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I. Introduction
Legal socialization is the process through which individuals acquire attitudes and beliefs about
the law, legal authorities, and legal institutions. This occurs through individuals' interactions,
both personal and vicarious, with police, courts, and other legal actors. To date, most of what
is known about legal socialization comes from studies of individual differences among adults
in their perceived legitimacy of law and legal institutions1, and in their cynicism about the law
and its underlying norms.2 This work shows that adults' attitudes about the legitimacy of law
are directly tied to individuals' compliance with the law and cooperation with legal authorities.
3 Despite the potential importance of the development of these attitudes about law and their
connection to illegal behavior, previous research on legal socialization prior to adulthood (i.e.,
adolescence) is rare.

Although some writers have discussed the ways in which family members and adults in the
community shape children's and adolescents' attitudes and beliefs about law-related matters,
4 little is known about the ways in which adolescents' legal socialization is shaped by their
actual contact with the legal system. In fact, only a very small number of studies have examined
legal socialization prior to adulthood.5 These studies have examined children's perceptions of
law and legal procedures,6 rights and a “just world,”7 and legal reasoning.8 These early studies
generally have relied either on cross-sectional or experimental designs, often with general
population samples of young adults. As such, they are generally silent on the developmental
component of legal socialization, the role of socializing conditions, and processes that children
experience in everyday life.

The process of legal socialization should be particularly salient during adolescence, since this
is the developmental period during which individuals are beginning to form an adult-like
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understanding of society and its institutions,9 and when they venture outside the closed systems
of family and schools to experience laws and rules in a variety of social contexts where rule
enforcement is more integrated with the adult world. In childhood, their experiences are limited
to interactions with a small circle of authorities, such as school officials or store security guards,
whose power is real, but whose formal legal status is ambiguous. More typically, whatever
exposure children have had to law has been vicarious through family, friends or neighbors. But
in contrast to children, adolescents' experiences with these new social and legal contexts should
have more powerful influences in shaping notions of fairness and the moral underpinnings of
law. Studies forecast that these notions of the fairness and morality of legal rules developed
during adolescence may influence subsequent behavior in interactions with legal authorities
as adults.10

Accordingly, it is reasonable to expect that interactions with legal authorities during late
childhood and into adolescence should influence the development of notions of law, rules, and
agreements among members of society, including adolescents, as well as the legitimacy of
authority to deal fairly with citizens who violate society's rules. 11 Moreover, as a
developmental outcome via socialization processes,12 legal socialization is similar to, and
intertwined with, many other unfolding changes (e.g., psychosocial maturity) that occur during
this period as well as with potentially powerful experiences of adolescence. One would expect
perceptions about the legitimacy of law to change considerably during this time period,
reflecting an ongoing dynamic between experiences and attitudes across several social
contexts. In short, similar to other developmental processes which tend to grow over time and
vary throughout the population, legal socialization also should exhibit growth, development,
or vacillation as experience grows.

However, contact with the police and courts are infrequent among adolescents, even those in
high-risk neighborhoods.13 As a result, most subjects in general population samples have little
experience in the juvenile or criminal justice systems, and thus have a limited experiential basis
to inform their notions regarding the law. Accordingly, studies of legal socialization in
community samples of adolescents offer limited contributions to our understanding of the ways
in which attitudes about the law, legal authorities, and legal institutions develop as a result of
actual contact with the legal system. To better examine legal socialization as a developmental
process, it is necessary to study a sample of juvenile offenders over time. In short, because
adolescents are likely to vary in their patterns of legal socialization, just as they do in other
developmental domains, longitudinal studies are needed to map out the natural history of
development in this socio-legal domain, especially during critical developmental periods for
adolescents who have nontrivial experiences with the justice system.

This study advances our understanding of legal cynicism and legitimacy in several, ways. First,
we focus on adolescents. With few exceptions,14 prior studies have examined these dimensions
of law-related behavior among adults. 15 If legal socialization develops during adolescence,
closer measurement of this domain during that critical period is necessary to accurately identify
a developmental process within the changing context of adolescence. Second, this study is the
first to examine legal socialization over time in a developmental framework showing the
stability or change in these domains during a critical developmental transition from late
adolescence to early adulthood. Third, we examine legal socialization among active offenders.
Prior work on legitimacy and legal cynicism has analyzed data from general population or
community samples, where active offenders often are under-sampled. To the extent that legal
cynicism and legitimacy are implicated in compliance with the law and cooperation with legal
actors, we might expect these developmental outcomes to be skewed for offenders. Until this
study, there has been very little research on active offenders,16 and none longitudinally, that
considers the developmental patterning of legal socialization.
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Accordingly, we analyze data from a juvenile court sample of adolescent offenders charged
with serious crimes. Using data from four waves of interviews over eighteen months, we
analyze variation in the developmental trajectories of two specific dimensions of legal
socialization: legal cynicism and legitimacy. We next identify factors that might relate to the
different developmental trajectories. To the best of our knowledge, the current investigation
provides the first set of data on the longitudinal, within-individual patterning of two aspects
of legal socialization among adolescents, specifically serious youthful offenders, a particularly
important theoretical and policy-relevant group.17

II. LEGAL SOCIALIZATION
Our conception of legal socialization is rooted in larger normative views of fairness, justice,
punishment, and criminal responsibility.18 These concepts are often tied to the tension between
whether people obey the law because they fear punishment, or whether they comply with legal
rules because compliance is a social and moral obligation, and that the law serves an essential
social purpose. 19 Tyler 20 has effectively applied this conceptualization into a theory of
compliance and legitimacy that contains key elements of procedural and distributive forms of
justice.21 Tyler's work22 refocuses the question of whether people should obey the law to why
people obey the law.23 Thus, the question of legal socialization transcends normative concerns
and becomes a matter of social science and the explanation of behavior.

