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Abstract

Purpose Legal socialization is the study of how individuals develop their attitudes
towards the law and its authorities. While research on perceptions of legal authorities
has increased, studies have not adequately examined developmental trends in youths’
obligation to obey the law in particular.
Methods This study uses a cross-sectional sample of 218 adolescent-parent dyads in
two states and utilizes two assessment strategies for the obligation to obey the law.
Results The results indicate that paralleling the age-crime curve, the obligation to obey the
law exhibits a curvilinear trend, declining during adolescence before increasing into
adulthood. Second, parental perceptions of the obligation to obey the law were consis-
tently associated with their children’s obligation to obey the law throughout adolescence.
Conclusions Development and intergenerational socialization emerge as vital compo-
nents in understanding youths’ perceived obligation to obey the law.
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Introduction

Legal socialization is a normative, socio-cognitive process through which individ-
uals develop their attitudes towards the authorities that create and enforce the law,
as well as their attitudes towards the law itself [8, 21, 62, 70]. The modern
consensus is that at its core, “The goal of legal socialization is to instill in people
a felt obligation or responsibility to follow laws” ([70], pg., 3), particularly
considering that this obligation is associated with crime and delinquency. In light
of the evidence suggesting that both delinquency [38, 56] and risk-taking [16]
peak during adolescence, understanding legal socialization during adolescence is a
critical component of public safety and crime desistence.

From a developmental perspective, it is well established that parents influence their
children’s attitudes across a wide variety of domains [31, 32, 63], including delinquen-
cy [9, 42]. Certainly, quite a bit of scholarship has been devoted to understanding
perceptions of parental authority [12–14, 36]. Yet, to date, only a handful of studies
have directly examined parents as a mechanism of their child’s legal socialization (e.g.,
[5, 63, 74]), and such studies typically focus on perceptions of law enforcement or the
justice system with virtually none focusing on the obligation to obey the law. To
address this deficit, the present study utilizes data from 218 parent-youth dyads to 1)
identify developmental trends in two measures of the obligation to obey the law and 2)
examine to what extent parents’ obligation to obey the law may be related to their
child’s obligation to obey the law, and whether such associations may differ throughout
adolescence.

Legal Socialization

Parents shape their children’s attitudes and behaviors across a diverse array of
domains, including political beliefs [26], race and culture [48, 73], moral values
[34, 53], generosity and moral cognition [11], conflict resolution [37], and anti-
social behavior [9, 42, 61]. To date, however, only a handful of studies have
directly examined parents as a mechanism of their adolescent’s legal socialization
(see [70]). Legal socialization is the process through which individuals develop
their understanding of law within society, the institutions that create and enforce
the law, and their obligation to obey the law [8, 62]. The few studies on adolescent
legal socialization demonstrate that adolescents in the justice system adopt their
parents’ attitudes towards the police and justice system more generally [5, 35, 74],
such that parents who view the justice system as less legitimate generally have
youth who also feel that the justice system is less legitimate.

Although studies indicate that parents may play an important role in broader
legal socialization, studies continue to focus on perceptions of the justice system’s
legitimacy rather than other components such as the obligation to obey the law. In
fact, theoretically, the obligation to obey the law is the mechanism through which
legitimacy actually affects delinquency (see [65, 69, 72]). Indeed, studies suggest
that the more people feel obligated to obey the law, the less likely they are to
break rules, even when there is limited enforcement [22]. However, considering
that studies have not examined how parents may affect adolescents’ obligation to
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obey the law, we lack a developmental understanding of the obligation to obey the
law.

Beginning with Tapp’s seminal work [57, 59], the legal socialization literature
has long recognized that adolescence is a critical period for the development of
perceptions of laws (see [6, 7]). During childhood, individuals exhibit an
obedience-based perspective, wherein laws and rules are perceived more as
immutable forces that must simply be obeyed. Grounded in classic developmen-
tal theories of cognitive development (Piaget 1932/[44]) and moral reasoning
[30, 58], the legal socialization literature suggests that as a result of cognitive
development that occurs from childhood into adolescence, adolescents become
increasingly able to think abstractly [59], to consider and to use others’ per-
spectives to guide decision-making [17], to empathize with others [1], and to
engage in abstract and hypothetical thinking (Piaget 1972/[45]). This improving
cognitive development permits youth to develop increasingly complex concep-
tions of rules and laws (see [7, 8]). Because of these developments, adolescents
are expected to become more subjective in their view of society’s laws and rules
[21, 30]. Overall, the simplistic focus on rule obedience that exists during
childhood is purported to shift towards complexity during adolescence. Indeed,
evidence suggests that adolescence is a critical time for legal socialization (see
[3]) and legal reasoning [20].

