
99 

Journal of Psychological and 

Educational Research 

JPER - 2022, 30 (1), May, 99-121 

e-ISSN: 2821-4099 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

 

ECONOMIC STRAIN AND ADOLESCENT RISKY AND 

ANTISOCIAL BEHAVIOR: THE ROLE OF DEPRESSION 

AND SCHOOL ENGAGEMENT 
 

Mario Pandžić Ivana Vrselja  Marina Merkaš 

Catholic University of Croatia, Croatia 

 
Abstract 

The aim of this study was to investigate whether the economic strain is related to risky 

and antisocial behavior in adolescents and whether this relationship is mediated by their 

depression and school engagement. Data from this cross-sectional study were collected 

in 2016 from a sample of 177 students (66 boys) with a mean age of 15.21 years 

(SD=1.69). Adolescents self-reported their risky and antisocial behaviors, experience of 

economic strain, level of depression, and school engagement. Structural equation 

modeling results showed that higher levels of economic strain is associated with more 

diverse risky and antisocial behaviors. It was also shown that there were two significant 

mechanisms between economic strain and risky and antisocial behavior, one mediated 

by depression and the second mediated by depression and school engagement. While 

economic strain and risky and antisocial behavior have been shown to be linked through 

increased depression, the latter serial mediation also shows that greater economic strain 

is associated with increased depression, which in turn is associated with poorer school 

engagement, which in turn is associated with more diverse risky and antisocial behavior. 

These findings have implications for further testing and development of general strain 

theory, one of the best-known theories of antisocial behavior. 

 

Keywords: economic strain; depression; school engagement; risky behavior; antisocial 

behavior 

 

 

Introduction 
 

Risky behaviors can be defined as impulsive and reckless behaviors that 

carry short-term rewards (e.g., sexual gratification, emotional arousal) but also a 

potential for immediate or future costs (e.g., unwanted pregnancy, traffic accidents, 

etc.) (Mishra & Lalumière, 2008, 2009). Typical risk behaviors include substance 

abuse, unsafe sexual relations, and speeding (Mishra & Lalumière, 2009). 

Antisocial behavior violates the rights of others (e.g., interpersonal aggression and 

violence) or violates appropriate norms and rules (e.g., theft, vandalism) (Frick, 
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Robertson, & Clark, 2018). Many authors emphasize that risky and antisocial 

behavior should be studied together (e.g., Jessor, 1991; Mishra & Lalumière, 2008; 

Osgood, Johnston, O’Malley, & Bachman, 1988; Shek & Zhu, 2018), as both are 

characterized by impulsivity and recklessness. In this study, we adopted this 

perspective when examining risky and antisocial behaviors. 

It is well established that risky and antisocial behavior peaks during 

adolescence (e.g., Agnew, 2003; Elliott, Huizinga, & Menard, 1989; Farrington, 

1986; Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983; Moffitt, 1993, 1997; Moffitt & Harrington, 

1996; Steffensmeier & Allan, 2000; Steffensmeier, Allan, Harer, & Streifel, 1989). 

This peak primarily reflects an increase in the number of individuals engaging in 

risky and antisocial behavior during adolescence (Moffitt, 1993; Agnew, 2003). 

This increase is only temporary (Farrington, 1986; Moffitt, 1993), as these so-

called adolescence limited offenders abandon their antisocial behavior in young 

adulthood (Moffitt, 1993). The cause of this phenomenon is a matter of debate in 

the literature, and several theoretical explanations have been offered (for a review, 

see Agnew, 2003). It appears that some of these explanations are applicable to 

different social contexts. This is particularly true of Agnew's (1992) general strain 

theory (GST), which avoids fixation on a particular problem type, social milieu, 

population segment, or historical era (Bao, Haas, Chen, & Pi, 2014). According to 

Agnew (2015), adolescents are sensitive to various strains, since they are in a life 

stage characterized by biological and psychological changes and challenges 

(Eccles, Lord, & Roeser, 1996). Strains are disliked events and conditions (Agnew, 

1992, 2007, 2015). There are three types of strains: (1) the inability to achieve 

positively valued goals such as money, status, and autonomy, (2) the loss of 

positively valued stimuli such as money, material possessions, divorce or death of 

parents, loss of a romantic partner, and (3) the presentation of negative stimuli, 

including verbal and physical abuse (Agnew, 2001, 2015). Strain can lead to 

antisocial behavior that produces a negative emotional state (anger, depression, 

frustration) and weakened social bonds that create pressure for corrective action 

(Agnew, 2015). As suggested by Agnew (2015), risky and antisocial behavior is a 

coping mechanism for the negative emotional state and weakened social bonds 

that result from the strain. 

In this article, we focus on economic strain and its relationship to 

adolescent risky and antisocial behavior, as well as some intervening mechanisms 

by which they can be linked. Given that adolescence is a time when individuals 

prepare for the adult world and show a marked tendency to covet all the privileges 

associated with adulthood, such as money and status (Agnew, 2015), it seems 

important to further explore how economic strain may predict antisocial behavior 

in adolescents. 
 

