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Peer similarity in delinquency has been studied extensively. But basic 

questions remain about measuring peer delinquency and how important 
the nature of relationships with delinquent peers is. This article uses 
data from the NSCR School Project, which has collected unusually 
detailed information about delinquent peers and the social networks of 
adolescents. We examine differences in the roles of regular friends and 
best friends with regard to peer similarity in delinquent behavior. We 
also contrast two methods of measuring peer delinquency: the 
conventional one of asking respondents about their peers, and the social 
network method, by which peers report about themselves. The results 
show that respondents can have best and regular friends who differ in 
their degree of delinquency, and that the association between 
respondent and peer delinquency does not differ much between friends 
and best friends. At the same time, our results suggest that both types of 
peers influence the level of respondent delinquency. Measures based on 
the direct network method resulted in higher estimates of peer 
delinquency, but in lower estimates of the association between 
respondent and peer delinquency. 
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American Society of Criminology, Chicago, November 2002 and at a Conference of 
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from the Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research (NWO). The authors 
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Peer similarity in adolescent delinquency is one of the most consistent 
and replicated findings in criminology (see Agnew, 1991; Elliott and 
Menard, 1996; Kornhauser, 1978; Matsueda and Anderson, 1998; Warr, 
2002). Researchers have long debated explanations for the positive 
association between the delinquent behavior of adolescents and that of 
their peers. In this debate, the influence perspective is contrasted with the 
selection perspective. The influence perspective views the association as a 
result of differential association or social learning processes (Sutherland, 
1947; Akers, 1973). The selection perspective considers the association to 
be the result of already delinquent youths selecting similar youths, or 
finding themselves in the same places and situations (Glueck and Glueck, 
1950; Hirschi, 1969). Because large longitudinal data sets and new research 
techniques have become available in recent years, it has become possible 
to examine the implications of both theoretical positions. These 
investigations have led to the insight that the relationship between 
delinquent peers and delinquency is reciprocal, the result of selection as 
well as of influence (Aseltine, 1995; Elliott and Menard, 1996; Kandel, 
1978; Keenan, Loeber, Zhang, Stouthamer-Loeber and Van Kammen, 
1995; Matsueda and Anderson, 1998; Reed and Rose, 1998; Thornberry, 
Lizotte, Krohn, Farnworth and Jang, 1994; see also Kandel, 1996; 
Weerman, 2004). 

Despite the exciting advances in data collection and research 
techniques, however, some of the more basic issues have still received 
scant attention. One of these issues is the specification of the peer concept. 
Few studies have examined different kinds of friendship relationships with 
regard to peer similarity in delinquency. This is surprising, because 
different friendships have different functions for youths (Giordano, 
Cernkovich and Pugh, 1986; Giordano, 2003). The distinction between 
best friends and regular friends seems especially relevant: these two types 
of peers represent relationships that differ in the meaning they hold for 
adolescents, in the activities undertaken and in the conversations held. 

Recent research indicates the relevance of this distinction, but to date 
no study has specifically addressed the differences between best friends 
and regular friends in explaining delinquent behavior. For example, 
Agnew (1991) found that for seriously delinquent peers, strong attachment 
and spending large amounts of time together enhanced the positive peer 
association. Warr (1993) and Brendgen, Vitaro and Bukowski (2000) 
reported a stronger similarity in delinquency between youths and their 
friends when the friendships were made recently (a year ago or less), as 
compared to longer-standing friendships. Research in which delinquent 
friends in gangs were distinguished from nongang delinquent friends 
further suggests that the distinction between different types of peer 
relationships adds to the explanation of delinquency. Battin, Hill and 
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Abbott (1998) found that gang members appeared to offend more than 
nongang members with delinquent friends, suggesting an additional effect 
of gang membership over and above the delinquent peer effect. 

Further, some studies suggest that characteristics of the peer network 
are relevant. Haynie (2001) used social network data from the Add Health 
Study to examine the interactive effects of friendship network density (the 
extent to which someone’s friends have relationships with one another), 
centrality (number of direct relationships with others in the network) and 
popularity (extent to which a respondent is chosen by others). All three 
network characteristics, though especially network density, contributed to 
the association between delinquency of respondents and delinquency of 
their peers. For example, peer similarity in delinquency was considerably 
greater in dense networks than in loose networks. Baerveldt, Vermande, 
Rossem and Weerman (2004) examined similarity in delinquency between 
classmates using social network data. They distinguished different 
networks, based on different types of functional and emotional ties. The 
results indicated that similarity in delinquent behavior was apparent in all 
networks, and somewhat more pronounced in those based on functional 
than on emotional ties. However, the differences were quite small and 
indecisive. Urberg, Değirmencioğlu and Pilgrim (1997) used social 
network methods to address differences between best friends and regular 
friends in their contribution to peer associations in smoking and drinking. 
Comparing each category of friends’ behavior with that of the respondent 
at two instances, best friends became more similar to respondents in 
drinking and smoking when compared to friendship groups. For excess 
drinking, however, friendship groups mattered more than best friends. 

Another basic issue in the study of peer similarity in delinquency that 
has received little attention in comparison with the causal ordering of 
variables is the methodological quality of measures of peer delinquency. 
Some authors have raised the question whether the relationship between 
having delinquent peers and one’s own delinquency is overrated by 
adolescents’ tendency to project their own behavior on their peers (cf. 
Elliott and Menard, 1996; Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1987; Jussim and 
Osgood, 1989; Kandel, 1996; Loeber, Loeber, Farrington, Stouthmer-
Loeber, Moffitt and Caspi, 1998; Warr, 1993; Weerman, 2003). This 
possible tendency is connected with the conventional method most studies 
use, to measure peer delinquency indirectly by asking respondents to 
report about the behavior of their peers. An alternative and more direct 
approach is the social network method, which asks both respondents and 
peers to report about their own behavior. Kandel (1996) reviews evidence 
suggesting that the conventional method results in much lower 
correlations. However, even if the social network method is growing more 
popular (Aseltine, 1995; Baerveldt et al., 2004; Haynie, 2001, 2002), 
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opportunities to compare both strategies for measuring peer delinquency 
are still scarce. 

Here we examine the distinction between regular friends and best 
friends with regard to the positive peer association in delinquency, using 
both the social network and conventional methods. The data originate 
from the NSCR School Project, which has collected detailed information 
about adolescent delinquency, peer involvement and social networks. We 
address four questions. First, do one’s best and regular friends differ in 
their level of delinquency? Second, does the relationship between 
respondent and peer delinquency differ between best and regular friends? 
Third, how does the level of respondent delinquency differ for different 
combinations of regular and best friends’ delinquency? Fourth, do indirect 
and direct measurements of peer delinquency result in different findings 
about the relationship between respondent and peer delinquency? 

