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Abstract Three countries with different sociodemographic characteristics and different
school and criminal justice systems are compared using data from Belgium, Switzerland,
and Canada with respect to juvenile delinquency as measured by the International Self-
Reported Delinquency questionnaire (ISRD-2). Following a brief presentation of
descriptive statistics of the different samples, multivariate analyses including basic variables
such as gender, age, family composition, immigrant status, school attachment, victim-
isation, and family and peer relationships make up the core of this study. The contributions
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of these selected variables are then compared between the participating countries. Between
these three countries we find similarities and differences in explaining self-reported
property-related and violent delinquency. In the final part of the article, the implications of
these findings are discussed.

Keywords Cross-national comparison . Juvenile delinquency . Property offences .

Violent offences

Introduction

Scientific endeavour is in constant evolution. It depends on questioning and fears that
emerge in the population, political choices of the moment, scientific and technological
progress, and sensitivities and scientific discipline of the researcher. The need for a
comprehensive comparative analysis of juvenile delinquency on an international level was
felt quite early. This is why the first International Self-Report Delinquency study (ISRD-1)
was launched in 1992 by the Research and Documentation Centre of the Dutch Ministry of
Justice (WODC). The study was based on self-report delinquency data collected in 13
countries, most of which are EU Member States (Junger-Tas et al. 1994, 2003). The ISRD
questionnaire was conceived in a collegial fashion on the basis of the different theoretical
and empirical elements from both the Anglo-Saxon and French-speaking approaches to
juvenile delinquency (Junger-Tas et al. 1994, 2003; ). The ISRD-1 variables with theoretical
significance were primarily drawn from the social bonding theory (Hirschi 2002) and took
into consideration parents, school, friends, aspirations and leisure activities. The choice of
these measurements conditioned the analyses considered necessary in the beginning when
data were available. In 2003, the idea of repeating the study and starting a series of such
surveys emerged. Thirty-one countries participated in ISRD-2. The survey was carried out
in 2006 using a standardised questionnaire (Junger-Tas et al. 2009).

Studies concerning juvenile delinquency have classically focused either on individual
characteristics or on context, and most importantly on the principal places of socialisation
(Born & Thys 2001; Galand et al. 2004; Pellegrini et al. 1999). Nevertheless, in the context
of ISRD-2, new indicators have been used in relation to psychological (Blatier 2002; Le
Blanc & Morizot 2001), sociological (Filleule 2001) and integrative (Vettenburg et al. 2008;
Wikström and Farrington 2005) theories. The main focus is therefore on self-esteem
capacities and attitudes of youths, with respect, for example, to violence (Enzmann &
Wetzels 2003).

One theory that focuses on the interaction between individual characteristics and context
is the situational action theory (Wikström and Farrington 2005). In this theory, offending is
not about certain kinds of individuals or certain kinds of settings but it is about “kinds of
individuals in kinds of settings” (Wikström and McCord 2004, p. 19). According to this
theory, lifestyles of adolescents are to be considered as important indicators, since the
lifestyle led by adolescents influences exposure to different types of settings, which in turn
produces different types of situations (Wikström and Sampson 2003).

Between ISRD-1 and ISRD-2, the desire to assess the impact of variables related to size,
social and demographic characteristics of the city or region of residence has emerged. Each
country is, for example, touched in some way by important migration movements, over
which it has only a limited amount of control (Mucchielli 2003). The question of gender
has emerged as well. Whereas initial studies focused chiefly on delinquency of boys
(Loeber & Dishion 1983), those that followed started to compare the nature and seriousness
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of acts committed by both boys and girls. Some authors did not consider the possibility of
parallels between female and male delinquent behaviour during adolescence, and the debate
as to whether the differences observed are innate or acquired continues (Gavray 2009).

ISRD research proves to be an interesting tool to compare delinquency trends between
countries. The approach followed here applies to Belgium, Canada (Toronto) and
Switzerland. This choice was motivated by an article written by Smit et al. (2008) titled
“An Empirical Approach to Country Clustering” that shows interesting similarities via a
cluster analysis. The suggested country clustering is supported both empirically and
conceptually. The so-called North-West country cluster is, for example, characterised by a
strong sense of insecurity and a low level of satisfaction with the police and a low level of
homicides and high proportions of juvenile and female offenders. Moreover, in these three
countries, a significant part of the population is of French culture and language; it is to be
noted, however, that this segment of the population is a minority in all three countries.
Nevertheless, each country and each sample has its own characteristics.

The three selected countries were compared with respect to the prevalence of
delinquency and links between delinquency and standardised independent variables
pertaining to general demographic description, family, school, lifestyle and substance
consumption. The comparative analysis of these samples is expected to result in a novel
view on differences such as those presented here: for example, whether or not a migrant
background has an influence on deviant behaviour can reasonably be expected to be linked
to the percentage of migrants present. Here, three samples from countries or cities with very
different proportions of immigrants are compared and may therefore be expected to give
indications with respect to such a relationship. The global parallels between the three
countries are quite important: the per capita gross domestic product (GDP) [as published in
the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) Factbook 2006] are of 31,400 euros for Belgium,
34,000 for Canada and 32,300 for Switzerland and therefore similar in comparison with the
differences observed internationally. The same is true with respect to the Gini indexes as of
2000 that are 33.0 for Belgium, 33.7 for Switzerland and 32.6 for Canada (Watkins et al.
2006). The percentage of single-parent families is 16% in Belgium, 15.2% in Switzerland,
and 19.7% in Toronto (in Canada, it is 15.6%). Differences between countries are visible
for immigration statistics: 8.4% in Belgium, 49% in Toronto and 20.6% in Switzerland. So,
whereas the general social situation is rather similar in all three countries, there are some
differences. There are more single-parent families in Toronto than in Switzerland and
Belgium, as well as a larger proportion of immigrants. There is also a difference in the
proportion of immigrants living in Belgium and living in Switzerland. Of course, the one
major difference is due to the sample; whereas in all samples school classes were sampled,
they were chosen as a national sample in Switzerland, a city sample in Belgium and only
from Toronto in Canada.

