J Quant Criminol (2009) 25:103-127
DOI 10.1007/s10940-009-9065-y

ORIGINAL PAPER

Rational Choice, Agency and Thoughtfully Reflective
Decision Making: The Short and Long-Term
Consequences of Making Good Choices

Ray Paternoster - Greg Pogarsky

Published online: 10 March 2009
© Springer Science+Business Media, LLC 2009

Abstract Notions of human agency are a prominent part of some but not all criminological
theories. For example, McCarthy (Annu Rev Sociol 28:417-442, 2002) argues that rational
choice theory, which allows persons great involvement in decision making, is more con-
genial with notions of human agency than others. It would appear from his argument that
rational choice theory offers fertile ground to develop a clearly defined role for human
agency in criminal behavior. In this paper we have taken up McCarthy’s view and argue that
an important part of what is human agency consists of thoughtfully reflective decision
making. We outline four elements of thoughtfully reflective decision making, and claim that
it is a characteristic that varies both across persons and within persons over time. It is in short
the process by which good decisions are made because by using this process one increases the
likelihood that choices made will be consistent with preferences. We develop a clear oper-
ational definition of thoughtfully reflective decision making and link it to the concept of
human agency. We also articulate testable hypotheses about the short-term and longer-term
implications of thoughtfully reflective decision making. We conclude with a discussion of
what we think lies ahead for future conceptual and empirical work.

Keywords Deterrence - Rational choice - Agency - Decision making -
Add Health

Introduction
In a recent article McCarthy (2002) laid the foundation for a rational choice theory of

offending and the implications that such a theory would have for criminology. There are at
least two important points in his paper that bear further discussion. The first was that rational
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offending behavior implied that more often than not offenders make the decision to commit a
crime based on a consideration of the costs and benefits of both crime and non-crime, that this
required the collection of information about those costs and benefits, and a weighing of the
costs/benefits before making a decision. The essence of a rational choice perspective on
crime is that offenders make a choice to commit a crime and making that choice involves all
of the same cognitive processes as a choice to engage in non-criminal behavior.

McCarthy also noted (2002: 422) that to say that human beings compile and weigh
information about the choices they make before making them does not mean that this
contemplation is always or completely reasoned, thoughtful or utility maximizing (Simon
1957, 1984) nor is it to say that everyone is equally adept at such choice making. An
implication of this is that there is likely to be variation across persons (as well as over time
and across situations) in how carefully, thoroughly, or thoughtfully choices and decisions
are made. On average, some persons are better than others at collecting information or
collecting more or better information, they are more careful in weighing the costs and
benefits, more thoughtful in considering the information gathered, and more likely to ask
themselves later if they could have made a better decision. The implication we explore is
that those who are better decision makers on average make better life choices and have
more successful short-term and long-term life outcomes than those who are less skilled at
making good choices.

The second important point made by McCarthy was that this view of a reasoning
decision maker who makes choices grants persons more human agency than most crimi-
nological theories. Notions of human agency are prominent in many recent criminological
theories in addition to rational choice (Nagin 2007). For example, theories of criminal
desistance appeal to the fact that many offenders take an active role in deciding to quit
crime and the process of desistance is in varying degrees a product of their intentional
actions as human agents (Giordano et al. 2002; Giordano et al. 2007; Laub and Sampson
2003; Maruna 2001). Although less pronounced, images of a choice making and agentic
criminal actor are also seen in various degrees in social control, social learning, and routine
activities theory. While criminal offenders as active human agents have a role in these
theories, it is not clear what is meant by agency, what things people do that reveals their
agency, or how we would even recognize someone acting as agent. While there has been
much written, both favorable and unfavorable, in other fields about what human agency is
and what its characteristics are (Archer 2000; Bandura 1989, 2001; Emirbayer and Mische
1998; Fuchs 2001; Hitlin and Elder 2007), for the most part criminologists have been
content to simply posit that agency is some vague indicator of human will that serves as a
counterweight to determinative structural factors.

In this paper we link these two themes raised by McCarthy of rational choice and human
agency with the notion of thoughtfully reflective decision making (TRMD).' TRDM refers
to the tendency of persons to collect information relevant to a problem or decision they

! The idea that there is an individual-level attribute that captures differences in the process through which
decisions are made and life is approached is certainly not new. There is an abundant literature in philosophy,
psychology, and sociology about good or competent decision making (Baron 2008; Byrnes 1998, 2002;
Rescher 2003). Clausen (1991, 1993) describes planful competence as self-knowledge about one’s abilities
and interests and how to take advantage of them, and the self-confidence to undertake such action. The three
components of planful competence are dependability, intellectual involvement, and self-confidence. Those
who are planfully competent are predicted to have more favorable long-term life outcomes such as stable
work careers and more successful marriages. Langer (1989) describes mindfulness as the ability to think
openly and creatively about problems and how to solve them. Its opposite, mindlessness, is characterized by
rigid thinking and an inability to think out of context. Like planful competence, those possessing mind-
fulness are predicted to make better decisions and enjoy a wealth of better short- and long-term life
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must make, to think deliberately, carefully, and thoughtfully about possible solutions to the
problem, apply reason to the examination of alternative solutions, and reflect back upon
both the process and the outcome of the choice in order to assess what went right and what
went wrong. It is thoughtful decision making because persons who have these character-
istics are deliberate, careful, and mindful in how they go about collecting and using
information about a problem/issue they are confronted with. It is reflective because indi-
viduals can step out of themselves and examine how well they have made a decision and
learn from it. TRDM, then, describes the process of good decision making.

To be perfectly clear at the outset, we think persons are rational when they make
choices that are consistent with their preferences and goals. When persons deliberately and
intentionally seek to realize their preferences they are also acting with agency. In other
words, persons acting with human agency make choices and enforce these choices on the
world. They do not, therefore simply respond to the roles and institutions they are involved
in, but create those roles and institutions, thereby enforcing their will. We also believe
TRDM is an important concept because good decision makers are more likely to be
successful in both the short- and long-term. If, as we hypothesize, TRDM is an effective
way to make decisions, then it should predict short- and long-term measures of success or
favorable life outcomes (Byrnes 2002). We think TRDM is part of what it means to be a
rational person and is therefore an integral part of any rational choice theory of offending,
as well as a useful concept in understanding human agency. In linking good decision
making, offenders who make choices, and human agency we are in basic agreement with
Nagin (2007: 262) that “By agency, I mean a decision making process, however crude or
faulty, that reflects the benefits, costs, and risks of alternative courses of action”.

We view TRDM as an individual-level attribute that varies both across persons and
within-individuals over time; it also varies across the context within which a decision is
made. Since TRDM is a heavily cognitive trait, differences across persons reflect a
combination of biological capacity such as constitutional differences in intelligence and
executive functioning (Moffitt 1990; Morgan and Lilienfeld 2000) and social-structural
characteristics such as social class and parent’s human capital (Becker 1993). It differs
within-persons over time because there is ample evidence that crucial brain centers for
executive functioning (pre-frontal cortex) mature slowly and may not reach full maturity
until the late 20s or early 30s (Gogtay et al. 2004; Steinberg 2005). A maturing of the brain
areas responsible for executive functioning may lead to an improvement over the lifespan
in TRDM by decreasing the discount rate—the rate at which people discount the future
(Bishai 2004; Green et al. 1994; Read and Read 2004). Finally, TRDM varies over the
context in which decisions are made. Not every choice involves the same amount of
information collection, the deliberative weighing of alternative courses of action and a
revisiting of the decision in order to examine how well or poorly it was made. In fact, it
would be difficult to imagine a world in which every, or even most, decisions are made
only after careful and thoughtful deliberation of the possible consequences of our actions.

