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A B S T R A C T

Purpose: This study's purpose is to (1) examine how behavioral homophily relates to deviance among friendship
pairs and (2) to assess how deviance and non-deviance homophily may be independently and jointly important
for deviant behavior.
Methods: Using a sample of 2154 individuals nested within 1077 dyadic friendship pairs, a series of mixed-
effects models explore how behavioral, deviance, and non-deviance homophily at the dyadic level relate to an
actor's theft, vandalism, violence, drug, and alcohol use.
Results: Findings demonstrate that behavioral homophily is a more robust protective factor than risk factor for
deviance. Specifically, non-deviance homophily is significantly more related to abstaining from offending than
deviance homophily is in promoting offending for theft, vandalism, violence, and drug use. And while behavioral
homophily was not significantly associated with alcohol use, deviance homophily related to higher levels of
alcohol use and non-deviance homophily related to less alcohol use with relatively equal effect sizes.
Conclusions: Behavioral homophily contains two empirically and theoretically distinct components – deviance
and non-deviance homophily. While both criminological theory and research have long established that peers
“matter,” behavioral homophily across friendships can operate in a bifurcated role by associating with offending
while simultaneously relating to normative behavior.

1. Introduction

A wide array of criminological research has demonstrated that peers
and friends play an important role in the process of offending. Research
consistently demonstrates that individuals who associate with more
deviant peers often report higher levels of crime, substance use, and
deviance than individuals with fewer deviant peer associates (Elliott,
Huizinga, & Ageton, 1985; Haynie & Osgood, 2005; Matsueda &
Anderson, 1998; Vásquez & Zimmerman, 2014; Warr, 1998, 2002; see
also Beaver et al., 2011). Drawing on a precedent that is largely rooted
in the theoretical traditions promoted by Sutherland in the 1930s and
1940s, Warr (1998, p. 184) summarizes that peer effects are one of the
“strongest” correlates of crime, and highlights that this relationship has
been recognized “for decades.” As such, it has been well established
that the effect of peers on behavior is both theoretically (e.g., see
Agnew, 2006; Akers, 2009; Colvin, Cullen, & Vander Ven, 2002;
Stafford & Warr, 1993; Sutherland, 1947) and empirically (e.g., Agnew,
1991; McCuddy & Vogel, 2015; Pratt et al., 2010) meaningful for the
understanding of crime (see also Hoeben, Meldrum, Walker, & Young,
2016).

Despite a rich understanding that peers and/or friends (see a sum-
mary of the difference in the terminology by Kreager, 2004) are influ-
ential for crime, criminologists have debated extensively over the me-
chanisms through which peers exert influence on one another. One of
the debates that has received considerable recent attention pertains to
the colloquialism that ‘birds of a feather flock together.’ Despite being
somewhat of a cliché, the phrase carries substantive importance for
crime as it suggests that individuals tend to behave in the same way as
their friends. This behavioral similarity, called ‘behavioral homophily’
(see McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001; also Lazarsfeld & Merton,
1954), carries a fundamental importance to research on peers and crime
as it suggests that people who engage in crime tend to cluster together
whereas people who do not engage in crime tend to form friendships
distinct from offending groups.

From a theoretical perspective, the concentration on homophily is
warranted as social learning, differential association, and self-control
theories all suggest that behavioral homophily among friends is im-
portant for understanding deviance. From Sutherland's (1947) and
Akers' perspectives (2009; also Burgess & Akers, 1966), behavioral
homophily forms after friends acquire differential associates who
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engage in crime, create definitions favorable to crime, and begin to
imitate the behavior. As such, behavioral homophily – whether it is
reflected in the form of deviance or normative behavior – should be
high between friends. On the other hand, Gottfredson and Hirschi
(1990) also use the ‘birds’ argument to further their position that self-
control forms the etiology of criminal behavior. Instead of behavioral
homophily developing within a friendship as it would from the learning
perspective, low levels of self-control lead deviant persons to select into
friendships with other deviant, or deviantly-inclined, individuals. As
such, homophily pertains to both social influence (through mechanisms
of social learning) as well as selection processes (through mechanisms
of self-control, see also Hirtenlehner, Pauwels, & Mesko, 2015).

With the understanding that homophily carries a rich and mean-
ingful history in criminology (e.g., see Kreager et al., 2016, 2017;
McPherson et al., 2001; Schaefer, Kornienko, & Fox, 2011; Young,
2011; also see work on co-offending in group contexts by Hochstetler,
Copes, & DeLisi, 2002; McGloin & Piquero, 2010; McGloin & Thomas,
2016; Reiss & Farrington, 1991), this study is focused primarily on
exploring the specific dynamics held within the concept of behavioral
homophily. Drawing on the substantive (e.g., Reiss & Farrington, 1991)
and theoretical (e.g., Burgess & Akers, 1966; Gottfredson & Hirschi,
1990; Sutherland, 1947) importance of the construct, the main argu-
ment we advance is that the construct of behavioral homophily may
contain two different subcomponents that are entirely distinct from one
another. Instead of treating ‘behavioral homophily’ as a singular con-
struct, we argue that homophily contains two completely distinct – and
inverse – processes of deviance and non-deviance homophily. Drawing
on these arguments, we use data from friendship pairs to explore how
behavioral homophily, deviance homophily, and non-deviance homo-
phily that exist within a friendship relate to the offending levels of
individual people within that friendship.

