Sociological Urban Studies
Volume 15, Issue 55 , Summer 2025
pp. 24-57.

Paper type: Research paper

Perceived Injustice and Urban Vandalism among
Adolescents: A Structural Equation Modeling Approach to the
Mediating Role of Social Alienation

Mohammad Reza Heshmati!
Received: 11/04/2025 Accepted: 29/07/2025

Extended Abstract

Vandalism among adolescents in large metropolitan areas is increasingly
recognized not merely as a deviant individual act but as a social reaction to
structural inequalities, spatial marginalization, and weakened social integration.
In urban environments such as Tehran—characterized by profound disparities in
access to services, uneven spatial development, and institutional failures
adolescents often experience perceived injustice that affects their emotional well-
being, sense of belonging, and modes of social expression. Drawing on urban
sociology, theories of social justice (Homans), alienation (Marx, Simmel,
Seeman), and the frustration—aggression model, this study examines how
perceived injustice contributes to vandalistic behavior among adolescents and
investigates the mediating role of social alienation in this relationship.

Methodology

This study employed a quantitative survey design. The statistical population
consisted of all adolescents aged 14-17 living in Tehran during the 2024-2025
academic year. Using multistage cluster sampling, 350 adolescents were selected
from districts 10, 15, 17, 18, and 20. Data were collected using standardized
guestionnaires measuring perceived injustice (8 items), social alienation (12 items
based on the Dean—Gold scale), and vandalism (12 researcher-developed items).
Content validity was confirmed by expert review, and reliability indices were
satisfactory (Cronbach’s alpha: perceived injustice = 0.82; social alienation =
0.79; vandalism = 0.85).

Data analyses included One-Way ANOVA, Pearson correlations, Structural
Equation Modeling (SEM), and Sobel mediation testing using SPSS 26 and
SmartPLS.
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Findings

Descriptive results demonstrated distinct spatial patterns: adolescents residing
in low-income districts reported the highest mean levels of perceived injustice (M
= 4.04), vandalism (M = 3.95), and social alienation (M = 4.52). ANOVA revealed
significant differences across northern, central, and southern districts of Tehran (p
< 0.001), indicating that urban spatial inequality strongly shapes adolescent
experiences.

Correlation analysis confirmed significant positive associations between
perceived injustice, social alienation, and vandalism (r = .653, r = .585, r = .701,
p <0.001).

SEM results indicated that perceived injustice has a strong direct effect on
vandalism (f = 0.681; t =26.116; p < 0.001) and a weaker but significant direct
effect on social alienation (f = 0.161; t =2.455; p = 0.014). Social alienation also
exerted a substantial effect on vandalism (f = 0.680; t = 13.246; p < 0.001).
The Sobel test confirmed that social alienation significantly mediates the
relationship between perceived injustice and vandalism (Z = 2.398; p = 0.016).
The model explained 46.4% of the variance in vandalism and 63.7% of the
variance in social alienation.

Discussion

The findings illustrate that vandalism among adolescents in Tehran is deeply
embedded within urban structural conditions. Perceived injustice—stemming
from unequal access to opportunities, discriminatory institutional practices, and
inequitable urban services—serves as a catalyst for frustration, alienation, and
ultimately aggression expressed in vandalistic behavior. Social alienation
functions as a psychological bridge between unfair urban experiences and
destructive behavioral responses. Adolescents who feel marginalized, powerless,
or excluded from meaningful participation in school, neighborhood, and city life
are more likely to engage in acts of silent protest through vandalism. This pattern
aligns with theories of urban marginality (Wacquant), the right to the city (Harvey,
Lefebvre), and cultural resistance frameworks (Cohen).

Practical Implications

The study highlights the urgent need for urban and educational policymakers
to strengthen procedural justice, reduce spatial inequalities, and create inclusive
public spaces that foster adolescent participation. Enhancing school fairness,
developing youth-centered community programs, expanding cultural and
recreational facilities in marginalized neighborhoods, and establishing adolescent
urban councils can mitigate social alienation and reduce vandalism.

Originality / Value

This research is among the first in Iran to simultaneously analyze perceived
injustice, social alienation, and vandalism within a unified SEM-based framework
grounded in urban sociology. By integrating structural, psychological, and spatial
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dimensions, the study advances theoretical understanding of adolescent vandalism
as a social reaction within unequal urban contexts and offers actionable insights
for reducing antisocial behavior through justice-oriented urban policy.

Keywords: 3-5 key words should be provided.
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Table 2. Results of one-way analysis of variance to compare feelings of injustice, vandalism, and
feelings of alienation in different urban areas of Tehran
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Table 3: Correlation matrix between the main research variables
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Table 4: Convergent reliability and validity indices for research variables
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Table 5: Fornell and Larker matrix for examining divergent validity
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Figure (1) Structural Equation Model (SEM) to examine the role of perceived injustice in
vandalism and social alienation based on standardized coefficients
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Figure (2): Structural Equation Model (SEM) to examine the role of perceived injustice in
vandalism and social alienation based on significant coefficients
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Table 6: Results of path analysis between variables of the research model
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Table 7: Results of the Sobel test to examine the mediating effect of social alienation
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