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Abstract 

             Family life in North America has changed dramatically over the past five 

decades. This rapid transformation of the household has serious implications for 

children, ranging from emotional and behavioural problems, to delinquency. This study 

investigates how certain family transitions affect children differently with regards to 

delinquency. This thesis uses the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth 

conducted in 1995 by Statistics Canada to update our knowledge of the impact that 

broken homes can have on children’s engagement in delinquent activities. Prior research 

has established that there is a positive association between family structure and 

delinquency. However, prior research has failed to explain why this relationship exists. 

Hence, one of the goals of this study is to investigate if variables representing social 

control, self-control, social learning, and strain theories can help to explain the 

association between family structure and crime. Another goal of this study is to determine 

if the broken homes effect is predominantly a function of parental absence or if the 

gender of the absent parent matters.  

            Results indicate that in some circumstances certain forms of broken homes are 

directly associated with specific types of crime, while in other types of broken homes, 

after taking into account differences in parental attachment, self-control, associations 

with deviant peers, and strain, they are not. Avenues for future research are discussed, 

including ways to help establish the causal ordering linking broken homes to 

delinquency. 

  



iii 

 

Acknowledgements 

First and foremost, I would like to thank Dr. Stephen Baron for all the time, help, and 

guidance he provided me with throughout the duration of my Master‟s degree. My thesis would 

not be what it is today without his knowledge and expertise in this field. I would also like to 

extend my gratitude to Dr. Fiona Kay and Dr. Wendy Craig for agreeing to be on my thesis 

committee. I truly appreciate the time you have taken out of your busy schedules to edit my thesis 

and participate in my defense. Your comments and suggestions have been very helpful. I would 

also like to acknowledge Dr. Paul-Philippe Paré who is currently an Associate Professor at 

Western University. This individual was very helpful in providing me with the statistical skills 

and knowledge to help complete my analyses.  

To Jones Adjei, I cannot thank you enough for always taking time out of your busy day to 

help me work through issues with my analyses. Not once did you ever hesitate to put your own 

work aside to assist me no matter how long it took. I hope moving forward I will be able to do the 

same for others. To Stacey Alarie, I thoroughly enjoyed being one of your teaching assistants and 

I hope I was able to help you as much as you have helped me over the past two years. 

I would also like to thank Michelle Ellis, Wendy Shuler, and Anne Henderson for all the 

help and assistance they have provided me throughout the duration of this degree. These three 

individuals make the Sociology Department at Queen‟s University a better and brighter place. 

Last but not least, I would like to thank my entire family for teaching me to always believe in 

myself and giving me the support to complete this degree.  

 



iv 

 

Table of Contents 

Abstract ............................................................................................................................................ ii 

Acknowledgements ......................................................................................................................... iii 

List of Tables .................................................................................................................................. vi 

List of Abbreviations ..................................................................................................................... vii 

Chapter 1 Introduction.................................................................................................................... 1 

Chapter 2 Family Structure and Delinquency ................................................................................ 3 

2.1 Early research on family structure and delinquency .............................................................. 3 

2.2 Methodological issues in family structure research ............................................................... 6 

2.3 Current research on family structure and delinquency ........................................................ 12 

Chapter 3 Theoretical Framework ................................................................................................ 15 

3.1 Social Control Theory .......................................................................................................... 15 

3.1.1 Broken Homes and Social Control Theory ................................................................... 17 

3.2 The General Theory of Crime .............................................................................................. 25 

3.2.1 Broken Homes and the General Theory of Crime ......................................................... 27 

3.3 Social Learning Theory ........................................................................................................ 29 

3.3.1 Broken Homes and Social Learning Theory ................................................................. 31 

3.4 General Strain Theory .......................................................................................................... 33 

3.4.1 Broken Homes and General Strain Theory ................................................................... 36 

Chapter 4 An Examination of Different Family Forms and Crime .............................................. 39 

4.1 Divorce versus death of a parent .......................................................................................... 40 

4.2 Stepfamilies ......................................................................................................................... 43 

4.3 Single-mother versus Single-father families ........................................................................ 47 

4.4 Current research focus ......................................................................................................... 49 

Chapter 5 Causal Models and Hypotheses ................................................................................... 51 

5.1 Analytical techniques ........................................................................................................... 51 

5.2 Weighting procedures and missing data .............................................................................. 54 

5.3 Methods of data analysis ...................................................................................................... 54 

5.4 Causal models and hypotheses ............................................................................................. 57 

Chapter 6 Methodology ................................................................................................................ 61 

6.1 Independent variables .......................................................................................................... 63 

6.2 Intervening variables ............................................................................................................ 64 

6.3 Control variables .................................................................................................................. 68 



v 

 

6.4 Dependent variable .............................................................................................................. 69 

6.5 Limitations of the data set .................................................................................................... 71 

Chapter 7 Findings and Results .................................................................................................... 74 

7.1 Descriptive statistics ............................................................................................................ 74 

7.2 Bivariate analysis ................................................................................................................. 76 

7.3 Multivariate analysis ............................................................................................................ 81 

7.4 Analysis 1: Cross-sectional analysis of family structure and delinquency .......................... 81 

7.5 Analysis 2: Testing the significance of the resident parent‟s gender ................................... 90 

7.6 Analysis 3: Investigating the influence of family structure on theft .................................... 96 

7.7 Analysis 4: Investigating if gender of the absent parent influences theft .......................... 104 

7.8 Analysis 5: Investigating the influence of family structure on vandalism ......................... 109 

7.9 Analysis 6: Investigating if the gender of the absent parent influences vandalism ........... 116 

7.10 Analysis 7: Investigating the influence of family structure on physical violence ........... 121 

7.11 Analysis 8: Investigating if the gender of the absent parent influences  

physical violence ...................................................................................................................... 126 

Chapter 8 Discussion and Conclusion ........................................................................................ 133 

8.1 Family structure and delinquency ...................................................................................... 134 

8.2 The influence of family structure on three dimensions of crime ....................................... 140 

8.3 Does the gender of the absent parent matter? .................................................................... 142 

8.4 Conditioning factors........................................................................................................... 144 

8.5 Limitations and suggestions for future research ................................................................ 145 

8.6 Conclusion ......................................................................................................................... 149 

References……….………………………………………………………………..………..152-160 

Appendix…………………………………………………………………….……………..161-164 

  



vi 

 

List of Tables 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics…………………………………………………………….…..….75    

Table 2a: Zero-Order Correlation Matrix………………………………………………………..78 

Table 2b: Chi-Square Tests………….………………………...………………………………...79 

Table 3: Regressions of Delinquency on Family Structure, Intervening Variables, Control 

Variables, and Interaction Effects…………………………………………..…………………83-86  

Table 4: Regressions of Delinquency on Family Structure, Intervening Variables, Control 

Variables, and Interaction Effects for Mother-Stepfather, Father-Stepmother, Single-Mother, and 

Single-Father Families………………………….…………………………………..………....92-94  

Table 5: Regressions of Theft on Family Structure, Intervening Variables, Control Variables, and 

Interaction Effects…………………………………………………………………………..100-103  

Table 6: Regressions of Theft on Family Structure, Intervening Variables, Control Variables, and 

Interaction Effects for Mother-Stepfather, Father-Stepmother, Single-Mother, and Single-Father 

Families……………………………………………………………...……………….…….105-107  

Table 7: Regressions of Vandalism on Family Structure, Intervening Variables, Control 

Variables, and Interaction Effects…………...…………………………...…………………111-114  

Table 8: Regressions of Vandalism on Family Structure, Intervening Variables, Control 

Variables, and Interaction Effects for Mother-Stepfather, Father-Stepmother, Single-Mother, and 

Single-Father Families…………………………………….………………………..………117-119  

Table 9: Regressions of Physical Violence on Family Structure, Intervening Variables, Control 

Variables, and Interaction Effects…………………………………………………………..122-125  

Table 10: Regressions of Physical Violence on Family Structure, Intervening Variables, Control 

Variables, and Interaction Effects for Mother-Stepfather, Father-Stepmother, Single-Mother, and 

Single-Father Families……………………...………….………………...…………...…….127-129  

Appendix: Complimentary Log-Log Regression on Theft…………….……………….….161-164 



vii 

 

List of Abbreviations 

GST – General Strain Theory 

NLSCY – National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth 

 



 

1 

 

Chapter 1 

Introduction 

One of the most enduring explanations of crime and delinquency focuses on the 

role of family structure. The broken homes hypothesis suggests that children raised in 

homes where one, or both, biological parents are missing are significantly more likely to 

become involved in delinquency than children raised in families where both biological 

parents are present (Kierkus and Baer 2002). This claim continues to be of importance 

because over the past five decades the proportion of households in North America that 

have children who live with both biological parents has substantially declined. According 

to some estimates, more than half of all North American children will experience parental 

separation or divorce before they reach the age of sixteen (Furstenberg and Cherlin 1991; 

McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). In fact, most children can expect to experience multiple 

living transitions during childhood and these transitions can lead to a range of emotional 

and behavioural problems, including delinquency (Wells and Rankin 1991; Wu 1996; 

Simons et al. 2004).  

