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Abstract

This study aimed to investigate the relationship between real social networks and tendency toward crime and delinquency, with particular
emphasis on the mediating roles of social and psychological constructs among citizens of Paveh, Ravansar, Javanrud, and Salas-e Babajani
counties. This quantitative cross-sectional survey was conducted among citizens aged over 18 years in the four counties. The initial sample
size was estimated at 384 using Cochran’s formula; however, after collecting 548 questionnaires and excluding 48 cases with missing
data, the final analysis was performed on 500 complete questionnaires. Data were collected using a researcher-developed 231-item
questionnaire measuring loneliness, social trust, social isolation, social cohesion, tendency toward crime and delinquency, social support,
religiosity, individualism, social vitality, social conformity, and social capital. Data were analyzed using partial least squares structural
equation modeling (PLS-SEM). Construct reliability and validity were confirmed using Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, average
variance extracted, factor loadings, and the heterotrait-monotrait ratio. Loneliness (B=0.121, p=0.003), social isolation (=0.112, p=0.003),
and individualism ($=0.067, p=0.017) had significant positive effects on tendency toward crime and delinquency. In contrast, social trust
(B=-0.116, p=0.001), social cohesion ($=-0.131, p=0.001), social support (B=-0.075, p=0.022), religiosity ($=-0.081, p=0.020), social
capital (=-0.087, p=0.021), social vitality (p=-0.075, p=0.045), and social conformity (f=-0.075, p=0.025) showed significant negative
effects. Significant positive pathways were also observed from loneliness to social isolation ($=0.642), social trust to social capital
(B=0.684), social support to social vitality (=0.575), and religiosity to social cohesion ($=0.570; all p=0.001). The structural model
explained 73.1% of the variance in tendency toward crime and delinquency (R2=0.731; adjusted R2=0.725), and 18 of the 21 hypotheses
were supported. The findings indicate that tendency toward crime and delinquency is strongly associated with the quality of social bonds;
therefore, strengthening social trust, cohesion, support, and social capital while reducing loneliness and social isolation may provide an
effective foundation for social crime-prevention policies.

Keywords: Real Social Networks, Tendency toward Crime and Delinquency, Social Capital, Social Trust, Loneliness, Social Isolation,
Structural Equation Modeling
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Crime and delinquency are complex social phenomena that cannot be adequately explained solely by
individual psychological characteristics or economic deprivation. From a sociological perspective, criminal
and delinquent tendencies emerge within networks of social relations, normative structures, patterns of social
integration, and mechanisms of formal and informal control. Sociology of deviance therefore considers crime
as a phenomenon embedded in the broader organization of society and emphasizes the effects of social
cohesion, social commitment, social support, interpersonal trust, and community attachment on behavioral
regulation (Mohseni, 2019). Similarly, social pathology perspectives underline that delinquency is shaped
through the interaction of personal characteristics with family, peer, neighborhood, and institutional
environments (Sotoudeh, 2014). The theoretical foundation of this argument can be traced to Durkheim, who
viewed social integration and moral regulation as essential conditions for social order and argued that
weakening collective norms and social bonds could facilitate anomic conditions and deviant behavior
(Durkheim, 2014). His methodological emphasis on explaining social facts through other social facts further
supports analyzing criminal tendencies through relational and structural variables rather than reducing them to
individual dispositions (Durkheim, 2019). From the sociology of order perspective, stable social relationships,
reciprocal obligations, shared norms, and informal mechanisms of regulation constitute fundamental resources
for maintaining social order (Chalabi, 2013). Contemporary social capital theory similarly highlights the
importance of networks, trust, reciprocity, and access to relational resources. Despite theoretical differences
among Bourdieu, Coleman, and Putnam, their approaches converge on the proposition that social networks
can provide resources that enhance cooperation, collective efficacy, and normative regulation (Tzanakis,
2013). Empirical research in Iran has demonstrated that network-based social capital is associated with
interpersonal trust (Bastani et al., 2008), while local social networks are related to neighborhood attachment
and individuals’ integration into their immediate social environments (Bastani & Nikzad, 2014). Network
structures have also been found to influence motivation and behavior in organizational contexts, illustrating
that social networks are not merely channels of communication but structures capable of shaping attitudes and