Two types of delinquent behaviour are analysed: the variable “property-related offences”
measures whether or not youths reported committing at least one property-related
delinquent act in the 12 months prior to the survey. Behaviours considered to be
property-related delinquent acts are vandalism, shoplifting, burglary, bicycle theft, car theft,
motorbike theft and stealing from a car. The variable “violent offences” measures whether
or not youths reported committing at least one violent delinquent act in the 12 months prior
to the survey. Acts included in violent delinquent behaviours are bag-snatching, carrying a
weapon, group fights, robbery and assault.

In this article, we examine the similarities and differences between the three selected
countries. The goal of the study was to determine whether the factors associated with
delinquency vary from one country to another. This study will help us better understand
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teenagers’ delinquent trajectories with regard to what is specific to a country or what they
have in common between countries. This, in turn, will allow the development of more
effective strategies in delinquency prevention.

Sample Characteristics

The Belgian Sample

In Belgium, four cities—two in Wallonia and two in Flanders—with quite similar character-
istics were chosen. Two of the selected cities were medium-sized (Gent and Liege,
approximately 200,000 inhabitants each) and two were small (Aalst and Verviers, around
60,000 inhabitants each). The school systems are very similar in the Flemish and the Walloon
regions because they were set up before the skills and training teaching goals were regionalised
(1980). There are no private schools, but school organisation boards may differ. Secondary
education consists of 6 years, divided into three cycles of 2 years each. Starting the second
cycle of secondary education, students continue in General Secondary Education (GSE), or
they change to Technical Secondary Education (TSE) or Vocational Secondary Education
(VSE) in which students follow courses that prepare them for a specific occupation.

Within the framework of this survey, we surveyed both male and female students
attending the 7th, 8th and 9th year of schooling according to the international code. The
paper version was chosen for the questionnaires because most schools did not have
sufficient technical possibilities to do otherwise. Regarding sample selection, all secondary
schools located within the four cities received a letter and a phone call, which informed
them about the survey and asked them to participate; 46.3% agreed to participate. A random
sample of one to three classes was taken from each participating school. The number of
classes in each school sample depended on the number of study years offered by that
school. Beyond this point, on the basis of available data such as number of classes, type,
grade and number of students in each class, the Belgian team completed the sample
randomly and tried to avoid having missing class profiles. We strived to get a very close
view of the global school population based on school year and education type (seven
categories). In all, we visited 148 classes.1 A letter was also sent to the students’ parents
informing them about the survey (passive consent), and we received 38 refusals. The
Belgian database comprises 2,247 completed questionnaires.2 The sampling and the
methodology are described elsewhere (Vettenburg et al. 2010) .

The Canadian Sample

In Canada, the ISDR was conducted with the collaboration of the Toronto District School
Board and certain private schools. The target population consisted of students in years 7,
8 and 9 attending schools in the Toronto census subdivision.

Sampling was carried out according to a stratified cluster sampling frame. Schools were
first stratified by grade and geographic area, and a sample of schools was selected

1 It is to be noted that, with regard to the Belgian schooling system, it can be extremely difficult to calculate
the exact number of students per class because each class is made up of a number of students who
coincidently follow the same course but who may actually be part of different curricula. As a result, the
number of students in each class may vary considerably and/or be a form of administrative grouping.
2 In reality, the questionnaire was administered to 2,249 students, but on two questionnaires the gender of the
respondent was not indicated.
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systematically in each stratum with probability proportional to size, where the size measure
was determined by the number of students in the grade. This strategy aimed at providing an
adequate representation of the various neighbourhoods in Toronto and therefore of the city’s
demographic and socioeconomic characteristics. Statistics Canada interviewers visited the
selected schools to ask for consent from the principal. If consent was granted, the interviewer
listed the classes and randomly selected one class in the desired grade. Students in the
selected class were given consent forms for their parents to sign (active consent). Only
students who presented consent forms signed by their parents were permitted to participate.

In total, 210 classes were selected, five of which were determined to be out-of-scope,
meaning that the school did not include the grade for which it was selected. The breakdown
of the 205 within-scope classes was as follows: 70 grade 7 classes, 69 grade 8 classes, and
66 grade 9 classes.

Of the 205 within-scope classes, 177 participated, resulting in a class response rate of
86% (89% for grade 7, 84% for grade 8 and 86% for grade 9). Within these classes, a total
of 3,290 paper-and-pencil questionnaires were completed from 4,553 listed students,
yielding a student response rate of 72% (72% for grade 7, 74% for grade 8 and 70% for
grade 9). The overall response rate was 62% (64% for grade 7, 62% for grade 8, and 60%
for grade 9). More information about sampling and methodology can be found elsewhere
(Savoie 2010).

The Swiss Sample

In Switzerland, a representative sample was drawn. A list of all schools was obtained. For
practical reasons, only three of nine sparsely populated and rural cantons were selected and
oversampled. Therefore, 20 of 26 cantons were included in the national sample. In each
canton, the number of schools to be sampled was determined according to canton size. The
corresponding number of schools was then sampled for each canton, with sampling
probabilities calculated based on the total number of students in the schools. Seventy-two
schools were randomly selected according to these criteria, four of which refused to
participate, and two of these were substituted with other schools as a consequence of the
legitimacy of the reason given for refusing to participate (they participated in a different
study in the same year). From each of the participating schools, one class was randomly
chosen from each 7th, 8th and 9th grade (if each grade consisted of several class units). All
students in the chosen classes were asked to participate.

The survey was carried out using the Computer-Assisted Web Interview method (CAWI)
(Lucia et al. 2007). Due to technical problems, 97 interviews were conducted using the
paper-and-pencil instrument, and 65 questionnaires were lost. Parents of students from the
selected classes were informed about the survey beforehand and asked to inform the school
should they not wish their child to participate (passive consent). There were no such
refusals. There was a low rate of absentees (6.3%) and overall, 3,648 questionnaires were
received (Killias et al. 2010).