Economic strain and risky and antisocial behavior  

More recent versions of the GST (e.g., Agnew, 2001, 2015; Akers, Sellers, 

& Jennings, 2016) predict that some strains are more relevant to adolescents’ 

antisocial behavior than others. Economic strain has been suggested as one type of 

strain that promotes antisocial behavior in adolescents (Agnew, 2001; Agnew, 
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Matthews, Bucher, Welcher, & Keyes, 2008). Poor adolescents may experience a 

great deal of frustration due to their family's economic problems and turn to 

antisocial behavior to cope with their strain (Agnew, 2015). For example, they may 

steal or sell drugs to achieve economic success (Agnew et al., 2008; Agnew, 2015). 

Empirical data (e.g., Agnew et al., 2008) show that it is very important to 

distinguish between the effects of an individual's socioeconomic status (SES) on 

his or her adjustment and the economic problems that low SES can cause. Early 

research has devoted much attention to low SES as one of the most important 

correlates of risky and antisocial behavior. However, many studies found no or 

weak empirical support for the relationship between SES and antisocial behavior 

(e.g., Elliott & Ageton, 1980; Hagan, 1992; Tittle & Meier, 1990). Based on this 

and similar empirical evidence, it was clear that the relationship between SES and 

antisocial behavior needed to be revised. Thus, some scholars (e.g., Piotrowska, 

Stride, Croft, & Rowe, 2015) suggested, as did Agnew and his colleagues (e.g., 

Agnew et al., 2008), that economic problems due to low SES (e.g., difficulty 

purchasing desired goods or paying bills) lead to antisocial behavior, rather than 

SES per se. Agnew et al. (2008) compared the effects of SES and economic strain 

on juvenile delinquency and measured family economic problems in the context 

of actual or threatened loss of valuable goods and services and actual or threatened 

presentation of negative stimuli that are a direct result of lack of money. These 

problems involved threats to the physical well-being of youth and their parents, 

such as not being able to meet their basic needs (e.g., food, shelter, and medical 

care), and undesirable adjustments in their lives in response to financial problems, 

such as not having health insurance and cutting back on spending. This study 

confirmed the predictions about the differential relationships between SES and 

economic strain and juvenile delinquency. Family SES was found to be unrelated 

or weakly related to juvenile delinquency (e.g., theft, damage to school property), 

drug use, and aggressive behavior, whereas economic strain was positively 

correlated with all of these behaviors. Some other studies also confirmed a 

relationship between economic problems and youth antisocial behavior (e.g., 

Conger, Conger, Elder, Lorenz, Simons, & Whitbeck, 1992; Conger, Wallace, 

Sun, Simons, McLoyd, & Brody, 2002; Lempers & Clark-Lempers, 1990; Peirce, 

Frone, Russell, & Cooper, 1994; Wadsworth & Compas, 2002). In contrast, some 

other studies have failed to confirm this relationship (e.g., Agnew, 1994; Agnew, 

Cullen, Burton, Evans, & Dunaway, 1996; Baron, 2004; Burton, Cullen, Evans, & 

Dunaway, 1994; Cernkovich, Giordano, & Rudolph, 2000). Given the conflicting 

research findings, it seems important to further examine the effects of economic 

strain on adolescents' risky and antisocial behavior. 
 

Economic strain, depression, and risky and antisocial behavior  

As suggested by Agnew (1992), economic strain can lead to antisocial 

behavior by eliciting negative emotional states. At the outset of GST (Agnew, 

1992), a negative emotional state was primarily anger. However, later revisions of 

the theory (e.g., Agnew, 2001) included other negative emotional states such as 

depression, frustration, disappointment, and anxiety as possible mediating factors 
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between strain and antisocial behavior. However, other negative emotional states, 

particularly depression, are not as commonly examined in the literature as anger. 

Economic strain may be associated with increased levels of emotional distress (i.e., 

depression) in adolescents because school-age adolescents desire to possess things 

that their peers possess and to participate in activities in which their peers 

participate (Mistry, Benner, Tan, & Kim, 2009). Thus, when an adolescent cannot 

achieve what is considered normative among peers, he or she may experience 

symptoms of increased distress, such as depression (Mistry et al., 2009). In 

addition, for some adolescents, awareness of their economic disadvantage may 

lead to worries about their own and their family's future, which may also cause 

increased levels of distress (Mistry et al., 2009). In a rare study that included a 

measure of depression and focused on delinquency as a coping strategy for strain, 

Brezina (1996) found that adolescents who respond to strain with delinquency do 

not eliminate the emotional consequences of strain, but they do appear to 

experience modest relief from the effects of strain on depression. It is important to 

note, however, that strain in this study included three different measures (parental 

punitiveness, negative behavior of a teacher, and dissatisfaction with school), none 

of which is an economic problem. This observation may be of particular 

importance, especially given some data in the literature (e.g., Broidy, 2001) 

suggesting that certain strains are more relevant to certain types of negative 

emotional states. To the best of our knowledge, there is only one study (Peck, 

Childs, Jennings, & Brady, 2018) that has examined the association between 

economic strain, depression, and antisocial behavior. This longitudinal study, 

based on a nationally representative sample of adolescents was focused only on 

long-term substance abuse as the dependent variable. The results of this study were 

not consistent with Agnew's predictions about the indirect effect of economic strain 

on substance abuse via depression. 
 