Variation in the Obligation to Obey the Law

Central to the cognitive developmental approach to legal reasoning and legal sociali-
zation is identifying the mechanisms that affect why youth might feel obligated to obey
the law ([70]). In his seminal work that sought to understand why people obey the law,
Tyler made the most significant contributions to developing the concept of the obliga-
tion to obey the law (OOL). In his original work, Tyler noted that a successful legal
system requires a degree of voluntary compliance, such that individuals obey the law
even with little or no threat of punishment [65, 66]. Certainly, people are more inclined
to obey laws with which they substantively agree [66], yet there is voluntary compli-
ance even with laws with which people substantively disagree. Indeed, Tyler found that
beyond substantive agreement with the law and the threat of punishment, a key
determinant of law violation is the extent to which an individual generally feels
obligated to obey the law [65, 66]. As such, Tyler found that the OOL is vital for
voluntary compliance and crucial in legal socialization as it captures a core element of
people’s relationship to the legal systems and legal rules: the extent to which they feel a
general obligation to obey.

Subsequent work has sought to understand how people develop OOL. The focus has
largely been on how people’s experiences with the legal system and their perceptions of
the system’s legitimacy might impact the OOL. The general argument has been that
personal and vicarious experiences with justice system actors play an especially
important role in shaping perceptions of law and legal actors [18, 19, 46], and such
views in turn shape the OOL. As Tyler [67] suggested, those who feel as though they
were treated unjustly or who believe the law is enforced unfairly are more likely to
develop negative perceptions of the law, feel less obligated to obey the law, and become
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more likely to break it [43, 55, 65, 69]. Under this perspective, OOL should largely
arise out of procedural justice and the justice system’s legitimacy [40, 41, 67, 68, 71].

Indeed, to date, studies of the OOL have predominantly focused on how people
view the procedural justice of the legal system and legal authorities. Historically,
the field has paid comparably less attention to other factors that might shape
people’s OOL. In response, a series of recent studies has emerged that examines
other determinants of the OOL. For instance, Fine and colleagues [22, 24] found
that part of the variation is explained by perceptions of the justice system, yet it is
also explained by individual traits and attitudinal characteristics, including dog-
matism [64], mechanisms of moral disengagement [39], and moral reasoning [7].
This line of research is beginning to suggest that variation in OOL is not merely
related to personal or vicarious experiences with the legal system or views of
legitimacy; there are additional moral and socialization elements that contribute to
the OOL. However, this emerging body of research has focused exclusively on the
OOL during adulthood. The present paper takes a developmental approach to the
OOL, focusing on explaining variation in youth OOL as well as identifying
potential age-graded developmental trends.

Present Study

Despite agreement that understanding adolescent legal socialization is a critical
component of public safety and delinquency prevention [27], limited research has
addressed how adolescents develop their obligation to obey the law ([70]). It is
critical, as part of a larger push to better understand legal socialization, to examine
how adolescents develop their obligation to obey the law and whether parents
might be a key socializing factor. In all, the present study is designed to 1)
examine whether two measures of the obligation to obey the law are distinct
during adolescence and adulthood, 2) examine the extent to which youth OOL is
associated with parental OOL, and 3) identify age-graded developmental trends in
the OOL.

From a measurement perspective, we hypothesize that consistent with prior research
with adults (e.g., [24]), the key measurements of OOL (rule orientation (RO) and
perceived obligation to obey the law (POOL), for details see below) will emerge as
distinct yet related constructs, tapping into a higher-order construct of “the obligation to
obey the law.” Further, from a developmental perspective, we hypothesize that youths’
obligation to obey the law will be strongly associated with their parents’ obligation to
obey the law. Considering that the effect of intergenerational attitude transmission in
other constructs appears to be strong and consistent across adolescence (see [15]), we
expect the association between parent and youth obligation to obey the law to be
consistent across adolescence. However, considering that the ability to think abstractly
improves during adolescence [59] and such growth theoretically enables youth to
develop increasingly complex conceptions of rules and laws that shift from more blind
obedience to an increasingly nuanced perspective (see [7, 8]), we expect that the
obligation to obey the law will decline as youth age into later adolescence. Compared
with younger youth, older youth will be less rule oriented. However, consistent with the
inverted-U pattern observed in risk taking (see [16]), we expect the obligation to obey
the law to improve into adulthood. That is, whereas previous research suggests that risk
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taking exhibits an inverted-U shape, we expect the obligation to obey the law to exhibit
the opposite, U-shaped pattern.