The legitimation of the law is the central dynamic in this socialization process. Research on
legitimacy and the law is premised upon three assumptions: (1) that people have views about
the legitimacy of authorities; (2) that those views shape their behavior; and (3) that those views
arise out of social interactions and experiences.

Research on children and adults has identified two dimensions of legal socialization that may
shape or sustain adolescent criminal behavior: institutional legitimacy and cynicism about the
legal system. Institutional legitimacy refers to feelings of obligation to defer to the rules and
decisions associated with legal institutions and actors.24 Tyler defines legitimacy as “the
property that a rule or an authority has when others feel obligated to defer voluntarily.”25 As
do others, we focus on the internalization of the responsibility to follow principles of personal
morality. Legitimacy, therefore, reflects a willingness to suspend personal considerations of
self-interest and to ignore personal moral values because a person thinks that an authority/rule
is entitled to determine appropriate behavior within a given situation or situations.26 It is
assessed by measuring the degree to which people feel that they “ought to“ obey decisions
made by legal authorities, even when those decisions are viewed as wrong or not in their
interests. Studies typically find that adults express strong feelings of obligation to obey the
law, the police, and the courts.27

The second component of legal socialization is legal cynicism about the law and its underlying
norms.28 Legal cynicism reflects general values about the legitimacy of law and social norms.
It is based upon work on anomie,29 but is modified to reflect subgroup norms concerning
minority urban communities.30 According to Sampson and Bartusch, “[t]he common idea is
the sense in which laws or rules are not considered binding in the existential, present lives of
respondents … [legal cynicism] taps variation in respondents' ratification of acting in ways
that are “outside” of law and social norms.”31 Instead, respondents feel that acting in ways that
are outside the law and community norms of appropriate conduct is reasonable.

These two dimensions are particularly appropriate to consider when examining legal
socialization among adolescents. These notions of legitimacy and cynicism are part of a broader
developmental phenomenon of self-definition with regard to authority structures common to
adolescence, and the resolution of autonomy-related issues, including those involving
relationships with authority figures, is a central psychosocial task of this period.32 In addition,
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these aspects of legal socialization are potentially influential in the development of antisocial
behavior.33 In this study, we focus on the patterns of change in legal socialization among a
group of serious delinquents. In order to examine individual differences in legal socialization
and their relation to antisocial behavior, we need a basic understanding of how attitudes toward
the legal system develop more generally.

A. THE LONGITUDINAL PATTERNING OF LEGAL SOCIALIZATION
It is reasonable to suspect that these two components of legal socialization, legitimacy and
legal cynicism, should vary over time, within individuals, especially during childhood and
adolescence. This developmental perspective reflects earlier research showing that the
antecedents of a positive orientation toward political, legal, and social authorities play an
important role in shaping adolescent and adult antisocial behavior. 34 Moreover, it seems useful
to have a comprehensive understanding of the way in which these processes unfold within an
individual across development. This supposition regarding the presence and importance of this
developmental change is also supported by extant research in two distinct areas related to the
legal socialization literature.35

The first is the literature in deterrence, specifically regarding perceived sanction threats, i.e.,
an individual's perception of the likelihood of being caught for committing an offense. Several
studies of individual sanction threat perceptions indicate variation over time,36 and even within
short time periods. For example, Minor and Harry's analysis of 488 young adults followed in
a two-wave panel at two three-month intervals indicated that perceptions of sanction risk were
not stable over the three month time period.37 In fact, for four of the six offenses studied
(cocaine use, drunk and disorderly conduct, cheating, and shoplifting), perceptions of risk
decreased significantly over the six month interval. In a second study, Paternoster and
colleagues studied the issue of perceptual stability in samples of high school and college
students.38 They found little perceptual stability, even within a six-month time period.39

Finally, in a two-wave panel of college students, Paternoster et al. found that as involvement
in petty theft and bad check writing increased over a one-year period, perceptions of sanction
certainty for both behaviors decreased.40 The authors also found that a reduction in perceived
certainty was significantly related to increased involvement in both offenses.41 Finally, they
found that being formally sanctioned between the two waves was related to an increase in
perceived certainty.42 Much like Minor and Harry, Paternoster and colleagues also concluded
that sanction threat perceptions were relatively unstable over short time periods.43

The second strand of relevant research comes from the compliance literature. Tyler's research
shows that legal socialization matters in adults because it is related to compliance with law
(criminality across the range of severity) and cooperation with police and other legal tasks (jury
service, helping the police catch criminals).44 However, most of these are cross-sectional
studies that compare people of different ages, and thus do not assess change within persons
over time. With few exceptions, these cross-sectional studies have focused largely on adult
samples.45

B. PRIOR RESEARCH ON LEGAL SOCIALIZATION
Existing research, although not longitudinal, nonetheless has highlighted many important
aspects of the relation between legal socialization and law-abiding behavior.46 For example,
in 1998 Sampson and Bartusch advanced and examined a neighborhood-level perspective on
racial differences in legal cynicism, dissatisfaction with police, and the tolerance of various
forms of deviance using a cross-section of 8782 residents of 343 neighborhoods in Chicago.
47 Their focus was specifically on whether and how the structural characteristics of
neighborhoods explained variations in legal cynicism and other attitudes.48 With respect to
legal cynicism, their analyses indicated that while African Americans reported a higher level
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of cynicism than did whites, controlling for concentrated disadvantage eliminated this race
effect.49 Importantly however, it did not alter the pattern of other important individual-level
predictors of legal cynicism including gender, socioeconomic status, age, marriage, and
separation/divorce.50