Final Samples for All Three Countries

Respondents who had missing values for any of the derived variables used in the logistic
regression analysis were excluded. This reduced the sample size by 16% in Canada (from
approximately 3,290 youths to 2,778 youths). In Switzerland, the sample was also reduced
by 16% (from 3,648 to 3,065), whereas in Belgium, the sample was reduced by 20.8%
(from 2,247 to 1,779).
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Analytical Techniques

Different groups of factors related to youth delinquency (i.e., demographic, family, school,
peer, self-control, attitude to violence scores and lifestyle-related factors) were inserted as
blocks into separate logistic regression models. Each block comprised a set of relevant
variables. A description of the different variables is included in the Appendix. To determine
the order of the blocks, the theoretical framework of the situational action theory of
Wikström was used (Wikström and Farrington 2005). As a result, the lifestyle model has
been added to the last block. In this model, the sociodemographic context characteristics
have, at most, an indirect impact on the frequency of delinquent behaviour. The final and
complete model allows assessment of the blocks’ relative importance in explaining the
likelihood of self-reporting youth reporting delinquency. Odds ratios (ORs) were used to
assess whether youths with specific characteristics are more or less likely to engage in
delinquent behaviour than those in another (reference) group.

Results

The 12 months prevalence rates for violent and property-related delinquent behaviours are
shown in Table 1. Whereas no comparison between these rates was carried out per se, due
to sample differences, one discrepancy is to be noted: whereas in Belgium and Canada
delinquent acts involving violence were more frequent than delinquent acts involving
property, the same cannot be said for Switzerland, where results show the opposite. The
prevalence rates of having committed at least one property-related or violent offence are
quite similar between all three countries. Due to the varying sampling strategies, differences
between these prevalence rates were not statistically tested for significance.

Property-Related Offences

When sociodemographic covariates are taken into account, gender is significantly linked to
property-related offences in all three countries; this correlation is stronger in Belgium and
Switzerland than in Canada. Whereas results show that migrant status is not significant in
Belgium, it is significant in Switzerland, with an increase in the prevalence of property-
related offences for second-generation migrants with respect to natives. In Canada, migrant
status is also significantly linked to property-related offences, but negatively: first-
generation migrants commit fewer of these offences than natives when sex and age are
controlled for. Results also show that age is significant in Belgium and Canada but not in
Switzerland; furthermore, the ORs for Canada and Belgium are very similar (Table 2).

Table 1 Last-year prevalence of delinquent behaviour (percent)

Belgium Canada Switzerland

Property-related offences a 12.8 11.4 15.1

Violent offences b 18.6 13.3 13.4

Property-related or violent offences 24.1 19.0 22.5

a Vandalism; shoplifting; burglary; bicycle, car or motorbike theft; stealing from a car
b Bag-snatching/mugging, carrying a weapon, group fight, robbery and assault.
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As expected, demographic characteristics have a strong link with youth delinquency
prevalence rates in all three countries, although this relationship differs considerably
between these countries with regard to immigration status and age. Results show that when
taking into consideration variables included in the demographic block, in Canada,
immigrant status negatively influences prevalence rates.

Table 3 shows the results obtained once the second block of variables, which consists of
family-related variables, has been added. Most importantly, the addition of these family-
related variables did not produce much change in the ORs previously obtained; the only
change from significance to nonsignificance with the addition of these new variables was
observed for migrant status in Switzerland. This variable is no longer significant (although
being second generation is still linked significantly to property-related offences) once the
family’s structure and quality of the relationship created with parents are taken into account.
As predicted, these family-related variables are linked to the rate of property-related
offences: a broken home and/or a weak relationship between the youth and his/her parents
increase the propensity to commit such delinquent acts. Significance for all three factors is
present in both Belgium and Switzerland, whereas in Toronto, the quality of the
relationships created between a youth and his/her parents is apparently less important; the
relationship between a youth and his/her father is, in this subsample, not significantly
linked to property-related offences.

Table 3 Odds ratios of logistic regression for property-related delinquent behaviours on demographic and
family-related variables

Belgium Toronto Switzerland

Block 1: demographic

Male 1.93 *** 1.41 ** 1.67 ***

Age 1.40 *** 1.36 *** 1.04

Migrant (ref = native)

First generation 1.23 0.84 1.31 *

Second generation 0.64 0.53 *** 1.06

Block 2: family

Broken home 1.52 ** 2.04 *** 1.33 *

Weak relationship with mother 2.13 ** 1.33 * 2.17 ***

Weak relationship with father 2.08 *** 0.97 2.33 ***

* p ≤0.05, ** p ≤0.01,*** p ≤0.001

Table 2 Odds ratios of logistic regression for property-related delinquent behaviours on demographic
indicators

Belgium Toronto Switzerland

Block 1: demographic

Male 1.74 *** 1.35 * 1.57 ***

Age 1.45 *** 1.40 *** 1.06

Migrant (ref = native)

Second generation 1.19 0.84 1.38 **

First generation 0.63 0.49 *** 1.16

* p ≤0.05, ** p ≤0.01,*** p ≤0.001
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Table 4 presents the ORs obtained when the third block of variables was introduced.
The third block consists of school-related variables. By inserting these variables, gender
becomes less important in Belgium, whereas no great change appears in either Toronto
or Switzerland. Age is no longer significant in any of the three samples due to the
insertion of grade, which shows correlation with age. Being in the 8th grade with respect
to the 7th grade just exceeds the critical value for significance in Switzerland (p=0.053),
but neither in Belgium nor in Toronto. Whether the family is intact or not also loses
importance in all three countries: results show that it is no longer significant in Belgium
or Switzerland, whereas in Toronto, it conserves its significance and the OR only slightly
decreases towards 1. Concerning school-related variables inserted in the model, a weak
attachment to school is significant only in Belgium. In both Switzerland and Toronto,
this variable is not significant, and the estimator of the OR is also very close to 1, with a
confidence interval (CI) of 0.88–1.25; the lack of significance is therefore most probably
truly due to the absence of a link between this variable and the dependent variable.
Conversely, the school environment is significant in all three countries, and the ORs are
very similar. Truancy is also significant in all three countries, although its link to
property-related offences is strongest in Switzerland, followed by Toronto and then
Belgium.

The fourth block introduced is related to individual variables (Table 5). A low level of
self-control and a positive attitude to violence increase the risk of committing property-
related offences in all three countries.