Footnote 1 continued

outcomes. What we have called thoughtfully reflective decision making is different than both planful
competence and mindfulness. Competence is based more upon one’s abilities and capacities such as
intelligence, confidence, and punctuality while mindfulness refers more to the ability to think creatively or
“out of the box”—the ability to see novel solutions. TRDM, though cognitive, is not determined by
intelligence but is more multidimensional, including as it does a complex of abilities and traits such as
emotional maturity, and motivation. Those who make thoughtfully reflective decisions, then, combine
several personal competencies as well as the ability to reconcile emotions, competing situational and
motivational demands that may interfere with good decision making (see Byrnes et al. 1999; Byrnes 2002).
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Many behavioral decisions are made with no or only modest cognitive work. These
decisions that involve little in the way of reasoned reflection are made on the basis of
intuition (Kahneman 2003), habit (Camic 1986), emotions (Turner and Stets 2005), or
one’s moral beliefs (Etzioni 1988).

Kahneman (2003), for example, has described a theory of cognitive decision making
that consists of two systems. At the first level decisions are made on the basis of intuition
with little reasoning, effort, or monitoring and are heavily subject to the influence of
emotions. The decisions made with intuition are sometimes poor because they involve little
effort and reason” but sometimes can be very accurate as when a chess master effortlessly
plays five or more matches at once. Kahneman further notes (2003: 1451) that the cog-
nitive process characterized by intuition is “governed by habit”, subject to decision
making heuristics, and is easy and quick. The second decision making system Kahneman
characterizes as involving “reasoning” and unlike intuition is slow, deliberate, and most of
all effortful. Decisions made by reason are also more likely to be strictly monitored for
quality than are swifter intuitively made choices. Careful monitoring of one’s decisions
adds effort to those made by reason. We would deduce from this that TRDM is a type of
competent decision-making skill that will increase the probability of good choices—
choices that are consistent with preferences. In helping people make choices that are
consistent with their preferences, TRDM also helps them to be better agents.

In this paper we present more than a conceptual and theoretical account of thoughtful
decision making and agency. We think that discussions of human agency have been too
long divorced from the empirical world. We, therefore, offer both a conceptual and
operational definition of what we mean by TRDM and, therefore, one element of human
agency. TRDM allows persons to be better agents by providing them with the capacity to
make good decisions, good because choices converge with preferences. If what we argue
about this kind of thoughtful and deliberative thinking is true, it should relate to both
criminal and conventional behaviors. More specifically, more thoughtfully reflective
decision makers should be more effective agents and should make better quality decisions
(Keckes 1976; Baron 2008). This should be manifested in more successful life outcomes,
the accumulation of social, personal, and cultural capital, and a reduced risk of anti-social
and self-destructive behavior. As Byrnes (2002: 215) put it, “there should be a close
correspondence between competent decision making and personal success”. Using data
from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (“Add Health”) we examine
whether TRDM is related to both short- and more long-term favorable and self-destructive
outcomes. A measure of TRDM is obtained at the first wave of the Add Health data
collection when youth were between the ages of 12 and 19 (mean and median age of
16 years) while outcome measures are taken from waves 2, which occurred 6—18 months

2 For example, what is the answer to the following question. “A bat and a ball cost $1.10 in total. The bat
costs $1 more than the ball. How much does the ball cost?” (Kahneman 2003: 1450). An intuitive answer
would be 10¢ because it is easy to think that a dollar more than that is the desired total cost of $1.00, but it
would be wrong because if the bat costs $1 more than the ball then the bat must cost $1.10, and the total cost
would be $1.20 while the total must be $1.10. The correct answer is 5¢ for the ball and $1.05 for the bat.
Most of us might immediately say the ball costs 10¢ on the basis of quick intuition, but if asked to give
careful thought to the problem before answering we would likely come up with the correct answer.
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following wave 1, and wave 3, some five and one-half to 7 years later (mean and median
age of 22 years).?

Rational Choice, Thoughtful Reflection, and Agency
Rational Choice

Rational choice theory has been a fixture of thinking about crime since at least the mid-1980s
(Cornish and Clarke 1986), though the historical origins date back to Becker’s (1968)
economic approach to crime. Perhaps one of the best recent discussions of the rational choice
view of criminal behavior is by McCarthy (2002). McCarthy reviews nearly 40 years of
theorizing and empirical research on the rational choice model of offending, much of it
within the past twenty, and plumbs its distinctive features and implications. He offers a
succinct yet what we think is an accurate characterization of its defining features (2002: 422):

The rational choice approach to crime assumes that crime can be understood as if
people choose to offend by using the same principles of cost-benefit analysis they use
when selecting legal behaviors... Thus, the decision to offend is influenced by people’s
preferences, their attitudes toward risk and time discounting, and their estimates of an
illegal opportunity’s availability, costs, and benefits versus a legitimate opportunity’s
availability, costs, and potential for realizing the same or comparable returns.

While many criminological theories (social control, strain) attempt to explain the origin
of criminal (strain) or non-criminal (social control) preferences, rational choice theory
takes preferences as given and tries to explain how preferences affect decisions to offend,
not offend, or desist from offending. Further, more than most criminological theories,
rational choice focuses on offenders as decision makers who make choices (Nagin 2007).

We can abstract from this some conceptual foundation for what it means to act as a
rational or reasoned choice-maker (See Baron 2008; Carroll and Johnson 1990; Rescher
2003). Following McCarthy (2002), to act rationally means to act is a way that one’s
choices are harmonious with their preferences. Rational action occurs when persons adopt
choice-making processes that best ensure the match between preferences and choices. The
philosopher John Keckes (1976: 168) put it as follows: “the justification of rationality is ...
[as] a device for problem-solving and it should be employed because everybody has
problems, because it is in everybody’s interest to solve his problems, and because ratio-
nality is the most promising way of doing so”. To make choices on the basis of reason,
rationality, or intelligence is to: (1) recognize that there are alternatives to attaining some
goal, and that one must collect information about these alternatives and what the costs and
benefits are to each, (2) consider and compare the costs and benefits of these alternatives,
(3) make a decision as to which alternative one is going to choose based on that consid-
eration, and (4) revisit that decision later to see if it could have been improved. This
process of making thoughtful and reasoned choices is discussed in Aristotle’s Nico-
machean Ethics as bouleusis or practical deliberation—deliberation or rational pondering
that one undergoes before deciding what to do (Hoffe and Salazar 2003). The best guar-
antee of making a good choice, then, involves reasoned deliberation, what we here call
thoughtful reflection, which entails the four elements discussed above.