THE ROLE OF FRIENDS AND BEST FRIENDS IN 
PEER DELINQUENCY: IMPLICATIONS FROM 

THEORY 

Criminological theories on peer delinquency usually use general terms 
like “delinquent peers,” “delinquent friends” and “intimate personal 
groups” without addressing the exact nature and type of different peer 
relations. In this section, we discuss different views on delinquent peer 
influences (Sutherland, 1947; Hirschi, 1969, Moffitt, 1993, Warr, 2002) and 
their implications for the distinction between friends and best friends. 

According to the classic theory on peer influences, differential 
association theory (Sutherland, 1947), criminal definitions and techniques 
are learned in “intimate personal groups.” When associations lead to an 
excess of delinquent definitions (criminal techniques and motives, drives, 
attitudes favorable to offending), offending results. Proponents of this 
theory state that associations that are higher in frequency, duration, 
priority and intensity will have more significance for behavior than their 
less frequent, shorter, low-priority and less intense counterparts. This 
would imply that the strongest influence on behavior would result from 
the strongest mutual ties. Therefore, best friends should have a stronger 
impact than less intimate friends and, as a result, best friends can be 
expected to resemble each other in delinquency more than other friends. 

A recent contribution to this tradition is Mark Warr’s Companions in 
Crime, in which peer influences in the period of adolescence feature 
prominently. Drawing on empirical research on general peer influences in 
large groups, Warr suggests that the most important mechanisms for 
enhancing conformity with law-breaking adolescents are fear of ridicule, 
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the desire to show loyalty and the desire to maintain status.1 He also 
suggests that the majority of these influences feature most strongly in large 
collectives of youth with relatively weak ties. Ridicule by best friends 
probably hurts more, but being best friends almost by definition implies 
that mutual ridicule is to be refrained from. Also, although the desire to be 
loyal may be equally strong or even stronger between best friends, desire 
to show loyalty needs an audience. We might therefore expect this factor 
to add to the influence of the larger peer group as well. The implication of 
all this is that the relationship with peer delinquency would be stronger for 
regular friends than for best friends. However, conformity mechanisms 
will also appear when youngsters are together with one or two best 
friends, even if they differ in nature and strength. If the behavior of one’s 
best friends differs from that of regular friends, it might be possible that 
the conformity mechanisms are directed differently between the larger 
peer group and the smaller. In other words, Warr’s theorizing suggests 
that best friends may have a different or additional impact on the behavior 
of adolescents, apart from the pressures within the wider group of regular 
friends. 

The traditional opponent to Sutherland’s learning perspective is 
Hirschi’s social control theory (Hirschi, 1969). For Hirschi, breaking the 
law does not require a special motivation that needs to be transmitted in a 
learning process. His theory posits that, instead, delinquent behavior 
occurs when an individual’s bonds with society are weakened or broken. 
Association with delinquents is thus a sign of already weakened bonds 
with society because it goes against the wishes of parents and teachers and 
jeopardizes school careers. The peer association in delinquency is the 
result of individual tendencies towards delinquency among youngsters 
who spend time together.2 The more recently formulated self-control 
theory (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990) does not depart from this stance, 
even if, now, low self-control is the main underlying factor bringing about 
delinquency. Both theories apply selection mechanisms and the resulting 
similarity in delinquency to best friends as well as to regular friends, and 
neither differentiates between the two categories. However, we consider it 
likely that a preference for similarity will be somewhat more important in 
the relationships with best friends. Therefore, we expect that the 
association between delinquency and peer delinquency will be the 
strongest for best friends. 
 

 1. Other mechanisms are the diffusion of responsibility in groups, pressure to 
maintain group consensus or gain group acceptance, and the notion of groups as a 
means for protection and as a source of potential co-offenders. 

 2. “The boy takes up with delinquents and commits delinquent acts because he has 
lost his stake in conformity” (138). Hirschi also cites the Gluecks (1950) on the 
assumed preference of delinquent youths for delinquent peers as friends. 



7 WEERMAN.DOC 5/16/2005 9:05:07 AM 

504 WEERMAN AND SMEENK  

Moffitt’s dual taxonomy model (Moffitt, 1993, 1994) combines views on 
peer influences with a differentiation in types of offenders. The so-called 
life course persisters are thought to have already behaved in problematic 
ways during childhood, to have started offending at an early age, and 
usually to persist in aggressive and/or criminal behavior in adulthood. 
Behavioral problems and the (negative) reactions of parents, teachers and 
the wider social environment lead to maladaption, aggression and 
problems in friendships and other intimate relationships. In contrast, so-
called adolescent-limited offenders are believed to offend only during 
their adolescence, usually desisting from delinquency when they reach 
adulthood. Offending by this latter group is, in Moffitt’s view, the result of 
their imitating and observing the behavior of life course persisters. Life 
course persisters are imitated because they appear to have acquired the 
mature characteristics (money, independence, dates and the like) that 
adolescent-limited offenders desire. 

As for the distinction between friends and best friends, Moffitt suggests 
that because of their behavioral problems, life course persisters are less 
popular as best friends. At the same time, they should at least be visible as 
behavioral examples in a social network before social mimicry comes into 
play. Therefore, we expect life course persisters generally to be part of the 
larger peer group. This expectation implies a higher average level of 
delinquency among regular friends than among best friends. This also 
implies that for many adolescents the behavior of friends and best friends 
do not overlap: in Moffitt’s view, adolescents will often have best friends 
who are less delinquent than their wider circle of friends, which might 
include life course persisters. However, the theory would lead us to expect 
these best friends to have no additional impact on a person’s own 
delinquency, because only the life course persisters among the regular 
friends are imitated and not the less delinquent or nondelinquent best 
friends. 

Our final research question concerns the difference between indirect 
and direct measurement methods for measuring respondent and peer 
delinquency. Following the argument that by the conventional (indirect) 
method respondents may report peer behavior similar to their own 
behaviors, we expect higher estimates of the associations between peer 
delinquency and delinquent behavior of respondents for both regular and 
best friends. Regarding the level of delinquency, we expect that 
respondents know more about, and give a better estimate of, their best 
friends’ behavior than of their regular friends’. Indirect measures of best 
friends’ delinquency should therefore more closely resemble the direct 
measures. On the other hand, we expect that differences between the 
conventional and the network methods are especially prominent in 
measuring regular friends’ delinquency. 
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METHOD 

SAMPLE DESCRIPTION 

The data used here were collected in the NSCR School Project, a study 
with a cross-sectional and longitudinal design, focusing on the roles of peer 
network formation, personal development and school interventions in the 
development of problem behavior and delinquency. The data were 
sourced from the first wave of the longitudinal study, conducted in 2002. 
The sampling procedure was guided by two aims: one, to obtain a 
relatively high-risk sample with a substantial proportion of delinquent 
respondents, and two, to achieve enough variation in school contexts and 
student populations to be able to generalize results. To achieve the first, 
schools and students in the lower educational strata of a major Dutch city 
with inner-city problems were overrepresented. To achieve the second, we 
also recruited students from schools in smaller cities and towns in the 
vicinity. Our sample is clearly not a random sample, but can be considered 
representative of Dutch youths attending this school type (lower 
vocational) in the southwest region of the Netherlands. In the Netherlands 
as a whole, two-thirds of young people attend this type of school. 