By introducing these variables, the OR of the gender groups decreases in all three
countries and is no longer significant. As positive attitudes towards violence are more
common in male youths, this observation is not surprising. Weak relationships between

Table 4 Odds ratios of logistic regression for offences against property on demographic-, family- and
school-related variables

Belgium Toronto Switzerland

Block 1: demographic

Male 1.43 * 1.41 ** 1.61 ***

Age 1.11 1.21 0.90

Migrant (ref = native)

Second generation 1.18 0.79 1.11

First generation 0.66 0.55 *** 0.84

Block 2: family

Broken home 1.31 1.77 *** 1.24

Weak relationship with mother 1.70 * 1.28 * 1.82 *

Weak relationship with father 1.95 ** 0.97 1.73 **

Block 3: school

Weak attachment to school 1.41 *** 1.05 1.09

Exposition to violent school environment 1.70 *** 2.11 *** 1.62 ***

Truancy 1.94 *** 2.53 *** 3.01 ***

Grade (reference: 7th grade)

8th grade 1.26 1.25 1.34

9th grade 1.65 0.88 1.32

* p ≤ 0.05, ** p ≤ 0.01, *** p ≤ 0.001
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youths and their parents also lose importance once these individual variables have been
introduced; in particular, a weak relationship between a youth and his/her mother is no
longer significant in any of the three counties. Moreover, the OR of truancy continues to
decrease in all three countries and becomes insignificant in Belgium. Scores referring to
attitudes towards violence and self-control are significantly linked to truancy. Therefore,
respondents who show a higher score with regard to their self-control (indicating a low
level of self-control) or their attitude towards violence (a higher score indicates a positive
attitude towards violence) are more likely to have skipped school. Finally, being a 9th-grade
student is now significant in both Belgium and in Switzerland; this was not the case in
Table 4.

The last block to be included in the model comprises variables concerning lifestyles led
by adolescents. These variables highly increase the risk of having committed a property-
related offence in all three countries (Table 6). Leisure-time activities and attitudes play a
paramount role: having experiences with alcohol and/or drugs, and having delinquent
friends on one hand; showing low self-control and valorising violence on the other hand,
increase the probability of committing a delinquent act. A certain subculture of peer group
appears. In Belgium and Switzerland, the impact of the number of hours a youth spent with
friends compared with time spent alone is significant. Moreover, going out at night and
spending time with the family are not significant in any of the three countries. Finally,
having been victimised increases the risk of committing property-related offences in
Toronto and in Switzerland.

Table 5 Odds ratios of logistic regression for property-related delinquent behaviours in relation to
sociodemographic, family- and school-related and individual variables

Belgium Toronto Switzerland

Block 1: demographic

Male 1.27 1.11 1.15

Age 1.02 1.18 0.86

Migrant (ref = native)

2nd generation 1.18 0.78 0.99

1st generation 0.69 0.52 *** 0.61 *

Block 2: family

Broken home 1.30 1.72 *** 1.24

Weak relationship with mother 1.44 1.19 1.52

Weak relationship with father 1.80 * 0.96 1.51 *

Block 3: school

Weak attachment to school 1.24 * 0.96 1.00

Exposition to violent school environment 1.24 * 1.58 *** 1.17

Truancy 1.21 1.90 *** 2.27 ***

Grade (reference: 7th grade)

8th grade 1.40 1.26 1.41 *

9th grade 2.34 ** 1.06 1.70 *

Block 4: individual

Low self-control score 3.03 *** 2.04 *** 2.29 ***

Positive attitude to violence 1.72 *** 2.19 *** 1.91 ***

* p ≤ 0.05, ** p ≤ 0.01,*** p ≤ 0.001
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A salient change occurs for truancy. In Table 4, this variable is significantly and
positively linked to property-related offences in all three countries. It then became
influential only in Toronto and Switzerland (Table 5), whereas with the addition of the
lifestyle variables, it is significant only in Switzerland. Moreover, the OR of the variable
grade decreases in all three countries once lifestyle variables have been added. Also, the
introduction of lifestyle variables shows rather surprising results in a significant link
between gender and property-related delinquency in Belgium; this variable lost importance
once individual variables were added to the model. This effect is not observed in
Switzerland and Toronto, where the ORs for gender remain not significant with the addition
of lifestyle variables.

Table 6 Odds ratios of logistic regression for property-related delinquent behaviours on sociodemographic,
family- and school-related and lifestyle variables as well as individual descriptors

Belgium Toronto Switzerland

Block 1: demographic

Male 1.78 ** 1.20 1.16

Age 0.79 * 1.12 0.78 **

Migrant (ref = native)

2nd generation 1.66 * 1.02 1.01

1st generation 1.31 0.91 0.71

Block 2: family

Broken home 1.09 1.46 * 1.10

Weak relationship with mother 1.40 1.26 1.32

Weak relationship with father 1.34 0.94 1.38

Block 3: school

Weak attachment to school 1.04 0.93 0.98

Exposition to violent school environment 1.07 1.25 * 1.01

Truancy 0.92 1.33 1.81 ***

Grade (reference: 7th grade)

8th grade 1.18 0.85 1.10

9th grade 1.57 0.62 1.22

Block 4: individual

Low self-control score 2.22 *** 1.56 ** 1.87 ***

Positive attitude to violence 1.68 *** 1.99 *** 1.79 ***

Block 5: lifestyle

Alcohol consumption 2.49 *** 1.57 ** 2.13 ***

Drugs consumption 2.96 *** 2.52 *** 1.87 ***

Delinquent friends 5.82 *** 6.34 *** 4.01 ***

Goes out 1.67 1.56 0.96

Time spent with (reference: alone)

Family 1.66 0.66 1.86

Friends 3.79 *** 0.87 2.00 *

Discriminated 0.93 1.04 1.07

Victim 1.40 1.63 *** 1.36 *

Nagelkerke R2 (in %) 40.6% 38.5% 30.9%

* p ≤ 0.05, ** p ≤ 0.01,*** p ≤ 0.001

154 N. Egli et al.



The Nagelkerke R2 varies between 30% and 40%, showing that this last model fits better
in Belgium and Toronto than in Switzerland.