Using a panel design, Tyler's 1990 Chicago-based study explored the predictors of compliance
with the law, specifically how recent personal experiences with the police and courts, and views
of the legitimacy of the police and courts affected compliance.51 Though there are a number
of important findings in his study, two particular results from the between-individual,
longitudinal analyses are worth mentioning. First, legitimacy had an independent influence on
compliance, even after controlling for a number of important variables, including the
individual's prior level of compliance.52 Second, using contact with legal authorities as an
intervening variable, Tyler found that procedural justice influenced subsequent perceptions of
legitimacy even after controlling for prior perceived legitimacy suggesting that perceived
procedural fairness is an important antecedent of legitimacy.53 Fagan and Tyler replicated these
findings with a general population sample in New York City.54 Their work broadened the
earlier analysis to include specific appraisals of the performance of the police in addition to
their procedural fairness.55

Three other studies have provided relevant data. Tyler, Casper, and Fisher used a sample of
628 individuals accused of felonies interviewed prior to and following adjudication of their
cases.56 Results from this study indicated that procedural justice was the key factor shaping
individuals' orientations to the law and legal authorities.57 The second study pieced together
six cross-sections of the General Social Survey (1972-1977) to assess stability and change in
social tolerance.58 These authors found that adult levels of social tolerance were related to both
pre-adult and early adult attitudinal environments.59 In a third study, Fagan and Tyler examined
the contributions of legitimacy and legal cynicism to self-reported delinquency in a community
sample of 212 children and adolescents ages ten to sixteen from two adjacent but racially
diverse inner-city neighborhoods.60 They showed that both legitimacy and legal cynicism
predicted self-reported offending in the expected directions.61 They also showed that
perceptions of procedural fairness and “respect” of legal actors—police, school disciplinary
staff, and store security guards—predicted both dimensions of legal socialization.62

Although these studies are certainly important for shaping the landscape of the legal
socialization literature, they are limited in several respects. First, because they are largely cross-
sectional, they offer little understanding of how aspects of legal socialization change over time
within persons. Unfortunately, there has been no such research.63 Without longitudinal studies,
it is difficult to gain a clear picture of legal socialization as a developmental process. Second,
with the exception of Tyler et al., most studies have used general population samples.64 This
is an important consideration in interpreting this literature because contact with legal actors is
infrequent among both adults and adolescents, and thus they have little personal and/or
vicarious experiential basis to inform their notions about law.65 Samples of individuals
involved in the criminal justice system can provide important evidence because of their policy-
relevant status.66

III. CURRENT STUDY
We analyze data from a juvenile court sample of serious adolescent offenders in two cities.
Four waves of data (baseline, six, twelve, and eighteen months post-baseline) are used to model
and describe variation in the developmental trajectories of these two dimensions of legal
socialization. In order to address these questions, we employ an advanced statistical
methodology that allows us to investigate the developmental trajectories that may characterize
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both legitimacy and legal cynicism, a methodology that has never been applied in the legal
socialization area.

A. DATA
All subjects were participants in the Pathways to Desistance study. The ideas behind this larger
investigation can be found in Mulvey et al.,67 and more methodological details of the study
can be found in Schubert et al.68 The sample consists of 1355 adjudicated adolescents between
the ages of fourteen and eighteen in Philadelphia (n=701) and Phoenix (n=654). The youth
were selected for potential enrollment after a review of court files revealed they had been
adjudicated delinquent or found guilty of a serious offense (overwhelmingly felonies). In order
to ensure a sample with meaningful heterogeneity in offending activity, the proportion of
juvenile males with drug offenses was limited to 15% of the sample in both cities. This
restriction did not apply to females or to youths transferred to the adult system. The sample is
86% male. Twenty percent of the sample is white, 41% African-American, and 34% Hispanic.
The average age at baseline was 16.04 (range 14-18), the proportion of those having at least
one arrest in the past year was 50.1%, and the average number of prior arrests in the past year
was almost one (range 0-9).

Informed consent was obtained from the juveniles and their parents or guardians. Eligible
youths who agreed to participate in the study, and whose parents provided consent, then
completed a baseline interview. For youths in the juvenile system, this interview was generally
conducted within seventy-five days of their adjudication hearing. For youths in the adult
system, the baseline interview was generally conducted within ninety days of the
decertification hearing in Philadelphia or of the adult arraignment hearing in Phoenix (there is
no waive back provision to the juvenile system under Arizona law).69 Subjects were also
interviewed at six-month intervals through the eighteen-month data collection point for a total
of four repeated observations. Retention at each of the four follow-up points was either 92%
or 93%, especially high for a serious juvenile offender sample—particularly one followed
longitudinally.

1. Variables of Interest
Legal Cynicism: Following Sampson and Bartusch70 and Srole,71 our measure of legal
cynicism is composed of five questions which asked respondents to rate the degree to which:
(1) Laws are meant to be broken, (2) It is okay to do anything you want, (3) There are no right
or wrong ways to make money, (4) If I have a fight with someone, it is no one else's business,
and (5) A person has to live without thinking about the future. Response options included: (1)
Strongly Disagree; (2) Somewhat Disagree; (3) Somewhat Agree; and (4) Strongly Agree.
Higher values on this scale indicate higher levels of legal cynicism (range 1-4). Psychometric
analyses of the scale at baseline indicated that it was reliable (alpha=.60; CFI=.99, RMSEA=.
03).