The final sample consists of 1,978 students from the first and third 
grades of twelve schools with a total population of 2,370 first and third 
graders. An overview of sample characteristics is listed in Appendix A. 
The sample contains slightly more boys than girls (55 percent versus 45 
percent). Ages range from 12 to 16 years but, due to the cohort design of 
the study (we selected first graders and third graders), respondents aged 
13 and 15 years dominate (respectively 32 percent and 25 percent). The 
majority of respondents (58 percent) live in the city area, a substantial 
number (34 percent) in one of two medium-sized cities (about 120,000 
inhabitants) nearby, and some (8 percent) in a smaller town (about 15,000 
inhabitants). As a consequence of selecting a large city, more than 30 
percentof the respondents have a foreign background, but the majority (62 
percent) are Dutch. Among the respondents with a foreign background, 
those with Turkish (7 percent), Surinamese (7 percent) and Moroccan (5 
percent) parents are the most numerous. A relatively small number are 
Antillean (2 percent). About 11 percent have mixed parentage (for 
example, a Surinamese mother and a Turkish father). A substantial 
number (6 percent) are from other countries, mainly in Africa and the 
Middle East. 

The questionnaire was administered to a group in the classroom during 
normal school hours. Respondents received a small reward (CD voucher 
for €5) to stimulate current and future participation. At least two members 
of NSCR staff were present to give instructions and answer questions. We 
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used computers instead of the usual paper and pencil method to 
administer the questionnaire. A pilot survey revealed no apparent 
disadvantages with this approach. Respondents were very comfortable 
with it, and preferred it to paper and pencil methods. 

MEASURES 

The analyses here are based on measures of the respondents’ 
delinquency level, indirect measures of the delinquency level of friends 
and best friends, and direct social network measures of the delinquency 
level of school friends and best friends. 

RESPONDENT’S DELINQUENCY 

Respondents’ delinquent behavior was measured using self-reports 
about a variety of different offenses. Respondents were asked if they had 
ever committed an offense and, if so, how often during the reference 
period. That covered the time between the last summer holiday and the 
survey (April and May). Periods of a year or half a year are seen as 
appropriate to minimize memory problems, and the beginning of the 
school year provides a clear reference point for respondents (Elliott and 
Huizinga, 1989). The questionnaire contained questions about a large 
number of offenses and misbehaviors inside and outside school premises 
(respectively ten and thirteen items). However, the respondents were 
asked to provide information about their friends and best friends in 
respect of only six types of offenses. To enable comparison, we 
constructed an index for the respondent that covered the same six offense 
types. This index, the respondents’ delinquency measure ( =.63), is used 
throughout the analyses and covers the following offenses: vandalism, 
shoplifting of goods worth less than 5 euro, total theft of goods worth 
more than 5 euro, aggravated assault, burglary and robbery. Two of the six 
offense types were indicated by a combination of the answers to two of the 
items in the questionnaire (theft over 5 euro inside and outside school 
premises, and aggravated assault inside and outside school premises). The 
measure indicated how many different types of offenses were committed 
during the reference period. It is therefore a variety score. This measure is 
preferable to frequency scores based on the number of offenses, partly 
because the latter measures give minor offenses the same weight as serious 
ones (see Bendixen et al., 2003). 

PEER DELINQUENCY: INDIRECT AND DIRECT MEASURES 

The construction of the indirect peer delinquency measures followed 
the conventional method in criminology (as used, for example, in the 
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National Youth Survey, see Elliott, Huizinga and Ageton, 1985). 
Respondents were asked how many of their friends had committed 
vandalism, theft under 5 euro, theft over 5 euro, aggravated assault, 
burglary or robbery. The same questions were asked of those whom 
respondents had identified as their best friends. The direct peer 
delinquency measures were constructed using social network questions 
(comparable with the Add Health Survey method, see Haynie, 2001). 
Respondents were provided with a numbered list of all students in the 
same year in their school. The number of students on this list varied 
between schools (roughly between 50 and 150), but usually spanned more 
than one class. Respondents were asked to fill in the numbers of those 
students they usually associated with (with a maximum of ten), then asked 
to fill in the numbers of the schoolmates they associated with most often. 
Respondents were allowed to nominate two best school friends, because 
the pilot study had shown that some respondents, especially girls, had 
difficulty picking one of two best friends. The direct peer delinquency 
measures were constructed by linking the nominations of school friends 
with those persons’ answers to the delinquency questions. This was 
established in the data file by replacing the numbers of the nominated 
school friends with their delinquency scores. 

Direct measurements of peer delinquency were not available for all 
1,978 respondents (n=1,906 for direct measurements of regular friends’ 
delinquency; n=1,770 for direct measurements of best friends’ 
delinquency). Some respondents nominated school friends or best friends 
who were not themselves included in the sample, because they were sick 
or absent for another reason. Only school friends who answered the self-
report questions about delinquent behavior themselves were used in the 
computation of the direct peer delinquency scores. Also, some 
respondents chose no regular or best friends. To examine possible 
differences between the two groups of missing cases and the full sample, 
we examined mean delinquency levels and percentages involved in (any) 
delinquency. After all, not picking friends or picking only absent (best) 
friends in school may indicate isolation and be connected to one’s own 
delinquency. These analyses showed that the missing cases for regular 
friends did not differ significantly with regard to delinquency from those 
included in the sample. However, respondents with missing cases on the 
direct measurements for best friends did had a higher mean delinquency 
score when compared to others (mean delinquency scores of .75 to .49).3 
 

 3. More detailed analyses revealed that the difference in delinquency scores between 
boys who picked absent friends and others in the sample was significant. Girls with 
missing data and boys who picked no best friends did, on average, have higher 
mean levels of delinquency, but the difference with the remainder of the sample 
was not significant. 
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The indirect and direct methods resulted in the following measures. 
Regular friends’ delinquency (indirect) (α=.82) is an index computed from 
questions that asked how many friends committed any of the six offense 
types, with the answer categories: none (0), some (1), or all (2). Best 
friends’ delinquency (indirect) (α=.74) was composed from the answers to 
questions whether a respondent’s best friend committed any of the six 
offenses. Because the friends’ delinquency index had a broader range (0-
12) than the best friends’ (0-6), the scores for the delinquency index were 
divided by two to enable comparisons. Regular friends’ delinquency (direct) 
was constructed from the self-reports of the selected school friends. The 
proportion of selected friends committing each of the six offenses was 
computed. These scores were divided into never, sometimes (proportions up 
to 0.5) and frequently (more than 0.5), and the six item scores were added. 
Best friends’ delinquency (direct) was constructed from the answers of those 
chosen as best school friend(s). Best friends were counted as committing an 
offense when the selected best friend committed an offense (or at least one 
best friend did if two best friends had been selected); a summation was 
made of the scores of the six offense items. 