Violent Offences

In accordance with the gender theory, gender is significantly linked to the commission of
violent offences in all three countries (Table 7), and this link is noticeably stronger for
violent offences than what was observed for property-related offences (Table 2). An
important difference between the three samples is that the link between migrant status and
delinquency is significant only in Switzerland. Being a first- or second-generation migrant
is linked to the commission of violent offences when only gender and age are taken into
account as other independent variables. In Belgium, a recent study found that adolescents’
tendency to behave violently depends significantly on social origin (i.e. socioeconomic and
cultural level of the family) but not on migration (Gavray et al. 2009).

With the addition of family-related variables (Table 8), the OR of committing an offence
when being a male rather than a female increases in both Belgium and Switzerland;
otherwise, the ORs remain stable. The family structure is not significant in Switzerland, but
it is in both Belgium and Canada; coming from a broken home is linked to the commission
of violent acts. The relationship created between youths and their parents is not
significantly linked to violent acts in the Canadian sample, although such a link does
exist in both the Swiss and Belgian samples. In Switzerland, the relationship between a
youth and his/her mother is particularly important.

Overall, these results echo what has been observed for property-related offences; the
addition of family-related variables causes little variation in coefficients obtained for the
demographic variables.

The introduction of school-related variables (Table 9) reduces the importance of both
demographic and family-related variables. For instance, being male becomes less important,
although only in Belgium. In Switzerland, the link becomes insignificant (p=0.094) for
second-generation migrants. Family structure was significant in both Belgium and Canada,
but this significance is lost once the new school-related variables are introduced. Also, this
loss of significance corresponds to a decrease in ORs towards 1; therefore, it is not
necessarily only due to an estimation of coefficients from a lower number of cases. With the
introduction of these variables the relationship existing between youths and both of their
parents also loses significance: in Belgium, the type of relationship existing between a
youth and his/her mother and father is no longer significant in the new analysis, whereas in
Switzerland the relationship existing between a youth and his/her father is no longer
significant.

Table 7 Odds ratios of logistic regression for violent delinquent behaviours on demographic indicators

Belgium Toronto Switzerland

Block 1: demographic

Male 2.88*** 2.40*** 4.70***

Age 1.41*** 1.24*** 1.07

Migrant (ref = native)

2nd generation 1.09 1.22 1.46**

1st generation 0.73 0.76 2.09***

* p ≤ 0.05, ** p ≤ 0.01,*** p ≤ 0.001
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Taking into consideration the new variables, attachment to school is significant (and the
estimated ORs are very similar) in both Belgium and Toronto but not in Switzerland. This
variable seems to be an important explanatory element of the violent experience but can
also be reinforced by this experience. Nevertheless, a weak attachment to school does not
necessarily imply the existence of bad relations with the other students or with the
professors. In general, boys–especially the most deviant ones–have a utilitarian vision of
their interlocutors within the private sphere, although this also applies with regard to school

Table 9 Results of logistic regression for violent delinquent behaviours on sociodemographic, family- and
school-related variables

Belgium Toronto Switzerland

Block 1: demographic

Male 2.30 *** 2.53 *** 5.08 ***

Age 1.35 *** 1.38 ** 0.94

Migrant (ref = native)

2nd generation 1.01 1.17 1.24

1st generation 0.61 0.83 1.76 **

Block 2: family

Broken home 1.30 1.26 0.99

Weak relationship with mother 1.33 1.20 2.38 ***

Weak relationship with father 1.47 0.98 1.45

Block 3: school

Weak attachment to school 1.28 ** 1.24 ** 1.13

Exposition to violent school environment 1.92 *** 2.26 *** 1.85 ***

Truancy 2.15 *** 2.46 *** 2.24 ***

Grade (reference: 7th grade)

8th grade 0.73 0.82 1.48 *

9th grade 0.64 0.38 *** 1.26

* p ≤ 0.05, ** p ≤ 0.01,*** p ≤ 0.001

Table 8 Odds ratios of logistic regression for violent delinquent behaviours on demographic and family-
related variables

Belgium Toronto Switzerland

Block 1: demographic

Male 3.11 *** 2.45 *** 5.09 ***

Age 1.39 *** 1.22 *** 1.05

Migrant (ref = native)

2nd generation 1.13 1.22 1.40 **

1st generation 0.74 0.80 1.97 ***

Block 2: family

Broken home 1.56 *** 1.48 ** 1.08

Weak relationship with mother 1.68 * 1.25 2.78 ***

Weak relationship with father 1.57 * 0.99 2.00 **

* p ≤ 0.05, ** p ≤ 0.01,*** p ≤ 0.001
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and/or the neighbourhood (Gavray & Vettenburg 2009). Being in a violent school
environment produces a larger OR in Canada than in Switzerland and Belgium; this
variable is, however, significant in all three countries. The same is true for the variable
concerning truancy. Grade is highly significant in Canada, with the higher grades committing
less violent offences than 7th graders; in Switzerland, the variable grade is significant, but
with respect to the dummy variables, only the difference between 7th and 8th grades is
significant, with 8th-graders committing more delinquent acts than 7th graders.

With the addition of individual variables (Table 10), the importance of gender group
diminishes in all three countries, the largest decrease being observed in Switzerland. With
the addition of individual variables, the variable concerning attachment to school becomes
insignificant in all three countries. Truancy becomes less important, although it is still
significant in both Toronto and in Switzerland. Moreover, in all three countries, it appears
that being in a violent school environment is significant, even though the OR decreased. As
was the case for property-related offences, low self-control and a positive attitude to
violence increase the risk of committing violent offences.