Economic strain, school engagement, and risky and antisocial behavior 

Along with negative emotional states, Agnew (2015) emphasized that 

strain weaken existing bonds to conventional people or institutions, which can 

promote antisocial behavior. In other words, social bonds have been suggested to 

play a mediating role between economic strain and antisocial behavior. Individuals 

with strong bonds to conventional institutions and people are most likely to 

internalize conventional beliefs and have the most to lose if they are socially 

identified as deviants (Liska & Reeed, 1985). After the family, school is the most 

important conventional institution that plays an important role in teaching children 

responsible and appropriate social behavior (Jenkins, 1995). Children are taught 

social values at school and may be rewarded for good behavior and punished for 

transgressions. Children spend a great deal of their time in school, which can play 

an important role in preventing delinquency (Jenkins, 1995). This can be done 

primarily by strengthening bonds with the school (Jenkins, 1995), as weak school 

bonds have been repeatedly shown to be associated with delinquency (e.g., Barnes, 

Hoffman, Welte, Farrell, & Dintcheff, 2007; Cernkovich & Giordano, 1992; 

Huebner & Betts, 2002; Liska & Reed, 1985; Steinberg & Avenevoli, 1998; 
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Wong, 2005). School bonds encompass ways in which students are emotionally 

attached and committed to school, involved in school activities, and hold 

conventional school beliefs. Some empirical data show that these weakened school 

bonds are predicted by greater economic strain (e.g., Mistry et al., 2009), as is 

antisocial behavior. Thus, it is reasonable to speculate that school bonding 

mediates between strain and risky and antisocial behavior, as suggested by Agnew 

(2015). In a unique longitudinal study of these relationships, Hoffmann and Miller 

(1998) demonstrated that social bonds mediate strain between negative family life 

and adolescent delinquency. Although Hoffmann and Miller's (1998) study 

confirmed the mediating role of social bonds, it should be noted that the 

measurement of social bonds encompasses attachment to two different domains-

family and school. In the current study, we wanted to examine only school 

engagement as a possible intervening mechanism between economic strain and 

risky and antisocial behavior. To the best of our knowledge, this has not been 

examined in any previous study. We find that empirical investigation of the 

possible mediating role of social bonds (namely, school engagement between 

strain and risky and antisocial behavior among adolescents) is very important not 

only from the point of view of the GST examination, but also for the accumulation 

of knowledge in the field of education. Notably, as Hirschfield and Gasper (2011) 

point out, the relationships examined in this study have received less attention in 

the areas of adolescent education and development. In the field of education, a 

close conceptual relative of school bond is known as school engagement, which 

encompasses school attitudes and behaviors (Hirschfield & Gasper, 2011). 

Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris (2004) described three distinct but mutually 

reinforcing dimensions of school engagement: affective, behavioral, and cognitive. 

According to Jimerson, Campos, and Greif (2003), school engagement 

conceptualized in this way reflects several dimensions of school bonds that have 

been frequently cited in studies outside of education: The affective dimension of 

school engagement reflects the attachment to school, while the cognitive and 

behavioral dimensions of school engagement reflect the commitment to school. 

Lower school engagement has been shown to predict antisocial behavior (e.g., Li 

& Lerner, 2011; Li et al., 2011; Hirschfield & Gasper, 2011; Wang & Fredricks, 

2014) and children who experience persistent economic hardship show behavioral 

problems in school compared to peers living in a less stressful family environment 

(Bolger, Patterson, Thompson, & Kupersmidt, 1995). Economic strain can thus be 

indirectly linked to antisocial behavior through processes that operate at the child 

level, i.e., low school engagement. 
 

Proposed model - economic strain, depression, school engagement, and risky and 

antisocial behavior  

As noted above, there are theoretical assumptions related to GST, as well 

as some empirical evidence, that depression and school engagement are related to 

economic strain and antisocial behavior. There is also strong empirical support that 

depression is related to school engagement (e.g., Fauber, Forehand, Long, Burke, 

& Faust, 1987; Gao, Mei, & Guo, 2020). 
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Moreover, Mistry et al.'s (2009) 4-year longitudinal study showed that 

adolescents' subjective perceptions of family poverty exacerbate their depression, 

which in turn undermines their academic performance (e.g., grades, school 

engagement, and attitudes toward education). 

By combining the assumptions of GST and these findings on the 

relationship between the variables of interest in this paper, we propose a model in 

which depression and school engagement play a serial mediating role between 

economic strain and risky and antisocial behavior. We believe this is very 

important for the further study and development of GST and is consistent with the 

suggestions of Agnew (2015), in which he emphasizes the importance of exploring 

different intervening mechanisms between strain and antisocial behavior. 

 

Current study 

 

Based on the theoretical assumptions of GST and suggestions from 

previous research, this study will fill some important gaps in the literature. First, 

this is one of the few studies to examine the negative emotional state of depression 

in relation to family economic strain and adolescent antisocial behavior. Second, 

most studies on the intervening mechanisms between strain and antisocial behavior 

in the context of GST have not considered two potential mediators simultaneously. 