Legitimacy: Our measure of legitimacy follows from the measure employed by Tyler, 72 Tyler
and Huo, 73 and others. Specifically, respondents answered eleven questions including: (1) I
have a great deal of respect for the police, (2) Overall, the police are honest, (3) I feel proud
of the police, (4) I feel people should support the police, (5) The police should be allowed to
hold a person suspected of a serious crime until they get enough evidence to charge them, (6)
The police should be allowed to stop people on the street and require them to identify
themselves, (7) The courts generally guarantee everyone a fair hearing (trial), (8) The basic
rights of citizens are protected in the courts, (9) Many people convicted of crimes in the courts
are actually innocent [Reverse Coded], (10) Overall, judges in the courts here are honest, and
(11) Court decisions here are almost always fair. Response options included: (1) Strongly
Disagree; (2) Somewhat Disagree; (3) Somewhat Agree; and (4) Strongly Agree. Again, higher
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values indicate higher levels of perceived legitimacy of the law (range 1-5.2). Psychometric
analyses of the scale at wave one indicated that it was reliable (alpha=.80; CFI=.92, RMSEA=.
07).

2. Methods—Trajectory-based models were fit to the data to examine the within-person
variability across time on the legal socialization measures. A group-based approach, like the
trajectory methodology, lends itself nicely to analyzing questions that are framed in terms of
the shape of the developmental course of the outcome of interest.74 The trajectory methodology
is based on finite mixture models, or theoretically, on the notion that more than one class of
individuals underlies an observed population/distribution. Recognizing that there may be
meaningful subgroups within a population that follow distinctive developmental trajectories,
Nagin and Land developed a modeling strategy that makes no parametric assumptions with
respect to the distribution of persistent unobserved heterogeneity in the population.75 Unlike
other techniques, the semi-parametric mixed (SPM) poisson model assumes that the
distribution of unobserved persistent heterogeneity is discrete rather than continuous, and thus
the mixing distribution is viewed as multinomial (i.e., a categorical variable). Each category
within the multinomial mixture can be viewed as a point of support, or grouping, for the
distribution of individual heterogeneity. The model, then, estimates a separate point of support
(or grouping) for as many distinct groups as can be identified in the data.76 In other words, the
trajectory methodology takes individuals who resemble one another on the outcome of interest
and assigns them to a particular group. Individuals in each respective group resemble one
another more so than they do the individuals assigned to other groups. The groups, then, are
mutually exclusive such that each individual can only be a member of one trajectory group.

It is important to remember that the trajectory groups approximate population differences in
developmental trajectories. A higher number of points of support (groups) yields a discrete
distribution that more closely approximates what may be a true continuous distribution.77

Further, because each individual has a non-zero probability of belonging to each of the various
groups identified, s/he is assigned to the group to which s/he has the highest probability of
belonging. This is a particularly important feature of this methodology because it allows
researchers to assess the claims of extant developmental models that make predictions about
different groups of offenders. This cannot be accomplished with approaches that treat
unobserved heterogeneity in a continuous fashion. In short, the trajectory methodology is well-
suited for research problems with a taxonomic dimension, the purpose of which is to chart
distinctive developmental trajectories, and to understand what factors account for their
distinctiveness.78

Because we are dealing with continuous psychometric, yet bounded data, the Censored Normal
version of the SPM is appropriate here. To evaluate model fit we follow extant research and
use the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC). BIC, or the log-likelihood evaluated at the
maximum likelihood estimate less one-half the number of parameters in the model times the
log of the sample size,79 tends to favor more parsimonious models than likelihood ratio tests
when used for model selection. Following previous research,80 we use an iterative procedure
for identifying meaningful groups. The approach we take is to begin with a one-group model
and continue along the modeling space to two, three, four, five, and six groups, until we
maximize the BIC.81

The approach taken here is primarily descriptive. We are concerned with whether there are
meaningful subgroups of adolescents showing different patterns of legal socialization, what
the legal socialization trajectories look like, and what sorts of demographic variables
distinguish individuals showing these different trajectories.82 It is important to note that
because the groups are intended as an approximation of a more complex underlying reality,
the objective is not to identify the “true” number of groups. Instead, the aim is to identify as
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simple a model as possible that displays the distinctive features of the population distribution
of trajectories.83 All trajectory models were fit using the Proc Traj procedure in SAS.

Descriptive statistics for the legal socialization variables and correlations among those
variables over time may be found in Tables 1 and 2, respectively. As shown in Table 1, with
regard to legal cynicism, the average value and the variation around that average (i.e., standard
deviation) does not change much over time; however, there is some more change about both
the mean and variation in legitimacy over time.

B. RESULTS
1. Legal Cynicism Trajectories—The best fitting model (i.e., maximization of the BIC
statistic) for the legal cynicism data was a four-group model. Figure 1 shows the trajectories
of expected (i.e., predicted on the basis of estimated model parameters) cynicism scores for
each latent class implied by the model.

Two findings immediately stand out in Figure 1. First, there are mean-level differences at the
intercept (baseline) for all four groups. For example, at baseline, group 1 averages 1.40 (less
cynical) on the cynicism scale while group 4 averages close to 3.0 (more cynical). Second,
with the exception of group 4 (which includes 4.2% of the sample), groups 1 (17.9% of the
sample), 2 (43.8% of the sample), and 3 (34.1% of the sample) exhibit flat and stable levels of
cynicism across the eighteen-month time period. Group 4 exhibits some increasing cynicism
between T1 and T4. In short, for the majority of the study participants, there is very little change
in perceptions of legal cynicism over the time frame captured here.