To control for different sizes of the respondent’s personal networks, we 
used proportional measures. These indicate the proportion of friends who 
had committed an offense (one or more of the six types) and the 
proportion of friends who were seriously delinquent (two or more 
offenses). In contrast to the other (indirect and direct) measurements, 
when having many friends may increase the likelihood of some of them 
committing an offense, the scores for this alternative measure were 
corrected for the number of friends chosen. 

In developing proportional direct peer measurements, we calculated 
whether each school friend named had committed offenses. A summation 
was made of the number of delinquent school friends and we then divided 
this figure by the total number of school friends named (the network size). 
So, where the aforementioned indirect and direct measurements give an 
indication of the total delinquency level of the total group of (best) 
friends, this proportional measurement indicates the share of friends and 
best friends in the network who are involved in (any, and serious) 
delinquency. Unfortunately, only the social network data supply data 
about each friend’s delinquency and the number of friends, so we could 
only calculate direct proportional measurements. 

ANALYSES 

As a first step, we compared delinquency scores of respondents, regular 
friends and best friends using both indirect and direct measurements. We 
also compared dichotomized delinquency levels, using both direct and 
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indirect delinquency measurements and direct proportional measure-
ments. Categories are: any involvement in delinquency (no/yes) and 
involvement in two or more offense types (no/yes). We have labeled the 
latter category serious, as respondents with only one offense usually 
commit only relatively minor offenses (small-scale shoplifting, assault or 
vandalism). 

Second, we compared associations of respondents’ delinquency and 
peer delinquency for regular friends and best friends. Correlation 
coefficients were calculated for both the indirect and direct measurements 
of friends’ and best friends’ delinquency scores. Because of the non-
normal distribution of the delinquency variables, we used Kendall’s Tau-b 
to correlate the scores of respondents and their peers. We used the phi 
coefficient to estimate the association between the dichotomized 
indicators of delinquency and serious delinquency. 

Third, we analyzed whether the respondent level of delinquency differed 
for different combinations of regular friends’ and best friends’ delinquency. 
As a first step, we cross-tabulated delinquency categories of friends and best 
friends (nondelinquent, low-level and serious) for both the indirect and 
direct measurements, and analyzed the amount of overlap and divergence. 
Next, we analyzed if the delinquency level of best friends resulted in 
different levels of respondent delinquency, controlling for the delinquency 
level of regular friends. For each delinquency level of friends, we compared 
three different combinations: respondents with nondelinquent, low-level 
delinquent and seriously delinquent best friends. Significant differences 
between those three combinations would suggest that best friends’ 
delinquency contributes to respondent delinquency. No or few differences 
would suggest the absence of such a contribution. We conducted univariate 
ANOVA tests to compare the mean delinquency scores of respondents with 
different combinations of regular and best friends. A Dunnet’s T3 
procedure was used to compare the three combinations (following Battin et 
al., 1998). This test is appropriate when variance distributions between 
categories and sample sizes are unequal and some categories have fewer 
than fifty cases, as was the case in our study.4 

RESULTS 

Table 1 presents delinquency statistics for the respondent, and for 
regular and best friends, using both indirect and direct measurements of 
peer delinquency, and the proportional peer delinquency measurements 
(direct measurement only). Percentages and mean scores are shown for 

 

 4. Levine’s test for variance homogeneity (p <.05) revealed that in all cases except 
one, variance distributions of categories differed significantly from each other. 
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the non-proportional delinquency scales, all based on six offenses and 
thereby comparable to each other. Average percentages are shown for the 
proportional peer delinquency scales. 

 
Table 1. Delinquency Statistics for Respondent 
  Indirect Measurements Direct Measurements 
 Respondent 

(n = 1,978) 
Regular 
Friends  
(n = 1,978) 

Best  
Friends 
(n=1,978) 

Regular 
Friends 
(n=1,906) 

Best 
Friends 
(n=1,770) 

Delinquency 
(comparable)  
% Offending 

31.7 51.6 24.3 77.2 39.0 

% Serious (≥ 2) 12.4 12.2 9.7 24.5 17.6 

Mean Score  
(standard deviation) 

0.53 (0.99) 0.64 (0.91) 0.43 (0.97) 1.10 (0.95) 0.70 (1.10) 

    Proportional 
Measurements 

Mean % Offending (sd)  31.7 30.3 

Mean % Serious (sd) 12.6 12.1 

 
The first column of Table 1 presents delinquency statistics for the 

respondent, which may serve as a reference point for the peer delinquency 
scores. The table shows that 31.7 percent committed one or more of the six 
offenses and that 12.4 percent were categorized as relatively serious 
offenders (two offenses or more); the mean delinquency score for 
respondents is 0.53 (with a standard deviation of 0.99). 

In the next column we find the outcomes for respondents’ friends’ 
delinquency, using the indirect measurements that have been the point of 
departure for most studies in peer delinquency. The percentage of any 
offending among this group is considerably higher than for respondents 
themselves, although comparable figures appear for friends who offended 
two times or more. Consequently, the mean score for friends’ delinquency 
is slightly higher than for respondent’s. 

Introducing best friends, still using the indirect method, shows 
percentages that are considerably lower, not only compared to (what we 
now call) regular friends, but also to respondents’ own delinquency 
outcomes. For serious offending, the difference is less marked but 
nonetheless evident (9.7 percent for best friends, compared to 12.2 percent 
and 12.4 percent for regular friends and respondents, respectively). 
Correspondingly, the mean level of delinquency for best friends is lowest 
of the three groups. 

To analyze the influence of the method of measurement used, we 
examined the distinction between regular friends and best friends using 
the direct method of measurement. The two columns to the right of Table 
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1 demonstrate that direct measures of peer delinquency everywhere show 
higher levels of delinquent involvement than the corresponding indirect 
measures. Percentages of delinquency and serious delinquency, as well as 
mean levels, are considerably higher for both regular and best friends, 
leading to even more marked differences with respondent delinquency. 
Now, best friends show higher levels of delinquent involvement compared 
to respondents. Furthermore, the direct measurements of peer 
delinquency reveal a similar pattern of higher percentages of offending for 
regular friends compared to best friends. The percentage committing any 
one of the six offenses is much higher than among best friends (77.2 
percent versus 39.0 percent) and somewhat higher for serious delinquency 
(24.5 percent versus 17.6 percent); there is also a clear difference in mean 
scores between regular and best friends (1.10 and 0.70). 