3 Although we argue that TRDM varies across the life course we cannot directly test this hypothesis. In the
Add Health data, measures of TRDM are only now available at the first wave. In a cross-section, however,
TRDM does vary monotonically with age.
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Thoughtful Reflection

The first step in the process of making a rational choice is recognizing that there are
alternatives to a desired goal. Once we have identified our alternative courses of action, we
then gather information about each choice. There is, of course, variation in how completely
we gather information about these alternative courses of action, and the process of col-
lecting information is itself a cost, but rational actors do some amount of work in thinking
about what the costs and benefits are about each alternative course of action they are
contemplating. When this information is gathered we then begin the process of thinking
about and weighing these alternatives—the process of deliberation. Each alternative we
have identified as a possible course of action has its benefits, which is why we are con-
sidering it, but it also has it costs, disadvantages and dangers which is why we are
considering alternatives. Just as information gathering, this process of deliberation may be
long or it may be quite brief and cursory (Simon 1957, 1984), and deliberation like
information gathering is a cost to be considered.

Some amount of deliberation over alternative courses of action is nevertheless an
indispensable part of the reasoned choice-making process (Baron 2008). After the process
of deliberation is completed the outcome is likely an ordered evaluation of the alternatives
and one makes a choice as to what to do on that basis. More specifically, one makes a
choice among the alternatives with the intention that the chosen alternative or means will
bring about the desired or anticipated outcome or end better or easier than the unselected
alternatives. The choice among alternatives, then, is an act of deliberate choice, or what
Aristotle called proairesis. It is a course of action undertaken with the intention and
expectation that it will have the intended consequence and will secure what one wants. The
choice of one alternative over another is made on the basis of the thoughtful deliberation
over alternative courses of action that one has just performed and not, for example, a
response to the roles or institutional demands one is located in or on the basis of a coin flip.

Once the choice of one course of action over others is made, the process of reasoned
choice-making is not over. A person acting with thoughtful reflection also engages in self-
regulation. They carefully examine and monitor their information gathering, deliberation
and consideration of alternatives, and their final choice and take corrective action if nec-
essary. Thoughtful persons take a critical stance toward their deliberative process and ask if
it could have been improved or made more efficient, less costly or time consuming. In
other words, they learn, and lessons learned are applied in subsequent deliberative pro-
cesses. An example of the way in which decisions are revisited is the kind of Bayesian
updating of risk assessment that persons seem to undergo with respect to criminal
offending and sanction threats. Matsueda et al. (2006) and Lochner (2007) have recently
shown that the perceived certainty of arrest or being questioned by the police is updated in
response to new information from one’s own experiences with behavior and arrest and the
experiences of one’s peers [See also the research in deterrence on the experiential effect
(Paternoster et al. 1983) and on resetting (Pogarsky et al. 2004; Pogarsky and Piquero
2003)].

The process of making a good choice, then, is a multi-step process that we characterize
as thoughtfully reflective decision making. TRDM, we argue, is good choice-making in
that it most likely results in choices being consistent with preferences (Baron 2008; Byrnes
1998; Rescher 2003). While all persons are capable of TRDM, there is across-person
variability in the capacity to make decisions in this manner, differences that have short-
and long-term consequences. That specific issue is the subject of this paper. There is also
within-person variation over time in TRDM, and variation in how decisions are made in
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different contexts. Finally, if TRDM is related to delinquent outcomes along the lines we
suggest, we would expect that offenders with different offense trajectories would have
different choice-making capacities or styles (Piquero and Moffitt 2005). All of these latter
issues are important but must remain for now the subject of future research. In the next
section we take some pains to differentiate TRDM from a theoretical construct that has
dominated the discipline for nearly two decades now—self control. After establishing the
integrity of TRDM, in the following section we will link this process of making decisions
to the concept of agency, arguing that an important component of acting with agency is
making thoughtfully reflective decisions.

Is not TRDM Just Self-Control?

It seems that after 1990 anyone conceptualizing a notion of offender decision making or
reasoning had to confront the criticism that they are simply describing self-control
(Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990). While we acknowledge that there is some overlap between
what we are calling TRDM and self-control, for a number of reasons they are not the same
theoretical construct. First, TRDM describes a process through which an individual makes
choices, and therefore has a much more restricted conceptual boundary than self-control.
As originally described by Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990: 87-91), self-control was a
multi-dimensional trait consisting of such things as low cognitive and academic skills, a
desire for easy and immediate gratification, a preference for physical rather than mental
activity, enjoyment of thrilling and exiting rather than activities, a lack of perseverance,
being ill-tempered, and self-centered.

This difference in the conceptual terrain covered by self-control vs. TRDM is vividly
seen in how self-control has been operationalized. When researchers have gone about
measuring self-control they have more often than not used multi-trait attitudinal measures
such as the “Grasmick 24 item self-control scale” (Grasmick et al. 1993; Pratt and Francis
Cullen 2000) which includes indicators of the following concepts: impulsivity, simple
tasks, risk seeking, physical activities, self-centered, and temper. Alternatively, behavioral
indicators of self-control have been used such as not wearing a seat belt (Keane et al.
1993); risky/erratic driving (Junger et al. 2001), or having an alias or false identity (DiLisi
2001). There is no published study in the existing literature that has used the process of
making a decision or making a choice among alternative courses of action by the
respondent as a measure of self-control.*

It might be granted that while TRDM is conceptually and empirically different from the
very broad notion of self-control reflected in Gottfredson and Hirschi’s original statement
of the concept in their 1990 book, it is indistinguishable from the more narrow concep-
tualization offered by Hirschi (2004) and re-expressed by Gottfredson (2006). This more
restricted version states that low self-control is the inability of persons to consider the full
temporal range of the consequences of their actions. This re-conceptualized notion of self-
control captures the cumulative effects of ignoring the consequences, both short- and long-
term, of one’s actions. In a sense it is a variety scale of negative consequences. When
Hirschi (2004) operationalized this new version of self-control it consisted of such things
as not liking school, thinking good grades are unimportant, not doing homework, smoking,
being unsupervised by and emotionally distant from parents. A comparable scale of
cumulative negative consequences have been used in other tests of this new, arguably more
restricted, version of self-control (Piquero and Bouffard 2007). Important for our concern

4 For one exception see McGloin and Shermer (2009).
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is that this new conceptual understanding of self-control and its corresponding operational
definitions do not implicate the process of decision making which is at the heart of TRDM.

Second, and even if we adopt what seems to be a more conceptually restricted under-
standing of self-control which has been recently advanced by Hirschi (2004), TRDM is
much more dynamic and alterable than self-control because it can vary within-persons over
time and across different choice-making contexts. Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) have
argued that the relative level of self-control is fixed approximately by age 10 and that there
is very little that other institutions can do to improve it once it has failed to become
established. It is, after all, a time-stable individual trait. One afflicted with low self-control
or criminality remains afflicted throughout life relative to one with better self-control,
which is why they place heavy weight on the role of opportunity (crime rather than
criminality) in desisting from crime over the life course. Their argument (1990: 137) is that
self-control does not really change that much over time while crime does, and it is the
decline in opportunity that accounts for the lion’s share of desistance: “It follows that the
frequency with which individuals participate in criminal events may vary over time and
place without implying change in their self control... Seen in the light of this distinction,
those concerned with maturational reform appear to confuse change in crime (which
declines) with change in the tendency to commit crime (which may not change at
all)...The age theory asserts that crime, independent of criminality, declines with age”. In
contrast, TRDM both in relative and absolute terms can improve over the life course both
in response to the deliberate teaching of how to make better decisions (Thaler and Sunstein
2008) and through the developmental maturity of executive functioning in the brain
(Gogtay et al. 2004).

