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Abstract An internal locus of control contributes to

positive youth outcomes such as a general well-being and

academic success, while also serving as a protective factor

against exposure to community violence and reducing neg-

ative behaviors like violence. Despite these benefits, very

little is known about antecedents of an internal locus of

control orientation. Without an understanding of what fac-

tors contribute to the development of an internal locus of

control, it is not clear how to best encourage its formation.

This study uses data from the Project on Human Develop-

ment in Chicago Neighborhoods to examine whether various

mesosystem variables (family management strategies, peer

interactions, neighborhood context, and individual-level

characteristics) are associated with an internal locus of

control orientation among 1,076 youth ages 9–19 living in

78 Chicago neighborhoods. Study participants were His-

panic (46 %), African American (34 %), and White (15 %),

and 50 % were female. The findings suggest that, while

most levels of the mesosystem influence locus of control

orientation, family management strategies are more promi-

nent determinants of an internal locus of control than peers,

neighborhood context, or individual characteristics. Parental

supervision over the time a youth spends at home and family

socioeconomic status are consistent predictors of an internal

locus of control, while harsh discipline is associated with an

external locus of control. The discussion examines the

import of various parenting techniques in shaping an internal

locus of control and considers future avenues for research to

further unpack how antecedents of locus of control can vary

across youth.

Keywords Locus of control � Family management

strategies � Peers � Neighborhood context � Prosocial
behavior

Introduction

Having a sense of control over outcomes resulting from our

behaviors suggests that we are the masters of our own fate.

Persons with an internal locus of control feel that they are

responsible for the consequences resulting from their

behavior, while individuals with an external locus of con-

trol attribute outcomes to luck, fate, or circumstances

beyond their control (see Crick and Dodge 1994; Ross and

Mirowsky 2013; Rotter 1966). While locus of control is not

merely an internal or external dichotomous indicator of

personal feelings about control over outcomes resulting

from behavior, individuals generally identify more with

internal or external traits and exhibit tendencies towards

one end of the continuum.

An internal locus of control is related to a number of

positive behaviors while an external orientation is associ-

ated with negative outcomes. Research demonstrates that

having an internal as opposed to an external locus of

control is a protective factor against youth involvement in

violent behavior (Ahlin 2014; Lobo Antunes and Ahlin

2014a) and exposure to community violence (Farver et al.

2000). These findings suggest that having an internal locus

of control can protect youth from destructive behavior and

environments. Further, people with an internal locus of
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control tend to have other prosocial personality traits such

as responsibility, tolerance, a general sense of well-being

(Hersch and Scheibe 1967; Meier et al. 2008), express

greater resilience (Efta-Breitbach and Freeman 2004) and

self-control (see Gierowski and Rajtar 2003), and are better

equipped to handle stressful situations (Reitzel and Harju

2000). An internal locus of control orientation has also

been shown to positively influence school achievement and

success (Au 2014; Bursik and Martin 2006; Lynch et al.

2002; Strayhorn 2010).

Experiences related to an external locus of control ori-

entation are at the opposite end of the spectrum. An

external locus of control increases the likelihood that youth

will exhibit aggression (Bhatia and Golin 1978; Wallace

et al. 2012) or engage in delinquent acts (Kelley 1996; Lau

and Leung 1992). Unlike internals, externals also have

lower self-control (Karabenick and Srull 1978; Mischel

et al. 1974), are less able to successfully cope with stressful

situations (Asberg and Renk 2014; Krause and Stryker

1984; Sandler and Lakey 1982), and are less likely to have

a general sense of well-being (Larson 1989). Externals are

also more likely to experience anxiety (Arslan et al. 2009;

Kilpatrick et al. 1974; Morelli et al. 1979) and depression

(Mirowsky and Ross 1990; Yu and Fan 2014), while also

feeling a general sense of learned helplessness (Peterson

et al. 1993).

Much of the literature outlines the beneficial properties

of an internal locus of control and underscores how an

internal orientation can promote better outcomes for both

youth and adults. Interestingly, little scholarly work

addresses what factors influence the establishment of an

internal versus an external locus of control. Without this

knowledge, it is difficult to identify or encourage practices

that support the development of an internal locus of control

orientation. Locus of control is not an innate personality

trait (Rotter 1966), meaning its development can be

shaped. The formation of locus of control orientation

involves learning what we have control over and what we

do not, as well as learning what choices are available to us.

While locus of control orientation is generally stable over

time (Ahlin 2013; Ross and Mirowsky 2013; Rotter 1966),

it can change through the accumulation of experiences

related to expectancies and reinforcements over time

(Lefcourt 1982; Nowicki and Strickland 1973).

Similar to how human agency is shaped and informs

choices (see Bandura 2001; Benson 2013; Emirbayer and

Mische 1998; Moore 2011), the environment in which

individuals find themselves influences their locus of control

orientation, actions, and perceptions about the results of

those actions. Rotter (1966) suggests that an internal locus

of control is established if the following circumstances are

present: (1) reinforcements of behavior are plentiful and

consistent and (2) expectancies that a behavior will result

in a particular outcome are developed. These conditions

may be present in the environmental systems, or meso-

system (see Bronfenbrenner 1979, 1989), in which a youth

develops, particularly the family, peer relationships, and

neighborhood context. Furthermore, a youth’s own indi-

vidual differences may also influence the direction of locus

of control orientation. Therefore, identifying family, peer,

neighborhood, and youth factors that help shape an internal

locus of control orientation is a critical step for determining

what mesosystem variables should be promoted or avoided

to encourage youths’ formation of an internal locus of

control.

Research on antecedents of locus of control remains

relatively sparse compared to other investigations of the

construct (see Carton and Nowicki 1994). Although there is

some literature on antecedents of locus of control orienta-

tion, results of previous investigations have been incon-

clusive and do not paint a clear picture of how various

mesosystem levels influence locus of control. Given the

lack of direction in prior research, there is a distinct need in

the literature to extend the current body of knowledge on

predictors of locus of control orientation. In essence, it is

important to examine how multiple mesosystem variables

surrounding youth, such as family management strategies

(both within the home and outside of the home), peer

interactions, and neighborhood characteristics, as well as

individual-level factors, influence internal locus of control

orientation. Some of these variables have been explored in

prior research, although scholars have yet to examine them

simultaneously to determine their relative salience.