To correct for the different size of groups of regular and best friends, 
take the proportional measures in the lower end of Table 1, only for the 
direct measurements. When we look at these, the difference between 
regular friends and best friends almost disappears. The percentages for 
regular friends are now only slightly higher than those for best friends, and 
are almost the same as those of the respondent. The average percentage of 
a person’s school friends committing offenses (one or more) is exactly the 
same as the percentage of respondents (31.7 percent), and the percentage 
committing two or more offenses (relatively seriously delinquent) is 
almost the same (12.6 percent and 12.4 percent). These last figures 
indicate that respondents’ regular friends do not overrepresent those 
involved in any, or serious, delinquency. The mean percentages for best 
friends are somewhat lower (30.3 percent and 12.1 percent) than those for 
respondents; this indicates that delinquent and seriously delinquent best 
friends are somewhat under-represented among best friends, but not 
significantly so. 

Table 2 presents various measures of association between respondents’ 
and peer delinquency for the two types of friends. The double asterisks in 
every cell indicate that all correlations are significant at the .01 level, 
which demonstrates the well-established relationship between respondent 
and peer delinquency in our data as well. Significant associations are 
found for direct measurements (the two columns on the right), as well as 
for indirect measurements (the two columns on the left). 

Comparisons between best friends and regular friends within each 
category of measurement reveal only small differences. Kendall’s tau 
coefficients for mean delinquency scores are almost identical for the two 
types of friends, with best friends showing only marginally higher 
associations (for indirect measurement .444 and .442, for direct 
measurements .210 and .206). The association measure for dichotomized 
delinquency levels indicates a slightly stronger association for best friends 
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compared to regular friends (.428 and .395 with indirect; .207 and.169 with 
direct measurements). For serious delinquency involvement, however, 
best friends show weaker associations with respondent delinquency (.397 
and .412 with indirect;.158 and .178 with direct measurements). 

Table 2. Association Between Respondents’ and Friends’ Delinquency 
 Indirect Peer 

Measurements 
Direct Peer Measurements 

 Regular 
Friends 

(n = 1,978) 

Best  
Friends 

(n=1,978) 

Regular 
Friends 

(n=1,906) 

Best  
Friends 

(n=1,770) 

Kendall’s tau-b correlations 
between delinquency scores 
of peer type with 
respondents’ scores 

.442 .444 .206 .210 

Phi correlations between 
delinquency (one or more 
offenses) of peer type and 
delinquency of respondent  

.395  .428  .169  .207  

Phi correlations between 
serious delinquency of peer 
type and serious 
delinquency of respondent 

.412  .397  .178 .158 

Note: All are p < .01     

Comparing the two measurement methods, Table 2 reveals that 
associations with respondent delinquency are clearly lower for direct 
measurements in comparison to the indirect measurement. The 
associations in the two left-hand columns are usually between 2 and 2.5 
times greater than the corresponding figures obtained with direct 
measurements. This finding corresponds with the expectation that direct 
measures do not suffer from respondents projecting their behavior upon 
their friends. 

To further investigate the role of best friends, we examined overlap and 
differences between delinquency categories of regular friends and best 
friends. Table 3 presents cross-tabulations for the direct measurements of 
peer (group) delinquency. The results for the indirect measurements can 
be found in Appendix A. They are comparable to the results presented 
here.5 

 

 5. We do not present a similar cross-tabulation based on proportional peer 
delinquency, because this measurement does not result in mean scores that can be 
divided into low or serious levels. We did examine a cross-tabulation with 
dichotomous categories (‘no delinquent friends at all’, ‘only low-level delinquent 
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Table 3.  Cross-Tabulation of Delinquency Categories, Direct 
Measurements 

Best Friends  
 Not Low Seriously Total 

Not 98.0 % (388) 1.5 % (6) 0.5 % (2) 100 % (396) 
Low  58.4 % (554) 29.2 % (277) 12.3 % (117) 100 % (984) Friends 
Seriously  31.2 % (129) 22.5 % (93) 46.2 % (191) 100 % (413) 

 Total (1071) (376) (310) (1757) 

The diagonal cells of Table 3 represent cases in which the delinquency 
levels of the respondent’s regular and best friends are in the same 
category. The percentage in the upper left cell is high, which means that 
the large majority of those respondents with nondelinquent regular friends 
have best friends who are also nondelinquent. The percentages in the 
other two cells in the upper row are quite small, which is not surprising, as 
best friends are usually included in the circle of regular friends that 
respondents report about. The other diagonal cells show a different 
pattern. Both the middle and lower diagonal cell show percentages lower 
than 50 percent, indicating that for the respondents with low-level and 
serious delinquent regular friends, the overlap with best friends is 
substantially smaller. Only a full quarter of respondents with low-level 
delinquent friends (middle row of the table) have best friends in the same 
category. Instead, close to 60 percent of this group has nondelinquent best 
friends and 12 percent has seriously delinquent best friends. Respondents 
with seriously delinquent friends (in the row below) more often have best 
friends in the same delinquency category (about 45 percent), but still a 
considerable proportion has best friends who are low-level delinquents (22 
percent) and even more (31 percent) have nondelinquent best friends. 

We can represent the overlap between regular friends and best friends, 
or the lack of an overlap, by adding up the off-diagonal cells and dividing 
the sum by the total number of respondents. This results in a percentage of 
51.3 percent for Table 3 (and even 38.8 percent for the corresponding 
table with the indirect measurements in Appendix A): only half of the 
respondents have regular and best friends in the same delinquency 
category. Cramer’s V correlation scores confirm that the overlap is far 
from complete (.386 for Table 3 and .401 for Appendix A). A comparison 
of cells below and above the diagonal reveals that having best friends who 
are less delinquent than one’s regular friends (44.2 percent for Table 3, 
32.7 percent for Appendix A) is more common than having best friends 
who are more delinquent than one’s regular friends (7.1 percent for Table 
3, 6.2 percent for appendix table). Again, the patterns in Table 3 (direct 

 

friends’ and ‘one or more seriously delinquent friends’). This analysis reveals 
results comparable to the results presented in table 3 and the appendix. 
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measurement) and in Appendix A (indirect measurement) resemble each 
other closely, indicating that the overlap in delinquency between regular 
friends and best friends is quite robust and not sensitive to the 
measurement method used. 

While Table 3 showed us to what degree respondents have regular 
friends and best friends in the same or differing delinquency categories, 
the question remains how this relates to their own level of delinquency. 
Table 4, therefore, compares mean scores in respondent delinquency for 
the different combinations of regular and best friends distinguished in 
Table 3. Appendix B contains the corresponding table for the indirect 
measure and will not be discussed separately, because the results are 
comparable to the ones in Table 4. Both tables present results from the 
ANOVA and Dunnett’s T3 procedures used to test for significant 
differences from combinations of nondelinquent, low-level, and seriously 
delinquent regular and best friends. 

