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The Young and the Reckless: Adolescent

Reckless Behavior
Jeffrey Arnett

In Rio de Janeiro in Brazil, they
“surf”” on the tops of trains, standing
with arms outstretched as the trains
rush along. The surfers—adoles-
cents, girls as well as boys—are un-
deterred by the death of 150 fellow
surfers per year and the injury of 400
more, from falling off trains or from
hitting the 3,000-volt electric cable
that runs above. On Truk Island in
the South Pacific, drunkenness,
fighting, and sexual experiences
with a variety of lovers are all part of
typical development for young men
in their late teens and early 20s.
They also go spearfishing where
large sharks are common, and seek
out other ““daredevil risks with life
and limb.””" In urban New Jersey in
the United States, adolescent boys
steal automobiles, then drive them
wildly for a few hours before crash-
ing or abandoning them.

Why do many adolescents seek
out experiences that involve physi-
cal, psychological, or legal risks?
What blend of developmental and
socialization factors leads to reckless
behavior among adolescents? Re-
searchers and theorists have offered
a number of explanations, focusing
on such behavior as driving an au-
tomobile at high speeds or while in-
toxicated, having sex without con-

traception or with someone not
known well, using illegal drugs, and
committing crimes. Richard Jessor,
for example, has suggested that the
developmental motivation for such
behavior is the desire of adolescents
to achieve adult status.? His theory
also includes personality character-
istics (such as self-esteem and value
placed on achievement), family en-
vironment, and religiosity. Charles
Irwin, Jr., presents a model that em-
phasizes pubertal timing and its ef-
fects on risk perception and peer-
group association.? My own focus is
on three developmental predisposi-
tions for reckless behavior in adoles-
cence—sensation seeking, egocen-
trism, and aggressiveness—and their
interaction with the cultural social-
ization environment.

Sensation Seeking

One characteristic of adolescent
development that contributes to
reckless behavior is a heightened
level of sensation seeking.* Sensa-
tion seeking is a propensity for seek-
ing out novel and intense experi-
ences, and many types of reckless
behavior are experiences of this
kind. Driving a car at high speeds is
attractive to many adolescents by
virtue of the intensity of the experi-
ence. Sexual activity involves sensa-
tions that are intense and, for ado-
lescents, novel as well. Trying illegal
drugs results in novel forms of con-
sciousness, and ““to see what it was
like’” is a common response given by
adolescents who are asked why they
have used illegal drugs. Pervasive
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forms of adolescent criminal behav-
ior, such as minor theft and vandal-
ism, carry the danger of being appre-
hended, but many adolescents
describe this sense of danger as
thrilling, intoxicating. Studies have
found measures of sensation seeking
to be related to a wide variety of
reckiess behaviors, and have found
sensation seeking to be higher in ad-
olescence than in adulthood.

Egocentrism

One of the advances in cognitive
development that accompany ado-
lescence is an advance in imagina-
tive capacities. As Jean Piaget ex-
plained, adolescents are capable of
thinking in terms of hypothetical sit-
uations in a way younger children
are not. Adolescents are able to
imagine their own lives in a magni-
fied and grandiose way, and may
see themselves as having a specially
ordained existence. This “personal
fable”” {to use David Elkind’s term)
may exclude the possibility that their
course to the future might be de-
railed by injury, unintended preg-
nancy, legal prosecution, drug ad-
diction, or even death as a
consequence of reckless behavior.
These outcomes are all things ado-
lescents may see as happening to
other people, not to themselves. The
sense of invulnerability conferred by
the personal fable may increase
some adolescents’ propensity to take
part in reckless behavior.

Evidence supporting this theoret-
ical idea comes chiefly from studies
indicating that adolescents have a
tendency to estimate that the proba-
bility of a negative outcome result-
ing from engaging in reckless behav-
ior is lower for themselves than for
other people.* For example, adoles-
cent drivers have a stronger ten-
dency than older drivers to rate
themselves as less likely than their
peers to be involved in an accident.
Criminal behavior is inversely re-
lated to the perceived risk that neg-



ative consequences would result,
and the perceived risk is lower in
adolescence than in adulthood. Sim-
ilarly, adolescent girls who have had
sex without contraception estimate
the probability that pregnancy
would result from such behavior as
lower than do girls who have not
had sex without contraception,

To some extent, these studies are
simply indicative of the ““optimistic
bias” that investigators of decision
making have found to be true of peo-
ple of all ages; that is, there is a ten-
dency for individuals to believe that
unpleasant events are less likely to
happen to themselves than to other
people. However, as noted, studies
of automobile driving and criminal
behavior suggest that this tendency
is stronger in adolescence than in
adulthood.