Predicting Locus of Control

Family Management

The family unit, particularly parents and their family man-

agement strategies, has a strong influence over socialization

and locus of control orientation (see Chance 1965; Garcı́a-

Cadena et al. 2013; Lefcourt 1982). Several strategies can

influence a child’s locus of control and whether it gravitates

toward the internal or external end of the spectrum (Lynch

et al. 2002; Moilanen and Shen 2014). For example, close

parental monitoring (Ahlin 2014) and high parental warmth

(Crandall and Crandall 1983) are significant predictors of an

internal orientation, while overprotective parenting styles

(Chorpita et al. 1998; Spokas and Heimberg 2009), low

parental warmth (Spokas and Heimberg 2009), and a harsh

and rejecting family environment can promote the formation

of an external locus of control through inconsistent rein-

forcements (Phares 1976; see also Enger et al. 1994;

Moilanen and Shen 2014). Family management techniques

enacted within the home are important, but do not address
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how parents may organize the time children are not at home.

Family management strategies extend beyond the walls of

the home to include parenting techniques for when the

children are out in the community and away from direct

parental supervision (see Furstenberg et al. 1999). These

specific practices, such as involving youth in community

activities, restricting unsupervised access to the neighbor-

hood, and knowing their child’s peers, can enhance parental

oversight outside of the home. Also, opportunities for pro-

social engagement in after school activities can foster

positive youth development and outcomes, like improved

academic competence and prosocial relationships (Fauth

et al. 2007; Huang et al. 2000). Exactly how such man-

agement practices exercised outside the home can shape

locus of control orientation has not been fully explored by

the research, and is a gap worth bridging.

Peers

Locus of control orientation is associated with peer

acceptance, and an internal locus of control, in particular, is

positively related to perceptions of one’s status among their

peers (Kang et al. 2013). On the other hand, having an

external locus of control can lead to poor coping mecha-

nisms in social situations, including aggressive behavior

(Osterman et al. 1999), intimate partner violence (Schmidt

et al. 2014), and bullying (Slee 1993). Studies illustrate

how locus of control orientation influences relationships

with one’s peers, although less is known about how

exchanges with peers might shape locus of control orien-

tation. Recent research demonstrates that being victimized

in general (van Reemst et al. 2014), and specifically

experiencing victimization by one’s peers (Catterson and

Hunter 2010; Fredstrom et al. 2011), is predictive of an

external locus of control, suggesting that peer interactions

are important contributors to feelings of control over

situations.

Peer interactions provide opportunities for youth to

experience behavior reinforcements and expectations for

outcomes favorable to either an internal or external locus of

control. Specifically, peer situational factors, like unstruc-

tured socializing and peer deviance, may especially influ-

ence orientation in different ways. Unstructured

socializing—interactions with peers that are not supervised

and lack clear goals—has been associated with youth

violence (Maimon and Browning 2010), exposure to vio-

lence (Zimmerman et al. 2014), and other deviant behav-

iors. Group activities where there is no set agenda and no

prosocial monitoring provide the optimal conditions for

attributing the negative consequences of behavior to others

while receiving reinforcements supportive of an external

locus of control. The same is true of peer deviance. The

deviance of one’s peers may impact a youth’s own locus of

control orientation as they are exposed to various rein-

forcements and expectancies of deviant behavior through

their affiliation with others engaged in deviance. Witness-

ing or learning about the behavior of deviant peers can

solidify an external locus of control orientation as youth

hold others culpable for events that could be precipitated

by these toxic relationships.

Neighborhood Context

People are shaped not only by their family and peers but by

the surrounding community with which they interact

most—their neighborhood (see Bronfenbrenner 1979,

1989). Youth are exposed to their neighborhood and the

contextual influences therein, especially as they grow and

seek independence and autonomy from their parents and

spend more time away from home. In a recent study

examining the influence of neighborhood context on locus

of control orientation, Ahlin (2014) found that factors such

as high levels of collective efficacy and high socioeco-

nomic status of residents are supportive of a youth’s

internal locus of control orientation. Such neighborhood

contextual variables are believed to influence locus of

control orientation through the availability of prosocial

resources. Adults living in neighborhoods with more

resources may have increased opportunities to influence

youth due to fewer constraints on their free time to provide

reinforcements and expectancies supportive of an internal

locus of control.

Similarly, stressful environments and situations can

also influence locus of control orientation (see Carton and

Nowicki 1994; Rotter 1966). Just as higher levels of

prosocial environmental factors influence an internal locus

of control, lower exposure to harmful elements, such as

physical or social disorder, may also have an impact on

the formation of an internal locus of control. There is a

dearth of research, however, examining in detail the

relationship between indicators of the social and eco-

nomic welfare of a neighborhood, such as immigrant

concentration and residential stability, and locus of con-

trol orientation. Much of the literature does not extend

beyond the family level mesosystem, and, therefore,

scholars have not yet examined neighborhood context

simultaneously with other levels of the mesosystem to

determine relative salience of such factors on locus of

control in a multilevel model.

Individual Characteristics

Individual characteristics such as race/ethnicity, age, and

gender have been shown to predict locus of control ori-

entation. In their study on fear of crime, Houts and Kassab

(1997) identify racial and ethnic minorities as being more
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likely than Whites to have an external locus of control.

Ahlin (2014) found that, compared to Whites and African

Americans, Hispanic youth had a more external orienta-

tion, while Johnson (1992) failed to find differences

between African American youth and youth of other races

and ethnicities in the effects locus of control orientation

had on behavior. In terms of age, a review by Reynolds

(1976) suggests that there is relative stability in locus of

control orientation (see also Ahlin 2013), although Lef-

court (1982) and Nowicki and Strickland (1973) purport a

gradual shift toward the internal end of the spectrum as

people mature and grow familiar with expectancies and

reinforcements supportive of an internal locus of control

(see Sherman 1984) or when their current behavior is not

producing desired results (Mirowsky and Ross 2013).