Method

Participants

The sample included 218 adolescent-parent dyads (N = 436) in southern CA and
TX. Each dyad consisted of one parent and one youth. Approximately 53.88% of
the sample was from CA, and 46.12% was from TX. Youth were on average
14.95 years old (SD = 1.40, range = 13, 17), and parents were on average
46.10 years old (SD = 7.77, range = 21–75). Parents were predominantly female
(73.73%), and the majority of both female youth (80.67%) and male youth
(63.51%) had a female parent participate in the study.

Procedure

Youth and parent dyads were recruited from the community in southern CA and
western TX. Participants were recruited via flyer distribution at community locations
such as businesses, parks, restaurants, and public events. To be eligible, both the youth
and their parent had to reside in the state, to have lived there for three or more years,
and to be fluent in English (or Spanish, as the TX sample allowed both languages). The
parent’s participation was contingent on youth’s participation in the study, and vice
versa. Youth and parents participated separately. Youth participants were additionally
required to be between the ages of 13 and 17 years at the time of the study. Each
participant received a $10 gift card. Study procedures were independently approved by
the Institutional Review Boards at the University of California, Irvine and the Univer-
sity of Texas, El Paso.

Measures

Demographic Covariates

Youth and their parents self-reported general demographic information, including age
and race/ethnicity. Youth in the CA site were predominantly White, whereas youth in
the TX site were predominantly Latinx (Table 1). Parents also reported the highest level
of education that they had received, which was used as a proxy for socioeconomic
status [25].

Obligation to Obey the Law

This study used two self-reported measures that assess the extent to which individuals
believe it is acceptable to violate the law. The first measure is Tyler’s original measure
for the OOL, the POOL [65]. POOL used three kinds of questions (Table 3): (1) the
perceived duty to comply regardless of moral alignment with the law, (2) whether there
are justifications for non-compliance on a more general basis, and (3) the general
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importance of obedience to authority. This original measure has been used in a variety
of studies [47, 65, 69, 71] with alphas of 0.47, 0.79, 0.57, and 0.66, respectively.
Consistent with prior work, respondents rated their agreement with each item on a four-
point scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree (Tables 1 and 3).

The second measure was the RO scale. RO sought to improve the original POOL
scale by focusing on the first two aspects of Tyler’s original scale that constitute the
core of the OOL: one’s sense of duty to obey the law regardless of circumstances. The
RO scale systematically operationalizes 12 circumstances in which people may find it
acceptable to break the law (see Table 3), including when laws are against one’s morals,
when laws are unknown, when most people break them, and when laws are not
enforced (for details, see [24]). Answer choices were given on a seven-point scale,
ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree (see Table 1). Items were reverse-
scored such that higher scores would indicate more rule orientation. The less people
find it acceptable to break the law under these conditions, the higher their rule
orientation, and thus the more they feel obligated to obey the law. Previous research
has established that the two measures are related [22, 24].

Plan of Analysis

Considering that the measures are relatively new and we expected conceptual overlap,
the first set of analyses focused on exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses to
examine properties of the RO and POOL measures. Considering we expected that
parental perceptions would be associated with their youths’ perceptions, we conducted
exploratory factor analyses using the parent sample and confirmatory factor analyses

Table 1 Descriptive statistics

Youth Parents

CA TX CA TX

Age (M (SD)) 15.54 (1.32) 14.27 (1.15) 47.02 (6.54) 45.05 (8.88)

Race/ethnicity (%)

White 47.86 24.00 43.48 15.84

Hispanic/Latinx 18.80 71.00 19.13 82.18

Asian 24.79 1.00 26.96 0.99

Other 8.55 4.00 10.43 0.99

Education (%)