We do argue that persons can typically make decisions, particularly important ones,
being thoughtfully reflective and reasoned so that they can be rank ordered with respect to
how much they generally rely on TRDM rather than intuition in making decisions. We do
not mean by this, however, that even someone who is generally high in TRDM makes all of
their decisions only after a thoughtful and deliberate process. Indeed, even among gen-
erally thoughtful persons many decisions may be made reflectively or impulsively as in
deciding where to eat on the basis of the closest restaurant (immediate gratification), other
decisions may be made on the basis of habit (what route to take to work), or emotional
urges [whether or not to take time to use a condom while in “the heat of the moment”
(Loewenstein 1996)]. While persons can generally be described as being thoughtfully
reflective, that ability is manifested differently in somewhat different situations. Self-
control, it seems, describes a more consistent pattern of behavior that is less varying over
context. Someone who is ill tempered at home is likely to have a short-fuse at work on the
highway or in the grocery store, one who does not think of the consequences of their
actions in their personal life are not likely to think of long-term costs in their professional
life. Low self-control drives a pattern of behavior so complete and comprehensive that it
reaches into all aspects of life, predicting crime, obesity, accidents, sexual promiscuity,
gambling, drug addiction, unemployment, and poor saving habits to name only a few. Low
self-control, then, is not a process of decision making or a way in which choices over
alternative courses of action are made, indeed one low in self-control may be completely
unaware that alternatives exist.

Another difference between TRDM and self-control is in the causal mechanisms linking
each to criminal behavior. Although we cannot develop the causal argument fully here, we
think that the effect of TRDM on criminal conduct is largely if not entirely indirect. For
example, those who generally make good decisions are more likely to see opportunities,
investments, and resources in their lives and as a result will accumulate greater human,
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social and cultural capital (Coleman 1988; DiMaggio 1982), and those with greater capital
will be less likely to commit crimes and more likely to be conventionally successful. In
contrast, the effect of low self-control on crime is mainly direct. Those low in self-control
will be attracted to any and all activities that provide intensive thrills, require little effort,
and result in immediate gratification such as crime and the other “analogous” behaviors.
The relationship between low self-control and its many manifestations is not generally
mediated by other causal mechanisms.

Finally, the measure we have here of TRDM is empirically distinct from self-control.
We have a measure that captures some of the meaning behind the redefined notion of self-
control discussed in Hirschi’s 2004 paper and Piquero and Bouffard’s 2007 article. Recall
that conceptually this redefined notion of self-control characterizes low self-control as the
inability to consider the full range of the consequences of one’s actions. The measure of
self-control we use from the Add Health data is worded as follows: “When making
decisions, you usually go with your ‘gut feeling’ without thinking too much about the
consequences of each alternative”. While we would not argue that this one item encap-
sulates all or perhaps even most of what Gottfredson and Hirschi might mean by their re-
defined self-control, it certainly is generally faithful to a general sense of what they are
implying.

We would expect this measure of low self-control to be inversely correlated somewhat
with TRDM (hence, some conceptual overlap), and it is. The correlation between low self-
control and each of the four indicators of TRDM, however, is quite low, never greater than
—.11. The lowest inter-item correlation among the TRDM items, on the contrary, is .39. In
a five-item factor analysis two factors were extracted. The four items measuring TRDM all
loaded on the same factor and have factor loadings of .58 or greater. The self-control item
loaded —.11 on the first factor and .16 on the second. When the self-control item is
excluded from the factor analysis, only one factor is extracted and all TRDM items have a
factor loading of .58 or greater. Further, the reliability coefficient is .75 with the one self-
control item excluded and .62 with it included. Collectively, these findings all consistently
point in the same direction—that TRDM is conceptually and empirically distinct from self-
control.

Human Agency

The importance of what we mean by TRDM stems from our view that human agency is
revealed at least in part through thoughtful reflection and deliberative action. Agency is not
to us “will” or personal freedom, nor is it merely human volition. It is an intentional
activity directed toward some goal. More specifically, this goal may be immediate as in
whether or not to quit smoking cigarettes, or it may be more distant, as in deciding whether
to continue committing crimes or to desist. Whether in pursuit of long-term or short-term
goals, one acts with human agency when they are intentionally acting on the world for
some end. If rationality is making choices consistent with preferences, then agency is
intentionally doing things in the world to make that consistency come about.

One of the most important means for doing this is to make good decisions, where we
now mean good in a normative sense. A good decision is one made on the basis of
thoughtful consideration of alternatives; it is a competent decision made on the basis of
reason and intelligence (Byrnes 2002; Keckes 1976; Baron 2008). TRDM, then, occurs
when persons act as reasoning agents to pursue goals in the short- and long-term, reflecting
what Hitlin and Elder (2007) describe as the temporal notion of agency. Thoughtful
decision making about smoking or not smoking is an example of what they call “pragmatic
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agency” while decision making about our long-term commitment to crime vs. desistance
and a conventional life reflects what they call “life course agency”. Though there
undoubtedly are different types and dimensions of agency, TRDM is implicated in all of
them to the extent that the act of agency involves choice and deliberate action linking
choices with preferences.

When a person acts with agency, then, they are enforcing their will on the world, or
in the words of Coleman (1986: 1312) acting purposively where “[a]ctions are ‘caused’
by their (anticipated) consequences”. These consequences can be mundane and imme-
diate or long-term and profound. In either case the action is initiated by the person or
agent and the action is deliberately performed because it is expected to result in the
anticipated consequence. Thoughtfully reflective action is a vehicle of human agency
because the kind of cognitive activity we have described as thoughtful reflection involves
the kind of choice making that will most likely be successful in bringing about the
intended consequence.

Our notion of agency as involving thoughtfully reflective behavior is harmonious with
previous conceptualizations as to what human agency involves. Citing Aristotle with
respect to practical wisdom, Emirbayer and Mische (1998:994-1002) argue that an
important dimension of agency is “practical evaluation”. With respect to decisions about
what course of action to take, practical evaluation refers to the careful consideration of
alternatives or what they refer to as “deliberation over possible trajectories of action, in
which actors consider alternative hypothetical scenarios by critically evaluating the con-
sequences of implementing these within real-world situations” (Emirbayer and Mische
1998: 997-998). In very similar language, Bandura (1989, 2001) describes four compo-
nents of human agency: (1) intentionality, (2) forethought, (3) self-reactiveness, and (4)
self-reflectiveness.

Central to most understandings of agency is the notion that it “refers to acts done
intentionally” (Bandura 2001: 6). If I walk into a room and trip over a rug, my tripping is
not an act of agency if I did not intend it. It would be if I wanted to get my child who was in
the room to laugh and I expected that if I did trip he would chuckle a bit. To intend
something is not, however, to simply expect or anticipate that some wanted outcome will
occur, but refers to a proactive commitment on the part of an actor to bring about that
desired outcome. I thought about what it would take to get my child to laugh, saw the rug
with the curled up corner, walked toward it, and deliberately tripped over it in order to
provoke a laugh in my child. In wanting to trip over the rug for the given purpose of
making my child laugh, I am acting with agency.