Given that prior research suggests parenting, peers, and

neighborhood effects are likely experienced differently for

youth in various developmental periods, a cohort

approach may be more informative than examining age as

a continuous variable.

There are also discrepancies in the literature on the

predictive value of gender on locus of control orientation.

Whether males or females are more likely to embrace an

internal or external orientation is not conclusive, and most

scholars fail to uncover a significant difference between the

sexes (Moilanen and Shen 2014; Sherman 1984; for a

review see Reynolds 1976). However, other studies suggest

that males are more external (Ahlin 2014), females are

more external (Christiansen and Evans 2005), or there is a

difference in magnitude between males and females at

either end of the locus of control scale (see Lau and Leung

1992). Locus of control orientation should vary across

males and females because of the different impact meso-

system variables have on shaping youth behavior and the

differential importance of such interactions (see Miller

1986).

Family socioeconomic status (SES) is another indi-

vidual-level variable that contributes to youth develop-

ment. Research demonstrates that familial resources,

including a higher SES, provide the necessary environ-

mental supports that foster an internal locus of control

orientation among youth (see Conger et al. 2009;

Moilanen and Shen 2014). Higher family SES is a strong

contributor to youth perceptions of control, while lower

family SES has the opposite effect by reducing feelings of

control (Mirowsky and Ross 1986). A positive relation-

ship between internality and socioeconomic status has

been identified (Maqsud and Rouhani 1991), and persists

even when youth are exposed to difficult environmental

factors such as family disruption (see Acock and Kiecolt

1989). It is, thus, critical to control for SES in the

analyses.

The Current Study

Our research was informed by the literature and guided by

the overarching question of whether there are various mes-

osystem predictors of an internal locus of control and the

relative salience of the mesosystem levels. The current study

examines the roles that various mesosystem variables have

in shaping an internal locus of control orientation by testing

nine hypotheses. We propose that family management

strategies used within the home and outside of the home will

shape locus of control orientation among youth. First, we

expect that most of the family management strategies

employed within the home (developmental stimulation,

supervision, and parental warmth), with the exception of

harsh discipline, will be supportive of an internal locus of

control orientation (Hypothesis 1). Second, we anticipate

that harsh discipline will be negatively related to an internal

locus of control (Hypothesis 2). With respect to strategies

focused on family management outside of the home, we

hypothesize that youth’s activity involvement, restrictive-

ness, and knowing youth’s peers will support an internal

locus of control orientation (Hypothesis 3). Specifically, the

opportunity to engage in prosocial, organized activities with

other youth, being protected from exposure to the neigh-

borhood environment and having parents familiar with

friends whom youth hang out with will have a beneficial

effect on the development of an internal locus of control.

Next we examine whether youth peer factors have a medi-

ating effect on the relationship between family management

strategies and an internal locus of control. We hypothesize

that youth who engage in unstructured socializing with their

friends (Hypothesis 4) and have deviant peers (Hypothesis

5) will be less likely to have an internal locus of control.

Moreover, we contend that the inclusion of these factors will

reduce the magnitude of the family management coefficients

(i.e., mediate) and curtail the direct influence that family

management strategies have over the development of an

internal locus of control.

We next examine the relative salience of parents, peers,

or youth demographic characteristics as predictors of an

internal locus of control. Although we argue that family

management strategies will have a stronger influence over

locus of control orientation than individual factors, we

recognize that individual characteristics will influence

locus of control orientation to some degree. As demon-

strated by the literature, there is an ambiguous relationship

between individual-level characteristics and locus of con-

trol orientation inhibiting the selection of clear hypotheses.

There is some evidence to suggest that minorities, younger

youth, and males will be less likely to have an internal

locus of control than whites, older youth, and females

(Hypothesis 6). We further hypothesize that a youth’s
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family socioeconomic status (SES) will be positively

related to an internal locus of control (Hypothesis 7).

Finally, we incorporate neighborhood level predictors

and structural characteristics to extend the current literature

and explore the role they have in youth development of an

internal locus of control. There is scant literature on the

influence neighborhood context plays in the development

of locus of control orientation among youth, perhaps

because of the mixed evidence regarding the direct versus

indirect influences neighborhoods impart on youth devel-

opment and behavior (Beale-Spencer et al. 1997; Elliott

et al. 2006; Kupersmidt et al. 1995). However, evidence

suggests that neighborhood conditions such as collective

efficacy and neighborhood structural characteristics can

have an effect on individual-level behaviors (Silbereisen

and Eyferth 1986; Wikström 2006; Wikström and Loeber

2000) and locus of control orientation (Ahlin 2014). With

this in mind, we argue that collective efficacy and resi-

dential stability will be predictive of an internal locus of

control (Hypothesis 8), while a negative relationship will

emerge between an internal locus of control orientation and

deleterious conditions such as disorder, concentrated dis-

advantage, and immigrant concentration (Hypothesis 9).

Data and Methods

Data

The data employed by this study are from the Project on

Human Development in Chicago Neighborhoods

(PHDCN). The PHDCN brings together a neighborhood

level survey (Community Survey) and a longitudinal

individual-level survey of children, youth, and their pri-

mary caregivers living in Chicago in 1994 (Longitudinal

Cohort Survey). The Community Survey was conducted in

1994–1995. Neighborhood sampling units were created by

collapsing Chicago’s 847 census tracts into 343 Chicago

neighborhood clusters. The neighborhood clusters were

designed to be ‘‘ecologically meaningful’’ and were con-

structed using geographically relevant boundaries and first-

hand knowledge about the neighborhoods (see Sampson

et al. 2002). The participants in the Community Survey,

over 8,000 Chicago adult residents, were selected from the

343 neighborhood clusters. The sample of the Community

Survey is distinct from the Longitudinal Cohort Survey and

serves as an independent measure of community context.

The Longitudinal Cohort Study is a three wave, multi-

cohort, prospective accelerated longitudinal study of

childhood and adolescent development. The youth partici-

pating in the study and their primary caregivers were

sampled from 80 of the 343 neighborhood clusters identi-

fied for the Community Survey. Children and their families

were identified through interviews conducted of over

40,000 Chicago residences. Of the 8,000 who were eligible

to take part in the Longitudinal Cohort Study, more than

6,000 participated in the study at Wave 1, begun in 1994.