Less than high school 3.54 10.89

High school (or equiv.) diploma 9.73 15.84

Some college 15.93 22.77

College diploma 70.80 50.50

Rule orientation (M (SD)) 4.36 (1.00) 4.35 (.74) 4.72 (1.11) 4.68 (.99)

α = .830 α = .877

Perceived obligation to obey the law (M (SD)) 2.85 (.67) 2.78 (.53) 2.92 (.64) 2.85 (.75)

α = .697 α = .763
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using the youth sample. Once it was established that they were distinct yet related
constructs within both samples, the next set of analyses compared youth and parents on
both RO and POOL. The third set of analyses focused on examining what predicts
variation in youth RO and POOL. There were no site differences in either youth
(difference = 0.01, t(215) = 0.09, p = .926) or parent (difference = 0.05, t(215) = 0.32,
p = .749) RO, or in youth (difference = − 0.13, t(213) = − 1.59, p = .114) or parent
(difference = 0.08, t(211) = 0.83, p = .411) POOL. We then conducted a series of
ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions, regressing youth RO on parent RO account-
ing for a series of covariates: youth age, youth sex (female = 0, male = 1), race (non-
White = 0, White = 1), and parental education (as a proxy for SES; 1 = no high school
diploma; 2 = high school diploma or equivalent; 3 = some college; 4 = college diploma
or higher). We conducted Breusch-Pagan/Cook-Weisberg tests to examine the residuals
for each base regression model. Considering that there was heteroscedasticity in
residuals in the RO regression, we re-analyzed the RO models using the Huber/
White/sandwich estimator to adjust the standard errors. For both RO and POOL, we
tested quadratic and cubic terms for age to examine nonlinear trends. Finally, we tested
whether the association between parent RO and youth RO varied based on youth age,
as well as whether the association between parent POOL and youth POOL varied based
on youth age.

The final series of regression analyses examined whether RO and POOL
change developmentally with age. Because the sample consisted of parents and
youth, there were no observations in the 18–21 year-old range and sample sizes
were small at any individual age above 21. To increase power and data cover-
age, we took a comprehensive approach of collapsing the data five different
ways: 1 (age 13 = coded 0; 14 = 1; 15 = 2; 16/17 = 3; 21/39 = 4; 40/55 = 5; 56/
99 = 6), 2 (13 = 0; 14 = 1; 15 = 2; 16/17 = 3; 21/39 = 4; 40/49 = 5; 50/59 = 6; 60/
99 = 7), 3 (13/14 = 0; 15/16 = 1; 17 = 3; 21/39 = 4; 40/55 = 5; 56/99 = 6), 4 (13 =
0; 14 = 1; 15 = 2; 16/17 = 3; 21/39 = 4; 40/99 = 5), 5 (13 = 0; 14 = 1; 15 = 2; 16/
17 = 3; 21/39 = 4; 40/49 = 5; 50/99 = 6), and 6 (13 = 0; 14 = 1; 15 = 2; 16 = 3;
17 = 4; 21/39 = 5; 40/49 = 6; 50/99 = 7). The results were the same regardless of
the way the data were collapsed. The sixth coding option (Table 2) was selected
to present in the manuscript because it provided the best coverage across age
ranges (e.g., 30 + participants in each age bracket). We examined linear, qua-
dratic, and cubic terms for age to identify the form of the functional association
between age and both RO and POOL.

Table 2 Sample sizes by age
Age N Percent

13 46 10.60

14 41 9.45

15 47 10.83

16 46 10.60

17 38 8.76

21–39 38 8.76

40–49 114 26.27

50+ 64 14.75
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Results

Factor Analyses

We factor analyzed the RO and POOL items simultaneously in the parent sample. The
sample size approximated the rule-of-thumb ratio of 10 observations to 1 variable [10,
75]. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy (KMO; [29]) value (.83)
confirmed that the sample size of parents was appropriate for the factor analysis. The
results of the exploratory factor analysis using the parent data indicated that there were
two eigenvalues larger than the 1.0 threshold. The first eigenvalue was very large
(5.019), indicating that the first factor accounted for 50.19% of the variance. It was
comprised of the 12 rule orientation items. All 12 items loaded strongly onto the first
factor (Table 3). The second eigenvalue was 1.75, indicating that the second factor
accounted for 17.52% of the variance. This second factor was comprised of 5 of the 6
POOL items, and all 5 loaded well onto the factor (Table 3). One item (POOL item 3)
did not load onto either factor, thus it was dropped from further analyses. As such, the
parent data indicated that rule orientation and the perceived obligation to obey the law
load onto two factors.

