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Abstract 

 Objective: The present work tests mediators of the link between adverse environmental 

factors and political violence support. Specifically, we investigated if depression and legal 

cynicism can mediate the association between lack of family cohesion, parental violence, and 

discrimination on one side and political violence support on the other side. Method: 

Hypotheses were tested on a large and ethnically diverse dataset of German ninth graders, 

employing multi-group structural equation modeling. Results: For both genders, we find that 

lack of family cohesion and parental violence were directly and/or indirectly related to 

political violence support. While legal cynicism mediated the link between lack of family 

cohesion and parental violence and political violence support, we found no moderating effect 

of depression in any of the tested models. Conclusion: Adolescents from dysfunctional 

families and with cynical attitudes towards legal norms may be at risk to endorse political 

violence. Prevention efforts that enhance family functioning, social-cognitive abilities, and the 

internalization of legal norms may deter youth from supporting political violence.   

 Keywords: extremism, radicalization, political violence, political orientations, 

depression, youth 
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In the last decade, various opinion surveys have shed light on the potential for political 

violence among members of the general public (Victoroff et al., 2012; Vijaya et al., 2018). At 

least in Western countries, positive attitudes towards political violence appear to be 

particularly widespread among young people (Dahl, 2014; Watts, 1999). For instance, in a 

study of German adolescents, about one third agreed that they would use violent or illegal 

tactics to protest something they consider unfair (Schmid, 2012), and ca. 10% of adolescents 

in a Swiss sample approved of attacks or kidnappings as means to create a better world 

(Nivette et al., 2017). As sympathies for political violence can be a precursor to actual 

political violence, understanding what drives young people to endorse these tactics is an 

important public and scientific concern. 

In the current research, we will focus on the effect of family dysfunction and 

discrimination, both of which have previously been associated with an increased risk of 

youths' political violence outcomes (Khoury-Kassabri et al., 2015; Nivette et al., 2017). Yet, 

many or even most people who are exposed to the same risk factors do not approve of 

political violence. Exploring through which variables such effects may operate can help us 

understand how exposure to adverse environmental may lead to sympathies for political 

violence, and how this process may be prevented. Thus, the current study will test the role of 

depression and legal cynicism as two promising factors that might bridge the links between 

adverse social environment and political violence support.  

Adverse Environmental Factors: Family Dysfunction and Discrimination 

Factors indicating family dysfunction, such as harsh punishment and a lack of parental 

support, responsiveness, and supervision, have consistently been linked to child aggression 

and juvenile delinquency (Murray & Farrington, 2010; Pinquart, 2017). For instance, 

adolescents from low cohesion families (i.e., families in which members do not feel 

committed to one another and fail to provide familial support, Moos & Moos, 1976) are more 
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likely to engage in delinquency (Church et al., 2012), show internalizing or attention 

problems (Lucia & Breslau, 2006), or use drugs (Kliewer et al., 2006). Harsh child rearing 

practices and corporal punishment, on the other hand, have also consistently been found to 

predict child aggression and delinquency (Gershoff, 2002, 2010; Pinquart, 2017).  

Besides family dysfunction, negative experiences in the wider social environment 

appear to play an important role in youth behavioral problems. In particular, peer rejection 

and racial discrimination have been associated with a higher risk of antisocial behavior among 

youth (Fontaine et al., 2014; Unnever et al., 2009). Perceptions of discrimination and 

unfairness are also framed as important antecedent of political radicalization in various 

theoretical frameworks (e.g., significance quest theory, Kruglanski et al., 2014; staircase 

theory Moghaddam, 2005). Likewise, there is emerging evidence that adverse environmental 

factors like family dysfunction and discrimination are criminogenic for youth political 

violence as a specific form of youth delinquency (Frounfelker et al., 2019; Khoury-Kassabri 

et al., 2015; for recent meta-analyses, see Jahnke, Abad Borger, et al., 2021; Wolfowicz et al., 

2019).  

Legal Cynicism 

Favorable environmental factors are pivotal for the development of normative 

behavior because they help foster a bond between youth and the communities in which they 

live. In his social control theory of delinquency, Travis Hirschi (1969) proposed that youth 

who have no bonds to their families are at risk to not feel bound to society as well, which 

could lead them to reject conventional rules and engage in delinquent behavior. Therefore, 

children growing up in a dysfunctional family are less likely to develop strong bonds to either 

their parents or society. According to strain theory, when more conventional roles are 

unavailable because of discrimination, youth are more likely to "locate the source of [these 
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problems] in the social system" and to "withdraw attributions of legitimacy to the dominant 

social order" (Cloward & Ohlin, 2013, p. 121).  

This perception of the social order and law as illegitimate and nonbinding is arguably 

best captured in the concept of legal cynicism (Sampson & Bartusch, 1998). Legal cynicism 

has been found to be related support for violence to further political goals as a specific form 

of aggressive behavior (Nivette et al., 2017). In another set of studies, Poon and Teng (2017) 

demonstrate that ostracism promotes violence through enhanced feelings that rules do not 

matter. Hence, based on the aforementioned theoretical assumptions and empirical findings, it 

is possible that discrimination and family dysfunction lead to political violence support 

because they lead youth to reject social norms or to fail to adopt them in the first place. Yet, it 

has not been tested before whether legal cynicism mediates the effect between adverse 

environmental factors and political violence support. 

