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Family Disruption
and Delinquency

Terence P. Thornberry, Carolyn A. Smith, Craig Rivera,
David Huizinga, and Magda Stouthamer-Loeber

with both parents has declined substantially.
In 1970, 64 percent of African American chil-
dren lived with two parents, compared with
35 percent in 1997; comparable figures

for white children are 90 percent and

74 percent, respectively (Lugaila, 1998).
According to some estimates, as many

as 40 percent of white children and 75
percent of African American children

will experience parental separation or
divorce before they reach age 16 (Bray
and Hetherington, 1993) and many of
these children will experience multiple
family disruptions over time (Furstenberg
and Cherlin, 1991).

As alarming as these figures are, they
do not address the impact of family
transitions on individual children. These
transitions can set into motion changes
in residence, financial conditions, family
roles, and relationships along with in-
creased stress and conflict in the home.
All of these factors have major implica-
tions for children’s adjustment (Bumpass
and Sweet, 1989; Shaw, Emery, and Tuer,
1993). While some studies have found that

- the number of family transitions is linked
to delinquency (Capaldi and Patterson,

This Bulletin is part of the Office of Ju-
venile Justice and Delinquency Prevention
(OJIDP) Youth Development Series, which
presents findings from the Program of Re-
search on the Causes and Correlates of
Delinquency. Teams at the University at
Albany, State University of New York; the
University of Colorado; and the University
of Pittsburgh collaborated extensively in
designing the studies. At study sites in
Rochester, New York; Denver, Colorado;
and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, the three
research teams have interviewed 4,000
participants at regular intervals for a
decade, recording their lives in detail.
Findings to date indicate that preventing
delinquency requires accurate identifica-
tion of the risk factors that increase the
likelihood of delinquent behavior and the
protective factors that enhance positive
adolescent development.

The composition of families is one
aspect of family life that is consistently
associated with delinquency. Children
who live in homes with only one parent
or in which marital relationships have
been disrupted by divorce or separation
are more likely to display a range of emo-

UubDB3207

tional and behavioral problems, including  1991; Fergusson, Horwood, and Linsky,
delinquency, than children from two- 1992), there is little information on the
parent families (Wells and Rankin, 1991). impact of multiple family transitions on
Since 1970, the proportion of American serious adolescent problem behavior
households that have children who live such as delinquency and drug use,
Q
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From the Administrator

Despite a multitude of happy excep-
tions, it is a sad truth that children
in families disrupted by divorce or
separation have a greater chance of
exhibiting problem behavior, including
delinquency, than children being
raised by two parents. This Bulletin
examines the impact that multiple
changes in family structure have on
an adolescent’s risk of serious
problem behavior.

Research teams in 3 cities interviewed
4,000 youth and their caretakers to
analyze the prevalence of delinquent
behaviors and drug use and the
number of family transitions the youth
had experienced. The researchers
found that these young people had
faced a substantial number of family
transitions, which can result in
decreased financial security and
increased stress and conflict. In
Rochester, NY, and Denver, CO, the
number of transitions had a significant
effect on delinquency and drug use,
with the Pittsburgh, PA, data showing
the same trend, although not at a
statistically significant level.

The findings reported here add to
our knowledge about families and
children at risk and give us a broader
understanding of delinquency and its
causes. Society cannot guarantee an
intact, stable family for every child,
but we can—and must—make every
effort to counteract the negative
effects of family disruption.

Shay Bilchik
Administrator
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especially in representative samples

that include at-risk youth who experi-
ence both problem behaviors and family
transitions. The central question of this
analysis is: Are adolescents who experi-
ence multiple changes in family structure
more likely to be involved in delinquency
and drug use than adolescents who live
in more stable families?