Research on broken homes and delinquency between the years 1900 and 1930 

found that broken homes had a consistent and reliable association with juvenile 

delinquency (Slawson 1923; Burt 1925; Glueck and Glueck 1950). However, as a result 

of theoretical limitations, inadequate conceptualization of the broken homes construct, 

and inadequate methodology, research throughout this period is believed to have 

artificially increased the magnitude of the broken homes/delinquency relationship 

(Rebellon 2002). Today, few researchers believe that family structure is directly related 
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to delinquent behaviour. As Demuth and Brown note, “Some researchers have found no 

significant effect of family structure; rather, these researchers use indicators of parent-

child attachment and home quality to explain variation in juvenile delinquency” 

(2004:61).  

The second chapter of this study will provide a review of the literature on family 

structure and delinquency. This chapter will highlight the methodological issues that were 

found within the past research and conclude with an examination of current research on 

family structure and delinquency. Chapter 3 will offer a current summary of the 

criminological theories used in this study and will also examine how each of these 

theories provides plausible propositions linking broken homes with delinquency. The 

four theories that will be used in this particular study include: social control theory, 

Gottfredson and Hirschi‟s general theory of crime, social learning theory, and general 

strain theory. Chapter 4 will offer an overview of the research on reconstituted families 

and examine how causes of the family break-up can influence delinquency. Chapter 5 

will describe the methods that will be used to test the hypotheses that have been put forth 

in this study. Chapter 6 will include an in-depth description of the National Longitudinal 

Survey of Children and Youth, the data set used to test each theory as well as provide an 

overview of independent, dependent, intervening, and control variables used in this study. 

Chapter 7 will outline the findings of the study. Finally, Chapter 8 will further discuss the 

findings and conclude with the limitations and strengths of this study as well as directions 

for future research.  
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Chapter 2 

Family Structure and Delinquency 

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the reader to past and current literature 

on family structure and delinquency. Research between 1900 and 1930 commonly found 

that children residing in broken homes were twice as likely to be delinquent than those 

children residing in homes with both biological parents. However, after 1930 scholars 

began to identify a number of methodological deficiencies with these early studies that 

ultimately inflated the magnitude of the relationship between broken homes and crime. 

The literature indicates three main issues with past research: 1) differential treatment of 

children from broken homes by the police and courts, 2) the utilization of official police 

reports to measure outcome variables as opposed to self-reported measures, and 3) the 

operationalization of family structure as a single dichotomous variable. This chapter will 

conclude with an overview of current research on family structure and delinquency and 

highlight the studies that have attempted to overcome deficiencies of past research.  

2.1 Early research on family structure and delinquency 

In general, the literature seems to indicate that the importance of the broken home 

was widely accepted during the first 30 years of the 20
th

 century. As juvenile courts 

began to be established across North America around 1900, and with the compilation of 

social statistics on youth who were brought before these courts, “observers were struck 

by the high proportion (40 to 50 percent) of all delinquent children who came from 

broken homes” (Monahan 1957a:250). Since it was far beyond normal expectancy that 

such a proportion of all youth was similarly disadvantaged, “early writers saw broken 
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homes to be an important, if not the greatest single proximate (causal) factor in 

understanding juvenile delinquency” (Monahan 1957a:250). According to past research, 

children from broken homes were two times more likely to be delinquent than those 

children residing in intact homes. Slawson (1923) made the first major attempt at a 

controlled comparison of broken homes and delinquency. Using delinquent boys in four 

state institutions and three New York City public schools, Slawson concluded that there 

were over twice as many broken homes in his delinquent group. Burt (1925) analyzed a 

group of delinquent children and public school children of the same age and social class. 

Consistent with Slawsons‟ findings, Burt found the problem children to be mainly 

residing in broken homes. Monahan (1957a) conducted a comprehensive review of the 14 

studies on broken homes and delinquency published between 1903 and 1933. He 

concluded that each study reported an association between the broken home and juvenile 

delinquency. It is noteworthy, however, that although all of these studies were later 

declared methodologically deficient, their findings were originally accepted as valid 

(Wilkinson 1974). 

Wilkinson (1974) outlines that the broken home and crime explanation was 

widely accepted during this time period because of the cultural conditions which 

prevailed. Wilkinson observed, “During this time period it was hypothesized that the 

family was considered to be highly important because of its almost exclusive control over 

the development of children” (1974:729). As Ellwood (1919) put it, “early sociologists 

described the family as „the chief primary group‟ and the most important of human 

institutions” (19). Thus, it was argued, when the family is broken, children would not 

develop adequately and delinquency could be one of the negative consequences. Early 
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sociologists also considered the broken home to be a source of instability for children. 

During this period, the attitude toward divorce, which is just one source of broken 

families, was generally viewed as being abnormal and negative. Since the family was 

considered to be the foundation of society, divorce was considered a threat to the moral 

fabric of society because of its ability to destroy the family (Wilkinson 1974). 

Furthermore, this explanation assumed that a one-parent family would not allow adequate 

socialization because of the absence of role models. Hence, the cultural conditions which 

prevailed during this period influenced the attitudes of sociologists in a manner which 

encouraged an easy acceptance of the broken home explanation for juvenile delinquency.  

However, the years following 1930 saw a rise in articles that brought to light a 

number of issues with prior research on broken homes and delinquency. Shaw and 

McKay (1932) presented the first significant challenge to the accepted importance of the 

broken home in the causation of juvenile delinquency. These authors questioned the 

significance of the apparent differences in the proportion of broken homes among 

delinquents and among controls and also highlighted several limitations with prior studies 

of delinquents from intact homes as well as delinquents from broken homes (Wilkinson 

1974). Most notably, Shaw and McKay (1932) indicated that researchers failed to control 

for factors such as age and ethnicity which may also account for juvenile delinquency. In 

addition, Shaw and McKay‟s work was of significance because it was the first to suggest 

that there may be other important factors other than family intactness that influence 

delinquent behaviour and thus warrant further study. More specifically, this study pushed 

research to look for the influence of family situations beyond breaks in the organization 

of the family as a means of predicting juvenile delinquent behaviour (Demuth and Brown 
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2004; Murray et al. 2006). As stated by Shaw and McKay (1932): 

This should not be interpreted to mean that family situations are not 

important factors in the cases of delinquent boys. If these situations 

are important influences in cases of delinquency among boys, the 

foregoing data suggest that we must look for these influences in the 

more subtle aspects of family relationships rather than in the formal 

break in the family organization (524). 

 

Thus, Shaw and McKay (1932) suggested that the importance of broken homes has been 

overstated.  

Although Shaw and McKay's study was an attempt to correct methodological 

deficiencies in previous studies, it was not without its own deficiencies. As Wilkinson 

notes, “Researchers criticized the study for using a control group which contained 

delinquents as well as non-delinquents and for using a delinquent sample which only 

contained serious gang offenders” (1974:727). Nonetheless, during the years following 

the publication of the Shaw and Mckay (1932) article, interest in the broken home factor 

declined greatly. 