The next set of analyses consisted of a confirmatory factory analysis using the youth
data. The model fit the data well (RMSEA = 0.059, 95% CI = 0.045, 0.072; CFI = 0.91,
TLI = 0.89, CD = 0.94). The covariance between the latent factor variables for RO and
POOL was 0.41(SE = 0.08), p < .001. Consistent with prior research that finds that the
correlation between RO and POOL is r = .33 (p < .001) with an adult sample [24]; in
this study, RO and POOL were correlated at r = .31 (p < .001) among adults and r = .30
(p < .001) among youth. Cumulatively, these results indicate that RO and POOL load
onto separate but related factors. As such, as a comprehensive approach, we conducted
parallel analyses using each measure separately.

Comparing Parents and Youth

The next series of analyses compared youth and their parents on RO and POOL.
Parents reported significantly higher RO than youth (t(214) = 4.22, p < .001; Δ = 0.35;
bootstrapped 1000 replicationsΔ = 0.35, SE = 0.09, 95% CI = 0.18, 0.53; Cohen’s d =
0.35, 95% CI = 0.16, 0.54). As expected, parent and youth RO were positively corre-
lated (r = .23, p < .001). Parents also reported significantly higher POOL than youth
(t(211) = 2.96, p = .004;Δ = 0.16; bootstrapped 1000 replicationsΔ = 0.35, SE = 0.09,
95% CI = 0.17, 0.53; Cohen’s d = 0.27, 95% CI = 0.08, 0.46). As expected, parent and
youth POOL were positively correlated (r = .24, p < .001).

Predictors of Adolescent Rule Orientation

A series of OLS regressions were conducted to examine which predictors explained
variation in RO and POOL (Table 4). The results of a Breusch-Pagan/Cook-Weisberg
test for heteroscedasticity indicated that there was heteroscedasticity in residuals in the
RO regression (χ2(1) = 8.40, p = .004). Because that violates the assumptions of OLS
regression, we reanalyzed the data using the Huber/White/sandwich estimator to adjust
the standard errors. The results of the model indicated that youth race and sex were not
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associated with youth RO. While parental education was associated with RO (F (3,
204) = 3.43, p = .018), the post hoc comparisons did not yield systematic differences.
Additionally, there was no linear trend in the association between parental education
and youth RO, thus we caution against over-interpreting the omnibus statistical signif-
icance. However, as expected, parental RO was positively associated with youth RO.
Further, youth age was negatively associated with RO; older youth reported less rule
orientation. The association between youth age and rule orientation was linear but not
quadratic (b < − 0.01, SE = 0.04, p = .782) or cubic (b = 0.04, SE = 0.04, p = .299).
Finally, we tested whether the association between parental RO and youth RO varied
based on youth age. The interaction was not significant (b = 0.04, SE = 0.04, p = .316),
indicating that parental RO consistently statistically predicted youth RO throughout this
developmental period. As a post hoc analysis, we examined whether parent sex or
same-sex parent/youth pairs might impact the association between parent RO and youth
RO. However, neither parent sex (p = .602) nor same-sex pairing (p = .327) emerged as
moderators.

The model was repeated using POOL as the dependent variable. The results of a
Breusch-Pagan/Cook-Weisberg test for heteroscedasticity indicated that
heteroscedasticity in residuals was not an issue with POOL (χ2(1) = 0.62, p = .430),
thus we did not adjust the standard errors. The results indicated that parental education
was not associated with POOL (F(3, 203) = 0.39, p = .761). Similar to RO, neither
youth race nor sex were associated with POOL. Further, both parental POOL and youth
age (though p = .052) were associated with youth POOL (Table 4). The association
between youth age and POOL appeared to be linear but not quadratic (b = − 0.03, SE =
0.03, p = .325) or cubic (b < 0.01, SE = 0.03, p = .795). Finally, we tested whether the
association between parental POOL and youth POOL varied based on youth age.