Similarly, to the best of our knowledge, this study is the first to simultaneously 

include depression and school engagement in the model in the GST context. 

The first three research hypotheses of the study are based on the theoretical 

model of GST. These hypotheses are as follows:  

H 1: Greater economic strain will be associated with increased risky and antisocial 

behavior. 

H 2: Greater economic strain will be associated with depression, which in turn will 

be associated with risky and antisocial behavior (mediating role of depression). 

H 3: Greater economic strain will be associated with weaker school engagement, 

which in turn will be associated with more risky and antisocial behavior (mediating 

role of school engagement). 

Finally, although Agnew (e.g., 2015) suggested that negative emotional 

states and social bonds play a mediating role between strain and antisocial 

behavior, he did not say anything about the nature of the relationship between these 

two proposed mediators. For example, do these two mediators independently 

influence the relationship between strain and antisocial behavior, or is there a 

possibility that they are somehow related? Therefore, the fourth hypothesis of this 

study, which has not been explicitly proposed in the literature before, is based on 

some previous research findings (e.g., Mistry et al., 2009). The final hypothesis is, 

therefore, as follows: 

H 4: Greater economic strain is associated with increased depression, which in turn 

is associated with weaker school engagement, which in turn is associated with 

more risky and antisocial behavior (serial mediating role of depression and school 

engagement). 



 

 

 

 

 

 

M. Pandžić, I. Vrselja, and M. Merkaš / JPER, 2022, 30(1), May, 99-121 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

105 

Method 

 

Participants 

A subsample of 177 participants (66 boys) aged 11 to 17 years (M=15.21, 

SD=1.69) was selected from the original convenient sample of 348 students from 

11 schools in the city of Zagreb and Zagreb County, Croatia, who participated in 

the research project "Parents' work, family economic hardship, and well-being 

of parents and children." This subsample included only adolescents living in two-

parent families (due to the different family dynamics and economic difficulties 

in single-parent families compared to two-parent families (e.g., Clarke-Stewart 

& Dunn, 2006)) for whom complete data were available on all variables included 

in this study and who were not identified as outliers on the used variables. The 

majority of adolescent parents had a high school diploma or higher (96.7% of 

fathers, 97.8% of mothers) and were employed at the time of data collection 

(88.8% of mothers, 91.9% of fathers). 
 

Measures 

Economic strain. The second version of the Responses to Stress 

Questionnaire (RSQ, Wadsworth & Compas, 2002) was used to measure 

adolescents' experience of economic strain. Adolescents rated on a four-point scale 

from 0 (not at all) to 3 (almost every day) how often they had experienced eight 

economic strains in the past six months (e.g., My parents did not have enough 

money to pay the bills; We did not have enough money for new clothes). Scores 

were summed to obtain an overall economic strain score, with a higher number 

representing higher perceived economic strain. The Cronbach's alpha for the RSQ 

in this study was .91. 

Depression. Adolescents' depression was measured with six items from 

the Depression subscale of the Revised Child Anxiety and Depression Scale - 

Short version (RCADS, Chorpita, Yim, Moffitt, Umemoto, & Francis, 2000). The 

items used (e.g., I feel sad or empty) were selected based on their factor loadings 

in previous research (Muris, Meesters, & Schouten, 2002). We used only six items 

to adapt the length of the project questionnaire and the data procedure to the school 

setting. Adolescents rated the items on a four-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 

4 (always). Adolescents' responses were summed to obtain a total score, with a 

higher score indicating greater depression. The results of the exploratory principal 

axis factor analysis showed a one-factor structure of the scale with 28.42% 

explained variance, and the Cronbach's alpha for a RCADS in this study was .70. 

School engagement. The School Engagement Measure (SEM; Fredricks, 

Blumenfeld, Friedel, & Paris, 2005) was used to measure adolescents' school 

engagement. This scale consists of 19 items and measures three aspects of school 

engagement: behavior (five items, e.g., "I pay attention in class."), emotions (six 

items, e.g., "I feel happy at school."), and cognitions (eight items, e.g., "I read extra 

books to learn more about things we do in school."). Adolescents rated the extent 

to which they behaved or felt the way described on a five-point scale ranging from 

1 (never) to 5 (always). The total score was formed as a linear combination of item 
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responses for each of the three subscales, with higher scores indicating higher 

school engagement. The Cronbach's alpha coefficients were .74, .87, and .82 for 

behavioral, emotional, and cognitive school engagement, respectively. 

Risky and antisocial behavior. The self-reported Risky and Antisocial 

Behavior Scale (RABS, Vrselja, Sučić, & Franc, 2009) was used to measure risky 

and antisocial behavior in adolescents. The scale consists of 16 items that cover 

the spectrum of risky and antisocial behaviors, from milder risky behaviors (e.g., 

not returning the extra money the cashier accidentally gave) to more severe 

antisocial behaviors (e.g., intentionally damaging or destroying school property). 