Methods

To address this issue, data were
drawn from the three longitudinal
projects of OJIDP’s Program of Research
on the Causes and Correlates of Delin-
quency: the Rochester Youth Develop-
ment Study, the Denver Youth Survey,
and the Pittsburgh Youth Study. All three
projects used prospective longitudinal
designs that followed the same individu-
als from childhood or early adolescence
through early adulthood. Overall, the
three projects selected probability
samples totaling 4,000 urban youth. At
each site, the youth and a primary care-
taker were interviewed separately in pri-
vate settings at established intervals.
The specific designs of the projects have
been reported in other OJJDP publica-
tions, especially Browning et al. (1999).

In these studies, delinquency was mea-
sured by self-reports of involvement in a
variety of delinquent behaviors ranging
from petty theft to aggravated assault;
youth also indicated their use of illegal
drugs ranging from marijuana to heroin.
In the analysis that follows, the responses
for self-reported delinquency and drug
use were cumulated over a 4-year period
covering middle adolescence.

For the Rochester project, family tran-
sitions were counted by comparing family
structure in adjacent interviews with
boys and girls between the ages of 13 and
17 (up to a maximum of eight transitions
using 6-month interviews). For example,
if a youth lived with both biological par-
ents during the first interview and with
the biological mother only at the second
interview, a transition occurred. If the
mother’s partner subsequently moved
into the household, a second transition
occurred. A similar strategy was used in
the Denver project for boys and girls ages
14 to 18 for the sample members who
were born in 1974 (up to a maximum of
four transitions using annual interviews).
In the Pittsburgh project, which included
only boys, retrospective reports of the
number of changes in caretaker status
occurring between the ages of 11 and 15
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Figure 1: Number of Family Transitions—Rochester
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Figure 2: Number of Family Transitions—Denver
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Figure 3: Number of Family Transitions—Pittsburgh
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were obtained from the parent respon-

dents for the seventh-grade cohort (no Figure 4: Prevalence of Delinquency and Drug Use by Number of

predetermined maximum number of tran- Family Transitions—Rochester
sitions). The maximum possible number

of transitions varied across the three 100
sites because of these differences in de-
sign and measurement strategies.

80

Results

The youth in these urban samples
experienced a substantial number of
family transitions during adolescence.
In Rochester, about two-thirds of the
sample (64.5 percent) experienced at
least one change in family structure
over the 4-year period and about 45 0
percent experienced two or more transi- 0 1 2 3 4 5+
tions (see figure 1). Almost half of the
Denver youth (49 percent) had one or

m Drug Use

l Delinquency

Prevalence (Percent)

Number of Family Transitions

more family changes and 29 percent had
two or more (see figure 2). Family instabil-

ity is less pronounced in Pittsburgh; ‘
about 30 percent of the boys experi- Figure 5: Prevalence of Delinquency and Drug Use by Number of

enced one or more family transitions Family Transitions—Denver
(see figure 3). ) ’

The number of family transitions had 100
a clear and statistically significant effect
on the prevalence of delinquency and
drug use for the Rochester youth (see
figure 4). About two-thirds (64.1 percent)
of those who experienced no changes in
family structure reported delinquency;
this rate increased steadily as the num-
ber of transitions increased, reaching a
peak of 90 percent for youth who experi-
enced five or more transitions. A stron-
ger pattern was seen for drug use— 0 . : .
about 28 percent of adolescents with no 0 1 2 3+
change in family structure reported us-
ing drugs, but that rate increased to al-

80

60 D Drug Use

E Delinquency

40

Prevalence (Percent)

20 A

Number of Family Transitions

most 60 percent for those who experi-
enced five or more transitions.

In igure 5), the preva-
lence?)ef!l:i‘::?:ngssgnf::illinchasedl;ignifi- Figure 6: Prevalence of Delinquency and Drug Use by Number of
cantly with an increase in family transi- Family Transitions—Pittsburgh
tions, from 61 percent for youth with no 80
transitions to a peak of 85 percent for
youth with three or more transitions. 70
About one-third (31 percent) of adoles- 60
cents with no family transitions used
drugs, and 58 percent of those with three
or more transitions used drugs.