Table 4. Comparisons of Mean Delinquency Scores, Direct Measurements 
   Best Friends 
 

 
 Mean (sd) 

Overall
F-ratio

Dunnett T3 
(D)  

N-L N-S L-S 
  Not Low Serious   

 Not .23 (.66) .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .49 ** **  

# cases 396  388 6 2  
   

 Low .35 (.77) .61 (.97) .76 (1.22) 14.44** ** ** * 

# cases 948  554 277 117  
   

 Serious .76 (1.26) .53 (.85) 1.03 (1.30) 5.50**   ** 

R
eg
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ar

 F
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# cases 413  129 93 191     

Dunnett T3 post-hoc comparisons between nondelinquent and low-level delinquent best 
friends (N-L), nondelinquent and seriously delinquent best friends (N-S), and low-level and 
seriously delinquent best friends (L-S). 
** p < .01 * p < .05 

Table 4 shows a clear variation in mean delinquency scores of 
respondents across combinations of friends and best friends. In general, 
respondent delinquency levels are higher in the two lower rows of the 
table. This is to be expected, because here we find the respondents with 
low-level and seriously delinquent regular friends. But within these rows 
we also find differences in respondents’ level of delinquency, depending 
on the level of delinquency of their best friends. The second and third 
rows have significant F ratio statistics, implying that differences between 
categories are significantly greater than variances within categories. We 
found no significant result for the nondelinquent friends; the very small 
sizes for the two delinquent best friends categories probably account for 
the nonsignificance here. Dunnett T3 post hoc comparisons between 
categories confirm that combinations of best friends and regular friends 
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differ from each other, although not every comparison between two 
categories results in significant statistics. However, significant results are 
obtained for six out of nine comparisons in Table 4, indicating that in most 
cases best friends’ delinquency level does matter apart from that of regular 
friends’. In Appendix B, the table based on the indirect measures shows 
even more significant differences. For respondents with low-level 
delinquent regular friends, the mean level of delinquency varies with that 
of their best friends: lowest for those with nondelinquent best friends (.35), 
highest for those with seriously delinquent best friends (.71), and midrange 
for those with low-level delinquent best friends (.61). For respondents with 
seriously delinquent regular friends, the mean level of delinquency is 
higher when best friends are also seriously delinquent, but we do not see 
much difference here between nondelinquent and low-level delinquent 
best friends. Comparing Table 4 with the corresponding table based on the 
indirect measurements, in Appendix B, suggests that the differences 
appear somewhat smaller when the direct measurement is used. Both 
methods, however, suggest that best friends add to respondent 
delinquency beyond regular friends. 

DISCUSSION 

We have examined differences in the roles of regular friends and best 
friends with regard to the association between peer delinquency and 
respondents’ own delinquent behavior, using two different methods to 
measure peer delinquency. Our study shows that there is ample reason to 
specify the nature of delinquent peer relationships. Using two different 
methods to measure peer delinquency has enabled us to compare results 
obtained by them, a rare feature in studies on peer similarity in 
delinquency. 

Our findings on delinquency levels of respondents’ regular and best 
friends indicate substantial differences between these two types of peers at 
group level, with regard to involvement in delinquency and the level of 
delinquency. Respondents more often have delinquent regular friends 
than best friends, and mean delinquency levels are higher for regular 
friends. At the same time, however, we found only small differences when 
proportional measures were used: controlling for the number of selected 
friends, the average percentage of delinquency for regular and best friends 
was quite similar. The proportional measures also revealed that 
delinquents are not underrepresented among regular friends and are only 
slightly so among best friends. 

Examining various measures of association revealed only minor 
differences between regular friends and best friends with regard to peer 
similarity in delinquency. Correlation coefficients between peer delin-
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quency and respondents’ delinquency levels were almost identical for 
friends and best friends. Coefficients for dichotomized delinquency levels 
did show some small but contradictory differences: whereas best friends 
were more similar to respondents with regard to prevalence of 
delinquency (one or more offenses), regular friends had the highest figures 
on similarity in serious delinquent behavior (two or more offenses). 

Cross-tabulations between delinquency levels of regular friends and 
best friends show that overlap in delinquency levels of regular and best 
friends is most common for the nondelinquent group and occurs to a lesser 
extent for the seriously delinquent group. The cross-tabulations also show, 
however, no overlap between the delinquency level of regular friends and 
best friends in a large number of cases. More than half of respondents with 
low-level delinquent regular friends have nondelinquent or seriously 
delinquent best friends. And more than half of those with seriously 
delinquent regular friends have low-level or even nondelinquent best 
friends. These findings show that the behavior of best friends is often 
different to that of one’s wider circle of regular friends. 

To examine the implications for respondent delinquency, respondents’ 
delinquency scores were related to the different combinations of regular 
and best friends. Overall, having relatively seriously delinquent best 
friends is associated with more offending by the respondent; having less 
delinquent best friends to less offending. In short, our results suggest that 
best friends’ delinquency matters beyond the delinquency level of regular 
friends. 

These results are an important addition to the relatively scarce 
literature on this subject. Our finding of no major differences between 
regular friends and best friends with regard to peer similarity in 
delinquency is different to earlier results, which suggested that the impact 
of delinquent peers is dependent on the level of attachment, the time 
spent with peers and the length of friendships (Agnew, 1991; Brendgen et 
al., 2000; Warr 1993). However, our finding is more in line with recent 
results by Baerveldt et al. (2004), which showed only minor differences in 
association levels between different kinds of relationships: this study found 
that the association between respondent and peer delinquency was 
somewhat stronger for less intimate relationships. Our conclusion, that the 
delinquent behavior of best friends seems to have a greater effect, apart 
from that of regular friends, is in line with earlier findings on the unique 
contribution of gang membership to delinquency (Battin et al., 1998), and 
the unique contribution of best friends’ smoking and drinking habits to the 
start of these behaviors. (Urberg et al., 1997). An added value of best 
friends’ behavior beyond regular friends had not been demonstrated for 
delinquent behavior until now. 
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Our findings contradict some implications derived from the four major 
theories but support others. The implication of Sutherland’s differential 
association theory, and to a lesser extent of Hirschi’s control perspective, 
was that the relationship between delinquent peers and delinquency would 
be stronger for the most intense friendships. Warr’s theorizing about peer 
influence processes led us to expect the opposite, that the relationship 
would be stronger for regular friends. Our results, however, seem to 
contradict both expectations: we found only nonsignificant or minor 
differences in each direction. Another implication, derived from Moffitt’s 
dual taxonomy, was that regular friends would have a higher level of 
delinquency than best friends. Our findings that the involvement in 
delinquency differed if we examined both types of peers as a group and 
that the behavior of friends and best friends differed for many of the 
respondents appear to support it. However, it is not in line with our results 
based on the proportional measures, which revealed no major differences 
between the two types of groups. Another implication of Moffitt’s theory 
was that best friends would not have much added impact beyond the 
behavior of regular friends. Our expectation after reading Warr’s book 
was the opposite, namely that the two types of peers would have different 
influences on behavior. Our results with regard to respondent delinquency 
for different combinations of friends and best friends are more in line with 
Warr’s theorizing: we found clear differences between varying combin-
ations of friends and best friends. 