Youth indicated on a six-point scale how often they had engaged in a particular 

behavior in the past year (1 - never; 2 - once; 3 - twice; 4 - three to five times; 5 - 

six to twelve times; 6 - more than twelve times). Because this study was conducted 

on a general sample of school-aged children, only a small number of them engaged 

in various types of risky and antisocial behaviors more frequently. Therefore, to 

account for positively skewed data on these items, dummy variables were created 

for each item with values of 0 (never engaged in the described behavior) and 1 

(engaged at least once or more often). The total score was formed as the sum of 

the newly formed items and ranged from 0 to 16, with higher values indicating 

involvement in more diverse risky and antisocial behaviors.  

Sociodemographic variables. Data were collected on adolescents' gender 

and age, as well as mothers' and fathers' education (incomplete or completed 

elementary school; completed high school; completed college; college degree; 

master's or doctoral degree) and work status (full-time employment, part-time 

employment, unemployment, retirement). 
 

Procedure 

The data used in this study were collected as part of the research project 

"Parents' work, family economic hardship, and well-being of parents and 

children" (grant number HKS-2016-3), funded by the Catholic University of 

Croatia. The Ethics Committee of the Catholic University of Croatia positively 

evaluated the ethical aspects of the project, and the data collection in schools was 

approved by the Croatian Ministry of Science, Education and Sports. Data 

collection in schools was also approved by school principals before parents and 

their children were contacted. The researchers first contacted the children in the 

schools and gave them envelopes with parental consent forms. After obtaining 

written consent from parents (16% of parents agreed to participate in the project), 

written consent was also obtained from children to participate in the project. 

Children were informed of the purpose of the study, and anonymity and 

confidentiality of the data were ensured. Children's self-report questionnaires 

were group-administered by trained research assistants during regular school 

hours, and the entire process took approximately half an hour. 
 

Data analytic strategy 

Structural equation modelling (SEM) was used to test the relationships 

among the constructs in the study. All analyses were performed using the lavaan 
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package (Rosseel, 2012) in R (R Core Team, 2013), while figures were created 

using the semPlot package (Epskamp, 2015). 

 

Results 
 

Model specification 

To test the hypotheses about the relationship between economic strain 

and risky and antisocial behavior (H 1), as well as the mediating role of 

depression (H 2), the mediating role of school engagement (H 3), and the serial 

mediating role of depression and school engagement (H 4) in the relationship 

between economic strain and risky and antisocial behavior, we specified the full 

structural equation model shown in Figure 1. 
 

 

Figure 1. Full Model Parameter Estimates 
 

Note: Standardized coefficients are presented. ES – Economic Strain, D – Depression, SE – School Engagement, 

RAB – Risky and Antisocial Behavior, G – Gender, A – Age. Model Fit Indices: χ2 (158) = 303.40; CFI = 0.88; 
TLI = 0.86; SRMR = 0.06; RMSEA = 0.07 

 

In the measurement part of the model, we specified four latent variables: 

economic strain, depression, school engagement, and risky and antisocial 

behavior. Eight items from the RSQ (Wadsworth & Compas, 2002) were used as 

eight indicators for the latent variable economic strain, and six items from the 
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RCADS (Chorpita et al., 2000) were used as indicators for the latent variable 

depression. Scores from the three subscales (behavioral, emotional, and cognitive 

school engagement) of the SEM (Fredricks et al., 2005) were used as three 

indicators for the latent variable school engagement. Adolescent risky and 

antisocial behavior was presented as a single item indicator because all antisocial / 

delinquent behavior questionnaires share common problems related to construct 

validity as well as reliability testing procedures (Thornberry & Krohn, 2000). For 

example, a common approach to testing the reliability and construct validity of 

most psychological theoretical constructs is the internal consistency approach (e.g., 

Cronbach's alpha coefficient) and dimensionality reduction (e.g., exploratory or 

confirmatory factor analysis), which assumes that correlations between items on 

questionnaires are high. This is possible for a variety of theoretical constructs, but 

not for self-report measures of delinquency and antisocial behavior. As Thornberry 

and Krohn (2000, p. 46) note: “Current self-report measures typically include 30 

or 40 items measuring a wide array of delinquent acts. Just because someone 

reports being truant is no reason to expect he or she would be involved in theft or 

vandalism. Similarly, if someone reports being involved in assaultive behavior, 

there is no reason to assume that he or she has been involved in drug sales or 

loitering. Indeed, given the relative rarity of involvement in delinquent acts, it is 

very likely that most people will respond negatively to most items and 

affirmatively to only a few. … Because of this, there is no strong underlying 

expectation that the responses will be highly intercorrelated”. This does not mean, 

however, that questionnaires on delinquency and antisocial behavior are not 

reliable or valid. They simply use a different approach, such as time test-retest 

reliability analyses or examination of theoretically expected patterns of 

relationships between self-reports of delinquency and demographic characteristics, 

as well as a wide range of theoretical variables from different domains (e.g., family 

structure / processes, school performance, peer relationships, etc.) for the purpose 

of construct validity examination. Thornberry and Krohn (2000) argue that self-

report measures of delinquency and criminality appear to have consistently high 

levels of construct validity. Therefore, the nature of such behavioral measures not 

only undermines internal consistency measures of reliability, but also estimates of 

construct validity using confirmatory factor analysis, which also assumes higher 

intercorrelations among all (unidimensional factor structure) or some 

(multidimensional factor structure) of the questionnaire items, which would reflect 