The data collection took place at two additional time peri-

ods beginning in 1997 and 2000. Data were collected on

seven cohorts (birth, 3, 6, 9, 12, 15, and 18). For the pur-

poses of the current investigation we use data on cohorts 9

and 12, to capture the relationship between the four meso-

system level variables and locus of control orientation. We

identified 1,076 children and youth (Table 1) who partici-

pated in all three waves of data collection and who have a

high percentage of completed surveys. The sample is 46 %

Hispanic, 34 % African American and 15 %White, with an

equal distribution between girls and boys.

Measures

We derive measures from Wave 1 and 2 to predict locus of

control orientation at Wave 3. The sample characteristics

are presented in Table 2.

Internal Locus of Control

The outcome variable of interest is internal locus of con-

trol. The locus of control data were collected at Wave 3

using the Things I Can Do If I Try questionnaire. State-

ments were read to respondents and scored on a Likert-type

scale ranging from 1 to 4. The statements offered two

perspectives (e.g., ‘‘some kids feel like they can become a

successful person if they work at it,’’ BUT ‘‘other kids feel

like they shouldn’t bother trying because they will NOT be

successful’’) and measured whether youth believe out-

comes are attributable to behavior. Youths were asked to

choose which perspective more closely reflected their

beliefs about themselves. The locus of control measures

included 23 positively and negatively worded statements.

Negatively worded statements were recoded such that a

value of 4 is equal to high internal locus of control and a

value of 1 is equal to high external locus of control.

Responses across the questions were summed, yielding a

scale with high reliability (a = .86).

Family Management Variables

The familymanagement variables examined in this study are

measured at the individual respondent level and provide

information on primary caregivers’ use of seven parenting

strategies within and outside of the home. The sources for the

family management variables are Wave 1 andWave 2 of the

Longitudinal Cohort Study. Five of the seven family man-

agement variableswere derived using theHomeObservation

Survey. These include developmental stimulation,
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supervision, restrictiveness, knows peers, and parental

warmth. The data on harsh discipline and youth activity

involvement were obtained from other survey instruments.

Developmental Stimulation The developmental stimula-

tion variable was constructed from the ‘‘Developmental

Advance’’ section of the Home Observation Survey. Par-

ents and caregivers were asked (yes/no) if they provided

youth with CDs, musical instruments, books, board games,

and reference books. The responses to 11 questions were

tabulated, creating a summative scale of developmental

stimulation, that was slightly skewed and yielded an

acceptable reliability coefficient (a = .65). The mean

developmental stimulation score is 8.79 (SD = 1.99).

Harsh Discipline We employ a mean-based method in

the computation of the harsh discipline variable. Questions

from the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus 1979) at Wave 1

were used whereby parents and caregivers were asked ‘‘in

the past year when there was a problem with ****…how

Table 1 Sample characteristics

Cohort 9 Cohort 12

N % N %

Gender

Male 296 53.24 253 52.66

Female 260 46.76 285 47.34

Ethnicity

Hispanic 265 47.7 242 45.0

Black 185 33.3 191 35.5

White 79 14.2 86 16.0

Other 27 4.9 19 3.5

Mean SD Mean SD

Age

Wave 1 7.8 .33 9.1 .58

Wave 2 10.8 .32 12.9 .56

Wave 3 13.7 .31 15.6 .63

Table 2 Descriptive statistics Variable N Mean SD Min Max

Internal locus of control 1,076 75.98 9.60 35.00 92.00

Family management

Developmental stimulation 1,081 8.79 1.99 .00 11.00

Harsh discipline 1,094 6.30 5.58 .00 22.00

Supervision 1,088 14.30 1.78 7.00 16.00

Parental warmth 1,067 10.16 2.43 .00 13.00

Youth activity involvement 1,075 2.12 1.34 .00 5.00

Restrictiveness 1,036 .71 .45 .00 1.00

Knows peers 1,011 .64 .48 .00 1.00

Peers

Unstructured socializing 1,075 12.41 4.71 .00 25.00

Deviant peers 1,014 2.49 2.03 .00 15.00

Individual-level variables

Hispanic 1,093 .46 .50 .00 1.00

African American 1,093 .34 .48 .00 1.00

White 1,093 .15 .36 .00 1.00

Cohort 12 1,094 .49 .50 .00 1.00

Male 1,094 .50 .50 .00 1.00

Family SES 1,091 .00 1.00 -1.87 2.50

Neighborhood level predictors

Collective efficacy 78 3.43 .29 2.90 4.17

Disorder 78 1.83 .35 1.19 2.44

Neighborhood structural characteristics

Concentrated disadvantage 78 -.00 1.00 -1.90 3.47

Immigrant concentration 78 .00 1.00 -1.75 2.66

Residential stability 78 .00 1.00 -1.89 2.33
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many times did you…’’ The options ranged from insult or

swear at, to beat up. Data from the seven response cate-

gories (0 = never, 1 = once, 2 = 2 times, 3 = 3–5 times,

4 = 6–10 times, 5 = 11–20 times, and 6 = more than 20

times) were recoded to 0 = never, 1 = once or twice,

2 = 3–5 times, 3 = 6–10 times, and 4 = 11 ? times, so

that the final variable was less skewed. The harsh discipline

measure is an adjusted mean scale with good internal

consistency (a = .78).

Supervision The supervision scale is derived using the

‘‘Supervision’’ section of the Home Observation Survey

(Browning et al. 2004). Several questions were posed of

parents and caregivers regarding youth schedule, home-

work support, supervision, and monitoring within the

home. The responses to a total of 16 questions were added

creating a summative scale of acceptable internal consis-

tency (a = .63). The mean of 14.30 and standard deviation

of 1.78 indicate the distribution of the final measure is

skewed, suggesting that the use of robust standard errors

during analysis may be appropriate.

Parental Warmth The measure of parental warmth was

constructed from the Home Observation Survey at Wave 1.