Aggressiveness

Because of the way the levels of
hormones related to aggression rise
when puberty arrives, aggressive-
ness seems like an obvious place to
look for an explanation of why ado-
lescents are more reckless than chil-
dren or adults, In particular, levels of
testosterone, which has been repeat-
edly found to be related to aggres-
sion, become 18 times higher by the
end of puberty than at the begin-
ning, for boys, and twice as high for
girls; testosterone levels then decline
after the mid-20s. These facts help
explain not only why adolescents
are more reckless than children or
adults, but also why boys tend to be
more reckless than girls for some
types of reckless behavior.

Two types of reckless behavior for
which aggressiveness may be partic-
ularly important are risky automo-
bile driving and criminal behavior.
Some adolescents use automobiles
as a way of expressing aggressive-
ness. Some adults do, too, but ado-
lescents may be more likely to do so
than adults, both because testoster-
one levels are higher in adolescence
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and because adolescents may have
less impulse control than adults and
less social pressure to exercise it.
Studies indicate that aggressiveness
is related to high-speed and risky
driving among adolescents and
young adults. Aggressiveness also
has an obvious relation to certain
kinds of criminal behavior. Adoles-
cents (especially males) have the
highest rates of automobile acci-
dents and of a wide variety of crim-
inal activities.

Although the developmental pre-
dispositions | have described may
incline adolescents toward reckless
behavior, the socialization environ-
ment determines whether those pre-
dispositions will be expressed, and
to what extent, and in what forms.
Although the biological and physical
developments of puberty are similar
across cultures, the extent and forms
of adolescent recklessness vary
greatly among cultures because of
differences in socialization prac-
tices.

In comparing cultures, | make a
general distinction between broad
and narrow socialization.*> In cyl-
tures characterized by broad social-
ization, there is an emphasis on pro-
moting individuality and autonomy,
with the goal of restraining individ-
uals as little as possible to allow the
fullest measure of self-expression.
Under narrow socialization, in con-
trast, obedience and conformity are
the highest values, and deviation
from the expected standard of be-
havior is punished physically or so-
cially. In this theory, socialization
has sources that include family,
peers and friends, school, neighbor-
hood and community, the legal sys-
tem, the media, and the cultural be-
lief system.

Narrow socialization is narrow in
the sense that predispositions for
characteristics such as sensation
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seeking, egocentrism, aggressive-
ness, and (by extension) reckless be-
havior are pressed into a narrower
range of expression than would be
the case if the expression of these
characteristics were unimpeded. In
cultures characterized by broad so-
cialization, however, a broad range
of inherent predispositions in these
same characteristics is likely to be
expressed, because the standards for
behavior are less strict and violations
of the standards are less likely to be
punished harshly. Not all adoles-
cents in such a socialization envi-
ronment will be reckless, but those
with a relatively strong predisposi-
tion for the characteristics that pro-
mote reckless behavior will find that
the expression of these predisposi-
tions is not thwarted.

Evidence for the role of socializa-
tion in adolescent reckless behavior
can be found in each source of so-
cialization.

Family

Broad socialization in the family
means that parents allow their ado-
lescents a great deal of unsupervised
time and encourage them to be in-
dependent and self-sufficient. Nar-
row socialization in the family
means that parents (and perhaps
other adults in the extended family)
keep a close eye on their adoles-
cents and demand obedience and
deference. The importance of family
socialization in adolescents’ partici-
pation in reckless behavior has been
supported in studies in several coun-
tries, including the United States,
Canada, and Finland. These studies
indicate that parental restrictions
and monitoring are related to lower
rates of adolescent recklessness in
areas such as sexual behavior, van-
dalism, and substance use.

Of course, in parents’ socializa-
tion of their adolescents, not only
control matters, but also love. Nuy-
merous studies indicate that control
without love is ineffective in dis-
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couraging antisocial behavior
among adolescents. In Japan and In-
dia, for example, parents obtain a
high degree of obedience from their
children and adolescents while ys-
ing very little overt control.® The re-
lationships between parents and ad-
ofescents typically are so close
emotionally that the threat of guiit
and shame before their parents is
enough to deter most adolescents
from participating in reckless behay-
ior.

Peers and Friends

Socialization by peers tends to be
narrow, in the sense that adolescent
friendship groups, or cliques, tend to
demand conformity from their mem-
bers. However, this demand for con-
formity among peers can be either
for or against the standards of desir-
able behavior promoted by adults in
the culture; in particular, it can be
either for or against participation in
reckless behavior. In some adoles-
cent cliques, members are pressured
to drive fast, have sex, try drugs, and
otherwise break social norms; in
others, the pressure is in the oppo-
site direction, toward avoiding par-
ticipation in reckless behavior.

