.01 1.85
How easy or hard it is to get 0–3 2.63 0.65 2.49 0.67

warmth and caring
from parents

How easy or hard it is to get 0–3 2.25 0.88 2.18 0.87
discussions with parents
about personal affairs

How easy or hard it is to get 0–3 2.43 0.80 2.44 0.77
advice from parents
about studies

Depressed mood 0–30 8.25 6.63 5.40 5.00
How often during the last week: 0–3 1.28 0.97 1.15 0.94

I was sad or had little
interest in doing
things

I had little appetite 0–3 1.09 1.05 0.68 0.87
I felt lonely 0–3 0.84 1.01 0.51 0.81
I had sleeping problems 0–3 0.76 1.01 0.62 0.92
I cried easily or wanted 0–3 0.91 1.09 0.18 0.54

to cry
I felt sad or blue 0–3 1.02 1.00 0.50 0.77
I was not excited in doing 0–3 0.79 0.90 0.71 0.84

things
I was slow or had little energy 0–3 0.64 0.90 0.47 0.77
The future seemed hopeless 0–3 0.60 0.96 0.40 0.81
I thought of committing suicide 0–3 0.36 0.82 0.24 0.69

Anger 0–12 3.03 2.89 2.69 2.74
I was easily annoyed and irritated 0–3 1.50 0.98 1.21 0.95
I experienced outbursts of anger 0–3 0.61 0.92 0.45 0.81

that I could not control
I wanted to break or damage 0–3 0.59 0.97 0.72 1.03

things
I yelled at somebody or threw 0–3 0.32 0.74 0.31 0.68

things
Delinquency 0–30 0.89 2.15 2.14 3.94

Stole something that was worth 0–6 0.56 1.25 0.92 1.54
less than 5000 Icelandic
kroners (approximately $50)

Stole something that was worth 0–6 0.10 0.50 0.29 0.91
more than 5000 Icelandic
kroners

Committed a burglary to steal 0–6 0.01 0.17 0.08 0.53
Vandalized 0–6 0.04 0.34 0.26 0.85
Used physical violence 0–6 0.18 0.65 0.61 1.22

Note. N (Boys) = 4000. N (Girls) = 3750.
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APPENDIX B: CORRELATION AMONG STUDY VARIABLES FOR GIRLS AND BOYS

Girl/Boy

Parental Family Severe Depressed
education structure arguments Violence Support mood Anger Delinquency

Parental 1.00/1.00
education

Family 0.09∗∗/0.06∗∗ 1.00/1.00
structure

1.00/1.00
Severe −0.04∗/0.01n −0.14∗∗/−0.15∗∗

arguments
Violence −0.04∗/0.01n −0.09∗∗/−0.07∗∗ 0.37∗∗/0.33∗∗ 1.00/1.00
Support 0.21∗∗/0.17∗∗ 0.10∗∗/0.09∗∗ −0.25∗∗/−0.24∗∗ −0.19∗∗/−0.16∗∗ 1.00/1.00
Depressed −0.11∗∗/−0.01n −0.14∗∗/−0.09∗∗ 0.30∗∗/0.23∗∗ 0.20∗∗/0.18∗∗ −0.33∗∗/−0.24∗∗ 1.00/1.00

mood
Anger −0.12∗∗/−0.05∗∗ −0.11∗∗/−0.08∗∗ 0.34∗∗/0.26∗∗ 0.24∗∗/0.23∗∗ −0.28∗∗/−0.21∗∗ 0.64∗∗/0.53∗∗ 1.00/1.00
Delinquency −0.02n/−0.04∗ −0.13∗∗/−0.12∗∗ 0.20∗∗/0.20∗∗ 0.20∗∗/0.17∗∗ −0.16∗∗/−0.14∗∗ 0.23∗∗/0.16∗∗ 0.29∗∗/0.27∗∗ 1.00/1.00

∗ p < 0.05 (2-tailed). ∗∗ p < 0.01 (2-tailed).

APPENDIX C: STANDARDIZED AND UNSTANDARDIZED REGRESSION WEIGHTS FOR THE
MODEL WITH DEPRESSED MOOD AS A MEDIATING FACTOR

Standardized Unstandardized
coefficients coefficients SE CR

Regression weights Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys

Severe arguments → Depressed mood 0.23∗∗ 0.17∗∗ 0.070 0.047 0.005 0.005 13.05 9.930
Violence → Depressed mood 0.07∗∗ 0.10∗∗ 0.041 0.046 0.010 0.008 4.281 5.856
Depressed mood → Delinquency 0.13∗∗ 0.09∗∗ 0.181 0.234 0.030 0.051 5.962 4.558
Control relationships

Parental education → Severe arguments −0.06∗ 0.02n −0.091 0.015 0.028 0.018 −3.186 0.83
Parental education → Violence −0.07∗∗ 0.02n −0.051 0.010 0.015 0.011 −3.373 0.894
Parental education → Support 0.24∗∗ .17∗∗ 0.115 0.064 0.012 0.010 9.230 6.160
Parental education → Depressed mood −0.03n 0.02n −0.016 0.007 0.009 0.005 −1.694 1.202
Parental education → Delinquency 0.00n −0.05∗ 0.002 −0.033 0.014 0.015 0.124 −2.242
Family structure → Severe arguments −0.14∗∗ −0.15∗∗ −0.482 −0.464 0.057 0.048 −8.429 −9.639
Family structure → Violence −0.08∗∗ −0.08∗∗ −0.154 −0.144 0.030 0.029 −5.108 −5.065
Family structure → Support 0.11∗∗ 0.09∗∗ 0.126 0.106 0.022 0.021 5.761 4.971
Family structure → Depressed mood −0.07∗∗ −0.04∗ −0.078 −0.036 0.018 0.014 −4.294 −2.507
Family structure → Delinquency −0.08∗∗ −0.10∗∗ −0.121 −0.213 0.028 0.037 −4.360 −5.700
Severe arguments → Delinquency 0.08∗∗ 0.12∗∗ 0.033 0.087 0.008 0.012 4.116 6.974
Violence → Delinquency 0.16∗∗ 0.11∗∗ 0.130 0.130 0.015 0.021 8.487 6.296
Support → Depressed mood −0.30∗∗ −0.22∗∗ −0.279 −0.158 0.020 0.015 −13.649 −10.657
Support → Delinquency −0.07∗ −0.09∗∗ −0.082 −0.174 0.030 0.038 −2.741 −4.562

∗ p < 0.05 (2-tailed). ∗∗ p < 0.01 (2-tailed).
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