Interviewers were required to assess parent/caregiver

interactions with the children and youth, as these occurred

during the administration of the instrument. Interviewers

evaluated the levels of affection and how parents addressed

their children, in terms of encouragement, caresses and

kisses, praise and negative behaviors like spanking,

scolding, and shouting. The responses to 13 dichotomous

questions were summed yielding a scale ranging between 0

and 13, with a mean of 10.16 (a = .75).

Youth Activity Involvement The data from the School

Interview (see Fauth et al. 2007; Gardner et al. 2009) atWave

2were used to create ameasure of youth activity involvement.

Questions regarding several school and other extracurricular

activities including cheerleading, sports, student government,

and church volunteering, were posed of youth. The responses

were summed and a variety score (a = .64) depicting the

number of different activities each youth engaged in was

derived. On average, children and youth participated in two

activities, with some taking part in as many as five.

Restrictiveness Restrictiveness is a simple binary variable

(0/1) illustrating whether parents and caregivers allow their

children to spend time in the neighborhood without adult

supervision or monitoring. This information was collected

at Wave 2 as part of the Home Observation Survey. The

original variable was recoded so that 1 indicated restric-

tiveness, meaning that parents do not permit children

unsupervised time in the neighborhood. Over 70 % of

parents reported restricting their children.

Knows Peers Knowing who your children spend time

with is one of the many protective management practices

parents can adopt. As part of the Home Observation Survey

at Wave 2, parents and caregivers were asked whether they

knew their child’s friends by name and sight. Since the

distribution of responses was skewed we collapsed the ‘‘all

or most’’ category which was coded as 1 and the ‘‘about

half’’, ‘‘few’’, and ‘‘none’’ categories which were recoded

as 0. Over three-fifths of the parents and caregivers

reported knowing all or most of their children’s friends.

Peer Predictors

We examine two youth variables believed to contribute to

locus of control orientation: unstructured socializing and

deviant peers.

Unstructured Socializing A measure of youth unstruc-

tured socializing was derived using the Routine Activities

survey administered at Wave 2 (see Maimon and Browning

2010). Children and youth were asked a series of questions

regarding their unsupervised interactions with peers. The

responses were summed and a scale calculated whereby

higher values denote a greater engagement in unstructured

socializing (a = .67).

Deviant Peers The information from the Deviance of

Peers survey administered at Wave 1 was used to construct

a measure of peer deviance. Youth were asked whether the

people they spend time with engaged in deviant behaviors

like smoking, drinking, sexual relations, delinquency, and

drug use. An additive scale was calculated from the

responses to eight questions. The resulting scale has

excellent internal consistency (a = .85) and is approxi-

mately normally distributed.

Neighborhood Level Predictors

The measures of neighborhood context examined here are

collective efficacy, disorder, and three neighborhood

structural characteristics: concentrated disadvantage,

immigrant concentration, and residential stability. The

variables were obtained from data contained in the Com-

munity Survey and 1990 U.S. Census.

Collective Efficacy Collective efficacy is a combined vari-

able of informal social control and social cohesion (see

Sampson et al. 1997). Informal social control is the sum of

responses toquestions aboutwhether respondents thought their
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neighbors could be counted on to ‘‘intervene’’ in a series of

situations (i.e., truancy, vandalism, fights between children).

Social cohesionassesses howstrongly respondents agreedwith

a series of statements like ‘‘people around here are willing to

help their neighbors’’ and ‘‘this is a close-knit neighborhood’’.

The scales were merged and the resulting collective efficacy

variable has a mean of 3.43 and standard deviation of .29.

Disorder During the Community Survey, the respondents

were asked to evaluate several situations and behaviors in

terms of howmuch of a problem (on a three-point scale) they

were for residents. These included panhandling, dilapidated

buildings, unruly teens, evidence of drug use, and prostitu-

tion. The answers to 7 questions were recoded, summed, and

an adjusted mean scale was created for each of the more than

8,000 respondents (a = .83). The individual scales were

aggregated to the neighborhood cluster level resulting in a

measure of neighborhood-level disorder with amean of 1.83.

Neighborhood Structural Characteristics

The measures of neighborhood structural characteristics

included are—concentrated disadvantage, immigrant con-

centration, and residential stability. These variables were

created using ten measures from the 1990 Census (Samp-

son et al. 1997) and were derived using factor analysis.

Concentrated Disadvantage This variable is composed of

the following variables: percentage of residents who were:

below the poverty line, on public assistance, unemployed,

less than 18 years of age, and African American.

Immigrant Concentration The immigrant concentration

variable represents the percentage of Latino and foreign-

born residents in the neighborhood.

Residential Stability Residential stability is defined as the

percentage of residents who lived in the same house since

1985 and percentage of owner-occupied homes.

Individual-Level Variables

The measures of individual characteristics are obtained

from the Master File and Demographic File of the Lon-

gitudinal Cohort Study.

Hispanic The Hispanic variable represents all youth who

were of Latino/Latina ethnicity.

African American This variable represents individuals

who self-identified their race as African American, and

non-Hispanic ethnicity.

White This variable represents youth who self-identified

as White, and non-Hispanic ethnicity. White is the referent

group in the analyses.

Cohort 12 We use cohort as a proxy for age because the

PHDCN employs a cohort-based accelerated longitudinal

research design (see Sullivan 2012; Tonry et al. 1991)

which supports the investigation of potential cohort effects.

Cohort membership is dichotomized as 0 = Cohort 9 and

1 = Cohort 12, where Cohort 9 is the referent group in the

analyses.

Male Gender is also a dichotomous variable where

0 = female and 1 = male, and female is the referent group

in the analyses.

Family SES We use a principal components measure of

primary caregiver’s maximum education level, salary, and

description of most recent job to create a measure of family

SES.

Data Analysis and Models

The current study uses information on 1,076 youth and

their primary caregivers living in 78 neighborhood clusters.

The PHDCN data are nested and it is believed that indi-

viduals residing within the same neighborhood cluster will

share characteristics and traits. As such, we employ mul-

tilevel modeling as the analytic procedure to assess the

research questions. Multilevel modeling is appropriate

because it controls for the nesting of observations within

the level-2 units (Raudenbush and Bryk 2002). Moreover,

multilevel modeling allows for the estimation of variance

between individuals within the same neighborhood cluster,

and variance between neighborhood clusters. This analytic

method also provides for the estimation of effects at each

level and across levels. The first step in determining

whether a multilevel analysis is warranted is to run a fully

unconditional model, which indicates whether the depen-

dent variable of interest varies across level-2 units. Our

results demonstrate that locus of control orientation differs

by neighborhood (data not shown); necessitating the use of

multilevel modeling.