Depression  

Recent theorizing on radicalization and political violence stresses the role of factors 

increasing individuals' vulnerability to adopt radical ideologies (e.g., quest for significance, 

Doosje et al., 2016; Kruglanski et al., 2014, 2019). The search for identity, meaning, and 

purpose is a focal developmental task for adolescents and young adults (Bizina & Gray, 

2014), which are also over-represented among those engaging in political violence (Gill et al., 

2014; Sageman, 2004). Adverse environmental experiences can contribute to feelings of 

insignificance and negatively affect mental health (Patten et al., 1997; Sheeber et al., 1997; 

Weeks & Sullivan, 2019). Depression in particular is characterized by a negative view of the 

self, the world, and the future (Beck, 1979), which might increase the appeal of violence-

endorsing political ideologies to find "purpose and meaning, even if related to criminal 

actions" (Bhui et al., 2016, pp. 483–484). In line with these assumptions, family dysfunction, 

including a lack of support and corporal punishment, has been meta-analytically linked to 
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depression (Gershoff, 2002). Similarly, a meta-analysis has demonstrated negative links 

between perceived discrimination and psychological well-being, both cross-sectionally and 

over time, and with more negative effects for lower status groups (Schmitt et al., 2014).  

Depression, on the other hand, has been longitudinally associated with violent 

outcomes among adolescents (Yu et al., 2017). Recent meta-analyses on the direct association 

between depression and radicalization furthermore detected small positive (risk enhancing) 

effects of depression among adolescent and young adult samples (Jahnke, Abad Borger, et al., 

2021; cf. Wolfowicz et al., 2019 who found a risk-reducing effect of depression among 

samples of mixed ages). Although depression is a promising candidate to explain why 

negative social and family experience lead to violence, only a small number of studies tested 

this hypothesis. Based on a structural equation modeling (SEM) analysis of longitudinal data 

of African-American children, Simons et al. (2003) concluded that "depression, especially 

when it is perceived as rooted in unjust treatment, increases the chances of delinquent 

behavior" (p. 849). Similarly, in a UK-based study on members of the Muslim minority 

population, major life events only contributed to higher political violence support if 

accompanied by depression (Bhui et al., 2016), while Canadian college students with 

depression were more likely to express sympathy for political violence than those without 

depression (Rousseau et al., 2019). In the latter study, having depression also mediated the 

effects of adverse environmental factors on support of political violence (estimating that 

depression scores account for about half of the total link between racial discrimination and the 

outcome, Rousseau et al., 2019).  

Gender-specific Effects 

Ample research has shown that adolescent girls are more likely than boys to have 

depression (Piccinelli & Wilkinson, 2000), but considerably less likely to support or engage in 

political violence (Desmarais et al., 2017; Wolfowicz et al., 2019). While the existence of 
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these gender-related differences is uncontested, it is an open empirical question whether 

mechanisms underlying crime, delinquency, or mental health are the same or different for 

both sexes. As an example of the former type of hypothesis, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) 

argue that girls are less likely to commit crimes because they are subject to more intense 

socialization and less opportunities to engage in crime than boys. Others have hypothesized 

that socialization based on different gender role expectations leads to girls becoming more 

likely to react with depression and less likely to react with aggression when being exposed to 

adverse social environments compared to boys (Leadbeater et al., 1995, 1999). Therefore, the 

present research will explore the generality of the theorized associations between adverse 

environmental factors, legal cynicism, depression and political violence support.  

The Present Research 

The present work aims to bring new (cross-sectional) data to bear on the question of 

how social and personal factors may interplay to bring about political violence support. Based 

on our review of the conceptual and empirical literature, we will study these links among a 

large sample of adolescent schoolchildren in Germany. Specifically, we assume that:  

1) Different adverse environmental factors (lack of family cohesion, parental violence, and 

discrimination) are positively associated with support of political violence (total effects).   

2) The link between adverse environmental factors and political violence support is mediated 

by depression and/or legal cynicism (indirect effects).  

3) We explore gender-specific pathways between adverse environmental factors and political 

violence support.  

3.1 Materials and Methods 

3.1.1 Participants and Procedure 

We collected data among 6715 ninth graders (53% girls) from different parts of 

Germany in 2018, as part of a large-scale youth survey (Goede et al., 2019; Jahnke, Schröder, 
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et al., 2020). Participants answered the survey online during school hours, and responded to 

questions regarding a range of personal, social, and political topics, such as Internet use, 

school performance, and religious attitudes. Sample characteristics are included in Table 1. 

3.1.2 Instruments 

Unless otherwise indicated, instruments in this study used the same 5-point rating 

scale from 1 (do not agree at all) to 5 (completely agree) to make it easier for ninth graders to 

complete the survey. In the case of the scale assessing political violence support, this led to 

deviations from the original response format as reported in Nivette et al. (2017). A complete 

list of items can be found in Supplemental Material A. 