On introducing lifestyle variables (Table 11), the ORs for the gender variable increase
again, whereas the ORs for age decrease; age is now significantly and negatively linked to
violence in Switzerland and is no longer significant in Toronto. Variables related to the
family block are stable. Regarding school-related variables, in all three countries, the ORs
tend to decrease once the lifestyle variables have been inserted in the model. However,
exposition to a violent school environment remains significant in each country. The ORs of

Table 10 Odds ratios of logistic regression predicting violent offences by demographic, family- and school-
related and individual variables

Belgium Toronto Switzerland

Block 1: demographic

Male 1.96 *** 2.08 *** 3.79 ***

Age 1.27 ** 1.36 ** 0.89

Migrant (ref = native)

2nd generation 0.97 1.24 1.12

1st generation 0.62 0.79 1.37 *

Block 2: family

Broken home 1.28 1.20 0.98

Weak relationship with mother 1.12 1.09 2.02 *

Weak relationship with father 1.36 0.98 1.30

Block 3: school

Weak attachment to school 1.13 1.14 1.03

Exposition to violent school environment 1.45 *** 1.54 *** 1.39 ***

Truancy 1.36 1.73 *** 1.72 ***

Grade (reference: 7th grade)

8th grade 0.78 0.77 1.50 *

9th grade 0.84 0.45 ** 1.60 *

Block 4: individual

Low self-control 2.04 *** 2.90 *** 1.71 ***

Positive attitude to violence 2.26 *** 2.72 *** 2.12 ***

* p ≤ 0.05, ** p ≤ 0.01,*** p ≤ 0.001
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the self-control variable decrease slightly but remain significant, whereas the weight of
attitude towards violence appears to be very high. In fact, the results produced from the
completed model are very similar to those obtained in relation to property-related offenses.

With regard to the new variables included in this block, alcohol and/or drug
consumption and the presence of delinquent friends all significantly increase the risk of
commission of a violent offence. Going out at night appears to be significantly linked to
violent offences, although only in Belgium. With whom the youth spends his or her time
does not show a demonstrable effect in these samples, except in Toronto with reference to
youths spending more time with friends compared with those spending more time alone.
Finally, having been a victim of discrimination significantly increases the risk of having

Table 11 Odds ratios of logistic regression for violent delinquent behaviours on demographic, family- and
school-related, individual descriptors and lifestyle variables

Belgium Toronto Switzerland

Block 1: demographic

Male 2.42 *** 2.32 *** 3.98 ***

Age 1.08 1.32 * 0.80 *

Migrant (ref = native)

2nd generation 1.29 1.48 * 1.16

1st generation 0.98 1.13 1.57 *

Block 2: family

Broken home 1.10 1.00 0.86

Weak relationship with mother 1.01 1.16 1.76 *

Weak relationship with father 1.03 0.96 1.09

Block 3: school

Weak attachment to school 1.02 1.15 1.03

Exposition to violent school environment 1.28 * 1.29 * 1.25 *

Truancy 1.16 1.28 1.40 *

Grade (reference: 7th grade)

8th grade 0.69 0.57 ** 1.25

9th grade 0.60 0.29 *** 1.32

Block 4: individual

Low self-control 1.50 * 2.55 *** 1.40 *

Positive attitude to violence 2.27 *** 2.69 *** 2.01 ***

Block 4: lifestyle

Alcohol 2.39 *** 2.00 *** 2.32 ***

Drugs 2.28 *** 2.75 *** 1.74 ***

Delinquent friends 2.23 *** 1.76 *** 2.00 ***

Goes out 1.75 ** 1.55 1.49

Time spent with (reference: alone)

Family 0.99 1.39 0.65

Friends 1.42 1.51 * 0.70

Discriminated 1.20 1.84 *** 1.21

Victim 1.48 * 1.52 ** 1.68 ***

Nagelkerke R2 (in %) 38.6% 42.2 % 33.0%

* p ≤ 0.05, ** p ≤ 0.01,*** p ≤ 0.001
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committed a violent offence in Toronto, whereas having been the victim of theft, assault or
robbery increases this risk in all three countries.

As was the case for property-related offences, the model fits better for Belgium and
Toronto than for Switzerland.

Comparison of the Final Models

In Table 12, the significant variables in the final models of property-related and violent
offences are represented by an X

Demographic characteristics are not linked in a similar way to these two types of
offences. Being male significantly increases the risk of reporting having committed a
violent delinquent act over the 12 months prior to the survey in all three countries, but this

Table 12 Significant variables in the final model of property-related and violent offences

Property-related offences Violent offences

Belgium Toronto Switzerland Belgium Toronto Switzerland

Block 1: demographic

Male X X X X

Age X X X X

Migrant (ref=native)

2nd generation X X

1st generation X

Block 2: family

Broken home X

Weak relationship with mother X

Weak relationship with father

Block 3: school

Weak attachment to school

Exposition to violent school environment X X X X

Truancy X X

Grade (reference: 7th grade)

8th grade X

9th grade X

Block 4:individual

Low self-control X X X X X X

Positive attitude to violence X X X X X X

Block 5: lifestyle

Alcohol X X X X X X

Drugs X X X X X X

Delinquent friends X X X X X X

Goes out at night X

Time spent with (reference: alone)

Family

Friends X X X

Discriminated X

Victim X X X X X
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is not the case for property-related offences, where gender is only significant in Belgium. In
all three countries, no factors mitigated the effect of gender on violent delinquency. Even
after taking into consideration age, migrant background and positive attitudes to violence
and self-control, the odds of male youth reporting violent delinquency were more than four
times those of female youths in Switzerland and approximately double those in Belgium
and Canada. Again, age is significant in Belgium and Switzerland as far as property-related
offences are concerned, whereas this variable is significant in both Toronto and Switzerland
in relation to violent offences. Results regarding the variable migration are not consistent
between the three countries or between offences.

Family related characteristics have a reduced effect in the final models. The family
structure and the relationship created between a youth and his/her father are not significant
in any of the three countries. This outcome is obtained for both types of delinquency. On
the other hand, in Switzerland, the relationship created between a youth and his/her mother
is significant, although only in relation to violent delinquency. Clearly, the variables related
to the family context do not seem important once others variables are taken into account.

School-related characteristics The variable that takes into consideration school
attachment is not significantly linked to either offence, in any of the three countries. On
the other hand, youths attending a violent school environment show higher odds of violent
behaviour in all three countries. This is also observed in Toronto in relation to property-
related offences. In other words, the level of attachment to the school is far less important
than the actual characteristics of the school. Truancy is, in the final models, only
significantly related to both offences in Switzerland. One explanation for the absence of a
link between delinquency and truancy in Belgium may have to do with a regulation
presently enforced according to which students who have missed more than 10 half days
loose their student status unless they provide a reasonable excuse for being absent.
However, this regulation is often considered by students as a right to be absent for 10 half
days, and therefore, truancy figures may be inflated. The last variable in this block concerns
the grade being attended by the student. Results show that this variable is significant only in
Toronto and only in relation to violent offences. With regard to Belgium, results show that a
high percentage of pupils have had to repeat a year, which may explain that age is
significant in this country but not grade.