Employing a series of multilevel models, we test the

relationship of family management strategies, peer influ-

ences, neighborhood context, and individual-level variables

as predictors of an internal locus of control. Model 1

examines the relationship of the seven family management

strategies on an internal locus of control orientation. The

analysis then builds on this base model to investigate the

mediating effects of peer interactions on the relationship
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between family management strategies and the outcome

variable. Model 3 incorporates individual-level factors,

including youth demographics and family SES. We con-

clude with Model 4 to examine the role of neighborhood

characteristics on internal locus of control orientation.

Results

We begin by examining the role of family management

strategies on an internal locus of control orientation in

Model 1. Table 3 shows that family management strategies

shape locus of control orientation, lending partial support

for Hypothesis 1. Supervision, a within the home strategy,

was significantly related to the development of an internal

locus of control. Experiencing greater levels of supervision

in the home (b = .696, p\ .001) is supportive of an

internal locus of control orientation. The negative rela-

tionship between harsh discipline and internal locus of

control is clear from the effects illustrated in Table 3.

These findings demonstrate that the use of harsh discipline

decreases the likelihood of an internal locus of control

(b = -.132; p\ .05) and support Hypothesis 2. Turning

now to outside of the home family management strategies,

no significant support for Hypothesis 3 is established;

although whether the parent knows their child’s friends was

moderately associated with an internal locus of control

(b = 1.106, p\ .10).

Model 2 assesses the mediation effects of peer factors on

the relationship between family management strategies and

locus of control orientation. While there is no statistically

significant effect of unstructured socializing on locus of

control orientation (Hypothesis 4), the deviance of one’s

peers is a robust predictor of an internal orientation

(Hypothesis 5). A unit increase in peer deviance decreases

an internal locus of control orientation by .498 (b = -.498,

p\ .01) (Table 3). Interestingly, there are notable changes

in significance of three family management strategies once

the peer variables are added to the analyses. With regard to

within the home family management practices, harsh dis-

cipline and supervision retain their significance, although

the magnitude of the coefficient decreases and parental

warmth no longer exerts a statistically significant influence

on locus of control orientation. We know from analyses,

not included here, that family management practices sig-

nificantly influence youth association with deviant peers

and unstructured socializing. Indeed, supervision and

parental warmth negatively impacts deviant peer relation-

ships and unstructured socializing activities whereas harsh

discipline presents the opposite effect on these same vari-

ables. Once we have established these relationships, if the

influence of these family management practices on locus of

control is mediated through the peer variables, then the

coefficients are likely to be reduced after these have been

included in the model (Cui and Conger 2008; Klebanov

et al. 1997: 119). The results presented demonstrate such a

decrease, suggesting a mediating influence of the peer

variables.

Although developmental stimulation was not significant

in the previous model, it becomes significant (b = .403,

p\ .05) once the peer variables are incorporated into the

analyses. Developmental stimulation’s effect on youth

locus of control orientation may, in fact, be a function of

whether the youth has deviant peers. A similar change is

found for outside of the home parenting strategies.

The impact of individual-level factors on locus of con-

trol orientation is assessed in Model 3. The most striking

observation from Table 4 is that only two of the demo-

graphic characteristics, African American and family SES,

were statistically significant. Being African American is

the only significant individual characteristic related to an

internal locus of control. African Americans are less likely

to develop an internal locus of control, although the effects

are moderate (b = -1.400, p\ .10), offering limited

Table 3 Influence of family

management strategies and

peers on internal locus of

control orientation

* p\ .05; ** p\ .01;

*** p\ .001

Model 1 Model 2

b St. error b St. error

Intercept 75.878*** .289 75.794*** .298

Developmental stimulation .282 .177 .403* .183

Harsh discipline -.132* .054 -.119* .053

Supervision .696*** .189 .645*** .197

Parental warmth .225 .134 .198 .153

Youth activity involvement .332 .227 .460 .243

Restrictiveness .323 .541 .064 .632

Knows peers 1.106 .614 1.169 .672

Unstructured socializing – – -.097 .078

Deviant peers – – -.498** .182
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support for Hypothesis 6. The main effects of Model 3

illustrate the importance of family SES in locus of control

orientation, providing support for Hypothesis 7. As

expected, family SES positively influences the develop-

ment of an internal locus of control (b = 1.000, p\ .001).

Interestingly, developmental stimulation is again insignif-

icant as it was in Model 1 suggesting that family SES may

be driving its relationship to locus of control orientation.

Harsh discipline, supervision, youth activity involvement,

and deviant peers remain predictive of locus of control

orientation in Model 3.

Finally, we examine the role of neighborhood context in

the formation of locus of control in Model 4. Residential

stability is the only variable of marginal significance

(b = -.655, p\ .10), although it is negatively related to

an internal locus of control—contrary to Hypothesis 8. As

shown in Table 4, there is no support for Hypothesis 9;

community disorder, concentrated disadvantage, and

immigrant concentration are not shown to influence locus

of control orientation among youth.

Discussion

There is a paucity of research examining the mechanisms

predictive of locus of control orientation. An internal locus

of control, that is, one’s ability to take ownership of

behavior and consequences of such behavior, is associated

with better youth outcomes. Specifically, the literature

suggests that having an internal versus external locus of

control protects youth against engaging in violence (Ahlin

2014; Lobo Antunes and Ahlin 2014a), aggression (Bhatia

and Golin 1978; Osterman et al. 1999), and even bullying

(Slee 1993). Moreover, those with an internal locus of

control orientation tend to be well-adjusted (April et al.

2012; Hersch and Scheibe 1967), are able to deal with

stress in a more effective manner (Reitzel and Harju 2000),

and are exposed to less community violence (Farver et al.

2000).