In forethought we cull together possible lines of action that we think are likely to
produce the consequence that we want. In other words, we create in our minds alternative
courses of action and anticipate the likely consequences of those actions. Some of these
actions we anticipate will not result in the outcome that we desire, others will. Upon
consideration some of these outcomes are more likely to result in our desired outcomes, or
are less costly means to the end. Forethought, then, is the creation of alternative courses of
action in our minds and a consideration of what outcomes those courses of action would
bring about. Forethought, then, requires us to project our actions into the future and
consider the likely consequences of these actions, and this future could be short-term, as in
the reaction I will get from my child if I were to trip over the rug in the next few minutes or
stick my tongue out at him, or more long-term, as in what my income possibilities would
be if I were to major in English literature as opposed to political science. If I then
determine that a laugh is best gotten by tripping, I take that action and if I decide that I can
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make more money with an English literature degree, then I decide to take that action. In
both cases I am acting with agency, whereas if I trip accidentally, I am not.’

It is not enough to act with intention, nor to have forethought and develop alternative
plans of action: to have agency requires that persons self-regulate or monitor their actions.
This self-regulation is described as self-reactiveness and self-reflectiveness by Bandura. By
being self-reactive, persons both motivate and evaluate their conduct to ensure that it meets
personal standards. More important for our concerns, self-reflectiveness concerns the
“verification of the soundness of one’s thinking” (Bandura 2001: 10). As described,
agency is an on-going process whereby a selected course of action is monitored, with the
possibility of self-corrective action, to ensure it is goal directed, and examined as to how
adequate one’s original process of deliberation was.

Human agency, then, is reflected in the fact that persons intentionally initiate an action
in the service of some outcome or consequence they wish to bring about. Before the action
is taken or a choice made, alternative courses of action that could produce the desired or
intended outcome are considered, information about the likely consequences is collected,
and after some deliberation and consideration a course of action is selected or a choice
made and action taken. Both the action taken and the process of deliberation which
produced the action are monitored as persons consider if their actions are in fact moving
them toward the goal and if their thinking and deliberation has been sound.

The notion of reasoned and thoughtfully deliberate decision making is critical in res-
cuing human agency from the “subjectivist ghetto” (Emirbayer and Mische 1998: 991) in
that it has an empirical referent. On this point, Lilly et al. (2006: 362) emphasize that
“unless human agency can be operationalized, scholars cannot test empirically whether
this is an important causal factor that explains variation in offending or merely reflects self-
serving or distorted memories relayed by old criminals about their past lives in crime.” Our
position is that what we call TRDM consists of making good choices, that it is the most
effective way to make choices consistent with preferences, and that it reflects what it
means to act with agency. As mentioned, TRDM is a characteristic that varies across
persons in that some are better at it than others, it varies across time in that as actors mature
through adolescence into adulthood they become more thoughtfully reflective decision
makers, and it varies across contexts in that some actions are based on intuition and others
on habit, emotions, or moral considerations. In this paper we are concerned only with some
of the behavioral consequences of “good” choice making and hypothesize that between-
individual variation in TRDM should be related to both proximal and distal life outcomes.

Using data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (“Add Health”)
we have four measures that capture what we mean by thoughtfully reflective decision
making:

collecting information pertaining to a problem that requires a decision.

thinking of alternative solutions to the problem.

systematically deliberating over how to determine which alternative might be best.
retrospectively analyzing how good a problem solver one was in the situation.

b S

We then relate this measure of TRDM to both favorable and self-destructive outcomes over
both a short- and long-term time period. In the next section of this paper we discuss the
data we have employed, the measures of key variables, and our analytic strategy.

5 An implication of this would be that unintended acts cannot be said to be the product of agency. When
Laub and Sampson (2003), for example, refer to “desistance by default”—quitting crime without delib-
erating intending to or without one’s awareness—this is not by our understanding acting with agency.
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Methods
Data

Data were analyzed from The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (“Add
Health”), a multi-wave, panel study of adolescents who were in grades 7—12 at the onset of
the study in 1994. The Add Health sample was constructed by first selecting 132 high
schools and middle schools. The selection of schools was stratified to assure sufficient
representation on size, school type, geographic region, urbanization, and racial composi-
tion. The selection probability was proportional to the size of the school. All students
enrolled in grades 7-12 in the selected schools were eligible to complete a brief in-school
questionnaire during the 1994-95 school year. A stratified random sample of these students
was selected for a more extensive in-home interview in 1995 (wave 1). A caretaker of the
respondent (usually the mother) was also interviewed at wave 1. Most respondents com-
pleted a wave 2 in-home interview 6—18 months later. Many of these respondents also
completed a wave 3 interview some 5-7 years after wave 1.

This study concerns both the more immediate and distant correlates of TRDM during
adolescence. As well, we examined the predictive capacity of reflective decision-making
for both delinquency outcomes and non-delinquent but consequential life outcomes.
Outcomes were analyzed from both the wave 2 and wave 3 interviews. The core analysis
sample consists of 7,812 respondents who: were interviewed at waves 1, 2, and 3, had non-
missing data for all study variables including sample weights, and who were 12-19 years
old at wave 1.° The mean and median age of respondents was 16 at wave 1 and 22 at wave
3. The sample is 54% female; it is 70% White, 21% Black, 2% Native American, and 7%
Asian.

Measures

The appendix details the coding of variables and Table 1 provides summary measures for
the variables, which are described next.

Delinquent Outcomes at Waves 2 and 3

To start, we created an omnibus variety score measure of general delinquency. At wave
3, respondents reported the number of times in the past 12 months they: damaged property,
stole something worth more than $50, went into a house or building to steal something,
used or threatened to use a weapon, sold marijuana or some other drug, stole something
worth less than $50, and hurt someone badly in a fight. Responses to individual items were
dichotomized and summed to create a variety scale ranging from O to 7 that indicated the
number of these different offenses respondents reported having committed in the
12 months preceding wave 3. Identical scales were created for waves 2 and 1, the latter to
include as a lagged predictor in later multivariate models.

Two other delinquency outcomes were examined. Since each targets a specific form of
delinquency, a variety scale was unnecessary. At wave 3, respondents reported the number
of days in the past 12 months they drank five or more drinks in a row, and had been drunk
or very high on alcohol. Each question was answered on a 7-point scale ranging from

% This third criterion excluded 12 additional respondents who were either 11, 20, or 21 years old at wave 1.
These respondents were not age-normative for grades 7—12.
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Table 1 Summary measures of study variables

Variables Range Median, mean, standard deviation
Wave 3

General delinquency 0-7 0, .37, .86
Heavy drinking 0-12 1, 2.37, 2.83
Illegal drug use 0-15.08 0, .56, 1.29
College 0-1 0, .36, .48
Community participation 0-1 0, .31, .46
Civic participation 0-1 0, .44, .50
Wave 2

General delinquency 0-7 0, .53, 1.05
Heavy drinking 0-12 0, 1.25, 2.44
Illegal drug use 0-15.56 0, .66, 1.54
Smoking 0-30 0, 4.76, 9.97
College aspirations 0-4 0, .57, 1.04
Wave 1

Thoughtfully reflective decision-making 4-20 9, 8.77, 2.50
Age at wave 1 12-19 15.76, 15.66, 1.51
Male 0-1 0, .46, .50
White 0-1 1, .70, .46
Black 0-1 0, .21, 41
Native American 0-1 0, .02, .14
Asian 0-1 0, .07, .26
General delinquency 0-7 0, .74, 1.20
Heavy drinking 0-12 0, 1.00, 2.13
Illegal drug use 0-18.67 0, .68, 1.69
Smoking 0-30 0, 3.51, 8.70
College aspirations 04 0, .50, .97
Low self-control 1-5 3,2.96, 1.12
Perceived neighborhood 04 0, .84, 1.04
Parental education 0-1 1, .60, .49
Parental expectations 1-5 3,3.64, 1.40
Parent cares 1-5 5, 4.87, .45
Public assistance 0-1 0, .18, .39
Hanging out 0-3 2, 1.95, 1.00

Notes: The appendix details the coding of variables; n = 7,812

“never” to “every day or almost every day.” The two responses were summed to create an
index ranging from O to 14 on which higher values reflected heavier drinking. Identical

scales were created for waves 2 and 1.