In short, our results only partly correspond with the implications of four 
major theoretical perspectives. This suggests a need for further theoretical 
elaboration, to consider the role of different types of peers and the 
important kinds of mechanisms. Recent work on different meanings and 
forms of adolescent relationships, and on the importance of personal 
attributes for differential susceptibility and capability for peer influence, 
might support this task (see Giordano, 2003; Urberg, 1999). 

Our comparison of indirect and direct measurement methods adds to 
the relevance of this study. In general, this strategy led to a cross-
validation of the main findings with regard to differences between types of 
peers. The results based on the indirect method were largely confirmed by 
direct measurements. However, the comparison also revealed that peer 
delinquency measures based on the direct method resulted in larger 
percentages of offending and serious offending and higher mean 
delinquency scores, for regular as well as best friends. This may indicate 
that respondents tend to underestimate levels of delinquency among their 
peers, possibly because they are aware of fewer offenses than are in fact 
committed by their friends. Furthermore, measures of associations are 
clearly lower for direct measurements. This finding is in line with the small 
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number of other studies in which both methods were represented6 (see 
Kandel, 1996 for a review). The difference reported in this study, a factor 
of two to two and a half, also corresponds with earlier studies, which 
resulted in correlations for direct measurements that were two to three 
times smaller than those for indirect measurements. This difference 
supports the recent critiques of the indirect method (Gottfredson and 
Hirschi, 1987; Jussim and Osgood, 1989; Kandel, 1996; Loeber et al., 1998) 
and suggests that indirect measurements may seriously overestimate 
similarity between peers and respondents. 

However, it is important to bear in mind that the direct measurement 
method also has its disadvantages. The method is based on self-reports of 
peers, which implies that unreliability connected to memory problems and 
under or overreporting may pose problems as well. In a way, the 
methodological problems of the self-report technique are accumulated by 
the direct measurement of peer delinquency, and such measurement error 
could suppress correlations between peers’ and respondents’ behavior. 
Furthermore, the direct measurement is based exclusively on regular 
friends and best friends whom respondents selected in their school 
network (from the respondent’s own school year in this study), and 
excludes important peers outside school. It is possible that some 
respondents, and perhaps the more delinquent ones, have more in 
common with friends outside the school situation. These problems suggest 
that the direct method of measuring delinquency of peers may also lead to 
an underestimation (see also Weerman, 2004). We therefore believe that 
the correlations based on these direct measurements should be seen as a 
kind of baseline: the correlation may be larger in reality, although not as 
large as usually found with the indirect method. 

A number of major limitations of this study need to be addressed. First, 
the measurements of regular friends and best friends were not 
independent. For both methods (direct as well as indirect), we first asked 
about the respondents’ regular friends in general and afterwards focussed 
on the best friends (or sometimes two best friends). This implies that the 
circle of regular friends includes the best friend of the respondent. 
Because this would probably only make it harder to find an added 
influence of best friends above regular friends, we believe that this 
shortcoming does not affect our conclusion that friends and best friends 
have different roles in the aetiology of delinquency. However, future 
studies should allow respondents to select best friends outside the circle of 
regular friends, to assess even more critically the differences between 
regular friends and best friends. 

 

 6. These studies used indirect and direct measurements that were much less 
comparable with each other than the measurements used in our study. 
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A limitation in light of our methodological conclusions is that the direct 
measurements only use peers who are school friends, whereas the indirect 
measurements may include friends from other years at school and from 
outside school. Because the subjects of these measurements differ, the 
differences between the two methods may be exaggerated. A comparison 
of indirect and direct measurement methods of peer delinquency could be 
improved in future studies by focusing indirect questions on school 
friends. After all, the direct measurement method is inherently limited to 
members of a fixed (school) population and cannot easily be expanded to 
all friends of all respondents. However, while the aspect of network size 
and boundaries of peer networks is played out more in the direct method 
of measuring peer delinquency, we would like to note that this aspect also 
affects the indirect measures of peer delinquency. It is seldom considered 
a problem that when answering questions about one’s friends, one 
respondent thinks of perhaps twenty casual friends and another thinks of 
his or her five close friends. This draws attention to a point that has 
received little attention in this and many other studies on peers and 
delinquency: respondents may have divergent criteria for picking out their 
friends. In itself, this shortcoming does not alter our conclusions, because 
for each respondent we compared one or two best friends with a group of 
regular friends that was usually larger. In comparison, these one or two 
persons are still better friends than the other friends chosen by our 
respondents. However, future studies should focus more strongly on 
specifying the nature of the peer relationship. 

REFERENCES 

Agnew, Robert 
1991 The interactive effects of peer variables on delinquency. 

Criminology 29:47–72. 

Akers, Ronald L. 
1973 Deviant Behavior. A Social Learning Approach. Belmont: 

Wadsworth Publishing. 

Aseltine, Robert H. 
1995 A reconsideration of parental and peer influences on adolescent 

deviance. Journal of Health and Social Behavior 36:103–121. 

Baerveldt, Chris, Marjolein Vermande, Ronan van Rossem and Frank 
Weerman 

2004 Students’ delinquency and correlates with stronger and weaker 
ties. A study of students’ networks in Dutch high schools. 
Connections 26(1):11–28. 

 



7 WEERMAN.DOC 5/16/2005 9:05:07 AM 

520 WEERMAN AND SMEENK  

Battin, Sara R., Karl G. Hill andand Robert D. Abbott 
1998 The contribution of gang membership beyond delinquent 

friends. Criminology 36:93–115. 

Bendixen, Mons, Inger M. Endresen and Dan Olweus 
2003 Variety and frequency scales of antisocial involvement: which 

one is better? Legal and Criminological Psychology 8:135–150. 

Brendgen, Maria, Frank Vitaro and William M. Bukowski 
2000 Stability and variability of adolescents’ affiliation with 

delinquent friends: predictors and consequences. Social 
Development 9:205–225. 

Elliott, Delbert S. and David Huizinga 
1989 Improving self-reported measures of delinquency. In M.W. 

Klein (ed.), Cross-National Research in Self-Reported Crime and 
Delinquency. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers. 

Elliott, Delbert S. and Scott Menard 
1996 Delinquent friends and delinquent behavior: temporal and 

developmental patterns. In J. David Hawkins (ed.), Delinquency 
and Crime: Current Theories. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Elliott, Delbert S., David Huizinga and Suzanne S. Ageton 
1985 Explaining Delinquency and Drug Use. Beverly Hills: Sage 

Publications. 

Giordano, Peggy 
2003 Relationships in adolescence. Annual Review of Sociology 

29:257–281. 