conduct (Bastani & Beheshti Zavareh, 2015). The relevance of these relationships to crime has also been
supported internationally. Social interactions and neighborhood-level relational patterns have been associated
with differences in offending behavior, indicating that both the structure and quality of social interactions can
influence criminal conduct (Bernasco et al., 2017). lIranian studies have likewise documented inverse
relationships between social capital and delinquency (Mir-Khalili & Heydari, 2020), between social support
and offending (Delpasand et al., 2012), and between social commitment and delinquent behavior (Mobarak
et al., 2018). Alienation and weakened social integration have also been associated with vandalistic behavior
among students (Nabavi et al., 2011), while economic, familial, and cultural factors have been identified as
significant determinants of juvenile delinquency (Eskandari Cherati, 2017). More recent research continues
to emphasize the multidimensional nature of delinquency, including the roles of early-life risk, family context,
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peer relationships, and social environments (Fagan et al., 2025; Fatima, 2025). Social support and social
interest have been identified as potentially protective factors against juvenile delinquency (Ozdemir et al.,
2025), whereas family-related conditions remain influential in explaining differences in the extent and type of
offending (Saffari et al., 2025). Peer networks are particularly important because they may either reinforce
conformity or facilitate delinquent conduct, depending on their normative content and the wider institutional
environment (Sun & Zhang, 2025; Tu et al., 2025). Evidence concerning the co-occurrence of substance use
and delinquency further demonstrates that delinquent behavior is multidimensional rather than a single,
homogeneous phenomenon (Tello, 2025). At the same time, the expansion of online interaction has redirected
considerable criminological attention toward virtual networks and cybercrime (Jaishankar, 2011), leaving the
role of real, face-to-face social networks relatively underexamined within integrated structural models. Against
this background, the present study investigated the relationship between real social networks and tendency
toward crime and delinquency among citizens of Paveh, Ravansar, Javanrud, and Salas-e Babajani counties,
with particular attention to social support, social trust, social cohesion, social capital, religiosity, social vitality,
social conformity, individualism, loneliness, and social isolation.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quantitative approach and a cross-sectional field survey design. The statistical
population consisted of citizens aged over 18 years residing in Paveh, Ravansar, Javanrud, and Salas-e
Babajani counties. The minimum sample size was initially estimated at 384 participants using Cochran’s
formula at a 95% confidence level and a 5% margin of error. To compensate for incomplete questionnaires
and to improve the stability of structural estimates, a larger number of questionnaires was collected. A total of
548 questionnaires were returned, of which 48 were excluded because of missing data; consequently, the final
analysis was based on 500 complete questionnaires. Data were collected using a researcher-developed
questionnaire containing 231 items. Six items measured demographic characteristics, including gender, age,
county of residence, marital status, educational level, and employment status, while 225 items assessed the
substantive constructs of the study. The questionnaire measured loneliness, social trust, social isolation, social
cohesion, tendency toward crime and delinquency, social support, religiosity, individualism, social vitality,
social conformity, and social capital using a five-point Likert scale. Socioeconomic status was constructed
from standardized indicators of education and employment. Because the conceptual model incorporated
multiple direct and indirect relationships among latent constructs, partial least squares structural equation
modeling was employed for data analysis, while complementary descriptive statistics were calculated using
SPSS. Measurement quality was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, average variance
extracted, factor loadings, cross-loadings, and the heterotrait-monotrait ratio. Reliability coefficients ranged
from 0.951 to 0.986, average variance extracted ranged from 0.650 to 0.722, factor loadings ranged from 0.780
to 0.877, and all heterotrait-monotrait values remained below 0.85, supporting convergent and discriminant
validity. The final structural model demonstrated acceptable fit, with an SRMR of 0.078 and an NFI of 0.927.
Findings

The results of the structural analysis demonstrated that the model explained a substantial proportion of variance
in tendency toward crime and delinquency. The coefficient of determination was 0.731 and the adjusted
coefficient was 0.725, indicating that 73.1% of the variance in the dependent variable was accounted for by
the structural model. Predictive relevance was also strong, with a cross-validated redundancy value of 0.504.