the existence of a latent underlying theoretical construct. Therefore, a 

measurement specification of the latent variable for risky and antisocial behavior 

among adolescents in our study with 16 individual items from the RABS 

questionnaire (Vrselja et al., 2009) would result in poor factor loadings and poor 

fit of the general model. Therefore, we used an indicator of risky and antisocial 

behavior computed as a simple linear combination of 16 dummy variables (0-never 

engaged in certain behavior, 1- engaged at least once or more often), with a total 

value between 0 and 16. To make the model identifiable, the error variance of this 

single-item indicator was set to zero, as suggested by Beaujean (2014). 
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The structural part of the model also specified six directional paths between 

latent variables: Depression was regressed on the economic strain, school 

engagement on depression and economic strain, risky and antisocial behavior on 

school engagement, depression, and economic strain. Age and gender were also 

specified as covariate variables for each latent variable in the model to control for 

their effect. The final model had 49 free parameters with 158 degrees of freedom. 
 

Model fit evaluation 

As with most SEM analyses, the chi-square test indicated a misfit between 

the model and the data. Given its high sensitivity to sample size, it is recommended 

that other fit indices based on this statistic should be tested (Kline, 2015). As shown 

in Figure 1, the SRMR goodness-of-fit indicator was satisfactorily below the 

recommended cut-off value of 0.08, while RMSEA was above the recommended 

value of 0.06 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). The incremental fit indices CFI and TLI were 

much further from the desired cut-off point of 0.95. At first glance, this might 

suggest a somewhat poor fitting model. However, there is disagreement in the 

literature about the RMSEA cut-off value, with some authors (Steiger, 2007) 

suggesting a more flexible fit criteria of 0.07. In addition, there is ample evidence 

in the literature to urge caution when interpreting model fit using the CFI/TLI and 

RMSEA indices (Anderson & Gerbing, 1984; Ding, Velicer, & Harlow, 1995; 

Kenny & McCoach, 2003, Shi, Lee, & Maydeu-Olivares, 2019). Shi et al. (2019) 

indicated in their recent study that RMSEA tends to be upward biased 

(overestimated) for smaller samples, while CFI and TLI are downward biased 

(underestimated). The sample estimates (compared to population values) for all 

three fit indices tended to indicate a much worse fit, and this estimation bias 

increased as the number of observed variables in the model increased. This 

over(under) estimation became even more pronounced when the standardized 

factor loadings were lower. This trade-off between reliability and model fit was 

aptly summarized by Shi et al. (2019, p. 311), “Paradoxically, the model size effect 

suggests that well-fitting models and many well-established and desirable goals 

(e.g., reliable scores) are competing against one another”. Considering that this 

study tested the more complex model with a higher number of observed variables 

(n=20) in a relatively small sample size (N=177), the slightly higher RMSEA and 

lower CFI/TLI indices might suggest a worse fit than it actually is. All in all, it 

could be argued that the used indices reflect a reasonable, albeit not ideal, fit of the 

specified model. 
 

Model interpretation 

Estimates of the structural parameters of the model in the standardized 

form are shown separately in Figure 2. All directional paths are statistically 

significant (p<.01) and in the expected direction, except for the association 

between economic strain and school engagement (p>.05). Adolescents' school 

engagement is not related to their level of economic strain. 
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Figure 2. Structural Parameter Estimates 
 

Note: Standardized coefficients are presented. ES – Economic Strain, D – Depression, SE – School Engagement, 

RAB – Risky and Antisocial Behavior 

 

In addition to the individual directional paths, we also tested the proposed 

direct and indirect (Table 1) association between economic strain and adolescent 

risky and antisocial behavior through depression, school engagement, and serially 

through depression and school engagement. 
 

Table 1. Estimates of Economic Strain-Risky Antisocial Behavior Association Through 

Depression and School Engagement 

 b SE z p β 

95% 

CI 

lower 

95% 

CI 

upper 

Depression 0.67 0.29 2.36 .02 0.12 0.12 1.23 

Depression and School 

Engagement 
0.23 0.11 2.01 .04 0.04 0.01 0.45 

School engagement -0.18 0.16 -1.13 .26 -0.03 -0.48 0.13 

 

Results support three of the four study hypotheses. Adolescents with 

greater economic strain engaged in more diverse risky and antisocial behaviors 

(b=1.37, SE=0.49, z=2.83, p<.01, β=0.25, CI [0.42, 2.32]) (H 1). Higher economic 

strain among adolescents was associated with increased depression, which 

predicted engagement in more diverse risky and antisocial behaviors (H 2). In 

addition, higher economic strain was associated with increased depression, which 

was associated with lower school engagement, which in turn predicted greater 

engagement in more diverse risky and antisocial behaviors (H 4). The results do 
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not support the mediating role of school engagement in the relationship between 

economic strain and risky and antisocial behavior (H 3). 

 

Discussion 

 

The literature shows that different strain types are associated with risky and 

antisocial behavior among youth (Agnew et al., 2008; Agnew, 2015), with 

economic stress often being cited as one of the most important (e.g., Agnew, 2001). 