2.2 Methodological issues in family structure research 

After 1950 several articles surfaced that suggested reasons as to why prior 

research may have artificially increased the magnitude of the relationship between broken 

homes and delinquency. The literature indicates that there were three main problems. The 

first problem with earlier studies of broken homes and delinquency was emphasized by 

Smith (1955) who suggested that the high rate of delinquents from broken homes might 

be explained by the differential treatment of adolescents from broken homes by the police 

and courts. More specifically, research indicates that children with only one parent are 

more likely to be referred to juvenile court than those with two parents (Wilkinson 1974; 
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Juby and Farrington 2001; Rebellon 2002). The literature suggests that a possible 

explanation for this is that children with two parents are assumed to be adequately 

supervised and monitored, while those with only one parent are assumed to be in need of 

greater control (Wilkinson 1974). There are two studies that provide evidence for the 

differential treatment claim. First, Monahan (1957) found that the proportion of youth 

dismissed by the intake interviewing staff was higher for those in intact homes. In 

contrast, children from broken homes were more likely to be held for court and 

committed to an institution. Second, Hirschi (1969) found that boys who lived with a 

father or stepfather were less likely to be picked up by the police than fatherless boys. 

A second issue with early research in this field is that many early studies of family 

structure utilized official report statistics to measure their outcome variables. Many 

researchers (Nye 1958; Wells and Rankin 1986; Van Voorhis et al. 1988; Wells and 

Rankin 1991) have strongly criticized the use of these official report statistics for being 

biased, misleading and ultimately inflating the magnitude of the family structure and 

delinquency relationship. More specifically, past research has indicated that the police 

and courts tend to arrest and institutionalize a higher percentage of adolescents from 

broken homes than those adolescents in intact homes (Wells and Rankin 1991; Kierkus 

and Baer 2002). Thus, delinquency measures that use official reports will ultimately 

inflate the relationship between family structure and delinquency.  

It is noteworthy that although the use of self-reported questionnaires is the 

preferred method of measurement, it also has its limitations and biases (e.g., memory, 

deception, sampling issues). However, as Wells and Rankin note, “they avoid the family 

correlated biases of official records, and the errors they contribute may be more 
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correctable than the bias of official records” (1991:74). There are two notable studies that 

provide evidence for this claim. Wells and Rankin (1991) discovered that the average 

correlation between familial disruption and delinquency was significantly lower when 

self-report measures were used as outcome variables than when official records were 

employed. This finding is consistent with Nye (1958) who conducted a study of high 

school students in Washington State and revealed that the relationship between broken 

homes and delinquency was much reduced using self-reports. Early studies measuring 

delinquency using official records, as well as many self-report studies, also tended to 

employ small and unrepresentative samples.  

Finally, many early studies on family structure and delinquency have been heavily 

criticized for using a single dichotomous variable to distinguish between broken homes 

and homes that are intact. That is, early research in this area tended to consider a family 

to be intact if both biological parents were living together in the same household and any 

other circumstance was categorized as broken (Kierkus and Baer 2002; Demuth and 

Brown 2004). Today, many authors (Rankin 1983; Wells and Rankin 1986; Van Voorhis 

et al. 1988; Free 1991; Kierkus and Baer 2002) agree that a dichotomous 

conceptualization of family structure not only limits our understanding of the family 

structure/delinquency relationship but is also analytically inadequate.  

In other words, interest in family structure occurred in a vacuum, 

neglecting crucial additional factors of family life, such as affection 

among members, degree of conflict, supervision of children, child 

maltreatment, and others that could be considered indicative of the 

quality of family life (Van Voorhis et al. 1988:24). 

 

In sum, the family structure variable most commonly used throughout past 

research has failed to represent some of the most relevant aspects of family functioning. 
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Specifically, research on family structure and delinquency has commonly conceptualized 

family structure as a dichotomous variable (broken versus intact), which ignores many 

important pre-disruption characteristics (reasons for disruption, timing of disruption, 

gender of the lost parent, level of conflict) and post-characteristics of complex family 

disruption processes (Juby and Farrington 2001). According to Demuth and Brown 

(2004), past research has also failed to account for characteristics of the non-residential 

parent-child relationship, such as involvement and closeness, “which may buffer the 

negative effect of a non-traditional family arrangement on delinquency” (62). As a result, 

families with very different experiences were classified together. 

Following a lapse of nearly 20 years (1932-1950), interest in the effects of family 

structure on delinquency re-emerged as a focal area of theoretical and empirical inquiry. 

It was the work of Sheldon and Eleanor Glueck (1950) that revived the broken home as a 

significant variable with regards to delinquency (Simons et al. 2004). The Gluecks argued 

that family environment was the most important determinant of delinquent behaviour. 

Based on their data, they emphasized three family factors that were especially important: 

parental supervision, disciplinary practices, and child-parent attachment. More 

specifically, the Gluecks (1950) argued that a broken home may increase delinquency in 

children because there is a higher likelihood that single parents provide inadequate 

supervision, engage in erratic discipline, and have weak emotional ties with the child. 

Although their research did renew interest in this field of research, for the most 

part, the Gluecks‟ findings were disregarded. As Simons et al. comment, “Unfortunately, 

the Gluecks‟ research was viewed as provocative and exerted little influence on social 

scientists interested in crime and deviance” (2004:18). The main reason for this was the 
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Gluecks‟ perspective on theory. The Gluecks did not attempt to develop a theory of 

crime, as they “viewed abstract theory as mere speculation” (Simons et al. 2004:18). As a 

result, sociologists such as Edwin Sutherland, who is deemed as one of the most 

important criminologists of the twentieth century, harshly criticized the Gluecks‟ work. 

Their research was attacked for being atheoretical and for ignoring factors identified as 

important causes of crime in sociological theories (Simons et al. 2004). It is noteworthy, 

that it is here where we begin to recognize that past theories on broken homes and 

delinquency were not so different than the theories proposed today. That is, the Gluecks 

(1950) identified parental supervision, effective parenting practices and parent child-

attachment as three important factors in explaining the relationship between family 

structure and delinquency. It was the inability to theoretically contextualize the material 

that hindered these past explanations of broken homes and delinquency from becoming 

relevant.  

According to Simons et al. (2004), the Gluecks‟ emphasis on the family was seen 

as narrow and socially conservative. As a consequence, their hypothesis regarding a link 

between parenting and delinquency was largely ignored by sociologists until Travis 

Hirschi published his social control theory of crime in 1969. This work included the 

parent-child relationship as one of its elements. As a result, Hirschi‟s (1969) social 

control theory made investigation of family processes a legitimate aspect of sociological 

study of delinquent behaviour. Hirschi maintains that attachment to parents forms the 

basis of conformity and that it is the attachment itself that is important. Hirschi argued 

“The more strongly a child is attached to his parents, the more strongly he is bound to 

their expectations, and therefore the more strongly he is bound to conformity with the 
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legal norms of the larger system” (1969:89-90). Furthermore, Hirschi (1969) suggested 

that it is the parents' "psychological presence" in the child's mind during tempting 

situations that is the key (89-90). In this sense, direct control, per se, is relatively 

unimportant. Therefore, the child is less likely to commit delinquent acts because the 

child shares activities with their parents and because the child perceives his/her parents as 

aware of his/her location (see Hirschi 1969; Cernkovich and Giordano 1987). In sum, it is 

believed that family structure influences the level of parental attachment that a child is 

likely to experience.  

Although this theory has garnered much support in relation to broken homes, a 

need for additional research exists. Such research should assess the relationship between 

parental attachment and delinquency while addressing the previous conceptual and 

methodological issues that have been discussed. That is, further research on the 

relationship between parental attachment and delinquency needs to be done using multi-

dimensional measures of family structure and the parental attachment variable. There are 

less than a handful of studies that have tried to address this need. For example, Kierkus 

and Baer (2002) utilized multi-dimensional measures of family structure and parental 

attachment in their analysis and concluded that the magnitudes of the relationships 

between family structure and delinquency were substantially reduced when the parental 

attachment variable was added to their regression equation. This, they suggested, may 

provide a plausible explanation for why certain family structures are linked to 

delinquency. More recently, Schroeder, Osgood and Oghia (2010), used the first and third 

waves of the National Youth Study (United States 1977, 1979) and provided evidence 

that parental attachment may account for a portion of the family formation effect on 
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delinquency.  