Cultures differ in the extent to
which they allow adolescents to
form peer groups that encourage be-
havior that defies adult standards.
The flexibility and freedoms of broad
socialization make it possible for ad-
olescents to form their own “‘youth
culture” that encourages and re-
wards behavior (including reckless
behavior) that adults would prefer to
discourage. With narrow socializa-
tion, however, adults control and
monitor the activities of adolescent
peer groups to ensure that they pro-
mote conformity to the same stan-
dards of behavior that adults en-
dorse. Among the Mbuti described
by Colin Turnbull,” for example, ar-
guing and fighting are socially unac-
ceptable. When someone s guilty of
these offenses, the adolescent boys

of the village have the responsibility
of appearing at the offender’s hut
early the next morning, shouting and
yelling, beating on the roof and tear-
ing off leaves and sticks. In this way,
the adolescents reinforce the cul-
tural standards of behavior in the of-
fender as well as in each other,
while also having an opportunity to
express aggressiveness in a socially
constructive way.

School

Schools characterized by broad
socialization have a minimum of
rules for dress, attendance, and con-
duct, and place a high emphasis on
respecting and encouraging the indi-
viduality of each child. Schools
characterized by narrow socializa-
tion have strict rules and firm pun-
ishments for violating them; often,
such schools are founded on a nar-
row socialization belief system, for
example, Catholicism, judaism, or
Islam. In general, school character-
istics that imply narrow socialization
are associated with lower levels of
various types of reckless behavior,
both within school and outside of it,
even when academic aptitudes are
taken into account. The school char-
acteristics consistently found to be of
importance are firm discipline, high
expectations for performance, and a
foundation in a belief system that
provides moral guidance.®

Neighborhood and Community

Sociologists have studied for
many decades the role of neighbor-
hood and community characteristics
in crime and delinquency. In gen-
eral, these studies show that some
types of reckless behavior are higher
where there is high residential mo-
bility and where communities are
large. It may be that socialization is
broader in larger communities than
in smaller communities, in the sense
that in larger communities there are
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fewer adults whom adolescents
know and who may monitor and ex-
ercise authority over them.

However, this sociological re-
search has taken place mostly in
Western countries, and even com-
munities with relatively narrow so-
cialization within Western countries
are less narrow in their socialization
than communities in many non-
Western, preindustrial cultures. In
those cultures, socialization in the
community is so narrow that adoles-
cents rarely spend time away from
the eyes of adults who know them
and have authority over them, so ad-
olescents rarely have the opportu-
nity to participate in reckless behay-
ior. Ethnographies such as Gilbert
Herdt’s on the Sambia in New
Guinea demonstrate vividly the so-
cialization practices of a community
characterized by narrow socializa-
tion. The accounts of these anthro-
pologists show how strongly obedi-
ence and conformity may be
enforced by an entire community,
and how little room such communi-
ties leave for antisocial reckless-
ness,” in contrast to the relatively
broad socialization of communities
in the Waest,

Legal System

The legal system is not often men-
tioned in discussions of socializa-
tion, but as adolescents in many cul-
tures grow into adolescence and
spend an increasing amount of their
time away from their families, the
legal system is one of the forces that
may monitor, restrict, and punish
their behavior. Where socialization
is broad on the legal dimension,
there is a minimum of legal regula-
tion of behavior, and the punish-
ments for taking part in prohibited
behavior (including many types of
reckless behavior) tend to be lenient.
In contrast, where legal socialization
is narrow, the punishments are sure,
swift, and harsh, and the legal sys-
tem includes within its scope certain



kinds of behavior that would not be
subject to legal regulation under
broad socialization. For example,
consensual premarital sex is a crime
that may be punished under the Je-
gal system in some Islamic coun-
tries.

In the West, perhaps the most
vivid exampile of socialization by the
legal system is in the area of auto-
mobile driving. A colleague and |
studied adolescents in Denmark and
found that they were much less
likely to drive an automobile while
intoxicated or at high speeds than
are adolescents in the United
States.’® Danish adolescents often
“drove” while intoxicated, but the
vehicle typically used was a bicycle,
not an automobile. The explanation
for this difference lies not in cultural
differences in family restrictions or
peer pressure, but in the simple fact
that the legal age for automobile
driving is 18 in Denmark, but 16 in
most U.S. states. Danish adolescents
presumably have no less a develop-
mental tendency for sensation seek-
ing, egocentrism, and aggressive-
ness than American adolescents do,
but because of restrictions set by the
legal system, these tendencies are
expressed (in part) through bicycles,
not automobiles. Consequently, ad-
olescents in Denmark (and in other
Western European countries with a
legal driving age of 18) have an au-
tomobile fatality rate that s mark-
edly lower than in the United States.