Adverse Environmental Factors. We used four items from the Cohesion subscale of 

the Brief Family Relationship Scale (Fok et al., 2014), which we translated to German. We 

inversed the average score, so higher values signify a Lack of Cohesion. Cronbach's α = .82, 

95% CI = [.81, .82] and McDonald's ω = .82, 95% CI = [.81, .83] in the present sample. The 

Parental Violence Scale assessed if the mother or father had ever engaged in any of five 

presented violent acts towards the child (e.g., "grabbed me violently or pushed me") on a 

binary (yes, no) scale. Separate sum scores for father and mother were conducted based on the 

respective number of yes-responses. As some students may have only one parent, we only 

used the measure with the highest sum score. Cronbach's α = .68, 95% CI = [.67, .69] and 

McDonald's ω = .70, 95% CI = [.69, .71]. To assess Discrimination, we assessed whether 

participants experienced mistreatment (e.g., "you were beaten and hurt?") during the last 12 

months due to their migration background, religion, and/or skin color. Participants indicated 

the frequency of each experience on a 7-point rating scale from never to daily. As the distance 

between the seven response alternatives was not balanced, we recoded the response format to 

a binary scale, where responses of never were given the value of 0 and the remaining values 

were scored as 1. One item referring to unfair police behavior was deleted because of poor 
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factor loadings. We calculated sum scores based on the remaining 6 items. Cronbach's α = 

.86, 95% CI = [.85, .86] and McDonald's ω = .88, 95%CI = [.87, .88]. 

Legal Cynicism. We used the Legal Cynicism scale from the Zurich Project on the 

Social Development of Children and Youths to assess "attitudes that deny the binding nature 

of laws" (Nivette et al., 2015, p. 271). Two items were deleted because of poor factor 

loadings, leaving four to create the final average score. Cronbach's α = .75, 95% CI = [.74, 

.76] and McDonald's ω = .76, 95% CI = [.75, .77] in the present sample. 

Patient Health Questionnaire 2. The PHQ-2 assesses depression with two items (Löwe 

et al., 2005). Responses are scored as 1, 2, 3, 4 (corresponding to the anchors "not at all, 

several days, more than half the days and nearly every day) and added up to calculate the final 

score. Scores ≥ 4 indicate a depressive disorder with good sensitivity and specificity 

(Richardson et al., 2010). Despite its short length, the PHQ-2 is a valid screening tool to 

detect depression that performs similarly well as longer depression screeners (Löwe et al., 

2005), and has previously shown favorable properties among youth aged 13 to 17 (Richardson 

et al., 2010). Cronbach's α = .68, 95%CI = [.66, .69] in the current study.  

Support for Political Violence. We assessed youth's willingness to engage in political 

violence using a 4-item rating scale from the Zurich Project on the Social Development of 

Children and Youths (Nivette et al., 2017). Participants were asked to indicate how much they 

agree with statements like “It’s sometimes necessary to use violence, commit attacks, or 

kidnap people to fight for a better world.” Item responses were averaged to create a composite 

score. Cronbach's α = .76, 95% CI = [.75, .77] and McDonald's ω = .76, 95% CI = [.76, .77]. 

Sociodemographic Information. Based on information on the students' and their 

parents' birth country and citizenship, we categorized participants as having (1) vs. not having 

(0) a Migration Background (meaning that the student, and/or one or both parents were not 

born in Germany and/or do not have German citizenship). We assessed participants' 
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Educational Aspirations (i.e., whether they will obtain the Abitur as the highest school 

certificate in the school that they are currently attending) rather than their type of school or 

their grade level. Participants furthermore reported their sex (male vs. female) and age.  

Data Analysis 

First, we conducted descriptive analyses (incl. means, standard deviations, and score 

distributions). Then we investigated correlations between all variables of interest. Finally, we 

tested the hypothesized model using SEM as a method to simultaneously test the contribution 

of several manifest and latent variables. Depression and Legal Cynicism were added as 

mediators between the independent (Lack of Family Coherence, Parental Violence, 

Discrimination) and the dependent variable (Political Violence Support). The variables 

Educational Aspirations and Migration Background were added as covariates of the 

independent variables, the mediators, and the dependent variables. Lack of Family Coherence, 

Parental Violence, and Discrimination were also allowed to co-vary, to account for the fact 

that negative aspects of the social and family environment tend to co-occur (Gershoff, 2002). 

SEM was performed in the R environment, using the lavaan package (Rosseel et al., 2020). 

Whenever possible, we used balanced parcels based on relations between each item and its 

respective construct (see Little et al., 2002 for an in-depth description of the procedure) to 

reduce the number of manifest variables. A parcel is "an aggregate-level indicator comprised 

of the sum (or average) of two or more items" (Little et al., 2002, p. 152). We created two 

parcels for each of the scales in this research (see Supplemental Material A for information on 

item selection), with the exception of the 2-item Depression scale. Moreover, we used 

maximum likelihood estimation, with full information maximum likelihood (FIML) in order 

to handle missing data. 