Another delinquency outcome measured illegal drug use. At wave 3, respondents
reported the number of times in the past 30 days they used: (1) marijuana, (2) cocaine, and
(3) any other type of illegal drug, such as LSD, PCP, ecstasy, mushrooms, speed, ice,
heroin, or pills, without a doctor’s prescription. The answers to each of these three
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questions were first logged,” and then summed. This generated a scale on which higher
values reflected more illegal drug use. Identical scales were created for waves 2 and 1,
except that the reference period for wave 2 was “since month of last interview” and for
wave 1 it was “ever.”

Finally, we examined cigarette smoking at wave 2. For this measure, respondents
reported the number of days out of the past 30 that they smoked at least one cigarette. An
identical measure was created for wave 1. This outcome was not assessed 5—7 years later at
wave 3 because, by then, respondents were at least 18 years old and we did not consider
cigarette smoking an indicia of delinquency for adults.

Non-Delinquent Outcomes at Waves 2 and 3

The study also examined several positive early life outcomes and conventional, prosocial
attachments. For this portion of this analysis we attempted to select life outcomes that are
critical to success and positive adjustment. The first of these identified the 36% of
respondents who either received a bachelor’s degree or were enrolled in college at wave 3.
To complement this measure, we also examined respondents’ desire at wave 2 to attend
college on a five-point scale from 0 = high to 4 = low (an identical measure was also used
from wave 1). Another indicator of successful development is involvement in the com-
munity where one lives. To capture community participation, a variable was created that
identified the 31% of respondents who reported performing some unpaid volunteer or
community service work in the 12 months preceding wave 3. To capture civic participa-
tion, a variable was constructed identifying the 44% of respondents who reported that they
voted in the presidential election immediately preceding wave 3. For all respondents, this
was the November 7, 2000 election.?

Thoughtfully Reflective Decision-Making

Thoughtfully reflective decision-making was measured with an index consisting of the
responses to four statements: (1) When you have a problem to solve, one of the first things
you do is get as many facts about the problem as possible; (2) When you are attempting to
find a solution to a problem, you usually try to think of as many different approaches to the
problem as possible; (3) When making decisions, you generally use a systematic method
for judging and comparing alternatives; (4) After carrying out a solution to a problem, you
usually try to analyze what went right and what went wrong. Respondents reported their
level of agreement with each statement on a five-point Likert scale from 1 = strongly
agree to 5 = strongly disagree. The four responses were summed to generate an index
ranging from 4 to 20 on which higher values indicated less reflective decision-making.

Self-Control

We chose a measure of self-control based on Hirschi’s (2004) redefinition of self control as
the tendency to consider the full range of consequences from one’s acts. Thus, self-control
was measured by the level of agreement on a five-point scale from “strongly disagree” to
“strongly agree” with the following statement: “When making decisions, you usually go with
your ‘gut feeling’ without thinking too much about the consequences of each alternative.”

7 One was added to each response so that the distribution began at one rather zero, and all values had a
defined natural log.

8 All respondents in the core sample were of voting age (at least 18 years old) on that date.
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Remaining Control Variables

The ensuing models control for various respondent characteristics and other known cor-
relates of problematic life outcomes. Respondent characteristics include age, sex, and
ethnicity. Later analyses also included a measure of respondents’ perceptions about their
neighborhood. Respondents gave binary (1 = yes/0 = no) responses to each of four
questions: whether they knew most of the people in their neighborhood, stopped on the
street to talk with someone who lives in their neighborhood, people in their neighborhood
look out for each other, and they feel safe in their neighborhood. The responses were
summed to create a scale ranging from O to 4. A measure was also included identifying the
60% of respondents whose primary caretaker graduated from high school. The analyses
also control for the primary caretaker’s level of disappointment on a 5 point scale should
the respondent not graduate from college. A measure was included of how close the
respondent felt to their primary caretaker. This item was measured on a 5-point ordinal
scale ranging from “not at all” to “very much.” A variable was also included identifying
the 11% of respondents whose primary caretakers indicated they received at least one of
the following forms of public assistance during the month preceding the wave 1 interview:
social security or railroad retirement, supplemental security income (SSI), Aid to Families
with Dependent Children (AFDC), food stamps, unemployment or worker’s compensation,
or some form of housing subsidy. Finally, later analyses include a measure of the degree to
which the respondents reported that they “hung out with friends.” Answers were provided
on a 4-point Likert scale (from “not at all” to “5 or more times”).

Results

Table 2 presents condensed results for eleven separate regressions. For each model, the
table reports an exponentiated standardized regression coefficient for reflective decision
making, a P-value for the null hypothesis that the coefficient is zero, and McFadden’s R?.°
Tables 3 and 4 present expanded versions of these results; they include regression coef-
ficients and p-values for all control variables.

The three binary outcomes were modeled with Logistic regression. These outcomes are
whether respondents who had either graduated from or were enrolled in college by wave 3,
whether respondents did volunteer work in the 12 months preceding wave 3, and whether
respondents voted in the November 7, 2000 Presidential election. The remaining outcomes
were modeled with Negative Binomial regression. The standardized, exponentiated regres-
sion coefficients permit the comparison of effect sizes both within and across models. The
Logit coefficients imply that a standard deviation increase in the corresponding predictor
increases the odds of the binary outcome by a factor of Exp[f]. The Negative Binomial
coefficients imply that a standard deviation increase in the corresponding predictor increases
the outcome by a factor of Exp[f]. Recall that each estimated coefficient for reflective
decision-making is net of the control variables described earlier. In appropriate cases (par-
ticularly for the delinquency outcomes), the models include lagged outcomes from wave 1 to
capture any remaining heterogeneity in the propensity to commit the modeled behaviors.
Beyond this, all models include school fixed effects to control for unmeasured factors related
to schools that may affect the outcomes. All models use sample weights and estimate robust
standard errors to address the potential clustering of observations within schools.