This study provides a new understanding about specific

family management practices, beyond supervision and

monitoring occurring within the home, and documents how

various family management strategies can shape locus of

control orientation. By focusing on within and outside of

the home family management strategies and peer situa-

tional factors, we extend our knowledge of the role that

parenting practices have in the establishment of an internal

locus of control and identify important processes that can

and should be targeted by future research and youth

development programs. Specifically, these programs

should train parents to use practices supportive of an

internal locus of control, such as increased in home

supervision and youth involvement in activities, to help

shape autonomy and independence, important components

Table 4 Influence of individual

characteristics and community

factors on internal locus of

control orientation

* p\ .05; ** p\ .01;

*** p\ .001

Model 3 Model 4

b St. error b St. error

Intercept 75.772*** .282 75.888*** .291

Developmental stimulation .196 .208 .183 .216

Harsh discipline -.106* .054 -.112* .054

Supervision .699*** .197 .710*** .197

Parental warmth .142 .150 .141 .153

Youth activity involvement .417 .247 .432 .246

Restrictiveness .223 .649 .220 .657

Knows peers .892 .695 .891 .680

Unstructured socializing -.106 .082 -.109 .072

Deviant peers -.416* .187 -.394* .188

Hispanic -.449 .910 -.102 .944

African American -1.400 .847 -.687 .999

Cohort 12 .058 .713 .023 .711

Male -.299 .609 -.262 .608

Family SES 1.000*** .313 .889** .331

Collective efficacy – – -.030 1.959

Disorder – – -2.433 1.636

Concentrated disadvantage – – .128 .601

Immigrant concentration – – .046 .455

Residential stability – – -.655 .386
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of an internal locus of control (Carton and Nowicki 1994).

Further, programs should emphasize the important of

establishing a warm parenting style, and promoting

socializing with prosocial peers, while also encouraging

parents to decrease their use of management strategies that

foster an external locus of control such as harsh discipline.

Multisystemic therapy (MST) is one family and youth

based program that incorporates multiple mesosystem

contexts with positive results by teaching parents how to

successfully manage their children’s lives through rule

enforcement and the promotion of healthy friendships

(Schaeffer and Borduin 2005). While most parenting pro-

grams focus on teaching parents to engage in within the

home strategies without also considering family manage-

ment techniques for times when youths are not at home,

parenting programs that focus on parenting practices that

extend beyond the home have also been successful

(Bodenmann et al. 2008; Sanders 2003, 2008). For exam-

ple, Group Triple P positive parenting provides parents

with techniques to prevent and address problem behaviors

both within and outside of the home available through

group and self-directed programs (De Graaf et al. 2008).

Through parenting programs, families can learn to pro-

vide an environment that encourages the formation of an

internal locus of control. Parents and caregivers are the

primary sources of child socialization. Our research dem-

onstrates that parenting, particularly the use of within the

home family management strategies, fosters youth’s

development of an internal locus of control more consis-

tently than other mesosystem influences and as such should

be the primary target of programming. Both supervision

and parental warmth have a robust effect on youth’s locus

of control orientation, suggesting that the manner in which

parents provide supervision matters. Establishing rules and

curfews, routines for completing homework, and making

sure someone is available to greet youth as they return

home from school, all help provide a strong foundation

upon which an internal locus of control can be built. This

study’s findings also reinforce the relevance of parental

warmth in giving children the ability to recognize that they

are masters of their own fate. These within the home par-

enting strategies foster the development of an internal locus

of control, a trait that has long ranging implications outside

of the home.

Harsh disciplining, on the other hand, forecasts an

external locus of control in youth. Just as inconsistent rule

enforcement and punishing lead to lower levels of self-

control, excessive and harsh discipline can promote the

development of an external locus of control. The effect is

direct, in that disciplining methods shape youth’s locus of

control orientation. Also, the decrease in the magnitude of

the coefficient, upon incorporating peer variables into the

analyses, suggests that harsh discipline operates indirectly

through the peer relationships. Hanging out with friends

who engage in deviance and delinquency may provide

youth with opportunities to transfer control over their

behavior, blaming others for the consequences of their

actions due to repeated exposure to reinforcements and

expectancies consistent with an external locus of control.

Once the peer variables were added to the analyses, both

developmental stimulation and youth activity involvement

became significant. This finding may simply be spurious or

instead denote interactions that warrant further investiga-

tion. Parents who are able to provide enriching activities

and resources may also be more likely to limit youth’s

association with deviant peers. Interestingly, past studies

have found that youth’s activity involvement can have a

criminogenic effect, particularly for youth already involved

in delinquency (e.g., Gifford-Smith et al. 2005). Perhaps

the missing link rests with locus of control and the pro-

tective effect an internal locus of control can have against

deviant and delinquent behaviors, regardless of whether

opportunities to commit crime exist.

Contrary to predicted hypotheses, the majority of the

neighborhood variables were not significant and the coeffi-

cient of the only marginally significant predictor (residential

stability) was in the opposite direction than expected. Locus

of control is an individual-level trait and these findings

indicate that it is formed by more proximal family, peer, and

youth oriented mechanisms. The weak, yet negative asso-

ciation between residential stability and locus of control may

represent a spurious relationship or support arguments con-

tending that youth living in more stable neighborhoods are

subjected to more relaxed parental supervision (see Seidman

et al. 1998) and, therefore, granted more opportunities to

associatewith delinquent friends. This, in turn, influences the

development of an external locus of control.

Limitations and Future Directions

The contributions and findings of the current study should

be assessed by taking note of its limitations. One limitation

is the focus on youth between the ages of 9 and 19. The

data from which the locus of control variable was derived

is restricted to specific age cohorts. Determining the age at

which locus of control forms and stabilizes was not pos-

sible. But, our focus on the role of parents, peers, and place

necessitates data on older youth who are more likely to

experience multiple forms of within and outside of the

home family management strategies, be influenced by

peers, and exposed to neighborhood conditions. Conse-

quently, we were able to identify which parenting, peer,

and to a lesser extent, community factors impacted the

development of an internal locus of control, although

additional work is needed to determine if these antecedents

are applicable for youth of other ages.
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Another limitation is the inability to assess change in

locus of control. The current article assumes that locus of

control is a general concept rather than being domain

specific, and is relatively stable across situations and time

(see Ahlin 2013; Ross and Mirowsky 2013; Rotter 1966).