Following the guidelines by Schermelleh-Engel, Moosbrugger and Müller (2003), a 

non-statistically significant χ2 value (or a ratio of chi-square value to the degrees of freedom 
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below 3), a comparative fit index (CFI) ≥ .95, Tucker-Lewis index (TLI): ≥ .95, and a 

Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) and Root Mean Square Error of 

Approximation (RMSEA) < .06 were used as indicators of a good model fit. To determine if 

the same latent variables are measured across male and female participants, we tested the 

degree of measurement invariance (MI) across gender (see also Koch et al., 2020; Millsap, 

2012; Widaman & Reise, 1997). In total, we tested four levels of MI using a multigroup 

confirmatory factor model including our key research variables (i.e., Support for Political 

Violence, Lack of Cohesion, Parental Violence, Discrimination, Legal Cynicism, Depression). 

Categorical covariates (i.e., Migration Background and Educational Aspirations) were not 

included in the model. First, we fitted the same confirmatory factor model in both groups to 

test configural MI. Second, we fixed the factor loadings to be equal across gender to establish 

weak MI. Third, we fixed the intercepts and the factor loadings to be equal across groups to 

establish strong MI. Finally, we tested for strict MI by fixing the intercepts, factor loadings, 

and error variances to equal across groups. We used chi-square difference tests as well as 

information criteria to compare the fit of the models.  

To account for the nonnormality of the data, we employed robust maximum likelihood 

estimation and calculated bias-corrected 95% bootstrap CIs based on 1000 bootstrapped 

samples for the direct and indirect effects (see MacKinnon et al., 2004), based on classical 

maximum likelihood estimation. To test gender-specific effects, we compared the 

unconstrained model (where group differences are allowed between all parameters) and 

constrained models (where parameters of interests are fixed to a single value based on both 

groups). If the model fit is significantly reduced in the constrained as opposed to the 

unconstrained model, this indicates that pathways differ among male and female participants. 

Results 

Descriptive Analyses 
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Table 1 presents means and standard deviations. Exactly 1,000 students had missing 

values on at least one of the variables of interest (i.e., one of the variables in Table 1 and/or 

gender). Seventy percent of boys and 84% of girls scored below the midpoint of the political 

violence support scale, indicating disapproval of political violence. Only 18% of boys and 9% 

of girls scored above the scale midpoint. Also, 46% of all participants (34% of boys and 57% 

of girls) screened positive for major depression or another depressive disorder. 

Intercorrelations are depicted in Table 1. As expected, Depression and Legal Cynicism were 

positively correlated with political violence support among both genders, as were the three 

adverse environmental factors. Also confirming expectations, adverse environmental factors 

showed positive associations with Depression and Legal Cynicism. 

Measurement Invariance 

The model with configural MI fitted the data acceptably well, with χ2(78) = 185.03, p< 

.001, robust RMSEA = .02, 95%CI = [.02, .02], robust CFI = .995, TLI =.99. When the factor 

loadings are fixed to be equal across groups (here: gender), the overall model fit did not 

significantly decrease (∆χ2 = 7.82, ∆df = 6, p = .252). Hence, we can assume weak MI. Strong 

and strict MI could not be established across groups (see Table S1, Supplemental Material B). 

The overall fit of the model with weak MI was acceptable, with robust χ2(84) = 192.05, p< 

.001, robust RMSEA = .02, 95%CI = [.02, .03], robust CFI = .995, TLI =.99 (note that the χ2 

statistic is sensitive to large samples). Since we were mainly interested in the relationship 

between the latent variables across gender, weak MI was sufficient. The model with weak MI 

was chosen as the final model for the subsequent analysis.  

The Final SEM Model 

Descriptive information for all direct paths of the unconstrained model are presented 

in Table 2, while Fig. 1 and 2 depict significant pathways for boys and girls, respectively. Fit 

indices for the complete model with weak MI (including a specification of all direct and 
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indirect effects) were acceptable, with robust χ2(108) = 303.22, p< .001, robust RMSEA = .02, 

95%CI = [.02, .03], robust CFI = .99, TLI =.99. 

Hypothesis 1: Total Effects of Adverse Environmental Factors 

Based on bootstrapped confidence intervals, we find a significant total effect on 

Support for Political Violence only for Parental Violence and only among boys (see Table 2). 

There was no significant total effect for Lack of Political Violence or Discrimination. Results 

for all specified total effects are presented in Table 3. 

Hypothesis 2: Indirect Effects via Depression and Legal Cynicism 

Depression was not a significant mediator in any of the groups (see Table 3). Legal 

Cynicism, on the other hand, significantly mediated the effects of Lack of Family Cohesion 

and Parental Violence on Support for Political Violence. Results for all specified indirect 

effects are shown in Table 3. 

Hypothesis 3: Differences between Girls and Boys 

Overall, the paths for girls and boys appear very similar, with a few exceptions. We 

detected a gender-specific total effect of Parental Violence on Support for Political Violence, 

yielding a stronger link for boys (∆χ2 = 12.27, ∆df = 5, p = .031). There were no significant 

differences between the two groups regarding the indirect paths from Lack of Family 

Cohesion (∆χ2 = 2.44, ∆df = 2, p = .296) and Parental Violence (∆χ2 = 2.87, ∆df = 2, p = .238) 

to Political Violence Support via Legal Cynicism.  

Discussion 

Drawing from criminological and radicalization theories, we investigated the interplay 

of social and individual factors that might have direct or indirect effects on political violence 

support among a large and ethnically diverse sample of German ninth-graders. Our results 

were mostly in line with predictions derived from the social control theory of delinquency 
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(Hirschi, 1969). We could not corroborate recent concerns that depression may increase the 

appeal of political violence (Dom et al., 2018; Victoroff, 2005). 