For each study participant (and subsequent latent class) we computed the maximum posterior
membership probabilities, the results of which may be found in Table 3. Specifically, we follow
the model's ability to sort individuals into the trajectory group to which they have the highest
probability of belonging (the ‘maximum probability’ procedure). Based on the model
coefficient estimates, the probability of observing each individual's longitudinal pattern of legal
cynicism is computed conditional on their being, respectively, in each of the latent classes. The
individual is then assigned to the group to which they have the highest probability of belonging.
This procedure, of course, does not guarantee perfect assignment, but higher posterior
probabilities are indicative of more acceptable levels of class assignment.

Here, the mean assignment probabilities for each group are all quite high (all above .75)
suggesting that the majority of individuals can be classified to a particular latent trajectory with
high probability. For example, for group 1, the mean posterior probability was .825; for group
2, it was .783; for group 3, it was .792; and for group 4, it was .800.

2. What Factors Relate to Legal Cynicism?—In Table 4, we examined how the groups
varied along a series of variables, several of which have been examined in the adult literature.
84 We looked at: age (scored continuously, range 14-18), age-specific dummy variables (age
14 through age 18); site (1=Philadelphia, 2=Phoenix), the number of prior arrests in the past
year (scored continuously, range 0-9), the age at first arrest (scored continuously, range 9-18),
race-specific dummy variables (white, Hispanic, and African-American); gender (1=male,
2=female), whether the participant was locked-up at the baseline interview (1=yes, 0=no), and
an adapted version of the Procedural Justice Inventory85 that focused on the adolescent's
perception of fairness and equity connected with police and court processing.

Conceptually, procedural justice taps the experiential and affective basis for translating
interactions with legal processes into perceptions and evaluations of the law and the legal actors
who enforce it. Fair treatment allows people to attribute legitimacy to authorities and creates
a set of obligations to conform to their norms. It communicates to participants directly, and
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vicariously to people in contact with other participants in legal interactions, that laws are both
legitimate and moral. Fair treatment also may reduce feelings of anger that lead to rule breaking.
86 It strengthens ties to the law, a pivotal antecedent of delinquency,87 while at the same time
counteracting labeling processes that are marginalizing and stigmatizing.88 Tyler and several
other studies report that fair treatment is positively related to law abiding behavior among both
younger and older adults.89 In developmental terms, fair treatment strengthens ties and
attachments to the laws and social norms, as well as group membership. Such procedural justice
judgments are found to both shape reactions to personal experiences with legal authorities90

and to be important in assessments based upon the general activities of the police.91

Following the operationalizations found in prior research, the measures are designed to tap
several dimensions of fair treatment: correctability, ethicality, representativeness, and
consistency.92 The outcomes of this process include evaluations of law and its underlying
norms: legitimacy and legal cynicism.93 Following prior research,94 we hypothesize that males,
minorities, older adolescents, those with prior arrests and an earlier age at first arrest, those
who were locked-up, and those who perceive lower procedural justice regarding the police and
courts should hold more cynical attitudes.

The results from the ANOVA analyses indicate that the four groups differ across twelve
variables: site, priors, white, Hispanic, gender, lock-up status, and all six procedural justice
variables. Regarding site, there are slightly more Philadelphia participants in group 4 (high
cynicism group), whereas there are more Phoenix participants especially in group three. As
would be expected, those individuals in the two groups (groups 3 and 4) who have the highest
cynicism values also have the largest number of prior arrests. Group 1, who had the lowest
cynicism scores, had the lowest number of priors in the past year. There were more white
participants in the two lowest cynicism groups (1 and 2), while there were more Hispanic
participants in the two groups (groups 3 and 4) with the highest cynicism values over the
eighteen-month period. Age was not significantly different across the four cynicism
trajectories. Also, there were more females in the lowest legal cynicism groups (1 and 2) than
in the higher cynicism groups. Finally, the groups differ along all six procedural justice
dimensions at baseline. Across almost all comparisons shown in Table 4, the two lowest
cynicism groups consistently report higher (i.e., more favorable) procedural justice
perceptions, while the two highest cynicism groups consistently report lower (i.e., less
favorable) procedural justice perceptions—and this is the case across all domains and for the
general and specific scales.

The high level of stability over time in legal cynicism and diversity in levels over time suggests
that inter-individual differences among study participants in their cynicism about the legal
system likely were established before their first assessment in this study, perhaps as young as
fifteen years of age. In other words, the groups derived from the trajectory analyses may
indicate statistically meaningful cut-points for dividing the group on a continuous measure of
cynicism that is stable across the different time points.

Next, we examine what baseline case characteristics are associated with the average level of
cynicism over the four interviews, using an ordinary least squares regression approach that
considers all the variables in a single step. The outcome variable, the average value of legal
cynicism across the four waves, was obtained by summing the four cynicism scores and then
dividing by four (M=2.03, SD=0.48). We used the same variables for this analysis as we did
for the ANOVA's presented above.95 These results are presented in Table 5.

Six variables attain significance in this model estimation. First, seventeen-year-old participants
were more likely to have higher cynicism than their age-fourteen counterparts, though this
result was only marginally significant. None of the other age groups differed from the age-
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fourteen participants. Additionally, individuals with a higher number of prior arrests in the past
year were more likely to report a higher average cynicism across the eighteen-month follow-
up period. Third, Hispanic juveniles were more likely than white juveniles to report higher
cynicism. Fourth, females were less likely than males to have higher cynicism scores. Finally,
with regard to the procedural justice perceptions, Table 5 shows that higher scores on the
measure of procedural justice regarding the court are associated with lower average legal
cynicism scores. In contrast, individuals' score on the procedural justice scale with regard to
police practices does not significantly predict their score on the measure of legal cynicism.96

3. Legitimacy Trajectories—Next, we turned to a trajectory-based analysis of individuals'
perceptions of the legitimacy of law over the eighteen-month follow-up period. A five-
trajectory solution was the best fitting model, using the BIC decision rule. The plot for this
solution is shown in Figure 2.