Table 4 Youth rule orientation ordinary least squares regression results

Rule orientation Perceived obligation to obey the law

b SE p 95% CI b SE p 95% CI

WhiteA − 0.14 0.13 .284 − 0.40 0.12 − 0.01 0.09 .910 − 0.18 0.16

Youth age − 0.09* 0.04 .040 − 0.17 − 0.01 − 0.06 0.03 .052 − 0.12 0.00

Parent educationB

Less than HS − 0.66** 0.23 .005 − 1.12 − 0.021 − 0.02 0.18 .894 − 0.38 0.33

High School − 0.14 0.21 .511 − 0.54 0.27 − 0.05 0.15 .738 − 0.35 0.25

College − 0.36* 0.17 .043 − 0.70 − 0.01 − 0.11 0.11 .314 − 0.32 0.10

MaleC − 0.17 0.12 .176 − 0.40 0.07 0.06 0.08 .483 − 0.11 0.22

Parent rule orientation 0.21** 0.07 .002 0.08 0.34 0.22*** 0.06 < .001 0.10 0.34

AYouth race comparison group is non-White
B Comparison group is some college (but no diploma)
C Comparison group is female

*p < .05

**p < .01

***p < .001
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Consistent with RO, the interaction was not significant (b = 0.07, SE = 0.05, p = .146),
indicating that parental POOL consistently predicted youth POOL throughout this
developmental period. As a post hoc analysis, we examined whether parent sex or
same-sex parent/youth pairs might impact the association between parent POOL and
youth POOL. However, neither parent sex (p = .700) nor same-sex pairing (p = .836)
emerged as moderators.

Developmental Trends in the Obligation to Obey the Law

The next series of analyses pooled youth and parent data to examine whether RO
or POOL may vary by age. The results of regression models indicated that age
was associated with rule orientation in a quadratic fashion (Table 5). Specifically,
RO appeared to decline during adolescence before increasing into adulthood
(Fig. 1). Similarly, age was associated with POOL in a quadratic fashion and
followed the same trend (Table 5): POOL appeared to decline during adolescence
before increasing into adulthood (Fig. 2).

Discussion

The original developmental roots of the legal socialization field highlighted the impor-
tance of understanding how youth develop their perceptions of the law ([57, 58]).
Because of developmental changes, adolescents are expected to become more subjec-
tive in their view of society’s laws than are children [21, 30]. Despite its recent
resurgence, the legal socialization literature primarily focuses on perceptions of law
enforcement and the justice system (see [70]). For instance, a recent cross-sectional
study of youth and adults in Canada found a U-shaped curve in perceptions of law
enforcement [33]. Fagan and Tyler [19] also found that perceptions of police legitimacy
decline during childhood to adolescence before stabilizing (see also [49, 52]). However,
as compared with the amount of empirical attention paid to perceptions of law
enforcement and the justice system, comparatively fewer studies focus on the devel-
opment of the obligation to obey the law. Accordingly, the primary focus of this study
was to begin filling this empirical void through identifying developmental trends in the
obligation to obey the law, including examining parents as a potential socializing agent.

Table 5 Linear and quadratic associations between age and both rule orientation and the perceived obligation
to obey the law

Rule orientation Perceived obligation to obey the law

b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE)

Age .06 (0.02)** − 0.15 (.08) < − 0.01 (.17) 0.03 (0.01)* − 0.09 (0.06) − 0.11 (0.12)

Age2 0.03 (.01)** − 0.03 (.06) 0.02 (< 0.01)* 0.02 (0.04)

Age3 < 0.01 (< 0.01) <− 0.01 (0.01)

*p < .05

**p < .01
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Fig. 1 Association between age and rule orientation

Fig. 2 Association between age and the perceived obligation to obey the law
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On a measurement level, the results of this study indicated that rule orientation
and the perceived obligation to obey the law scales are distinct yet related constructs
and the factor structures are largely consistent among both youth and their parents.
As such, we perceive them to be related measures of the obligation to obey the law.
More interestingly, this study also demonstrated that there may be developmental
trends in youths’ obligation to obey the law. Although the study used a cross-
sectional sample, the results indicated that through adolescence, older youth report
less obligation to obey the law than do younger youth. This finding appears to
resonate well with the classic literature that posited that from childhood through
adolescence, youth grow out of perceiving laws and rules as immutable and
omnipresent forces that simply must be obeyed (see [57, 58]). However, in line
with modern developmental science on the inverted-U pattern of risk taking (see
[16]), the obligation to obey the law increases into adulthood. This U-shaped curve
suggests that there may a developmental component to the obligation to obey the
law which may coincide with the inverted-U patterns observed in risk taking (see
[16]) and delinquency (see [4, 50]).