Hypothesis 1: Total Effects of Adverse Environmental Factors 

Although each of the tested adverse environmental factors was significantly linked to 

Support for Political Violence in bivariate analysis, most of these links do not remain 

significant in the SEM model. When controlling for all relevant covariables (e.g. migration 

background etc.), the total effects of most of the adverse environmental factors were no longer 

significant as compared to the effects in classical bivariate analysis. This shows that the 

interplay between theoretically relevant covariates should be considered when studying the 

relationship between adverse environmental factors and Support for Political Violence. 

Strikingly, we could only corroborate a significant total effect for Parental Violence, and only 

among male participants (see below for an in-depth discussion of gender-specific effects). 

Youth who experience lower coherence in their families and/or higher rates of discrimination 

did not emerge as more likely to have sympathies for political violence. This partly 

contradicts previous reports listing these negative social and family environments as risk-

enhancing factors (Khoury-Kassabri et al., 2015; Nivette et al., 2017). Yet, while unexpected, 

these findings resonate with the multifinality concept of developmental psychopathology, 

which posits that exposure to the same adverse conditions would not necessarily lead to the 

same pathological or nonpathological outcomes among different individuals (Cicchetti & 

Rogosch, 1996).  

Hypothesis 2: Indirect Effects via Depression and Legal Cynicism 

In line with our expectations, we find that Lack of Family Cohesion and Parental 

Violence indirectly (via Legal Cynicism) relate to Support for Political Violence. In other 

words, youth who reported more family dysfunction were more likely to harbor cynical 

attitudes towards societal rules and norms, and were, in turn, more likely to support political 
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violence. In contrast to our expectations, Depression did not mediate the link between any of 

the studied adverse environmental factors and Support for Political Violence. Our analysis 

did, however, replicate the well-established link between depression and family dysfunction 

(Sheeber et al., 1997; Turner et al., 2010) and discrimination (Weeks & Sullivan, 2019). 

While bivariate analyses revealed a small positive association between Depression and 

Support for Political Violence, this link was no longer significant when additional factors 

were taken into account. These findings deviate from the observation in Rousseau et al. 

(2019) that the link between racial discrimination and political violence support operates 

through symptoms of depression. Although we found a positive path from Discrimination to 

Depression, we could not detect a link for Discrimination and Support for Political Violence.  

Possibly, the relationship between discrimination and political violence support is 

mediated by depression among older participants (e.g., university students in Rousseau et al., 

2019; adults between 18 and 45 in Bhui et al., 2016) but not 14-year old teenagers. It is also 

possible that results do not generalize to other cultural contexts. Although students with a 

migration background experience more discrimination than their peers without a migration 

background, political violence support may be particularly common for the rightwing 

spectrum in this German context, counteracting the effects. Furthermore, unlike previous 

studies (Bhui et al., 2016; Rousseau et al., 2019), we used SEM to account for more than one 

mediator simultaneously. As psychopathology, family dysfunction, legal cynicism, and 

political violence outcomes are interconnected, results from models including only depression 

as a mediator may be deceptive. Nevertheless, we should also keep in mind that the evidence 

for a link between mental health problems and political violence outcomes is far from 

conclusive (Misiak et al., 2019). 

Hypothesis 3: Differences between Girls and Boys 
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Overall, there appeared to be more common than gender-specific effects, as we find 

that disengagement from rules and norms, but not symptoms of depression, mediate the 

association between family stressors and political violence support among both genders. Yet, 

boys exposed to violence by their parents may also be more likely than girls to support 

political violence. This ties in with research finding a stronger link between negative 

parenting practices and aggression for boys compared to girls (see Rothbaum & Weisz, 1994 

for a meta-analysis). While it appears that boys may be more vulnerable to the negative 

effects of parental victimization, it is not clear what drives this effect. In the present study, the 

association was fully mediated for girls, while for boys, the link between Parental Violence 

and Support of Political Violence could only partly be attributed to boys feeling less bound to 

social rules and norms. Possibly, adolescent girls who are victimized by their parents are more 

likely to seek and receive support from others in their social network than adolescent boys. 

Male adolescents may also be more likely to model their own behavior after that of violent 

others, given that violence proneness can be part of a masculine identity (Enzmann et al., 

2004). Yet, as our result of a gender-specific effect of Parental Violence on Support for 

Political Violence was based on explorative testing, more research is needed to make a more 

compelling argument for this gender-specific finding. 

Limitations 

Results based on cross-sectional data cannot prove causation, and we cannot rule out 

that our findings are spurious or that the relationship between cause and effect is in the 

opposite direction. Rather than being caused by family dysfunction, depression or legal 

cynicism may put strain on the parent-child relationship and decrease family cohesion. Legal 

cynicism may also represent a strategy to legitimize previous involvement in criminal 

behavior rather than causing future offending (Ameri et al., 2019; Nivette et al., 2015). 
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Strikingly, previous research indicated that the effects of parent-child relationships on 

delinquency are weaker in longitudinal studies (Agnew, 1991).  