Several findings are of interest in the legitimacy trajectory analysis. First, there are mean-level
differences at the intercept (baseline) for all five groups. For example, at baseline, group 1
averages 1.50 (low legitimacy) while group 4 averages close to 3.0 (more legitimacy). Second,
over 40% of the sample, groups 1 (10.1% of the sample) and 2 (32.6% of the sample), have
very flat and stable trajectories over time. Groups 3 (42.2% of the sample) and 4 (13.4% of the
sample), which are reasonably stable over the follow-up period, start at different baseline levels
but appear to be converging by the eighteen-month period, with group 4 coming to perceive
less legitimacy over time but group 3 perceiving somewhat more legitimacy over time. Third,
the only group in which there is a dramatic increase in perceptions of legitimacy over time is
very small—group 5 which accounts for only 1.7% of the sample. These individuals start out
with relatively high legitimacy perceptions (close to 3.0) but increase to around 4.0 by the
eighteen-month interview. Although this group is certainly of interest, it is important to note
the very small number of individuals in this group. In short, with a few exceptions, for the
majority of the study participants, there is very little change in perceptions of legitimacy across
the eighteen-month period.

Again, we computed the maximum posterior membership probabilities for membership in the
five legitimacy groups (see Table 6). Here, the mean assignment probabilities for each group
are all quite high (i.e., all above .75) suggesting that the majority of individuals can be classified
to a particular latent trajectory group with high probability. For group 1, the mean posterior
probability was .819; for group 2, it was .774; for group 3, it was .802; for group 4, it was .
815; and for group 5 it was .879.

4. What Factors Relate to Legitimacy?—In order to examine how the five groups vary
along a set of baseline characteristics, we present a series of analysis-of-variance estimates.
For the legitimacy analysis, we use the same variables employed in the prior analysis of scores
on the measure of legal cynicism. These results may be found in Table 7.

The results from the ANOVA analysis indicate that the five groups differ across sixteen
variables: age (continuous), site, priors, African-American, white, Hispanic, locked-up, age-
fourteen, and age-eighteen, gender, and all six procedural justice measures. As the table
indicates, older individuals tend to hold lower perceptions of legitimacy while younger
individuals are more likely found in group 4 who have relatively high perceptions of legitimacy.
Regarding site, there are slightly more Phoenix participants in group 4 and 5, the two groups
with the highest legitimacy scores. The two groups with the lowest legitimacy scores over time
also have the highest number of prior arrests, while individuals in group 5 (the high legitimacy
group) have the lowest number of prior arrests. Regarding race, while there are more African-
Americans in groups 1 and 2 (the groups with the lowest legitimacy scores), there are more
whites and Hispanics in the two groups (4 and 5) with the highest legitimacy values. The two
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low legitimacy groups (1 and 2) also had the highest values of lock-up, while the two high
legitimacy groups (4 and 5) had the lowest values of lock-up. Two age coefficients were
significantly different across the five groups: age-fourteen and age-eighteen: whereas there
were a higher proportion of fourteen-year-olds in groups 3 and 4 (high but stable legitimacy
scores), there were a higher number of eighteen-year olds in groups 1,2, and 3 having the lowest
legitimacy scores. Females were more likely to be in the higher legitimacy group than they
were to be in the lower legitimacy group. Finally, the legitimacy groups differed along all six
procedural justice dimensions. Across these comparisons, the two groups with the lowest
legitimacy (1 and 2) consistently scored lowest on all six procedural justice markers, whereas
the two groups with the highest legitimacy (4 and 5) consistently scored higher on all six
procedural justice markers.

As was the case for legal cynicism, there was great stability in perceptions of legitimacy over
the eighteen-month period. Because of this, we investigated how the baseline characteristics
predicted average legitimacy scores. This outcome variable, the average value of legitimacy,
was obtained by summing the four cynicism scores and then dividing by four (M=2.38,
SD=0.49). These results can be found in Table 8.

As can be seen, a number of variables attain significance in this model estimation. First, while
all four age effects are negative indicating that compared to fourteen-year-olds, older
individuals are less likely to hold high legitimacy perceptions, only the coefficient for sixteen-
year-olds attains significance at p<.05, whereas the age-seventeen and age-eighteen groups are
marginally significantly different from the fourteen-year-olds. Second, Phoenix juveniles are
more likely to have higher perceptions of legitimacy than Philadelphia juveniles. Third,
compared to whites, African-Americans report lower legitimacy perceptions. Fourth,
individuals who were locked-up were more likely to have lower perceptions of legitimacy.
Fifth, females are more likely than males to have higher legitimacy perceptions. Finally,
measures of procedural justice with respect to both police and court procedures were significant
in predicting average legitimacy scores. Individuals with higher procedural justice perceptions
regarding both the police and the courts were more likely to hold higher average legitimacy
scores.97

5. Concordance Between Legal Cynicism and Legitimacy Trajectories—It is also
of interest to examine the common ground of group membership for both legal cynicism and
legitimacy. It is expected that individuals who hold highly cynical attitudes towards the law
will be less likely to afford legitimacy to the law and legal procedures.98 Table 9 presents a
cross-tabulation of the four-group legal cynicism model and the five-group legitimacy model.
Several findings emerge in this simple cross-tabulation. First, we confirm the negative
relationship between legal cynicism and legitimacy (described earlier in Table 2).99 The two
variables are significantly related to one another (χ = 167.605, p<.001) and modestly associated
(Φ = .352). Second, individuals with the lowest reported cynicism (groups 1 and 2) also report
high legitimacy perceptions. In fact, of the twenty individuals who reported the highest
perceptions of legitimacy (group 5), 19 were in one of the two lowest legal cynicism groups,
1 (12) and 2 (7). Third, of the forty-six individuals in the highest cynicism group (4), forty-one
of them, or 89%, are found in the two lowest legitimacy groups (16 are in group 1 and 25 in
group 2), confirming the expectation raised above.