Media

Many adolescents in the United
States are immersed in media for
much of their daily lives. The typical
American adolescent listens to mu-
sic for 4 hr a day and watches tele-
vision for 2 more hr a day, and to
this must be added time spent on
videos, movies, and magazines,
among other media forms. These
media are generally an influence to-
ward broad socialization, in that
they encourage self-expression and
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immediate gratification, and dis-
courage impulse control and self-
restraint. They could be hypothe-
sized to contribute to reckless
behavior because reckless behavior
is pleasurable, and adolescents im-
bibe from the media daily the mes-
sage that what is pleasurable should
be pursued without restraint, regard-
less of the consequences.

However, the influence of the
media on adolescent reckless behavy-
ior is difficult to study precisely or
directly, and the idea that the media
incite reckless behavior among ado-
lescents is still mostly theoretical
and anecdotal. It should also be
noted that the media can sometimes
be an influence toward narrow SO-
cialization. For example, it could be
argued that the decline in adolescent
drug use that took place in the
United States from the mid-1970s to
the late 1980s was due at least partly
to the extensive antidrug media
campaign that also took place dur-
ing that time.

Cultural Belief System

The cultural belief system is the
ultimate source of socialization, be-
Cause what parents, peers, schools,
community members, and members
of the legal system do as socializing
agents is due at least in part to the
beliefs they have learned from their
culture. These are not necessarily re-
ligious beliefs, but any set of shared
beliefs about what is good and bad,
right and wrong, or healthy and un-
healthy, including beliefs about the
proper and most desirable goals of
socialization. The beljef system un-
derlying narrow socialization is of-
ten religious——among the Amish, for
example, or the Orthodox Jews —but
the political ideology of communism
has also served as a narrow-
socialization belief system in coun-
tries such as China, Cuba, and North
Korea, promoting obedience and
conformity in the other sources of
socialization. The belief system un-
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derlying broad socialization is one
of expressive individualism: People
should be allowed, even encour-
aged, to do whatever they wish as
long as they do not cause direct
harm to anyone else.

The cultural belief system not
only provides the basis for socializa-
tion from the other sources, but also
contributes directly to socialization.
The nature of these beliefs is crucial
to adolescents’ understanding of the
meaning and value of reckless be-
havior. If impulse control s highly
valued in the culture, and obedience
and conformity are considered high
virtues—in short, if the cultural be-
lief system is one of narrow social-
ization—most adolescents will re-
frain from reckless behavior and
associate even the idea of such de-
viance with a level of shame and
guilt strong enough to deter them
from taking part in it, regardless of
their inherent predispositions for
sensation seeking, egocentrism, and
aggressiveness. In contrast, if it is not
impulse control but impulse gratifi-
cation that is highly prized, if obedi-
ence and conformity are considered
not virtues but weaknesses, if ado-
lescents learn that reckless behavior
is not shameful but condoned and
even tacitly admired—in short, if the
cultural belief system is one of broad
socialization—adolescents will be
more likely to express their tenden-
cies toward sensation seeking, ego-
centrism, and aggressiveness as
reckless behavior.

Adolescent reckless behavior re-
sults from the interaction between
certain developmental character-
istics that are heightened in ado-
lescence—particularly sensation
seeking, egocentrism, and aggres-
siveness—and the cultural socializa-
tion environment. Cultural social-
ization should be understood to



include not just family and peers but
also school, neighborhood and
community, the legal system, the
media, and the cultural belief Sys-
tem. All of these sources contribute
to socialization and influence the
rates and types of adolescent reck-
less behavior within a given culture.

Why would any culture allow ad-
olescent behavior that disrupts the
lives of other people and under-
mines social order, as reckless be-
havior often does? The reason is that
cultures must accept some kind of
trade-off in socialization between
promoting individualism and self-
expression, on the one hand, and
promoting social order, on the
other. Cultures characterized by
broad socialization promote individ-
ualism and self-expression in an ef-
fort to produce autonomous, cre-
ative children and adolescents who
express the full range of their poten-
tialities. One price of promoting
these goals is higher rates of adoles-
cent reckless behavior; adolescent
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potentialities include sensation seek-
ing, egocentrism, and aggressive-
ness, and if the expression of these
tendencies is not tightly controlled
by socialization, the result is likely
to be high rates of reckless behavior.
Cultures characterized by narrow
socialization face a similar trade-off.
They wish to promote obedience,
conformity, respect for authority,
and social order, and in doing so
they achieve lower rates of dis-
ruptive and antisocial adolescent
reckless behavior, and a safer, more
orderly society. However, in pro-
moting these goals, they run the risk
of extinguishing what is brightest,
liveliest, and most original in their
adolescent children.
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