Moreover, although the present research was conducted among a diverse and large 

sample of German teenagers, the current results are not representative for the population of 

German ninth-graders. As there are important differences between countries with regards to 

school system, political system and culture, and political socialization, the generalizability of 

these findings for other populations cannot be assumed a priori.  

Lastly, we did not exhaustively test claims that may be derived from social control 

theory, strain theory, or other possible theoretical perspectives. For instance, experiences of 

violence in the family may lead to an increase of hostile attributions, which in turn predicts 

conduct problems (Dodge, 1993). Experiencing violence in the family may also teach the 

child that violence is an acceptable means of getting what you want (Osofsky, 2003). While it 

is unrealistic to include all potential causal pathways in one study or statistical model, future 

research may test more exhaustive models or consider alternative variables or variable 

relationships (e.g., Beelmann, 2020), ideally based on longitudinal data. 

Implications for Prevention and Outlook 

Our findings indicate that prevention of political violence outcomes should consider 

intervening at the level of the family. Interventions to enhance parenting skills have been 

shown to reduce child offending, particularly when they happen early (Thornton et al., 2000). 

Such trainings may teach skills relating to setting rules and limits, dealing with conflict, and 

improving family relationships (Stemmler et al., 2007). Interventions that protect children 

from victimization in their homes through parent education (Weymouth & Howe, 2011) but 

also police and child protection services (Stanley & Humphreys, 2014) are arguably of special 

importance, particularly for boys.  
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Interventions may also target legal cynicism as an attitude that putatively mediates the 

link between family dysfunction and political violence outcomes. This may be achieved 

through programs furthering the internalization of societal norms or citizenship programs. For 

instance, Dutch adolescents reported more positive attitudes towards democratic norms and 

less support for political violence after visiting an exhibition about democracy (Feddes et al., 

2019). Interventions that foster positive interactions between young people and police officers 

may also have potential to foster positive attitudes towards the law (Goodrich et al., 2014). A 

recent meta-analysis found that social skills training can reduce aggressive behavior among 

children (Beelmann & Lösel, 2020), and may have positive effects on legal cynicism as well.  

Yet, more research, ideally based on more rigorous designs and longer follow-up periods, is 

needed to determine if any of these interventions can reduce legal cynicism, or political 

violence support. Considering the present findings and the inconsistent state of the literature 

with regards to depression, we would not recommend screening for depression as part of a 

prevention strategy to deter youth from political violence. This does of course not rule out the 

possibility that other mental health related factors, such as personality disorders (Soliman et 

al., 2016), could play a role in political violence support or actual perpetration of political 

violence (Misiak et al., 2019).  
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Figure 1. Standardized paths for boys only. Parcels, covariances and nonsignificant paths are omitted to avoid clutter. R2 = .33 for Political Violence 

Support.  
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Figure 2. Standardized paths for girls only. Parcels, covariances and nonsignificant paths are omitted to avoid clutter. R2 = .25 for Political Violence 

Support. 
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations of All Included Variables 

Note. Correlations for male participants below diagonal, female participants above diagonal. Missing cases were deleted pairwise.M = mean; 

SD=standard deviation; N=number of observations; SfPV= Support for Political Violence; Age = Age of participants, EA = Educational 

Aspirations; Mig =Migration Background; Dep = Depression; Coh- = Lack of Cohesion; PV = Parental Violence , Disc = Discrimination, LC = 

Legal Cynicism.     
** p < .01, *p < .05 

 

 

 

 

  

 Boys Girls Intercorrelation Matrix 

 M SD N M SD N SfPV Age EA Mig Dep Coh- PV Disc LC 

Support for Political 

Violence SfPV 

2.41 0.88 3076 2.04 0.80 3420 - 0.07** -0.19** 0.16** 0.09** 0.10** 0.10** 0.10** 0.32** 

Age 14.71 0.74 3162 14.59 0.69 3515 0.08** - -0.28** 0.07** 0.06** 0.05** 0.04* 0.05** 0.03 

Educational Aspirations 

EA (% Abitur) 

67 - 3154 73 - 3508 -0.13** -

0.28** 

- -0.13** -0.05** -0.12** -0.06** -0.08** -0.09** 

Migration background 

Mig (% yes) 

43 - 3175 44 - 3526 0.12** 0.09** -0.12** - 0.06** 0.04* 0.13** 0.09** 0.07** 

Depression Dep 3.21 1.29 3112 3.95 1.56 3456 0.10** 0.13** -0.07** 0.07** - 0.40** 0.31** 0.38** 0.19** 

Lack of Family 

Cohesion Coh- 

2.00 0.73 3079 2.14 0.84 3456 -0.11** -0.04* 0.05** 0.01 -0.31** - -0.49** -0.29** -0.25** 

Parental Violence PV 0.71 1.01 3175 0.87 1.14 3526 0.17** 0.04* -0.03 0.12** 0.21** 0.36** - 0.35** 0.23** 

Discrimination Disc 0.85 1.66 3079 1.09 1.74 3418 0.08** 0.06** -0.08** 0.09** 0.29** 0.16** 0.20** - 0.16** 

Legal Cynicism LC 2.65 0.86 3090 2.38 0.78 3445 0.39** 0.06** -0.08** 0.07** 0.14** 0.18** 0.19** 0.10** - 
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Table 2. Overview of Direct Effects for Boys and Girls based on Multigroup Structural Equation Modeling 