Giordano, Peggy, Stephen A. Cernkovich and M.D. Pugh 
1986 Friendships and delinquency. American Journal of Sociology 

91:1170–1202. 

Glueck, Sheldon andand Eleanor T. Glueck 
1950 Unraveling Juvenile Delinquency. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press. 

Gottfredson, Michael R. and Travis Hirschi 
1987 The methodological adequacy of longitudinal research on crime. 

Criminology 25:581–614. 
1990 A General Theory of Crime. Stanford, CA: Stanford University 

Press. 

Haynie, Dana L. 
2001 Delinquent peers revisited: does network structure matter? 

American Journal of Sociology 106:1013–1057. 



7 WEERMAN.DOC 5/16/2005 9:05:07 AM 

 PEER SIMILARITY IN DELINQUENCY 521 

2002 Friendship networks and delinquency: the relative nature of peer 
delinquency. Journal of Quantitative Criminology 18:99–134. 

Hirschi, Travis 
1969 Causes of Delinquency. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Jussim, Lee and D. Wayne Osgood 
1989 Influence and similarity among friends: an integrative model 

applied to incarcerated adolescents. Social Psychology Quarterly 
52:98–112. 

Kandel, Denise B. 
1978 Homophily, selection and socialization in adolescent 

friendships. American Journal of Sociology 84:427–436. 
1996 The parental and peer contexts of adolescent deviance: an 

algebra of interpersonal influences. Journal of Drug Issue 
26:289–315. 

Keenan, Kate, Rolf Loeber, Quanwu Zhang, Magda Stouthamer-Loeber 
and Welmoet B. Van Kammen 

1995 The influence of deviant peers on the development of boys’ 
disruptive and delinquent behavior: A temporal analysis. 
Development and Psychopathology 7:715–726. 

Kornhauser, Ruth 
1978 Social Sources of Delinquency. An Appraisal of Analytic 

Models. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Loeber, Rolf, David P. Farrington, Magda Stouthmer-Loeber, Terrie E. 
Moffitt and Avshlom Caspi 

1998 The development of male offending: Key findings from the first 
decade of the Pittsburg Youth Study. Studies on Crime and 
Crime Prevention 7:141–171. 

Matsueda, Ross L., and Kathleen Anderson 
1998 The dynamics of delinquent peers and delinquent behavior. 

Criminology 36:269–308. 

Moffitt, Terrie E. 
1993 Adolescense-limited and life-course persistent antisocial 

behavior: A develop-mental taxonomy. Psychological Review 
100:674–701. 

1994 Natural histories of delinquency. In Elmar G.M. Weitekamp 
andand Hans-Jürgen Kerner, Cross-National Longitudinal 
Research on Human Development and Criminal Behavior. 
Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers. 

 



7 WEERMAN.DOC 5/16/2005 9:05:07 AM 

522 WEERMAN AND SMEENK  

Reed, Mark D and Dina R. Rose 
1998 Doing what simple Simon says? Estimating the underlying 

causal structures of delinquent associations, attitudes, and 
serious theft. Criminal Justice and Behavior 25:240–274. 

Sutherland, Edwin H. 
1947 Principles of Criminology. Philidelphia: Lippincott. 

Thornberry, Terence P. 
1987 Toward an interactional theory of delinquency. Criminology 

25:863–892. 

Thornberry, Terence P., Alan J. Lizotte, Marvin D. Krohn, Margaret 
Farnworth and Sung Joon Jang 

1994 Delinquent peers, beliefs, and delinquent behavior: a 
longitudinal test of interactional theory. Criminology 32:47–83. 

Urberg, Kathryn A. 
1999 Introduction: some thoughts about studying the influence of 

peers on children and adolescents. Merrill-Palmer Quarterly 
45:1–12. 

Urberg, Kathryn A., Serdar M. Değirmencioğlu and Colleen Pilgrim 
1997 Close friend and group influence on adolescent cigarette smoking 

and alcohol use. Developmental Psychology 33:834–844. 

Warr, Mark 
1993 Parents, peers, and delinquency. Social Forces 72:247–264. 
1996 Organization and instigation in delinquent groups. Criminology 

34:11–37. 
2002 Companions in Crime. The social Aspects of Criminal Conduct. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Weerman, Frank M. 
2004 The changing role of delinquent peers in childhood and 

adolescence: Issues, findings and puzzles. In Gerben J.N. 
Bruinsma, Henk Elffers and Jan W. de Keijser, Punishment, 
Places and Perpetrators: Developments in Criminology and 
Criminal Justice Research. Cullompton, UK: Willan Publishing. 

 
Frank M. Weerman is senior researcher at the Netherlands Institute for 

the Study of Crime and Law Enforcement (NSCR). His publications are 
focussed on social bonds, co-offending, youth gangs, and the role of 
delinquent peers. His research activities are concentrated on the NSCR 
School Project that includes a longitudinal survey in which information is 
collected on peer social networks and delinquent peers during the high 
school period. 



7 WEERMAN.DOC 5/16/2005 9:05:07 AM 

 PEER SIMILARITY IN DELINQUENCY 523 

Wilma H. Smeenk is senior researcher at the Netherlands Institute for 
the Study of Crime and Law Enforcement (NSCR). Her contribution to 
the NSCR school project is focussed on her research interest in 
developmental criminology and on differences in the organization of 
school safety and differences in school policies. Other research interests 
include theoretical criminology and intra-family violence. 

 
 
 
 

Appendix A.  Cross-tabulation of Delinquencies,  
Indirect Measurements 

 Best Friends 
 Not Low Serious Total 
Friends     

Not  95.4 % (914) 3.8 % (36) 0.8 % (8) 100 % (958) 
Low  65.6 % (510) 24.4 % (190) 10.0 % (78) 100 % (778) 
Serious 30.6 % (74) 26.0 % (63) 43.4 % (105) 100 % (242) 
Total (1498) (289) (191) (1978) 

 
 
Appendix B.  Comparisons of Mean Delinquency Scores,  

Indirect Measurements 
   Mean (sd) Overall 

F-ratio
Dunnett T3 

(D)  
N-L N-S L-S 

   Best Friends   
   Not Low Serious     

 Not  .13 (.41) .56 (.65) 1.25 
(1.75) 

40.48** ** **  

# cases 958  914 36 8     

 Low .44 (.70) .81 (.89) 1.24 
(1.22) 

40.86** ** ** * 

# cases 778  510 190 78     

 Serious .91 (1.15) 1.73 
(1.53) 

2.44 
(1.66) 

23.11** ** ** ** 
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# cases 242  74 63 105     
Dunnett T3 post-hoc comparisons between the categories of non-delinquent and 
low-level delinquent best friends  
(N-L), non-delinquent and seriously delinquent best friends (N-S), and low-level 
and seriously delinquent best friends (L-S). 
** p.<.01 * p.<.05 
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