Drug Use

Delinquency

In Pittsburgh (see figure 6), the rela-
tionships between family transitions and
both delinquency and drug use were not
statistically significant, but the trend is 10 -
the same as that observed in Denver and
Rochester. While 64 percent of juveniles 0
who experienced no transitions reported
delinquency, 80 percent of those who Number of Family Transitions
experienced three or more transitions

Prevalence (Percent)
F-Y
o
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reported delinquency. About 27 percent of
youth with no family transitions reported
drug use, and more than one-third (37.5
percent) of those with three or more tran-
sitions used drugs.

A more refined analysis (results not
shown) using the Rochester data (Smith,
Rivera, and Thornberry, 1997) examined
these issues in greater depth to ensure
that the basic results reported in this
Bulletin from data that compare only two
variables—family transitions and delin-
quent behavior—are still accurate when
other factors are taken into account.
First, in addition to measuring the pre-
valence of delinquency and drug use
(the data reported in figure 4), the fre-
quency of involvement in delinquency
and drug use was examined. Second,
the number of family transitions that oc-
curred near the beginning of the study
was compared with delinquency and
drug use later in the study. This ensures
that the predictor variable—experiencing
family transitions—actually occurs be-
fore the outcome variable—delinquency
or drug use. Finally, the effects of gender,
family poverty, family structure at the
beginning of the study, parental supervi-
sion, and earlier delinquency or drug use
were controlled when the relationships
between family transitions and delin-
quency and drug use were reexamined.
This helps ensure that the relationships
reported earlier (see figure 4) were not
due to these other variables. (See Smith,
Rivera, and Thornberry, 1997, for these
results.) In all of these comparisons, the
results were the same as those reported
here: a greater number of family transi-
tions was significantly related to a higher
rate of delinquency and drug use.

Summary and
Conclusions

In urban samples with poor and ethni-
cally diverse youth, many family transitions
were evident throughout adolescence. In
addition, many other youth experienced
family transitions at earlier ages. Using the
Pittsburgh data, Stouthamer-Loeber (1993)
showed that 67 percent of the sample had
experienced at least one family transition
between birth and age 15—a high level of
family disruption.

Overall, the data reported here indi-
cate a consistent relationship between a
greater number of family transitions and
a higher level of delinquency and drug
use. The magnitude of the differences
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between youth with no family transitions
and those with many family transitions
was similar across the three cities, and
the relationships were statistically signifi-
cant in Rochester and Denver. These re-
sults suggest that multiple family transi-
tions are a risk factor for delinquency.

These findings have implications for
the prevention and treatment of delin-
quency and drug use. As indicated, family
transitions may have a number of conse-
quences for adolescent adjustment. For
example, adolescents who experience on-
going stress may have difficulty managing
anger and other negative emotions, and
this may contribute to their involvement
with delinquency or drugs. Little is known
about the relationships among these fac-
tors, but this suggests the need for fur-
ther research on assessment, screening,
and treatment needs in this population
of youth.

On a societal level, there is evidence
that economic hardship and lack of ac-
cess to opportunity and resources under-
mine marital and parental functioning and
that poverty has had a particularly ad-
verse impact on the initiation and stabil-
ity of marriages among families of color
(McLoyd, 1990; Wilson, 1987). The welfare
system may also discourage marriage be-
cause of concerns about benefits (Moffitt,
1995).

A range of outcomes is possible for
adolescents who experience family transi-
tions. Additional information is needed
on children who thrive despite several
changes in family circumstances; it is im-
portant to focus on the potential for resil-
ience among these children. It is evident
that some family separations reduce con-
flict and stress. For example, overt mari-
tal conflict may be greatly distressing to
children; the stress may be reduced when
the partners separate from one another.
In addition, some members of the ex-
tended family (such as a concerned step-
parent or grandparent) who become more
involved in an adolescent’s life can pro-
vide additional nurturing or other re-
sources, such as financial help, that offset
the impact of the transition. Research
on the aftermath of conflict and divorce
suggests a number of protective factors,
including academic and social compe-
tence and structured school environ-
ments, that can promote resilience in ado-
lescents who experience family transitions
(Hetherington, 1993). Further research
will illuminate other areas for policy and
intervention.
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