This study also examined various factors that may explain the obligation to obey the
law. The results indicated that neither race nor parental education was consistently
associated with youths’ obligation to obey the law. Instead, parental perceptions
emerged as the most consistent predictor of youths’ obligation to obey the law. These
findings resonate with the rich developmental literature demonstrating that parents
shape youths’ attitudes and behaviors across domains [31, 32], including moral values
[34, 53], antisocial behavior [9, 42, 61], and legal socialization [63, 70]. Further,
consistent with meta-analytic evidence that intergenerational attitude transmission is
consistent across this period of adolescence [15], the results also indicated that the
association between parental perceptions and youth perceptions were consistent across
this developmental period. Altogether, these findings suggest that intergenerational
socialization emerges as a vital component in understanding why youth do—or do
not—feel obligated to obey the law even when they are reaching the peak of the risk
taking (see [16]) and age-crime curves (see [4, 50]).

This study is not without its limitations. First, a substantial proportion of the parents
in the sample were highly educated. Future work should use more diverse samples.
Relatedly, we only assessed parental education for the responding parent, which we
used as a proxy for SES. A more robust approach would be to assess for both parents (if
both are present), as well as different dimensions of SES, such as household income
and parental occupation(s) ([2], p. 11). Unfortunately, the present data preclude us from
doing so. Further, it is plausible that the association between parent and youth percep-
tions may be more pronounced based on parenting style or aspects of the relationship,
particularly considering relationship characteristics such as hostility appear to be
associated with youth delinquency (see [51, 60]). Future studies should examine
relationship characteristics. A promising direction for future research would also be
to examine other vicarious sources. For instance, the literature suggests that youths’
perceptions of law enforcement and the justice system are socialized indirectly through
the experiences of peers, friends, and neighbors (see [18, 23, 70]). It may also be the
case that these other developmental contexts might also affect their perceived obliga-
tion to obey the law. Similarly, in light of evidence that personal and vicarious
experiences with the police or justice system impact individuals’ perceptions of police
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and the justice system, it is plausible that they also impact youths’ perceived obligation
to obey the law. Future research should comprehensively assess these personal and
vicarious interactions. Finally, the study was cross-sectional in design. As a result, we
could not fully establish developmental changes in the obligation to obey the law
within person, and a clear limitation is that differences across ages could be subject to
cohort effects. A true test of developmental changes would necessitate longitudinal
data. Future research should be conducted longitudinally to account for within-person
serial correlation.

Despite these limitations, the present study makes a significant contribution to the
developmental literature on adolescent legal socialization. Earlier studies found that the
more people feel rule oriented and more obligated to obey the law, the less likely they
are to break rules, even when there is limited enforcement [22]. Although the devel-
opment of youths’ attitudes towards law is a critical component of public safety and
delinquency prevention (see also [24, 57, 58]), limited research has addressed devel-
opmental trends in adolescent legal socialization, particularly pertaining to their obli-
gation to obey the law. Resonating with hypotheses from the classic legal
socialization literature and morality literature [28], the results indicate that older
adolescents do report less obligation to obey the law than do younger adolescents. In
light of the evidence suggesting that both delinquency [38, 56] and risk-taking (Duell
et al. 2018) exhibit the inverse trend during adolescence, it is possible that develop-
mental changes in the perceived obligation to obey the law may underlie crime
involvement or desistance. However, more longitudinal, within-person data are needed
to test this potential mechanism. The present study also fills an empirical void by
testing the association between parent and youth obligation to obey the law. If the
association was low, the findings would indicate that adolescents’ obligation to obey
the law derives primarily from experiences external to parents. In this case, the finding
would eliminate a promising source (parents) and point future research towards
identifying the internal mechanisms or other external, socializing influences that
contribute to youths’ obligation to obey the law. However, parents emerged as a
consistent predictor of youths’ obligation to obey the law. Although additional influ-
ences, such as peers, may increase in salience during adolescence, parents remain an
important influence in the lives of their adolescent children—particularly on matters
more long-term in nature [54], such as the obligation to obey the law. This study
suggests that at least in part, adolescents likely derive their relationship with the law
from their parents, and as such, interventions that seek to improve adolescents’
perceived obligation to obey the law should likely begin with their parents.
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