2.3 Current research on family structure and delinquency 

Current research seems to be moving in a similar direction. There have been two 

notable studies that have attempted to overcome the deficiencies with past research on 

family structure and delinquency. Rebellon‟s (2002) analysis employed a more precise 

measure of both family disruption and delinquency than used in prior research. It also 

incorporated an array of techniques with which to assess the relationships among these 

measures, and it also attempted to explore the adequacy of various explanations for these 

relationships. Rebellon‟s findings suggested that broken homes are associated with more 

than a 115 percent increase in delinquency and his results also suggested that broken 

homes are strongly associated with a range of delinquent behaviours, including minor 

status offenses and more severe property and violent offenses. Using longitudinal data 

from the National Youth Survey (United States 1979), Rebellon (2002) tested the degree 

to which social bonding, peer relations, and general strain theory act as potential 

mediators in the relationship between family structure and delinquency. Rebellon (2002) 

found that the social learning variables appeared to be the most important factors linking 

family structure and delinquency. That is, when peer delinquency and time with peers 

were entered into the model, the relationship between broken homes and crime 

disappeared. This led Rebellon to conclude that peer relations may serve as an important 

explanation of the broken homes/delinquency relationship. Parental attachment, family 

involvement, perceived problems, and parental abuse all failed to explain the relationship 

between family structure and delinquency.  

            More recently, a study by Demuth and Brown (2004) demonstrated that broken  
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homes are associated with juvenile delinquency but also that family arrangements are not 

just a broken homes issue. These researchers improved prior research on family structure 

and delinquency by focusing in on youngsters in married couple versus single-mother 

families and by including those living in single-father families as well. Specifically, they 

not only evaluated the significance of youth residing in a single-parent family, but also 

whether adolescents residing with single mothers are more delinquent than those living in 

single-father families. Demuth and Brown (2004) believed that this strategy would 

provide a more complete understanding of the structure and functioning of single-parent 

families and also allow them to test whether it is parental absence that contributes to the 

higher levels of delinquency characterizing adolescents in single-mother families, or 

whether parental gender in single-parent families is associated with delinquency.   

These researchers concluded that children in single-father headed households 

show significantly higher rates of juvenile crime than single-mother headed households. 

The researchers suggested that higher levels of delinquency among children residing with 

their fathers were due mainly to inadequate parental involvement in a teenager‟s life. 

Demuth and Brown (2004) concluded that, overall, the lack of supervision and the 

absence of close relationships between the teenager and his or her parents can influence 

delinquency. Further, children from blended families tend to be the most delinquent of 

any family structure. Demuth and Brown (2004) discovered that family structure was 

much less important than family processes in relation to encouraging delinquency among 

youth. In fact, their results support Hirschi‟s (1969) original assertion that “a parent‟s 

physical presence is likely to have a smaller impact on delinquent behaviour than a 

parent‟s psychological and emotional presence” (Demuth and Brown 2004:78). Thus, 
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similar to Demuth and Brown (2004), Katz et al. (1997) argued that what is important is 

the type and quality of the family relationship rather than family structure, per se. These 

are two examples of recent research in the study of family structure and juvenile 

delinquency that have moved beyond the broken/intact family dichotomy and 

investigated the impact of more specific family structures on juvenile offending. 

I now move to an examination of how various theoretical perspectives account for 

the possible link between broken homes and delinquency. 
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Chapter 3 

Theoretical Framework 

The traditional ways of looking at family structure and delinquency have been 

marred with inconsistent measurements of the term broken home and an inability to 

theoretically contextualize the material (Wells and Rankin 1991; Rebellon 2002). 

However, as a result of new and emerging theories throughout the late 20
th

 century, new 

studies surfaced that began explaining the association between family structure and 

delinquency in different ways. Although numerous studies from several disciplines have 

unveiled at least some relationship between broken homes and delinquency, the 

intervening variable linking broken homes to delinquency remains theoretically vague 

and empirically unknown (Wells and Rankin 1991; Rebellon 2002; Boutwell and Beaver 

2010). This section will describe and discuss the four leading theoretical perspectives that 

propose plausible intervening variables through which broken homes may affect 

delinquency. These include the social control perspective, low self-control theory, the 

learning perspective, and general strain theory. The goal of this section is to provide 

analyses of each theory, comparisons between theories, and to examine how the 

individuals using a particular perspective approach the topic of family structure and 

delinquency. This summary will provide the reader with the necessary tools to explain the 

relationship between family structure and delinquency and to interpret the findings 

presented in the literature review. 

3.1 Social Control Theory 

The social control explanation for crime and delinquency was not widely accepted  
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until 1969, when Travis Hirschi‟s book titled, The Causes of Delinquency, was published. 

Here, Hirschi argued that people conform because they establish a bond to society. He 

contended that “delinquent acts result when an individual‟s bond to society is weak or 

broken” (Hirschi 1969:16). It is believed that people are all born deviants and it is self-

evident that many kinds of deviance are alluring, exciting and relatively easy routes to 

fun and profit. This theory puts a strong focus on barriers (or lack of barriers), rather than 

the nature of the drives and needs. Hirschi (1969) posits that the individual‟s behaviour 

will be controlled in the direction of conformity if they possess strong elements of social 

bonding with parents, adults, school teachers, and peers. It is hypothesized that when 

social control works, it creates conformity. When it fails, however, it does not specifically 

cause deviance but it allows the individual to choose the deviant path. For Hirschi, four 

interrelated aspects of the social bond constrain our behaviour: attachment, commitment, 

involvement, and belief (1969). These four elements are viewed as being highly inter-

connected, as such, the weakening of one will probably be accompanied by the 

weakening of another (Hirschi 1969).   

Hirschi‟s (1969) version of social control theory contends that people conform to 

the norms of society because they possess strong affective attachments to significant 

others (parents, peers), stakes in conformity, belief in conventional norms, and become 

involved in conventional activities. Thus, criminals and delinquents are more likely to be 

persons who have weak attachments, low stakes in conformity, poor attitudes towards 

social norms, and little or low involvement in conventional activities. The concept of 

attachment refers to the extent to which individuals have close affectional ties to others, 

admire them, and identify with them so that they care about their expectations. Hence, 
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individuals that are bound to conventional others (e.g., friends, family, peers) will have a 

higher likelihood of following norms. Commitment refers to the extent to which 

individuals have built up an investment in conventionality or a “stake in conformity” that 

would be lost or jeopardized by engaging in criminal activity or deviance. For example, if 

an individual has put a lot of time into gaining an education, the more one will risk by not 

conforming. Involvement refers to one‟s involvement in conventional activities (e.g., 

studying, extra-curricular participation, time with family). It is believed if one is busy in 

conforming activities they will not have the time to become involved in non-conforming 

activities. Finally, the more an individual believes in the values of society the less likely 

they are to break the law (Linden 2000). 

3.1.1 Broken Homes and Social Control Theory 

Hirschi's (1969) version of the social control perspective has had the greatest 

influence on developments in family and delinquency research. A central tenant of this 

theory is that there is an inverse association between parent-child attachments and 

delinquency. Lieber et al. note that “Hirschi originally argued that the attachment 

between parent and child is paramount and that the strength of this relationship is the 

most important factor in deterring delinquent behaviour” (2009:80). Most of the literature 

examining the link between family structure and delinquent behaviour has tended to 

focus on the attachment component of social control theory (Nye 1958; Hirschi 1969; 

Gove and Crutchfield 1982; Cernkovich and Giordano 1987; Van Voorhis et al. 1988; 

Wells and Rankin 1988; Rankin and Kern 1994; Katz, Dunham and Zimmerman 1997; 

Kierkus and Baer 2002; Demuth and Brown 2004). It has been assumed that this 

component is most strongly influenced by family structure. That is, children residing in a 
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single-parent household who possess strong attachments to his or her guardian are 

expected to be less delinquent than children who have weak attachments to both parents 

in an intact household. In other words, it is not the quantity of bonds that determines 

delinquency rather, it is the quality of those bonds (Lieber et al. 2009). Therefore, social 

bonding theory could serve as a viable explanation for the broken homes/delinquency 

relationship to the degree that broken homes inhibit parental attachment (Rebellon 2002).  

Before discussing the empirical evidence that supports the attachment variable as 

a plausible intervening variable of explaining broken homes and delinquency, it is 

important to further explain how Hirschi outlined parent-child attachments. As previously 

mentioned, attachments refer to the affective ties that youths form with significant others, 

with a strong emphasis on the parents. Thus, a positive parent-child attachment is 

theorized to result in less delinquency because the child does not want to jeopardize the 

established relationships. Weak attachments minimize the child's sensitivity to parental 

opinions, thereby “freeing the child to deviate in response to situational demands and 

peer encouragements” (Rankin and Kern 1994:28). Empirical research (see Canter 1982; 

Wells and Rankin 1988; Rankin and Kern 1994) indicates that although the strength of 

the relationship is only moderate, weak parental attachment does increase the probability 

of delinquency. 