Loneliness exerted a significant positive effect on tendency toward crime and delinquency (f=0.121, t=3.016,
p=0.003), while its effect on social isolation was considerably stronger (=0.642, t=23.399, p=0.001). Social
isolation also had a significant positive effect on crime and delinquency tendency ($=0.112, t=2.940, p=0.003).
Individualism was positively associated with crime and delinquency tendency ($=0.067, t=2.399, p=0.017)
and negatively associated with social conformity (f=-0.419, t=12.796, p=0.001). In contrast, social trust
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showed a significant negative effect on crime and delinquency tendency (=-0.116, t=3.304, p=0.001) and a
strong positive effect on social capital (f=0.684, t=29.183, p=0.001). Social cohesion negatively predicted
crime and delinquency tendency (B=-0.131, t=3.763, p=0.001). Social support had a negative direct effect on
crime and delinquency tendency (=-0.075, t=2.287, p=0.022) and a strong positive effect on social vitality
(B=0.575, t=18.757, p=0.001). Religiosity negatively predicted crime and delinquency tendency (p=-0.081,
t=2.327, p=0.020) and positively predicted social cohesion (f=0.570, t=19.066, p=0.001). Social capital also
had a significant negative effect on the dependent variable ($=-0.087, t=2.318, p=0.021), as did social vitality
(B=-0.075, t=2.007, p=0.045) and social conformity (f=-0.075, t=2.246, p=0.025). Among the background
variables, county of residence, education, employment status, and socioeconomic status showed statistically
significant relationships with crime and delinquency tendency, whereas age, gender, and marital status were
not significant. Effect-size analysis identified particularly strong effects for loneliness on social isolation
(f2=0.701), social trust on social capital (f2=0.881), social support on social vitality (f2=0.493), and religiosity
on social cohesion (f2=0.482). Importance-performance analysis further identified loneliness as the most
influential construct, with a total effect of 0.192. Overall, 18 of the 21 tested hypotheses were supported,
whereas the hypotheses concerning age, gender, and marital status were rejected.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that tendency toward crime and delinquency in the studied communities is deeply
embedded in the quality of social relationships and cannot be sufficiently understood through demographic or
economic characteristics alone. The consistent direction of the significant structural paths is particularly
noteworthy. Constructs representing stronger social integration, including trust, cohesion, social support, social
capital, religiosity, social vitality, and social conformity, were associated with lower levels of crime and
delinquency tendency. Conversely, constructs reflecting erosion of social connection, particularly loneliness,
social isolation, and individualism, increased the tendency toward delinquent behavior. Among these variables,
loneliness emerged as especially important because it not only directly increased crime and delinquency
tendency but also strongly intensified social isolation and demonstrated the greatest total importance in the
model. This pattern suggests that subjective disconnection from meaningful social relationships may constitute
a central mechanism through which weakened real-life networks become associated with greater vulnerability
to deviant tendencies. The results further indicate that social trust operates both directly and indirectly: it
reduces delinquent tendencies while simultaneously strengthening social capital. Likewise, social support
appears to have a dual function by directly decreasing delinquency and enhancing social vitality, while
religiosity may contribute to lower delinquent tendencies partly through strengthening social cohesion. These
interconnections reveal that the protective effects of real social networks should be understood as a system of
mutually reinforcing relational resources rather than as isolated predictors. The strong explanatory and
predictive performance of the model suggests that informal social control and relational integration constitute
substantial components of crime prevention in the studied context. Nevertheless, real social networks should
not be interpreted as inherently protective; their influence depends on the quality of relationships, the norms
transmitted through them, the level of reciprocal support, and the extent to which they produce trust and
belonging. Overall, the study indicates that strengthening meaningful face-to-face social relationships,
enhancing trust, cohesion, support, and social capital, and reducing loneliness and social isolation may provide
an important foundation for social approaches to crime prevention. In communities characterized by dense
local and interpersonal ties, preventive strategies that complement formal criminal justice measures with
community participation, social support mechanisms, opportunities for collective engagement, and
interventions addressing social isolation may be particularly relevant. The findings therefore support an
integrated sociological interpretation in which crime and delinquency tendencies are shaped by the degree to
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which individuals remain connected to, supported by, and normatively integrated within their real social
environments.
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