 
 Depression Legal Cynicism Support for Political Violence 

 boys girls boys girls boys girls 

 b (SE) 95% CI b (SE) 95% CI b (SE) 95% CI b (SE) 95% CI b (SE) 95% CI b (SE) 95% CI 

Depression 
        0.05 

(0.06) 

[-0.08, 

0.17] 

0.03 

(0.04) 

[-0.05, 

0.1] 

Legal 

Cynicism 

        0.52 

(0.03) 

[0.46, 

0.59] 

0.46 

(0.03) 

[0.4, 

0.51] 

Lack of family 

cohesion 

0.23 

(0.02) 

[0.18, 

0.28] 

0.29 

(0.02) 

[0.25, 

0.34] 

0.13 

(0.04) 

[0.06, 

0.2] 

0.13 

(0.03) 

[0.07, 

0.18] 

-0.02 

(0.04) 

[-0.1, 

0.06] 

-0.04 

(0.03) 

[-0.11, 

0.02] 

Parental 

violence 

0.09 

(0.05) 

[-0.01, 

0.19] 

0.07 

(0.05) 

[-0.04, 

0.17] 

0.42 

(0.07) 

[0.28, 

0.56] 

0.36 

(0.06) 

[0.23, 

0.48] 

0.22 

(0.08) 

[0.09, 

0.38] 

-0.04 

(0.07) 

[-0.2, 

0.1] 

Discrimination 
0.58 

(0.06) 

[0.47, 

0.69] 

0.73 

(0.06) 

[0.61, 

0.85] 

0.08 

(0.07) 

[-0.07, 

0.22] 

0.1 

(0.06) 

[-0.01, 

0.23] 

-0.03 

(0.08) 

[-0.22, 

0.13] 

0.06 

(0.07) 

[-0.07, 

0.2] 

Educational 

Aspirations 

-0.03 

(0.02) 

[-0.08, 

0.01] 

0.04 

(0.02) 

[-0.01, 

0.08] 

-0.13 

(0.03) 

[-0.19, 

-0.06] 

-0.09 

(0.03) 

[-0.15, 

-0.03] 

-0.15 

(0.03) 

[-0.22, 

-0.08] 

-0.27 

(0.03) 

[-0.34, 

-0.21] 

Migration 

Background (0 

= no, 1 = yes) 

0.03 

(0.02) 

[-0.01, 

0.07] 

0.01 

(0.02) 

[-0.04, 

0.05] 

0.05 

(0.03) 

[-0.01, 

0.11] 

0.04 

(0.03) 

[-0.01, 

0.1] 

0.11 

(0.03) 

[0.05, 

0.17] 

0.19 

(0.03) 

[0.14, 

0.25] 

Note. All predictors were allowed to co-vary (estimates available on request). The mediators were allowed to co-vary: estimates for boys: b = .02, 

SD = .01, 95% CI = [.00, .03], estimates for girls: b = .02, SD = .01, 95% CI = [.00, .03]. b = standardized regression coefficient, 

SE = standard error, CI = confidence interval. 
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Table 3. Total Effects of Independent Variables and Indirect Effects on Support for Political Violence for Boys and Girls based on Multigroup 

Structural Equation Modeling 

Independent Variable Mediator boys girls 

  b (SE) 95% bcCI b (SE) 95% bcCI 

Lack of Family Cohesion - 0.06 (0.04) [-0.02, 0.15] 0.03 (0.03) [-0.04, 0.09] 

Parental Violence - 0.45 (0.09) [0.29, 0.62] 0.12 (0.07) [-0.03, 0.26] 

Discrimination - 0.03 (0.08) [-0.14, 0.20] 0.13 (0.07) [-0.01, 0.26] 

Lack of Family Cohesion Depression 0.01 (0.01) [-0.02, 0.04] 0.01 (0.01) [-0.01, 0.03] 

 Legal Cynicism 0.07 (0.02) [0.03, 0.11] 0.06 (0.01) [0.03, 0.09] 

Parental Violence Depression 0.00 (0.01) [-0.01, 0.02] 0.00 (0.00) [0.00, 0.01] 

 Legal Cynicism 0.22 (0.04) [0.14, 0.30] 0.16 (0.03) [0.11, 0.23] 

Discrimination Depression 0.03 (0.04) [-0.04, 0.10] 0.02 (0.03) [-0.04, 0.08] 

 Legal Cynicism 0.04 (0.04) [-0.04, 0.11] 0.05 (0.03) [-0.01, 0.11] 

Note. b = standardized regression coefficient, SE = standard error, CI = confidence interval, 95% bcCI refer to bias-corrected confidence intervals. 
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Supplemental Material  

 

A Complete list of scales and parcels  

 

Lack of Family Cohesion 

 Items (Fok et al., 2014) German version 

1 In our family we really help and support 

each other. 

In unserer Familie helfen und unterstützen 

wir uns gegenseitig. 

2 In our family we spend a lot of time 

doing things together at home. 

Bei uns zu Hause unternehmen wir häufig 

Dinge gemeinsam. 