Individual variables (self-control and attitudes towards violence) are significantly related
to violent and property-related offences in all three countries. These variables refer to a way
of thinking and the perception one has of his/her place in the social world. They are linked
to lifestyle related characteristics. Results show that the consumption of drugs and alcohol,
together with the presence of delinquent friends, increases the odds of having committed a
delinquent act in the 12 months prior to the survey. These results remain unvaried even after
having included other factors. Results also show that going out at night is only significant
in relation to violent offences. This means that going out at night increases the risk of
committing violent offences. Spending most of one’s free time with the family appears to
have no influence with regard to the risk of partaking in deviant acts, whereas spending
most of one’s free time with friends is more important, even if mitigated. In Belgium and
Switzerland, time spent with friends increases the odds of having committed a property-
related offence, whereas in Toronto, this variable increases the odds of having committed a
violent act. In Toronto, youths who have been victims of discrimination at least once in
their lifetime have significantly higher odds of having committed a least one violent
offence; however, this is not the case in Switzerland or Belgium. When all factors are taken
into account, youths who have been victimised (theft, assault or robbery in the 12 months
prior to the survey) are more likely to report having committed at least one violent act. This

160 N. Egli et al.



result applies to all three countries. This, however, has not been verified in a recent Belgian
study that questioned adolescents’ violent behaviour. In that study, we observed that
victimisation had no influence on the total sample (boys and girls together) nor among boys
alone, although such an association was observed in the female subsample (Gavray et al.
2009). This result emphasises the importance of continuing to conduct comparative
research in the light of gender theory and to perform separate analyses on boys and girls,
thus enabling researchers to verify whether the same dynamic of variables facilitates
delinquent behaviour in each group. Finally, results show that victimisation increases
property-related delinquency only in Toronto and in Switzerland.

Conclusion

Overall, the results indicate that delinquent behaviour is associated with multiple factors
linked to different domains. Once other contexts are taken into account, the family context
seems to be less important when compared with the so-called individual characteristics or
lifestyle. This result is consistent with the fact that adolescents reorient their affective
investment in peers and are very sensitive to recognition by friends—to their opinion and
influence. These two categories of items (individual characteristics and lifestyle) are in fact
very similar as a consequence of the relationship between the way of thinking, attitudes and
behaviour. The fact that family-related variables are no longer significant in the final model
does not mean that we should consider the family context as being unimportant. It simply
means that other contexts have more of an impact on deviant behaviour at this stage of life.
However, as the present results are not issued from a longitudinal study, an underlying
causal structure for delinquency, which could involve family-related factors, cannot be
discounted on their basis.

The results provide evidence that drugs and alcohol consumption has very important
implications with regard to behaviour. Many studies have shown strong links between such
consumption and delinquency. Delinquent peer networks also have a crucial impact on
delinquent behaviour. This finding is consistent with research suggesting that the influence
of peer groups in which delinquent behaviour is accepted may facilitate the development of
delinquent behaviour among youth (Cohen & Felson 1979). These results confirm the role
of a deviant lifestyle and indicate that, when juvenile crime is studied, the priority is
perhaps not to categorise the kind of facts or behaviour (e.g. property-related or violent
delinquency) but rather to understand the meaning young people give to their behaviour.
Through this study, we verify that a similar internal and interpersonal core dynamic
explains the two kinds of delinquent acts. The company of delinquent friends emerges as a
very important correlate of both property-related and violent delinquency after taking into
account all other factors in the study. This variable is, however, more significant for
property-related than for violent delinquency. This is perhaps due to the content of dependent
variables used in the analysis. Carrying a weapon and group fighting, which are the most
frequent acts composing the variable of violent delinquency, are somewhat trivialised acts,
which may explain this difference in the importance of peer networks for the two types of
delinquency studied. These acts can be considered as part of the growing process, which
involves the development of the teenagers’ personal identity, particularly for boys. Gender
norms and education may also help explain violent delinquency and give a more
comprehensive understanding of the way in which girls and boys think and choose to act.

Being in a violent environment, which in our study was measured in the school context,
also increases the risk of committing offences, especially violent ones. These findings are
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related to the “broken-windows theory”, which mentions that if disorder is accepted,
informal social controls diminish, and offenders “invade” the area because they face no
threat of punishment, and thus crime increases (Shaw & McKay 1942). On the other hand,
the fact that there is no significant correlation with the level of attachment to school may be
explained by the fact that most deviant students feel comfortable at school, since they
consider school to be a place where they can meet girls and friends and organise (illegal)
leisure time activities (Gavray & Vettenburg 2009). The impact exposure to violence has on
committing violent acts is also apparent from the correlation between delinquent behaviour
and personal victimisation.

A number of limitations must be acknowledged in considering the results in this paper.
First, and as already said, the ISRD has a cross-sectional design. As a result, it is not
possible to determine either timing or causal order of events. It must be taken into account
that in our model, we can find mutual causal relations between the various studied factors.
For example, committing delinquent acts increases the probability of encountering
delinquent peers. Second, an important limitation is the lack of information on the
socioeconomic characteristics of families, such as household income, educational level and
occupational status.3 Another restriction lies in the definition of the respondents’ age. The
study confines itself to the 7th, 8th and 9th grades, which means that most of the
respondents are 15 years old or younger. Previous research shows that after a period of
relatively trivial offences spread over time, the frequency of delinquent behaviour and the
use of violence increase from about the age of 16 (Fayolle 1981; Osborn & West 1978). If
the study were to extend the age of respondent to 18, further patterns in delinquent
behaviour and their explanation could be produced. However, we feel that a comparative
analysis between different countries constitutes an added value and will stimulate further in-
depth research.