2. Homophily as a risk factor for crime

Although the first uses of the ‘birds’ phrase in criminological re-
search are found in the works of the Glueck and Glueck (1950), p. 164
and Lazarsfeld and Merton (1954); see McPherson et al., 2001 for a
historical summary of the phrase, these statements came long after
Shaw (1930) had established that friends tend to behave similarly based
on a detailed life history of ‘Stanley’ (see other influential work by Park
& Burgess, 1921). Perhaps motivated by the work of Burgess and Akers
(1966), researchers began studying various forms of homophily in
earnest in the 1970s. Among the first studies on homophily, Kandel
(1978a, 1978b) found that even though similarity between friends
“varied greatly” across a wide variety of dimensions (1978a, p. 309),
there was a strong tendency for people to show behavioral homophily.
In fact, Kandel, 1978b, p. 435 found that people overtly sought to
maintain behavioral homophily within a friendship, concluding that
friends will “break off the friendship and seek another friend” in the
event of behavioral non-homophily (dissimilarity; also see Turanovic &
Young, 2016). As such, Kandel's early research supports the notion that
while people may not be extraordinarily similar to their friends in a
broad scope, friends soundly demonstrate a tendency towards sharing
high levels of behavioral homophily.

A wide variety of more recent work has demonstrated that friends
share keen behavioral similarities as well. Generally, studies find that
behavioral homophily is related to higher amounts of drug use (Kandel,
1978b; Kandel & Davies, 1991; cf. Krohn & Thornberry, 1993), gang
membership (Grund & Densley, 2015), and violence (Turanovic &
Young, 2016). More recent work explores homophily concepts in rela-
tion to mental health (Schaefer et al., 2011) and hierarchy in the social
structure of incarcerated persons (see Kreager et al., 2016, 2017). Re-
gardless of the mechanism through which it is drawn, Schaefer (2012,
p. 1271) is correct in stating that homophily is a “law-like feature of
social networks” which extends across demographic characteristics,
attitudes, opinions, and behaviors.

Despite homophily existing, however, Young (2014, p. 374) is cor-
rect in saying that “understanding why homophily occurs has a long,
and contentious, history in criminology”. From the perspective of dif-
ferential association and social learning theories, findings relevant to
homophily are reinforced by a sizable amount of research that con-
cludes that behaviors of friends are strongly related to individual be-
haviors (see Pratt et al., 2010). On the other hand, while self-control
theory's causal hypotheses would call the peer influence mechanism
seemingly driving behavioral homophily into question, two recent
studies fail to find any evidence that homophily is driven by mechan-
isms of selection and/or self-control (Boman IV, 2017; Young, 2011; cf.
McGloin & O'Neill Shermer, 2009; Turanovic & Young, 2016). As such,
the current state of the literature supports the notion that friends who
show a preference for behavioral homophily tend to engage in higher
amounts of deviance themselves, although questions do remain over
whether the mechanism driving the homophily is one of influence or
selection (see Flashman & Gambetta, 2014).

Despite not investigating the issue of behavioral homophily speci-
fically, other social network research contains findings and concepts
which directly apply to the concept. Using the Add Health data, Haynie
(2002) conducted an in-depth analysis of behavioral patterns of in-
dividuals within social networks. She concluded that “most commonly,
friendship networks contain both delinquent and non-delinquent
friends, with the least common pattern consisting entirely of non-de-
linquent friendship networks” (p. 116). That is, people's friendship
networks commonly contain people who do and do not engage in
criminal behavior. This led her to conclude that the “homogeneity” (p.
124) of peer influence is the driving force behind involvement in de-
viance at the individual level.

Haynie's (2002) findings apply to the study of behavioral homophily
in two key ways. First, her study provides reason to question the overall
extent of homophily that exists within networks since any particular
person is likely to have friends with whom he/she will share behavioral
homophily and those with whom he/she will not share behavioral
homophily. Accordingly, her study suggests that behavioral homophily
may not be as widespread as other research suggests.

A second observation from Haynie's (2002) study concerns the
finding that behavioral homogeneity – a construct that is extremely
similar to behavioral homophily – was the driving force behind in-
volvement in deviance. Since homogeneity was so important for in-
dividual-level deviance, this reinforces the observation that behavioral
homophily – when it exists – is extremely important for engaging in
crime. Haynie's findings, then, provide reason to question the extent to
which behavioral homophily occurs within social networks while also
emphasizing the importance of behavioral homophily as a predictor of
crime.

3. Homophily as a protective factor: lessons from network and
developmental research

Overall, criminal behavior is more uncommon than it is common.
While most people tend to engage in some amount of relatively minor
crime as they develop through adolescence and emerging adulthood
(e.g., Krohn, Lizotte, & Perez, 1997; also Moffitt, 1993; Sampson &
Laub, 1993), this does not change the fact that more often people ab-
stain from crime rather than commit it. The observation that crime is a
more infrequent occurrence than a frequent occurrence bears con-
siderably on conclusions that imply that behavioral homophily is a risk
factor for deviant behavior after incorporating tenets of social network
and friendship research.

At the most basic level, social networks exist because friendship
pairs are clustered together with other pairs of friends. That is, social
networks are a higher-order collective that consists of many patterns
and sets of friendship pairs (see Hartup, 1993), the latter of which are
frequently referred to as friendship ‘dyads’ (see Kenny, Kashy, & Cook,
2006). In any particular dyad, there are two people – the ‘actor,’ or the
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