 Hirschi (1969) posited three major dimensions of parent-child attachments. The 

first being affectional identification, which he described as the love and respect that 

children have for their parents. Second, the intimacy of communication is the child's 

sharing of personal concerns and opinions with parents. The final dimension is 

supervision. Supervision refers to the "psychological" presence of parents when 
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opportunities for delinquency arise (Rankin and Kern 1994). According to Rankin and 

Kern (1994), past research has operationalized parent-child attachments in a variety of 

ways, including indicators of affection and love, interest and concern, support and help, 

caring and trust, encouragement, lack of rejection, desire for physical closeness, amount 

of interaction, positive communication, control and supervision, parental conflict, 

identification with parents, and identity support. These studies all concluded that close 

ties to parents are moderately and inversely related to self-reported delinquency (Nye 

1958; Wells and Rankin 1991), although it can be noted that there remains disagreement 

over the exact number and types of family interaction dimensions (Cernkovich and 

Giordano 1987; Rankin and Kern 1994). 

The work of Ivan Nye (1958) introduced the social control explanation to the 

family structure and delinquency relationship. He formulated a control theory that 

emphasized the manner in which direct parental control, internalized control, and indirect 

control can all influence children‟s delinquency. Direct control of behaviour is through 

restriction, supervision, and punishment; internalized control through the creation of a 

child‟s conscience; and indirect control through the amount of affectional identification 

the child has with the parents (Demuth and Brown 2004). However, this particular 

theoretical perspective was not widely accepted by sociologists and criminologists. This 

research simply demonstrated that family structure and marital happiness were both 

related to delinquent behaviour. It failed to provide any evidence to suggest that parental 

attachment variables intervene between family structure and delinquency (Kierkus and 

Baer 2002). 
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Both Nye (1958) and Hirschi (1969) specified several indicators that can be used 

to measure the strength of the parental attachment. The simplest of these indicators is 

what is referred to as direct controls. According to this concept, children who spend a 

greater amount of time in their parents presence will be more attached (Kierkus and Baer 

2002). It is hypothesized that the more time a youth spends under the supervision of 

his/her parents, the more time in which the child is unlikely “to get into situations in 

which delinquent acts are possible” (Hirschi 1969:88). In regards to a broken 

homes/delinquency explanation, the direct control explanation states that a broken home 

will hinder a parent's ability to set appropriate rules, recognize rule violations, monitor 

children, and punish inappropriate behaviour (Rankin and Wells 1991; Rebellon 2002). 

Research suggests that direct controls, such as supervision and monitoring, serve as 

buffers against delinquency even after controlling for social bonding (Rankin and Kern 

1994; Rebellon 2002). However, both Nye and Hirschi downplayed the importance of the 

direct control indicator. Rather, they contend that the majority of delinquent acts are 

committed quickly, and so, even closely supervised children have many opportunities to 

engage in delinquent behaviour (Kierkus and Baer 2002; Simons et al. 2006).  

Nye (1958) and Hirschi (1969) agreed that the most important indicator of 

parental attachment is indirect supervision. This concept suggests that those children who 

have strong attachments to their parents will be inhibited from engaging in delinquent 

acts because the children believe that their parents are aware of what they are doing, 

where they are, who they are with, and what they will think (Kierkus and Baer 2002). As 

Hirschi states, “the psychological presence of parents constitutes an effective shield 

against delinquent influences” (1969:90). Thus, both Nye and Hirschi placed greater 
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importance on indirect controls when explaining family structure and delinquency. 

Empirical research suggests that a stronger relationship exists between indirect 

social controls and delinquency than between direct social controls and delinquency. For 

example, Cernkovich and Giordano (1987) used a total of 942 interviews to reveal that 

parent-child attachments have a much stronger effect on delinquency than do more direct 

controls such as supervision and restriction. Demuth and Brown (2004) concluded that 

the greater delinquency of adolescents residing in single-father families is largely a 

function of the weaker direct and indirect controls exerted by the father. Thus, they 

concluded that parental absence undermines direct and indirect controls. These 

researchers discovered, however, a stronger relationship between indirect social control 

and delinquency than direct social controls and delinquency. Hence, their results support 

Hirschi‟s (1969) assertion that a “parent‟s physical presence is likely to have a smaller 

impact on delinquent behaviour than a parent‟s psychological and emotional presence” 

(cited in Demuth and Brown 2004:78). Wells and Rankin (1988:265) refuted this finding 

and concluded that when the term “direct control” is re-conceptualized to include the 

following components: normative regulation, monitoring, and punishment, the results 

indicate that direct controls by parents have as great an impact on delinquency as that of 

“indirect controls” or “parental attachments.”  

There has been a plethora of studies conducted that have provided empirical 

evidence which suggests that attachment variables mediate the direct influence of family 

structure on delinquency (Gove and Crutchfield 1982; Cernkovic and Giordano 1987; 

Wells and Rankin 1988; Rankin and Kern 1994; Demuth and Brown 2004). For example, 

Hirschi (1969) concluded that strong ties to one parent are sufficient to protect against 
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delinquency. Hirschi originally found no additive effect of having strong ties to both 

parents. Thus, Hirschi posited that when the child is closely attached to at least one 

parent, family structure will have minimal effects. It is noteworthy, that years later, 

Rankin and Kern (1994) evaluated the relative importance of attachment to mothers 

versus fathers and concluded that strong attachment to two parents provides a greater 

protective effect against delinquency than strong attachment to only one parent.  

Current research continues to find support for the ability of the attachment 

variable to explain the link between family structure and delinquency. Katz et al. (1997) 

found that family structure was indirectly related to both minor and serious types of 

delinquency through its impact on family attachment. As Katz et al. observe, “A child‟s 

family attachment is more important than family structure, even though family structure 

does have an effect on family attachment” (1997:212). This finding is consistent with 

Hirschi (1969), who argued that it is the quality (not quantity) of the family relationship 

that is important rather than the family structure. This finding also supports the claim by 

Nye and Hirschi that indirect controls are of greater importance than direct controls in 

explaining delinquency. Kierkus and Baer (2002) used a representative sample of school 

children from Ontario in an attempt to establish why the relationship between family 

structure and delinquency exists. These researchers found partial support for the parental 

attachment component of social control theory and concluded that this may provide a 

plausible explanation for why certain family structures are linked to delinquency. Finally, 

Demuth and Brown (2004) suggest that it is family processes (with a particular emphasis 

on parent-child attachments) that have a strong influence on youth delinquency, and not 

the presence of two parents. These researchers concluded that parental absence 
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undermines direct (supervision, monitoring) and indirect (parental attachment) controls. 

More specifically, Demuth and Brown (2004) revealed that adolescents living in a broken 

home reported significantly higher delinquency than those residing with two biological 

parents. This is consistent with past research that also concluded that children from 

broken homes are more delinquent than those from intact families (Gove and Crutchfield 

1982; Wells and Rankin 1988; Rankin and Kern 1994). Thus, it is the broken home that 

will set in motion a number of problems that will ultimately disrupt the attachment 

between parent and child and the overall effectiveness of the parenting. Parental absence 

undermines direct and indirect controls which in turn accounts for the higher levels of 

delinquency among children residing in broken homes. 

The empirical findings assessing the explanatory power of parental attachment are 

mixed. While some studies have embraced the social control model as an important 

explanatory premise underlying the relationship between family structure and 

delinquency, others have argued that this perspective cannot adequately explain why 

children from broken home families are more criminogenic. Rebellon (2002) used a 

national probability sample of 1,075 adolescents in an attempt to unveil the specific 

mechanism that underlies the broken home/delinquency relationship. He did not find any 

evidence that involvement, commitment, or attachment could explain the relationship 

between distal divorce/separation and status offending. In fact, commitment to 

conventional goals, family attachment and family involvement all failed to explain the 

broken homes/delinquency relationship. Instead, Rebellon (2002) concluded that the 

social learning processes could better explain the link between family structure transitions 

and delinquency. This supports Matsueda and Heimer‟s (1987) finding that the process of 
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learning an excess of definitions favourable to delinquency best describes the relationship 

between family structure and delinquency. Matsueda and Heimer (1987) found that 

attachment to parents was completely mediated by the process of learning an excess of 

definitions favourable to delinquency. As Matsueda and Heimer note, “youths who are 

closely supervised and develop warm relationships with their parents commit fewer 

delinquent acts because they are exposed to fewer prodelinquent definitions” (1987:831). 