In essence, the models here assume that locus of control

will not vary across relationships, situations, and contexts.

This conception of a general locus of control contends that

youth will have the same locus of control orientation

whether they experience academic difficulties, engagement

in violence, or personal strife, and that their locus of con-

trol orientation will not significantly change from one age

to the next. Ideally, examining variability of locus of

control across contexts and time could help clarify some of

the connections between family management strategies and

the development of an internal locus of control.

While four of the seven family management practices

influence locus of control orientation, the analyses also

revealed that individual-level factors also matter. While a

higher family SES predicts an internal locus of control,

being African American decreases the likelihood that a

youth will form a tendency towards the internal side of the

locus of control continuum. The significance of these

variables suggests that more research is needed to under-

stand how parents decide which family management

strategies to employ with their children. We know from

prior research that family management strategies vary by

race and ethnicity (Lobo Antunes and Ahlin 2014b), and

that different family management practices can explain, to

an extent, differences in youth deviance and association

with delinquent friends (Furstenberg et al. 1999; Lobo

Antunes and Ahlin 2014a). Further, the role that locus of

control plays in the relationships that youth have with their

friends varies by race and ethnicity (see Kang et al. 2013).

While the results of this study do not suggest gender dif-

ferences in locus of control orientation, previous studies

have reported that different parenting strategies are

employed for boys versus girls with parents being more

restrictive of girls than boys (Cernkovich and Giordano

1987; Elliott et al. 2006; Heimer 1996; Perez and Fox

2008), and we identify parenting strategies as antecedents

of locus of control orientation. Considerably more work

needs to be done to establish whether to assess whether the

intersections between race/ethnicity, gender and parenting

strategies influence locus of control orientation.

Another possible area of future research would be to

investigate whether these racial and ethnic differences are

mediated by family SES. Effective or even adequate

supervision is not only a function of parental choice but of

family economic resources. Parents and caregivers with a

healthier economic status are more likely to be able to

provide both protective and promotive opportunities for

their children, which in turn can influence the formation of

an internal locus of control. Indeed, the shift in magnitude

and significance observed for some of the family man-

agement variables, namely developmental stimulation and

youth activity involvement, implies an intricacy of rela-

tionships evaluated in the current article that require

additional inquiry. Given the complexity of the relation-

ships uncovered here, a developmental approach to

studying locus of control would certainly enhance our

findings, although this is not possible with the PHDCN data

set. Understanding when locus of control stabilizes or even

when it begins to be formed would help to refine policies

and programs aimed at increasing youth ownership over

outcomes associated with their behavior. Additionally,

future investigations could examine situational determi-

nants of locus of control such as school and work experi-

ences. Furthermore, research may also test the findings

presented here with a less urban sample, which would

increase the generalizability of the results.

Data Limitations

One limitation of the PHDCN data used in this study is its

age. Data collection for the longitudinal cohort study began

in 1994 and ended in 2002, while the community survey

was limited to the period between 1994 and 1995.

Although there are inevitable disadvantages to using his-

torical data (e.g., period effects less relevant to today’s

youth), there are ample benefits to this particular data set.

Foremost, the PHDCN is an accelerated longitudinal study

design that incorporates information on neighborhood level

context data collected independently from the longitudinal

cohort study. The longitudinal cohort study is a large-scale,

three-wave data collection of primary caregivers and youth

providing prospective information on youth development

over time and as they age through adolescence. This rare

combination of both neighborhood context and individual-

level data representative of an entire city provide scholars

with the opportunity to examine multiple layers of a

youth’s mesosystem—family, peers, neighborhood, and

individual characteristics—simultaneously using rigorous

modeling techniques. The richness and breadth of topics

covered by the data set has contributed to its extensive use

by researchers since its inception and it continues to be a

prominent resource for scholars interested in interdisci-

plinary explanations of a variety of youth outcomes,

including crime, delinquency, drug and alcohol use, age at

sexual initiation, and violence (see Sampson et al. 2002).

Although a more contemporary data set would be ideal for

the current study and other research questions addressed

using the PHDCN, federal and private foundation budgets

for large scale research projects are limited and data col-

lection for prospective longitudinal developmental data

takes time. While making a distinct contribution to the
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literature, the current study confirmed or refuted historical

findings on antecedents of locus of control, many reported

over 20 years ago, to further the state of knowledge by

applying a more recent data set to a concept that retains its

importance after many decades. Future examinations of

antecedents of locus of control orientation would benefit

from further improving our knowledge on this topic with

current data.

Conclusion

This study brings together four mesosystem levels in an

explanation of antecedents of an internal locus of control,

adding to the literature a multilevel examination of family,

peers, neighborhood, and individual factors that shape

youth development. This research extends Ahlin’s (2014)

preliminary investigation into the role that neighborhood

characteristics have in youth’s locus of control orientation.

That study, using zero-order regression models, identified

high levels of neighborhood collective efficacy and

increased socioeconomic status of residents as supportive

of youth development of an internal locus of control.

However, after employing a fully specified model incor-

porating relevant family, peer, neighborhood, and indi-

vidual characteristics in the current study, neighborhood

factors are no longer significant. The current study identi-

fies family management strategies, particularly those

employed within the home, as the most robust predictors of

an internal locus of control orientation. Our work adds a

substantive contribution to the literature on adolescence by

untangling the role of various family management strate-

gies to investigate the individual contributions of within

and outside of the home techniques used by parents.

Recently, scholars have more often focused on within the

home strategies (see Moilanen and Shen 2014), leaving

outside of the home strategies insufficiently examined.

Because development is age-graded and youth require

different parenting mechanisms as they progress through

adolescence and spend more time away from direct

parental control, it is important to assess whether parenting

practices employed for times when youth are outside of the

home contribute to youth development, including locus of

control orientation. This is particularly important given

research that identifies an internal locus of control as a

protective factor against youth’s involvement in violence

(Ahlin 2014) and exposure to community violence (Lobo

Antunes and Ahlin 2014a) among older youth.
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