This study shows the role of individual characteristics and lifestyle variables in relation
to delinquency in all three countries. We now make two reflections in this regard. Our first
concerns the explanation of delinquent behaviour on the basis of individual character traits.
Several studies established a relationship between delinquent behaviour and individual
character traits, such as intelligence (Hirschi & Hindelang 1973; Maguin & Loeber 1996),
impulsiveness, hyperactivity (Farrington 1992; Krueger et al. 1996), extreme distrust
(Leblanc & Frechette 1987) and a distorted processing of social stimuli so that the
individual feels almost constantly as though he or she is being treated in a hostile manner
(Dodge & Schwartz 1997). Gottfredson and Hirschi even base their general theory of crime
on one single psychological character trait, low self-control (1990). It is very hard to assess
the extent to which this involves either intrinsically individual character traits or the impact
of the environment; each of these individual traits can be perceived of as being at least
partly due to external influences. A distrustful attitude may result from a series of negative
experiences in social relationships; low self-control can, to a large extent, be related to a
nonrestrictive education (Rutter et al. 1998). However, the relative importance in the
development of antisocial behaviour of individual temperament cannot be assessed. “There
is not a gene for crime… genetic influences operate through effects on vulnerability to
environmental adversities and stressors, and some through their role with respect to
behaviours concerned with shaping and selecting of environments.” (Rutter et al. 1998, pp.
165-166). The question remains in what ‘environments’ these decisive experiences are
lived. Typically, one focuses on the family context (Patterson & Fisher 2002). Our analyses

3 It should be noted that questions related to such information were included in the Belgian questionnaire,
although it is not possible to carry out a comparative analysis.
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show that, especially with regard to violent offences, exposure to violence—in particular,
criminality at school and personal victimisation—is a significant factor. In light of this
finding, we believe it is important that the individual traits found—namely, the young
person’s self-control and attitude towards violence—be explored in greater depth and that
they are related to environmental factors.

A second reflection concerns potential preventive actions that can be linked to our findings.
Since our results show a strong link to lifestyle variables, it can be deduced that useful crime
prevention efforts could be focussed on these factors. Three of the most stable factors are drug
consumption, alcohol consumption and delinquent peers. Whereas the association with
delinquent peers is not easily controlled by the state, the levels of drug and alcohol consumption
can be controlled (and are in most countries, particularly for the age group considered here).
The strong link between drug and alcohol consumption indicates that efforts implemented to
reduce consumption levels, especially with regard to the age group treated here (teenagers),
should be continued and perhaps reinforced. Again, this consumption is not necessarily a cause
of the commission of delinquency. Both alcohol/drug consumption and delinquency may be the
consequences of factors that may or may not have been included in our study. Indeed, if
substance use and delinquency are the result of some underlying cause, it can be questioned
whether measures implemented to reduce consumption of drugs and alcohol are effective. It
would also call for determining the most appropriate ways to implement the necessary
measures. Another factor that gives important information with respect to prevention efforts is
exposition to a violent school environment. Results show that it is necessary to invest more
efforts into preventing and eliminating such violent environments. It should be noted that any
preventive measure implemented should allow the emancipation and fulfilment of the young
person to the maximum extent possible. For instance, instead of introducing an immediate ban
on alcohol or drugs, it would be more appropriate that the reasons for consumption be
investigated (e.g. youths use drugs in order to join a group of peers). Furthermore, more
alternatives (e.g. sports activities) should be offered in the list of strategies concerning the
prevention of deviant behaviour in youths. Also, youngsters should be given a say in the
formulation and development of prevention projects (Vettenburg et al. 2007).

Appendix

Demographic variables sex, age (from 12 to 17 years) and immigration background (native,
second- and first-generation immigrant) have been included. We consider as “a native” any
respondent born in the country whose parents were also born in the country. A respondent
born abroad is also considered as a “native” if both his/her parents were born in the country.
A “second-generation migrant” is a person born in the country with at least one of his
parents born abroad. A “first-generation migrant” is a respondent who was born abroad
with one or both parents born abroad as well.

Family-related variables are the following: family composition and attachment to the
father and to the mother. Youth were coded to one of two family types according to their
responses to a series of questions about with whom they lived. The final variable contains
only two categories: intact family (live with their mother and father) and broken home.
Attachment to the father measures whether or not youths reported getting along with their
father. The youths were asked “How do you usually get along with the man you live with
(your father or stepfather)”? A dichotomous variable was created (strong vs weak
relationship). The same question was asked for the relationship with the mother: Attachment
to the mother.
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Four school-related variables were considered: the attachment to school measures
feelings towards school. It is measured by a 3-element-scale: would miss school,
considerate teachers and I like my school. The variable violent school environment is
measured by 4 items: there is stealing, fighting, vandalism or drug use at school. Both
variables are continuous. Truancy (skipping school) measures if and how often youth
reported skipping school during the 12 months prior to the survey. Grade refers to the
school year in which the student is enrolled. The variable includes 7th, 8th and 9th grade,
and 7th grade has been used as the reference category.

Two individual variables have been included in analyses. The self-control scale is
composed of 12 items based on four subscales: impulsivity (e.g. “I act spontaneously without
thinking”), risk seeking (e.g. “I like to test my limits by taking risks”), self-centred (e.g. “If
things I do upset people, it’s their problem not mine”), volatile temper (e.g. “I lose my temper
pretty easily”). Attitude towards violence is a scale composed of five items. Both variables are
continuous, with large scores indicating low self control and very positive attitude to violence.

Four lifestyle related variables were used: Alcohol consumption measures whether or not
youths reported having drunk alcohol (wine, beer, breezers or strong spirits). Drugs
consumption takes into account substances such as marijuana/hash, XTC, speed, LSD,
heroin or cocaine. Delinquent friends measures whether or not youth reported having
delinquent friends. Youth were asked if they have friends who ever have committed
property-related or violent delinquency. Going out at night is a variable obtained from one
question asking whether parents give a time to be home by to the youth when he or she
goes out at night. The possible answers were “I don’t go out”, “no time given”, “yes, a time
is given”. In our analyses, this variable has been dichotomised into “I don’t go out at night”
vs “I do go out at night”. Another question concerns with whom the youth spends most of
his or her free time. Three categories have been created: alone, with the family and with
friends. Victimization measures whether or not youth reported having been hit, stolen from,
or threatened in the last 12 months. Discrimination measures whether or not students
reported ever having been a victim of discrimination (i.e. treated badly because of their
religion or the language they speak or because of the colour of their skin).
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