Thus, they concluded that although social control theory still plays an important role in 

the relationship, the differential association approach would best explain the relationship 

between family structure and delinquency over social control theory.  

To conclude on social control theory, research indicates that family structure has 

only an indirect effect on crime and delinquency. This is because family structure has a 

direct effect on family attachment, which has been found to have a significant direct 

effect on minor delinquency, serious delinquency, and cigarette, alcohol, and drug use 

(Katz et al. 1997). Thus, according to social control theory, it is possible that a child 

residing in a broken home may possess a stronger attachment to their parent which in turn 

would result in lower levels of delinquency than children in some intact families. 

Therefore, a child's parental attachment is more important than family structure, even 

though family structure does have an effect on parental attachment. These findings imply 

that it is not merely the structural or living arrangement of the family that should be the 

priority of "family values" (Katz et al. 1997:212). It is the type of relationship (strength of 

attachment) that the child shares with the parent that influences the behaviour, not 

necessarily the presence of a parent. Therefore, according to the social control model, it is 

not family disruption itself which causes delinquency. Family disruption will lead to 
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decreases in both direct and indirect social controls which then lead to delinquency. In 

summation, although some evidence suggests that social control theory cannot adequately 

explain the association between family structure and delinquency, this theory has 

garnered much support and therefore, is a good avenue to pursue in explaining the 

relationship between family structure and delinquency.  

3.2 The General Theory of Crime 

According to Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990), self-control can be defined as the 

degree to which individuals are vulnerable to temptation. It is theorized that those high in 

self-control are better equipped to resist criminal impulses, while those with lower levels 

of self-control are more likely to succumb to temptation in order to satisfy immediate 

pleasures associated with crime (Phythian, Keane and Krull 2008). Gottfredson and 

Hirschi (1990) define crime as any act of “force or fraud undertaken in the pursuit of self-

interest” (15). It is also argued that people lacking self-control tend to pursue immediate 

pleasures that are not criminal. These behaviours have come to be known as “acts that are 

analogous to crime” (Paternoster and Brame 1998). Such behaviours include, but are not 

limited to, smoking, drinking, drugs, gambling, engaging in illicit sexual acts, and having 

children out of wedlock (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990). Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) 

also propose that opportunity plays a large role in their theory. That is, individuals with 

low self-control have a greater propensity to commit crimes when they have the 

opportunity to do so.  

Gottfredson and Hirschi‟s general theory (1990) suggests that people with low 

self-control tend to: (a) be impulsive; (b) have a propensity for risk-seeking; (c) be short-

sighted; (d) have bad tempers; (e) prefer physical activities over mental or cognitive ones; 
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and (f) be insensitive to the needs of others/self-centered. These characteristics of low 

self-control are not separate aspects of self-control. These traits will all be found in the 

same person and influence those individuals to act on criminal impulses (Hay 2001). 

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) contend that low self-control is the single most important 

factor behind crime.  

In general there is an overwhelming amount of support for low self-control 

theory. For example, a meta-analysis conducted by Pratt and Cullen (2000) examined the 

results from twenty-one studies and found self-control to be a consistent and robust 

predictor of a host of criminal and deviant acts. 

Many studies have subsequently focused on how and where the formation of self- 

control occurs. Some look to the family for answers. Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) 

argue that we are all born with low self-control and it needs to be socialized out of us. 

Hence, a large emphasis has been placed on the family‟s responsibility of socializing 

their children, as self-control is said to become a stable trait between the ages of 8 to 10 

years. Thus, ineffective parenting styles will not allow the child to develop self-control 

and ultimately leave him/her at risk of delinquency. In addition to providing an 

explanation of what causes crime, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) also outlined the 

factors that are responsible for causing variation in levels of self-control. According to 

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990), levels of self-control are the result of three parental 

management techniques. First, parents must monitor their child's activities. Second, 

parents must be able to recognize the antisocial actions of their child. Lastly, parents must 

effectively discipline their child's aberrant behaviour when it occurs. Parents who are 

successful at these three child-rearing techniques should, on average, raise children with 
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relatively high levels of self-control (Akers 1994). Therefore, the general theory of crime 

could serve as an explanation for the broken homes and delinquency relationship to the 

degree that a broken home can lead to a decrease in the overall amount of time spent with 

the child and amount of time a parent will have to adequately monitor and discipline their 

child‟s behaviour (Rebellon 2002). 

3.2.1 Broken Homes and the General Theory of Crime 

Although the general theory of crime has been described as being one of the most 

influential criminological theories ever proposed, relatively few studies (Mandara and 

Murray 2002; Rebellon 2002; Boutwell and Beaver 2010) have tested the exact 

relationship between broken homes and self-control as described by Gottfredson and 

Hirschi (1990). There are four studies that have examined whether being raised in a 

broken home is a risk factor for the development of low self-control. First, Mandara and 

Murray (2000) analyzed a sample of North American youth in order to determine whether 

the children of single parents exhibited lower levels of self-control than those children 

raised with two biological parents. These researchers found lower levels of self-control in 

children who were raised in broken homes as opposed to those youth reared in two-parent 

homes. The second study, conducted by Meldrum (2008) analyzed data from the National 

Longitudinal Study of Youth (United States 1979) to examine the link between self-

control and broken homes. Meldrum concluded that children reared in broken homes had 

significantly lower levels of self-control compared to those children raised in two-parent 

(intact) homes. Hence, these two studies provide evidence that children raised in broken 

homes are at risk for developing low levels of self-control.  

In a recent study, Boutwell and Beaver (2010) attempted to explain the exact 
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mechanisms that can account for the association between broken homes and low self-

control. These researchers proposed a social causation explanation. The social causation 

explanation contends that the association between a broken home and levels of self-

control could be the result of ineffective parental socialization which, in turn, hinders the 

child's development of self-control. More specifically, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) 

have argued that “the single parent must devote a good deal to support and maintenance 

activities that are at least to some extent shared in the two-parent family” (78). What this 

necessarily means is that the broken home ultimately hinders the single parent‟s ability to 

monitor their children and correct their aberrant behaviour. In combination, these factors 

will impede the development of high levels of self-control in children and therefore 

increase the likelihood of deviant behaviour (Boutwell and Beaver 2010). Thus, a broken 

home may ultimately influence the way a guardian will parent their child. Parents faced 

with raising children in a broken home are less able to engage in effective parenting 

techniques and this can result in delinquent behaviour for that particular youth. Boutwell 

and Beaver (2010) concluded that being raised in a broken home was a risk factor for 

developing lower levels of self-control in children. The results from their analysis, 

however, were not supportive of the social causation hypothesis. On the contrary, these 

researchers provided evidence that the association between broken homes and low self-

control is attributed to parental characteristics. That is, parents who possess antisocial 

characteristics will tend to predict the family structure they enter into, and this will 

influence the levels of self-control the child will develop (Boutwell and Beaver 2010). 

  Using a national probability sample, Rebellon (2002) concluded that the self- 

control explanation could not explain any offense types even after controlling for 
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measures of parenting and for prior delinquency. However, it is noteworthy that Rebellon 

stated “this study only provided a limited exploration of certain self-control theory 

predictions, and improved measures may shed more light on the relationship” (2002:129). 

Given the lack of evidence in this area and the relative importance of this theory within 

the field of criminology, more research needs to be done in order determine low self-

control‟s relationship to broken homes and delinquency.  

In conclusion, as hypothesized by Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990), the source of 

low self-control is ineffective or incomplete socialization, especially ineffective child- 

rearing. Parents who supervise their children closely, recognize the lack of self-control in 

their children and sanction deviant acts will help to socialize children into self-control. In 

sum, the self-control theory states that the broken home may cause a change in the 

parent‟s ability to supervise, monitor, and recognize poor behaviour. This will lead to 

ineffective parenting techniques and leave the child at risk of not developing high self-

control which could result in higher delinquency. However, despite the intuitive appeal of 

a low self-control and broken homes/delinquency relationship, there is a lack of research 

on this possible relationship, making this avenue a fruitful route to explore.  