However, empirical findings on the relationship between this type of strain and 

risky and antisocial behavior is mixed, and there is a gap in knowledge about the 

possible intervening mechanisms between these factors. Therefore, the purpose of 

this study was to examine whether there is a relationship between economic strain 

and risky and antisocial behavior in adolescents and whether this relationship is 

mediated by depression and school engagement by drawing on Agnew's (1992; 

2015) general strain theory. 

The findings of this study provide some empirical support for the general 

strain theory, but also suggest that the relationships among key theoretical 

variables may be more complex than the theory suggests. The variables that are 

important in the GST framework-economic strain, depression, and school 

engagement-are all significantly related to adolescent risky and antisocial 

behavior, and in the expected direction. However, there appear to be some 

pathways from economic strain to risky and antisocial behavior that differ from 

those suggested by Agnew (e.g., 2015). 

First, it was shown that a stronger experience of economic strain is 

associated with more diverse risky and antisocial behavior, supporting the first 

hypothesis of the article (H 1). Studies use different measures of economic strain, 

which may be the reason for the inconsistency of research findings on this 

relationship. In this study, we followed the suggestions of Agnew (e.g., Agnew et 

al., 2008; Agnew, 2015) to use better measures of economic strain by measuring 

economic problems. Our findings are consistent with other studies that have 

measured economic problems (e.g., Conger et al., 1992; Conger et al., 2002; Peirce 

et al., 1994; Wadsworth & Compas, 2002) and provide evidence of the importance 

of greater economic strain on youth involvement in risky and antisocial behavior. 

These findings are also consistent with GST theoretical propositions (Agnew, 

2015) about the relationship between strain and antisocial behavior, which suggest 

that greater experience of economic strain may lead youth to engage in criminal 

activities that bring them economic success (such as stealing money they covet, 

other people's possessions, selling drugs, etc.). According to Agnew (2015), 

adolescence is a time when people are more prone to respond antisocially to strain. 

Now their social position is changed from those in childhood, and they begin to 

desire things associated with the adult world, such as money, possessions, and 

status (Agnew, 2015). Peers also start to play an important role in their lives, and 

popularity among peers is of great importance to adolescents (Agnew, 2015). 

However, being popular can be economically demanding because high status 
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among peers requires engaging in social activities and purchasing status items such 

as nice clothes, expensive digital devices, etc. (Greenberg, 1977; Agnew, 2015). 

All of this requires money, and when adolescents do not have it, this situation 

increases their strain. To cope with this strain, adolescents may tend to engage in 

antisocial behavior to get what they want - money. 

Economic strain can also cause great frustration in young people, and they 

may develop negative emotional states such as depression because of the economic 

problems they face. But people do not want to have these kinds of feelings, so they 

look for ways to cope with them and eventually reduce them (Agnew, 2015). Risky 

and antisocial behavior is one possible way. For example, when adolescents are 

sad, they may use drugs to feel better, have promiscuous sex, drink alcohol 

excessively, etc. The results of this study confirm these assumptions of GST, 

showing that greater economic strain is associated with higher depression, which 

in turn is associated with a greater variety of risky and antisocial behaviors 

(mediating role of depression; H 2). Although our results are consistent with GST 

theories that negative emotional states mediate the association between strain and 

antisocial behavior, they are not consistent with some empirical data on the 

relationship between these variables (e.g., Peck et al., 2018). To the best of our 

knowledge, the study by Peck et al. (2018) is the only one that has examined the 

relationship between economic strain, depression, and antisocial behavior. In this 

study, the mediating role of depression between economic strain and substance 

abuse was not confirmed. In examining the mediating role of depression, this study 

showed that there is no association between economic strain and depression, while 

there is a significant association between depression and substance abuse. The lack 

of association between economic strain and depression is surprising and 

inconsistent with our findings and Agnew's (e.g., 2015) statements. According to 

the learned helplessness theory, uncontrollable stress is a key risk factor for 

developing depression (Havranek, Bolliger, Roos, Pryce, Quednow, & Seifritz, 

2016). Economic problems are the type of strain that adolescents may perceive as 

uncontrollable (Wadsworth & Compas, 2002) because adolescents have no control 

over their family's finances. Therefore, our data are consistent with the literature 

(e.g., Agnew, 1992, 2015; Mistry et al., 2009) on the relationships between these 

constructs. At this point, we should note that there is a difference between the 

measure of economic strain used in our study (which is consistent with what 

previous studies have suggested) and the Peck et al. (2018) study, which included 

questions about youth summer employment and their families' receipt of welfare 

benefits. Thus, our findings, as well as some insights from the literature (e.g., 

Agnew et al., 2008), suggest that correctly measuring economic strain through 

measures of economic problems is important. Moreover, our study suggests that 

depression is a relevant risk factor for general risky and antisocial behavior, which 

is consistent with some other research (e.g., Peck et al., 2018; Rowe, Maughan, & 

Eley, 2006) confirming the association between depression and different types of 

antisocial behavior. Although this is not a longitudinal study and therefore we 

cannot draw causal inferences about the relationship between depression and 
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delinquency, it is important to note that there is some empirical support for the so-

called acting out model that explains the relationship between depression and 

delinquency (Kofler, McCart, Zajac, Ruggiero, Saunders, & Kilpatric, 2011). 