° This is calculated as 1—LL(model)/LL(null model) in a non-survey-adjusted model specification.
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Table 2 The predictive capacity of TRDM: consolidated results

Wave 2 outcomes Wave 3 outcomes

Outcome Brrom P-value® Psuedo R* BrroMm P-value® Psuedo R**

Negative binomial regressions

General delinquency 1.11 .00 A1 1.07 .04 .03
Heavy drinking 1.08 .01 .06 1.07 .01 .03
Illegal drug use® 1.07 .05 12 1.10 .00 .03
Smoking 1.07 .10 .04

College aspirations 1.06 .03 .04

Logistic regressions

College 93 .05 .16
Community participation .89 .00 .05
Civic participation 93 .03 .03

Notes: n = 7,812

* Brrpm denotes the standardized, exponentiated regression coefficient for reflective decision-making; the
control variables included in each model appear in Tables 3 and 4

b 2-tailed test of Hy: Prrom = 0

¢ McFadden’s R%, which is 1—1I(model)/ll(null) in a non-survey adjusted model specification

4 Wave 2 model controls for natural log of the number of days between waves 1 and 2 to account for
exposure time since reference period for this outcome is “since month of last interview”

Several findings emerge. First and foremost, less thoughtfully reflective decision-
making at wave 1, between ages 12 and 19, predicts various proximal and distal outcomes.
All significant associations were in the theorized direction. Respondents who were less
reflective at wave 1 committed more criminal and risky behaviors at wave 2. Such
respondents also had significantly lower college aspirations. Not surprisingly then, by wave
3, less reflective respondents were significantly less likely to be enrolled in or have
graduated from college. As well, such respondents had fewer conventional and prosocial
attachments, as evidenced by their lower community and civic participation rates as young
adults (ages 19-26). Finally, respondents who were less reflective at wave 1 remained
significantly more likely to be involved in delinquency, heavy drinking, and illegal drug
use at wave 3. All told, reflective decision-making is negatively related to a host of
proximal and distal life outcomes in accordance with our earlier theoretical discussion.

These associations are not insubstantial. For example, Exp[ff] = 1.11 for the association
between reflective decision and general delinquency at wave 2. This implies that a standard
deviation less reflective decision making at wave 1—an approximate difference between
the 75th and 25th percentile—translates to a 11% increase in general delinquency prior to
wave 2. This is net of the range of control variables discussed earlier, including an identical
variety score for general delinquency prior to wave 1 and school level fixed effects. A
standard deviation less reflective decision making at wave 1 was also associated with a 6%
lower value on the college aspiration scale. The findings on school-related variables at
wave 2 coincide with those on whether, by wave 3, respondents had either graduated from
or were enrolled in college. The Logit coefficient Exp[f/] = .93 implies that a standard
deviation less TRDM (recall that higher values mean less reflective decision-making)
reduces the odds of college graduation by 7%. Finally, a standard deviation less reflective
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Table 3 Negative binomial regressions of wave 2 outcomes against TRDM

Variables General Heavy Illegal Smoking College
delinquency  drinking drugs® aspirations

TRDM L11#*% (03)  1.08** (.03)  1.07* (.04) 1.07 (.05) 1.06* (.03)

Male 1.17%% (.05)  1.07 (.04) .97 (.04) .98 (.05) 1.10%* (.03)

W1 General delinquency 1.83** (.04)

W1 Heavy drinking 2.04%% (.07)

W1 Illegal drug use 2.44%* (113)

W1 Smoking 2.32%* (.10)

W1 College aspirations L.77%% (.04)

Low self-control 1.02 (.03) 1.12%% (04)  1.12%* (.04)  1.22*%* (.07)  1.13** (.03)

Perceived neighborhood .98 (.02) .93* (.03) 1.00 (.03) 1.06 (.05) 1.01 (.03)

Parental education 1.03 (.03) 1.06 (.04) 1.05 (.04) 1.07 (.05) 1.03 (.03)

Parental expectations 1.01 (.03) 1.02 (.03) 1.00 (.03) 92% (.04) .827%% (.02)

Parent cares .98 (.03) .92% (.03) .98 (.03) .92* (.03) .98 (.02)

Public assistance .99 (.03) 1.01 (.04) 1.02 (.04) 1.08 (.05) 1.09%* (.03)

Hanging out 1.13%% (04)  1.23** (.05)  1.34** (.05)  1.36** (.07)  1.07* (.03)

McFadden’s R™® A1 .06 A2 .04 .04

Notes: Cells report standardized, exponentiated regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses;
each model controls for ethnicity of respondent and includes school fixed effects; P-value is for 2-tailed Hy:
b=0; n=7,812; * P<.05; ** P<.01

# Model controls for natural log of the number of days between waves 1 and 2 to account for exposure time
since reference period for this outcome is “since month of last interview”

® Calculated as 1—ll(model)/ll(null) in a non-survey adjusted model specification

decision-making at wave 1 translates to 11% less community and 7% less civic partici-
pation at wave 3 as well.

Tables 3 and 4 include standardized, exponentiated regression coefficients for the
remaining control variables.'® Consistent with past research, the delinquency outcomes are
most strongly related to past delinquency and gender. The effects of past delinquency,
heavy drinking, and drug use are particularly strong between waves 1 and 2. For example,
Exp[f] = 1.83 for general delinquency at wave 1 in the model of general delinquency at
wave 2. Although these relationships hold for the wave 3 outcomes, the magnitudes tend to
be half or smaller than for the wave 2 outcomes. This is not surprising because while the
time between wave 1 and 2 is 12-18 months, 5-7 years elapsed between waves 1 and 3.
This latter, lengthier time period may provide more opportunity for “turning points” or
other forms of reformation, or simply “aging out” from crime. Also consistent with past
research, males transgress at far higher rates than females do. This is particularly true for
the wave 3 outcomes; Exp[fimale] = 1.63, 1.27, and 1.33 for the wave 3 models of general
delinquency, heavy drinking, and illegal drug use, respectively. Although the impacts of
reflective decision-making are not as large as for these two reliable predictors of delin-
quency and related outcomes, the predictive capacity of reflective decision making exceeds
or is commensurate with that of poverty, neighborhood perceptions, parental expectations,
parental education, and closeness to parents at wave 1.

10 Except that coefficients for ethnicity and the school fixed effects were omitted to conserve space.
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Table 4 Regressions of wave 3 outcomes against TRDM

Negative binomial regressions Logit regressions
Variables General Heavy Illegal College Community Civic
delinquency drinking drugs® participation participation
TRDM 1.07* (.04) 1.07** (.02) 1.10** (.04) .93* (.03) .89%* ((03)  .93* (.03)
Male 1.63** (.06) 1.27** (.02) 1.33** (.05) .87** (.03) .97 (.03) 1.03 (.03)
W1 delinquency 1.44%* (.05)
W1 Heavy drinking 1.16%* (.02)
W1 Illegal drug use 1.46%* (.04)
Low self-control 1.04 (.04) 1.02 (.02) 1.07% (.04)  .74%* (.03)  .86** (.03) .88** (.03)
Perceived 95 (.04) .97 (.02) .94 (.04) 1.00 (.04) 91%* (.03) .96 (.03)
neighborhood
Parental education .96 (.03) 1.00 (.02) .97 (.04) J7#%(03)  .85%*F (03)  .93%* (.03)
Parental 1.02 (.04) 1.05*% (.02) .96 (.03) 1.44%*% (.06) 1.20%* (.05) 1.12%* (.04)
expectations
Parent cares 1.00 (.03)  1.02 (.02) .99 (.03) 1.13*% (07)  1.11* (.05) 1.08* (.04)
Public assistance 97 (.04) 94**% (.02)  1.00 (.04) 68%% (L03)  .80** (.03) .82** (.03)
Hanging out 1.03 (.03)  1.07*%* (.02) 1.10* (.04) .94 (.03) .93%* (.03) 1.00 (.03)
McFadden’s R** .06 .03 .03 16 .05 .03