3.3 Social Learning Theory 

Sutherland‟s (1947) theory of differential association was stated as a set of nine 

propositions. Although all nine statements constitute the theory, Sutherland identified the 

sixth statement as the “principle of differential association.” This is the principle that a 

person commits criminal acts because he or she has learned “definitions favorable to 

violation of law in excess of the definitions unfavorable to violation of law” (Akers 

1994:93). According to Sutherland (1947), criminal behaviour is learned through our 
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interactions with other people, mainly in primary or intimate groups. This behaviour can 

be communicated or demonstrated to individuals.  Furthermore, each definition is 

weighed by four modalities: frequency, duration, priority, and intensity. Definitions 

presented more frequently, for a longer duration, at an earlier point in life, and from a 

person with whom the individual holds a stronger emotional connection will receive more 

weight (Matsueda and Heimer 1987). In sum, delinquency occurs depending on the ratio 

of learned definitions favourable and unfavourable to that act.  

In the field of criminology, social learning theory refers to the theory of crime and 

deviance developed by Ronald Akers. Akers‟ social learning theory was proposed as a 

reformulation of Edwin Sutherland‟s differential association theory of crime.  Although 

Akers and Burgess (1966) retained the concepts and definitions of Sutherland‟s 

differential association, they conceptualized them in more behavioural terms and also 

added concepts from behavioural learning theory (Akers 1994). One of these concepts is 

referred to as differential reinforcement, whereby “operant” behaviour is conditioned or 

shaped by rewards and punishments. This concept states that certain behaviours are 

rewarded more than others, and individuals will engage in those behaviours that receive 

the most reinforcement. Other concepts include classical or respondent conditioning 

which refers to the conditioning of involuntary reflex behaviour. Discriminative stimuli 

refers to the environmental and internal stimuli that provides cues or signals that indicate 

to people if they are going to be reinforced or punished for behaviour. Schedules of 

reinforcement refer to the rate and ratio in which rewards and punishments follow a 

behavioural response. Akers also identified two types of reinforcements and punishments. 

Positive reinforcement occurs when something is added to the environment to increase 
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rates of behaviour. Negative reinforcement occurs when something is taken away from 

the environment in order to escape unpleasant events and also increase rates of behaviour. 

Positive punishment is direct and negative consequences are attached to a behaviour. 

Negative punishment is when a reward or pleasant consequence is removed. Here, 

punishments are designed to decrease rates of behaviour. Imitation and modeling are also 

central to this theory. This can be best described as the engagement in behaviour after the 

observation of similar behaviour by others. The characteristics of the models, the 

behaviour observed and the observed consequences of the behaviour ultimately affect 

whether or not the behaviour modeled by others will be imitated (Akers 1994). 

According to Pratt et al. (2009) the empirical support for social learning theory 

stacks up well relative to the other criminological perspectives that have been subjected 

to meta-analyses. Specifically, the mean effect sizes of the differential association and 

definitions (or antisocial attitudes) are comparable in magnitude to self-control -- a 

finding that is consistent with Pratt and Cullen‟s (2000) meta-analysis of the self-control 

criminological literature. In addition, support for this theory has also come from research 

conducted by Akers. Akers (1994; 1998) has consistently demonstrated that the social 

learning variables of differential association and other related concepts are strongly 

related to forms of deviance and criminal behaviour. 

3.3.1 Broken Homes and Social Learning Theory 

The learning perspective could serve as a mechanism for explaining the 

relationship between family structure and delinquency because criminal behaviour can be 

learned in the family and through peer associations. According to Sutherland (1947), 

criminal behaviour is learned through our interactions with other people, mainly in 
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primary or intimate groups. This behaviour can be communicated or demonstrated to 

individuals. According to social learning theory, criminal behaviour is learned through 

associations with other delinquent youth who demonstrate, reinforce, and promote beliefs 

favourable to law violation. Thus, a broken home may also promote delinquency by 

encouraging greater association with delinquent peers and by increasing the importance 

of these associations among juveniles from disrupted families (Rebellon 2002).  

There are three notable studies that provide support for the social learning theory 

explanation of broken homes and crime. First, Steinberg (1987) conducted a study using a 

sample of 865 suburban youths enrolled in grades five to nine. He concluded that youths 

from broken homes were more susceptible to the effects of peer pressure than were 

youths from intact homes. More specifically, this study found that those children residing 

with both biological parents were more likely to be deterred from peer influences, those 

residing with stepparents were least likely to be deterred from peer influences, and those 

residing in single-parent homes fell between the other two groups (see Rebellon 2002). 

Steinberg (1987) concluded that the presence of both biological parents within the 

household provides greater control over youngsters‟ behaviour and this in turn helps the 

child to resist peer pressure. Second, Matsueda and Heimer (1987) used data from the 

Richmond Youth Project (United States 1969) in order to empirically test theoretical 

mechanisms from differential association and social control theory, specifying how 

broken homes may influence delinquency. They concluded that the effects of broken 

homes and attachment to parents are mediated by the learning of definitions of 

delinquency. Finally, Rebellon (2002) conducted an analysis using a nationally 

representative sample of U.S. adolescents in an attempt to explain what accounts for the 
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broken homes/delinquency relationship. He concluded that broken homes had a positive 

impact on the association with delinquent peers and on circumstances favourable to 

delinquency. According to Rebellon (2002), this association exists because a broken 

home will lead to a decrease in the amount of time a parent will be at home and this will 

increase the importance of associations with peers (particularly delinquent peers). Thus, 

he concluded that social learning theory could best explain the relationship between 

family structure and delinquency. 

In sum, social learning theorists suggest that association with delinquent peers 

acts as a mediating variable in the relationship between broken homes and delinquency. 

That is, a broken home will lead to the child spending more time with deviant peers and 

increasing the chances of learning definitions favourable to delinquency. Therefore, this 

evidence seems to suggest that peer relations are possible mediators of the broken homes/ 

delinquency relationship. Overall, results suggest that association with deviant peers and 

attitudes favourable to delinquency account for some of the broken homes/delinquency 

relationship better than do a number of alternate explanations. Hence, this could be an 

avenue worth exploring further.  

3.4 General Strain Theory 

Agnew developed a popular revision to the Mertonian classical strain theory. 

Rather than Merton‟s single source of strain, a disjuncture between cultural goals and 

structural means to attain them, Agnew (1992) proposes three forms of strain: (1) failure 

to achieve positively valued goals; (2) removal of positively valued stimuli; and (3) 

confrontation with negative stimuli. The first is the traditional concept of strain as the 

disjuncture between aspirations and expectations. There are three subtypes under the first 
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form. The first subtype includes not only future goals but also immediate ones as well. 

The second subtype states that the gap between aspirations and expectations can lead to 

anger, resentment, and disappointment. The final subtype under this category results from 

the discrepancy between what one views as a fair or just outcome and the actual outcome 

(Akers 1994). 

The second source of strain refers primarily to the stressful life events that can 

befall individuals (particularly adolescents). For example, the loss of something or 

someone of great worth (girlfriend/boyfriend, parent‟s divorce) or the suspension from or 

changing of schools. More specifically, anything that is viewed as positive stimuli, if lost, 

could be a source of strain. The final source of strain involves the individual‟s 

confrontation with negative actions by others. Such actions may include, but are not 

limited to: adolescent child abuse, victimization, and adverse school experiences and 

other noxious stimuli. Since adolescents cannot escape from family or school, legitimate 

ways to avoid stress from parents or teachers are blocked. These stressful life events can 

motivate the individual to react in a deviant way (Akers 1994). 

For Agnew (1992), the experience of strain generates anger and this experience 

can lead to negative emotion and one potential behavioural response to cope with this 

negative emotion is delinquency. Akers notes, “Deviant actions may be taken to deal with 

stress by getting around it, seeking vengeance against the perceived source of the strain, 

or retreating into drug use” (1994:156). Anger becomes an important emotion in this 

theory because anger will fuel the desire to take action, give individuals energy, and 

influence one‟s perception of risk. Agnew also suggests that the impact of strain may 

vary depending upon the severity/magnitude, duration, recency, and centrality of the 
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strain. Strains that are severe or high in magnitude influence actors‟ abilities to cope in a 

noncriminal manner by decreasing the perceived costs of criminal coping and increasing 

the disposition to engage in criminal coping. Strains that are of a longer duration are 

expected to have a greater negative impact on the individual.  