6. Alternative Stratified Trajectory Specifications—In a series of supplemental
analyses, we also estimated trajectories of legal cynicism and legitimacy by stratifying the
sample as to whether they had any priors in the year before the baseline interview (no/yes), by
lock-up status at baseline (no/yes), and then for each of the age groups between fourteen and
eighteen. In each of these analyses, the results indicated that individuals' perceptions of the
legitimacy of law as well as their degree of cynicism about the legal system were stable over
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time. That is, although individuals with priors reported different baseline levels of legitimacy
and legal cynicism compared to first-time offenders, both groups' perceptions were highly
stable over time. The same finding emerged for individuals who were and were not locked-up.
Finally, the stratified age analyses also revealed stability within each age group (fourteen
through eighteen) in both legal cynicism and legitimacy, but different intercepts at baseline.
100

C. DISCUSSION
This was the first study of the longitudinal, within-individual trajectories of two fundamental
aspects of legal socialization—legal cynicism and legitimacy of law—among a large sample
of serious juvenile offenders. Three main findings emerged from our effort.

The first and most important is the strong stability of both legal cynicism and legitimacy over
the eighteen-month period after court disposition among this group of serious adolescent
offenders. With few exceptions, there was little developmental change in these dimensions of
legal socialization over time, and this was the case both overall as well as within subgroups
defined by the number of priors, lock-up status, and age. At the same time, while there does
not appear to be a significant amount of systematic change in these variables, there is some
oscillation (i.e., movement away) over the eighteen-month period away from the mean.

Second, although individuals' cynicism about the legal system and perceptions of the
legitimacy of law were highly stable over time, they do vary in mean levels of legitimacy and
legal cynicism, and these mean differences were consistently related to other factors. For
example, individuals with more priors reported greater cynicism than individuals with fewer
priors, and Hispanics reported more cynicism than whites. On the other hand, when we
examined the determinants of legitimacy, we found strong age effects, such that older
individuals were less likely to perceive the law as legitimate than were fourteen-year-olds. In
light of the fact that very few individuals in the sample as a whole evinced change in perceptions
of legitimacy over time, this may indicate that perceptions of the law's legitimacy change very
little after age fourteen, perhaps because these more general and less situational sorts of
attitudes and beliefs have become strongly entrenched. Additionally, juveniles who were
locked-up, as well as African-Americans, were more likely to have lower legitimacy
perceptions compared to juveniles not locked-up and whites. Finally, we also found consistent
evidence regarding the relationship between the more situationally-based procedural justice
perceptions and both measures of legal socialization. Across all comparisons, individuals with
high procedural justice perceptions regarding the police and the courts tended to have lower
legal cynicism and higher legitimacy, thereby suggesting that situational experiences with
criminal justice personnel influence more general attitudes about the law and legal system.

Third, when we cross-tabulated the trajectories of legal cynicism and legitimacy we found that
individuals who reported the lowest legal cynicism also reported the highest legitimacy, while
individuals reporting the highest cynicism were highly likely to also report lower legitimacy.
In conjunction, these two faces of legal socialization provide detailed information about the
experience-based normative orientation of adolescents with respect to the law and legal actors.

Although the results are the first longitudinal analyses in the legal socialization literature, our
data are limited in some respects. First, the trajectory methodology itself has some
shortcomings. Because it assumes that unobserved heterogeneity is drawn from a discrete
(multinomial) probability distribution, there may be model misspecification bias if unobserved
individual differences are actually drawn from a continuous distribution. Also, classification
of individuals to distinctive groups will never be perfect,101 a finding that is somewhat
mitigated by the relatively strong posterior probability assignments observed herein, and the
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confirmatory substantive results observed in the cross-tabulation analysis. Still, care should be
taken on the reification of distinct groups of legal cynicism and/or legitimacy.

Second, our data assessed perceptions of legal socialization over an eighteen-month time
period. It may be that this is not long enough to observe change. We believe that it is a
sufficiently long period, however, because (a) the deterrence literature indicates that
perceptions change even over three month time periods and (b) as a serious offender sample,
participants in this study are likely to have many experiences of criminal justice contact, either
through personal or vicarious channels,102 which should increase the likelihood of finding
change in attitudes and beliefs. It may be that the ingredients that beliefs, attitudes, and legal
socialization are comprised of, is more enduring and less likely to be impacted by experiences
with the criminal justice system than the ‘perceptions’ and the objective ‘knowledge’ of the
criminal justice system that may be affected by sanctions. This may be an important distinction
to highlight in future research because of its potential to inform us of the types of impact the
criminal justice system has and does not have on offenders.