3 I am proud to be a part of our family.  Ich bin stolz, ein Teil meiner Familie zu 

sein. 

4 In our family we really get along well 

with each other. 

In unserer Familie kommen alle gut 

miteinander aus 

Note. Items were inversed, so higher scores reflect a lack of cohesion. A member of the 

[blinded for peer review] translated the English version of the scale, after which the scale was 

back-translated to English by a different member of that institute. Then, we compared the 

original and the back translation to determine whether the translated version has captured all 

the nuances of the original scale. 

Parcel 1: items 1, 4; Parcel 2: items 2, 3 

 

Parental Violence Scale 

 Item German version 

1 … grabbed me violently or pushed me … mich hart angepackt oder gestoßen 

2 … yelled at me … mich angeschrien 

3 … verbally abused me … mich wüst beschimpft 

4 … threatened to send me away or to 

throw me out 

… mich gedroht fortzuschicken oder 

rauszuwerfen  

5 … hit me/beat me up … mich geprügelt/ zusammengeschlagen 

Note. Instruction: My mother/ my father… 

Parcel 1: items 2, 3, 4; Parcel 2: items 1, 5 
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Discrimination  

 Item German version 

1 … you were looked at in a strange 

manner? 

... du einfach nur komisch angeschaut 

wurdest? 

2 … you were addressed in a 

condescending manner or insulted? 

... du abwertend angesprochen oder 

beschimpft wurdest? 

3 … you were treated differently by the 

police? 

... du von der Polizei anders behandelt 

wurdest? 

4 … you were beaten and hurt? ... du geschlagen und verletzt wurdest? 

5 … somebody deliberately damaged or 

destroyed something that belonged to 

you? 

... jemand absichtlich etwas von dir 

beschädigt oder zerstört hat? 

6 … you were disadvantaged by your 

teachers? 

... du von Lehrern benachteiligt wurdest? 

7 … you were mobbed on the Internet? ... du im Internet gemobbt wurdest? 

Note. Did you experience on of the following things during the last 12 months (1) because of 

your belief/ your religion, (2) because of your skin colour, (3) because of your migration 

background? Item 3 was dropped because of poor factor loadings. 

Parcel 1: items 2, 4, 5; Parcel 2: items 1, 6, 7 

 

Depression 

 Item German version 

1 Feeling down, depressed, or hopeless Niedergeschlagenheit, Schwermut oder 

Hoffnungslosigkeit 

2 Little interest or pleasure in doing things Wenig Interesse oder Freude an deinen 

Tätigkeiten 

Note. Because the scale contained only 2 items, no parcels were constructed. In the model, the 

latent construct predicted item 1 and 2. 
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Legal Cynicism 

 Item German version 

1 It’s OK to do anything you want as long 

as you don’t hurt anyone 

Es ist in Ordnung zu tun was man will, 

solange es niemandem wehtut. 

2 To obey rules often brings 

disadvantages 

Wer sich an Regeln hält, hat dadurch oft 

Nachteile 

3 It’s a good feeling to bypass/trespass 

rules and not to be caught (for it) 

Es ist ein gutes Gefühl, wenn man Regeln 

umgeht und dabei nicht erwischt wird. 

4 Sometimes it’s necessary to ignore rules 

and laws and to do what you want 

Manchmal ist es einfach nötig, Regeln 

und Gesetze nicht zu beachten und zu tun, 

was man selbst will 

5 To make money, there are no right or 

wrong ways anymore, only easy ways 

and hard ways’’ 

Es gibt keinen richtigen oder falschen 

Weg, um an Geld zu kommen, sondern 

nur bequeme oder mühsame. 

6 Laws were made to be broken. Gesetze sind da, um sie zu brechen. 

Note. Items 1 and 5 were excluded from the analysis, because of poor factor loadings. 

Parcel 1: items 2, 3; Parcel 2: items 4, 6 

 

Political Violence Support 

 Item German version 

1 It’s sometimes necessary to use violence 

to fight against things that are very 

unjust 

Es ist manchmal nötig, Gewalt 

anzuwenden, um gegen Dinge zu 

kämpfen, die sehr ungerecht sind. 

2 Sometimes people have to resort to 

violence to defend their values, 

convictions, or religious beliefs. 

Manchmal müssen Menschen zu Gewalt 

greifen, um ihre Werte, Überzeugungen 

oder ihren Glauben zu verteidigen. 

3 It's OK to support groups that use 

violence to fight injustices. 

Es ist in Ordnung, Gruppen zu 

unterstützen, die mit Gewalt gegen 

Ungerechtigkeiten kämpfen. 

4 It’s sometimes necessary to use 

violence, commit attacks, or kidnap 

people to fight for a better world 

Es ist manchmal nötig, mit Gewalt, 

Anschlägen oder Entführungen für eine 

bessere Welt zu kämpfen. 

Note. Parcel 1: items 1, 2; Parcel 2: items 3, 4 
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B Measurement Invariance 

 

Table S1 Levels of Measurement Invariance. 

level of MI df χ2 ∆χ2 ∆df p 

configural 78 208.34    

Weak 84 218.33 7.82 6 .252 

Strong 90 355.43 135.20 6 <.001 

Strict 102 524.70 144.34 12 <.001 

 