Notes: Cells report standardized, exponentiated regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses;
each model controls for ethnicity of respondent and includes school fixed effects; P-value is for 2-tailed Hy:
b=0; n=7,812; * P<.05; ** P<.01

? Model controls for natural log of the number of days between waves 1 and 2 to account for exposure time
since reference period for this outcome is “since month of last interview”

b Calculated as 1—1l(model)/li(null) in a non-survey adjusted model specification

Importantly, reflective decision-making at wave 1 is comparably predictive of both the
wave 2 and wave 3 delinquency outcomes. This supports our earlier exposition of both
proximal and distal correlates of less reflective decision-making at early ages. Although
Exp[f] for less reflective decision making diminishes for general delinquency from 1.11 to
1.07 between wave 2 and 3, the coefficient increases from 1.07 to 1.10 for illegal drug use
between waves 2 and 3. For heavy drinking, the effect size is about the same (1.08 vs. 1.07)
between waves 2 and 3. The apparently persistent risk of disadvantage related to less
reflective decision making at young, critical ages is consistent with various theoretical
mechanisms. Certainly, cursory and impetuous decisions can create an immediate risk of
transgression. But the consequences from a single transgression—such as involvement in
the criminal justice process, adverse impacts from a record of this, potential antisocial
associations, and interrupted prosocial capital development—all potentially contribute to
persistent risk of antisocial involvements and other adverse outcomes in the later life
course.

Discussion
In this paper we have taken the first steps in what we think is an important project for

criminologists—clearly specifying what we take to be a critical element of human agency,
TRDM, linking it within a broad theoretical position, rational choice theory, and
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operationalizing it in a manner that allows us to investigate its empirical implications. Our
claim is that an important part of what it means to act rationally and with agency is the
process of thoughtfully reflective decision making. We act as agents when we intentionally
pursue goals and deliberately commit ourselves to a course of action designed to reach
those goals. We have identified what we think are four key components of TRDM: (1)
collecting information pertaining to a problem that requires a decision, (2) thinking of
alternative solutions to the problem, (3) systematically deliberating over how to determine
which alternative might be best, and (4) retrospectively analyzing how good a problem
solver one was in the situation.

We think that TRDM is a characteristic of individuals that varies both across persons,
within persons over time, and across different decision making contexts. We are clear that
not all decision making involves calculation and reasoning and that a great deal of the
decisions we make in life involve intuition, habit, emotional and moral factors. While it is
too early for us to specify what kinds of decisions are subject to reasoning and deliberation
over alternatives, we do imply that some decisions are made like this and that on average
some people are better at being thoughtfully reflective than others.

We then hypothesized that TRDM is an effective means of making choices consistent
with preferences and that if so there are some clear predictions that can be made. We
hypothesized that if TRDM is a good way to make decisions then it ought to be
positively related to successful life outcomes and inversely related to unsuccessful
outcomes, both in the short- and long-term. We tested this hypothesis on a sample of
adolescents from the “Add Health” data and found general support for our conjectures.
Adolescents who were more thoughtfully reflective in their decision making were more
likely to have favorable life outcomes both in the short-term (6—18 months later) and
more long-term (5-7 years later) than those less thoughtful. More specifically, in the
short-term those who were more thoughtfully reflective were less likely to be involved in
delinquency, heavy drinking, and drug use and more likely to expect to graduate from
college. In the long-term those who were more thoughtful in their decision making were
less likely to be involved in criminal offending and drug use and more likely to be
involved in community and civic groups.

The worth of our initial effort lies in moving discussions about human agency away from
vague assertions about “will” and “volition”, what Emirbayer and Mische (1998: 991)
aptly describe as a “subjectivist ghetto”, to attempting to operationalize its key components
and generate some testable predictions on what it means to act with agency. While some
may disagree with our indicators, we think they are both reasonable and faithful to previous
theoretical and conceptual understandings about human agency in the social science liter-
ature. Our measure also has some empirical weight since between-individual differences on
this measure are manifested in both short- and long-term positive and negative life con-
sequences. We readily acknowledge, however, that our operationalization is only one
possibility and we welcome other efforts to provide empirical referents to notions of human
agency. Additional conceptual work is also clearly in order. There are likely other com-
ponents to human agency than simply TRDM, although we here argue it is an important
dimension. Further empirical work is in order as well. We have suggested that TRDM
improves over the life course, which if true it would naturally be implicated in the process of
desisting from crime. We also think agency is implicated in one’s personal identity both
current and future (Archer 2000; Hitlin and Elder 2007) in ways that have not been
developed. The existence of “possible selves” (Markus and Nurius 1986, 1987) points to a
cognitive vision of who we would like to become in the future and a blueprint or roadmap to
get attain that desired self. Thoughtfully reflective decision making in moving toward a
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possible self or intentional self-change (Kiecolt 1994) is an important component of agency:
“agency at the level of the person can be defined as the ability to formulate and pursue life
plans” (Shannahan and Elder 2002: 147). It has also been argued (Piquero and Moffitt 2005)
that offenders with different offense trajectories should have different decision making
styles with some being more reasoned and other more intuitive in their choice making.

While we have found that TRDM is related to both life-success and anti-social out-
comes, we do not know if all components are equally implicated in these outcomes. TRDM
is comprised of four components and it is possible that only some are important in making
successful decisions. Related to this is the issue of whether or not one can be taught how to
make better decisions and whether deliberate interventions would be related to better
subsequent decision making. Empirical work in behavioral economics (Thaler and Sun-
stein 2008), psychology (Plous 1993; Byrnes 1998; Byrnes et al. 1999) and cognitive
behavioral theory (Ramsay and Rostain 2008) has suggested that people can in fact learn to
make better decisions, particularly though feedback or what we have here called reflection.
We have also suggested that TRDM can be affected by individual traits such as impulsivity
or emotional states, and these individual level factors may impact different components of
TRDM differently. Impulsivity, for example, may lead one to forego the difficult search for
alternatives and jump at the first option considered. Strong emotional states may narrow
one’s vision to only one goal or lead to a mismatch between how one thinks one will
behave in an emotionally “hot” state while in an emotionally “cool” state (Loewenstein
1996). There is already a great deal of important work being done by cognitive psychol-
ogists and behavioral economists on the relationship between emotions and decision
making (Vohs et al. 2007). It is time for criminologists to examine how these factors may
impact anti-social behavior (Nagin 2007). We would also note that an important line for
subsequent work is in understanding the processes that produce TRDM. We have alluded
to the fact that in part it is dependent upon the biological maturing of the brain, particularly
the pre-frontal cortex. This is not the entire story, however, since good decision making is a
skill that can be taught. While we can only speculate, it is likely related to proficiency with
logic, and the ability to draw inferences. To further separate TRDM from self-control, we
have no a priori reason to expect that the development of good decision making occurs as a
normal part of the socialization process. Finally, we also think an important line for future
work is mapping the intervening causal mechanism linking TRDM to successful and
unsuccessful life outcomes. We have hinted in this paper that TRDM can lead to the
accumulation of personal, social, and cultural capital in a way previously theorized by
Nagin and Paternoster (1994). We hope the first few steps that we have taken with our
paper serves as encouragement to others to further pursue what we think is an important,
long overdue, and devilishly vexing line of work.
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