According to this model, depressive symptoms can manifest themselves through 

rule-breaking and increased aggression in different situations, such as at home and 

at school (Wolff & Ollendick, 2006). Over time, this rule-breaking and aggressive 

behavior can lead to increased conflict with parents and peers and eventually to 

antisocial behavior. 

Unexpectedly, the hypothesis regarding the mediating role of school 

engagement between economic strain and risky and antisocial behavior was not 

supported (H 3). The results showed that economic strain was not related to school 

engagement, whereas school engagement was related to risky and antisocial 

behavior. In a unique study examining the relationship between economic 

problems and school engagement, Mistry et al. (2009) showed that parental 

perceptions of economic stress were directly related to adolescents' school 

engagement. Although the authors did not examine whether adolescents' 

perceptions of economic stress were related to their school engagement, as we did, 

they showed that parental perceptions of economic stress were related to a 

weakening of adolescents' school engagement. These findings suggest that 

adolescents feel obligated to help their parents when they are experiencing 

economic problems by taking a part-time job or in some other way that relieves 

their parents of the burden of economic problems (Mistry et al., 2009). This 

situation can take up much of the youth's time, preventing them from focusing on 

schoolwork and staying engaged in school (Mistry et al., 2009). In this study, we 

focused on adolescents' experiences with their families' economic problems. Our 

results suggest that adolescents' perceptions of economic problems are not directly 

related to weaker school engagement but only through adolescents' depressed 

feelings. This is not consistent with Agnew's (2015) suggestions but follows some 

empirical data in the literature (e.g., Mistry et al., 2009). 

This brings us to the fourth hypothesis (H 4) of our work, in which we 

propose for the first time in the literature a serial mediation of depression and 

school engagement between economic strain and risky and antisocial behavior. 

This hypothesis was confirmed by the results of this study. Specifically, weakened 

school engagement has been shown to be important for the development of risky 

and antisocial behavior, which is already well established in empirical research 

(e.g., Li & Lerner, 2011; Li et al., 2011; Hirschfield & Gasper, 2011; Wang & 

Fredricks, 2014). However, our results suggest that this variable may not be 

predicted by adolescents' economic strain per se but by the depressive feelings that 

may result from that strain. Accordingly, it may be that the relationship between 

the studied variables is more complex than suggested by Agnew (2015). We hope 

that this study will stimulate further research that examines the relationships 

between these and other key variables identified in the GST. As Agnew (2015) 

noted, this is important for further testing and development of general strain theory, 

one of the best-known theories of antisocial behavior. 
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There are some limitations to this study. First, results are based on a 

relatively small sample of adolescents. Although we assume that the basic effect 

holds for other demographic groups, further research is needed. For example, our 

results apply to adolescents whose parents have higher levels of education and live 

in two-parent families, who experience lower economic strain, who participate in 

school activities and tasks on average, who are less depressed, and who do not 

frequently engage in various risky and antisocial behaviors. In particular, we 

recommend that future studies use samples of families at risk of poverty and 

experiencing severe economic problems. In addition, previous research suggests 

that there are reciprocal relationships among the studied constructs. For example, 

Hirschfield and Gasper (2011) demonstrated a reciprocal relationship between 

school engagement and problem behaviors. Thus, although we would expect 

economic strain to precede depression, school engagement, and adolescent risky 

and antisocial behavior, the relationships between the individual characteristics 

could also be inverse (e.g., problematic behavior could contribute to depression 

and consequently to lower emotional school engagement). The cross-sectional 

nature of our data does not allow us to test for cross-lag effects, and future studies 

(especially longitudinal studies) should take this into account. Especially when 

examining risky and antisocial behavior, as we know that antisocial behavior has 

a developmental trajectory (e.g., early or late starters) (e.g., Patterson, DeBaryshe, 

& Ramsey, 1989). Thus, future application of the person-centered approach would 

provide a better understanding and insight into the processes of the influence of 

economic hardship on children that parallel various developmental processes in 

children. Moreover, the processes proposed and tested in this study are at the 

within-person level (as opposed to the between-person level), requiring advanced 

statistical methods to examine the proposed processes on longitudinal data (e.g., 

Keijsers, 2016; Keijsers & van Roekel, 2018). The incidence of risky and 

antisocial behavior was low in our study, and future studies should consider 

examining more heterogeneous samples of children with respect to their risky and 

antisocial behavior. 

Despite its limitations, this study makes an important contribution to our 

understanding of the processes that occur at the level of the child. Also, the general 

patterns of relationships among the examined constructs may be useful for 

developing intervention and prevention programs for youth. For example, 

Cardwell, Mazerolle, Bennett, and Piquero (2019) showed that a program to 

improve school engagement attenuated the effect of impulsivity on the variety of 

self-reported antisocial behaviors among youth who frequently skip school. This 

study suggests that adolescents' perceptions of family economic difficulties 

directly affect their behavior and emotional state. Future interventions should 

therefore include working directly with adolescents who live in families struggling 

with economic difficulties because they are unable to cope with stressors beyond 

their control. 
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