Third, our findings of stability in legal socialization may be due to the fact that we captured
our sample during an age range where there simply is not much change. That is, much of the
instability of perceptions may occur earlier in life (i.e., before fourteen) or in adulthood (i.e.,
after twenty-one). Alternatively, the finding of stability may reflect some sort of selection effect
in that these adolescents have experienced variability in cynicism and legitimacy but after
numerous contacts with the criminal justice system their levels of legal socialization become
established (i.e., stable). Recent work by Fagan and Tyler suggests that this indeed is the case.
103 Using a community sample from two New York City neighborhoods, they showed that
both legitimacy and legal cynicism changed over time from ages ten through fourteen, and then
became more stable by age sixteen. Legal cynicism and legitimacy were well predicted by the
quality of respondents' experiences with the police, but not necessarily by the extent of contact,
either direct or vicarious through peers and family members. This suggests that the stability in
this adolescent offender sample may not be an artifact of selection of persons with more
frequent and intense contacts with legal authorities, but instead may be a robust finding that
applies both to offenders and non-offenders.

Fourth, because our effort was primarily descriptive, we did not document the pre- and post-
adolescent characteristics that are associated with changes in legal socialization and how these
changes influence criminal activity and compliance into adulthood. It is of great interest and
import to examine whether, and which specific types of, external events/experiences influence
legal socialization trajectories over time.104 Finally, it was beyond the scope of the current
study to examine the source/origin of perceptions of legitimacy and legal cynicism. Since
parents tend to be one of—if not the primary—socializing agent in adolescents' lives
influencing their moral values, and religious and political beliefs,105 it would be particularly
useful in subsequent research to examine the concordance of parent-child perceptions of legal
socialization to determine the extent to which parents and children share similar legal
socialization perceptions.

These limitations notwithstanding, our effort provides the first depiction of how two distinct
legal socialization constructs, legal cynicism and legitimacy, unfold over time in a sample of
serious juvenile offenders. Based on the evidence in the deterrence/compliance literatures, we
had suspected that we would find evidence to suggest that such perceptions would be more
dynamic than the static results observed. Theories of justice generally, and procedural justice/
legal socialization in particular, have not said much about the longitudinal patterning of legal
socialization during adolescence. Our results indicate that some heavy theoretical lifting is in
order to understand why such perceptions are highly stable. Granted, this may be due to the
fact that we used an offender-based sample, but we would be very surprised if this was the
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driving force behind the stability of such perceptions. It is critical that other researchers collect
the requisite data to determine the replicability of our results.
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Figure 1.
Predicted Legal Cynicism Trajectories
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Figure 2.
Predicted Legitimacy Trajectories
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Table 1

Descriptive Statistics

Baseline
Mean (SD)

6 Months
Mean (SD)

12 Months
Mean (SD)

18 Months
Mean (SD)

Legitimacy 2.35(0.61) 2.33(0.61) 2.39(0.62) 2.44(0.65)
Legal Cynicism 2.02(0.60) 2.05(0.62) 2.02(0.61) 2.02(0.62)
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Table 5

OLS Regression Predicting Average Legal Cynicism

Variable BSE(B)

Age 15 0.0420.051
Age 16 0.0560.048
Age 17 0.0780.050+
Age 18 −0.0290.067
Site 0.0250.037
Priors 0.0260.011*
Age first −0.0070.010
Black 0.0520.042
Hispanic 0.1610.037*
Gender −0.1670.041*
Locked-up 0.0100.031
PJ-Police-Overall −0.0460.032
PJ-Court-Overall −0.0680.031*
Constant 2.4840.175*
R-Square .054

*
p<.05 (2 tailed-test),

+
p<.10
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Table 8

OLS Regression Predicting Average Legitimacy

Variable BSE(B)

Age 15 −0.0580.044
Age 16 −0.0900.042*
Age 17 −0.0780.044+
Age 18 −0.0980.058+
Site 0.1150.032*
Priors −0.0120.010
Age first −0.0010.008
Black −0.1250.036*
Hispanic −0.0150.032
Gender 0.0820.035*
Locked-up −0.0820.027*
PJ-Police-Overall 0.2720.028*
PJ-Court-Overall 0.2230.027*
Constant 0.8290.152*
R-Square 0.333

*
p<.05 (2 tailed-test),

+
p<.10

J Crim Law Criminol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2009 November 12.



N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

PIQUERO et al. Page 29
Ta

bl
e 

9

C
ro

ss
-T

ab
ul

at
io

n 
of

 4
-G

ro
up

 L
eg

al
 C

yn
ic

is
m

 a
nd

 5
-G

ro
up

 L
eg

iti
m

ac
y 

Tr
aj

ec
to

rie
s. 

O
bs

er
ve

d 
va

lu
es

 sh
ow

n 
fir

st
, e

xp
ec

te
d 

va
lu

es
 in

 p
ar

en
th

es
es

.

C
yn

ic
is

m
L

eg
iti

m
ac

y
G

ro
up

 1
G

ro
up

 2
G

ro
up

 3
G

ro
up

 4
T

ot
al

G
ro

up
 1

18
 (1

9.
8)

42
 (5

1.
2)

38
 (3

9.
2)

16
 (3

.9
)

11
4

G
ro

up
 2

47
 (7

8.
0)

17
9 

(2
01

.9
)

19
9 

(1
54

.8
)

25
 (1

5.
3)

45
0

G
ro

up
 3

99
 (1

05
.3

)
30

6 
(2

72
.4

)
19

7 
(2

08
.8

)
5 

(2
0.

6)
60

7
G

ro
up

 4
59

 (2
8.

4)
74

 (7
3.

6)
31

 (5
6.

4)
0 

(5
.6

)
16

4
G

ro
up

 5
12

 (3
.5

)
7 

(9
.0

)
1 

(6
.9

)
0 

(0
.7

)
20

T
ot

al
23

5
60

8
46

6
46

13
55

J Crim Law Criminol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2009 November 12.