Since the inception of general strain theory in 1992 there have been several 

studies conducted that have provided support for Agnew‟s general strain theory of 

delinquency. Although research has yet to determine whether general strain serves as a 

viable explanation of the broken homes/delinquency relationship, there are some notable 

studies that suggest that general strain is associated with delinquency (Agnew and White 

1992; Paternoster and Mazerolle 1994) and that delinquency may serve to regulate 

negative emotions. Agnew and White (1992) tested this theory and found that the general 

strain variables had a substantial effect on deviance, even after controlling for social 

control and social learning variables. Studies (Agnew and White 1992; Paternoster and 

Mazerolle 1994) have also provided evidence that negative life events can result in an 

increase in other delinquent acts.  

Agnew also contends that the effect of strain on crime may be moderated by a 

number of factors. According to Agnew (1992), there will be a higher likelihood of crime 

when individuals have low social control, low levels of self-control, and a higher number 

of delinquent peers. A study conducted by Mazerolle and Maahs (2000) provided support 

for the conditioning effects of social control and social learning on general strain. Using 

data from the National Youth Survey (United States 1979), these researchers found the 

effects of strain were magnified under conditions of low social control and when 

exposure to delinquent peers was strong. Agnew et al. (2002) offered support for the 
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proposition that low self-control will moderate the effect of strain and delinquency. These 

researchers found that individuals who possessed the personality characteristics of low 

constraint and negative emotionality were more likely to use crime in response to strain. 

That is, the effect of strain on crime was greater for those individuals with low self-

control.  

3.4.1 Broken Homes and General Strain Theory 

Robert Agnew's (1992) General Strain Theory (GST) provides a broader means of 

linking broken homes and delinquency than classic strain theory. Although Agnew agrees 

with Merton that strain promotes delinquency, he furthers this argument by suggesting 

that the failure to achieve economic goals is but one type of strain among many (Rebellon 

2002). The literature suggests (Agnew 1992; Rebellon 2002; Cao et al. 2004) that a 

broken home can lead to strain because it results in: (1) the failure to achieve positively 

valued goals ranging from fair treatment to respect; (2) the loss of positively valued 

stimuli ranging from financial resources to close parental relationships; and (3) the 

introduction of negative stimuli ranging from poor family relations, to unwanted 

stepparents, to physical abuse (see Rebellon 2002). Thus, according to GST, negative 

family relations can promote negative emotions and children may engage in delinquency 

as a means to cope with these emotions. However, it is noteworthy that according to this 

theory, it is possible that a broken home may decrease the amount of strain in the 

household and on the individuals who reside in that home. That is, if the amount of 

parental conflict within the home is excessive before the break-up then a divorce could 

lessen the amount of strain overall.   

Although research has yet to determine whether general strain theory serves as a 
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viable explanation of the broken homes/delinquency relationship, there are three studies 

that provide indirect evidence that it may. First, Hess and Camara (1979), studied 

children from recently divorced parents and found significantly higher levels of stress in 

these children than children from intact families. Second, Kurdek and Sinclair (1988) 

found a significant association between the stress from intra-family conflict and a number 

of negative childhood outcomes, including school problems. Finally, Laub and Sampson 

(1988) found an association between parental rejection (the source of strain) and 

delinquency even after controlling for parent-child attachment and parental supervision, 

both of which mediated the effect of family structure on delinquency. In contrast, 

Rebellon (2002) tested the adequacy of a general strain theory in explaining the 

relationship between broken homes and offending. He concluded that both his measures 

of Agnew‟s (1992) general strain theory did not appear to explain the relationship. That 

is, when the variables “frustrations and parental abuse” were entered into the model, the 

magnitude of the relationship between family structure and delinquency did not change.  

According to general strain theory, children may engage in delinquent acts as a 

means to cope with the emotional response from negative family relations. Therefore, 

although the evidence relating strain theory and the family structure/delinquency 

relationship is inconclusive, it could certainly be helpful in forming an overall 

explanation of broken homes and delinquency. Another interesting aspect of this theory is 

that it may also help demonstrate the connections that exist between the four theories that 

are being tested in this study. That is, all four of these theories may help to explain the 

relationship between family structure and delinquency, but they can also be connected. 

According to Agnew (1992), the effect of strain is conditioned by low social control, low 
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self-control, and deviant peers. Therefore, strain is more likely to lead to crime from the 

moderating effects of these variables. For example, social control can act as both a 

mediator and moderator of strain. That is, strain is more likely to lead to crime under 

conditions of low social control. Thus, the nature of these interaction effects may help our 

understanding of the relationship between family structure and crime.     

This chapter summarized the criminological theories used in this study and also 

examined how each theory could help explain the relationship between family structure 

and delinquency. In the next chapter I examine how the type of parental separation can 

influence children‟s delinquency. 
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Chapter 4 

An Examination of Different Family Forms and Crime 

Another important area of broken homes/delinquency research evaluates 

delinquency among youths in reconstituted families and the impact that different family 

transitions have on children. This chapter intends to give an overview of the literature 

examining how the type of parental separation influences delinquency, and examines how 

certain family transitions affect children differently with regards to delinquency. This 

thesis has indicated that family structure throughout North America has changed 

dramatically over the last several decades. High rates of divorce, increases in single-

parent households, the multiplication of stepfamilies and non-parent families 

(grandparents acting as parents, non-parent guardians), and an influx in cohabitation have 

come to characterize contemporary family life (Kennedy and Bumpass 2008). Research 

has shown that these family transitions can be detrimental to children‟s well-being and 

overall family functioning and these transitions have the potential to contribute to 

juvenile delinquency (Mclanahan and Sandefur 1994; Wu 1996). This section intends to 

examine how the causes of the parental separation/broken home can influence 

delinquency. 

The first study to examine the importance of the cause of the broken home was 

conducted by Wadsworth (1979) in the United Kingdom. This study followed over 5,000 

children from birth, all of which initially began life with two married parents. The results 

showed that children living in homes that were broken by separation or divorce showed 

the highest likelihood of offending. In contrast, children from intact homes showed the  
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lowest. More specifically, boys from homes broken by divorce or separation had an 

increased likelihood of being convicted up to 21 years of age (27%) in comparison with 

those from homes broken by death of a mother (19%), death of a father (14%), or from 

unbroken homes (14%) (see Farrington 2001). This study also found evidence that 

indicated that the age of the child at the time of the broken home impacted delinquency. 

As Wadsworth notes, “The most striking findings concerned family life, where disruption 

of parent-child relationship in early life, through parental death, divorce or separation, 

was associated with later delinquency” (1979:115). This study found that boys who 

experienced a broken home between birth and 4 years showed the highest likelihood of 

being delinquent, while homes broken while the boy was between the ages 11 years and 

15 years were not particularly associated with delinquency. It is noteworthy that 

Wadsworth (1979) also concluded that the introduction of a stepparent into the household 

was also associated with an increased likelihood of delinquency. 

4.1 Divorce versus death of a parent 

Several studies (Glueck and Glueck 1950; Wadsworth 1979; Wells and Rankin 

1991) suggest that children from broken homes caused by parental death have fewer 

adverse effects than those whose homes are broken by separation or divorce. This 

research tends to suggest that children whose families were disrupted by divorce are more 

criminogenic than families disrupted by parental death (Rankin 1983; Juby and 

Farrington 2001; Rebellon 2002; Brown 2006; Schroeder et al. 2010). Two notable 

studies verify this presumption. First, Glueck and Glueck (1950) used an analysis to 

conclude that parental death had no effect on delinquency.  Second, a meta-analysis 

conducted by Wells and Rankin (1991) provided evidence that broken homes are more 
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strongly related to delinquency when they are caused by parental separation or divorce 

rather than by death.  

Research indicates that divorce can create a number of hardships for the children 

involved (Simons et al. 1996). These hardships include, but are not limited to, a loss of 

income/increased financial strain, loss of time spent with the non-resident parent, possible 

loss of time spent with the resident parent due to new work obligations, and new stressful 

family relations, including the possible addition of stepparents (Spohn and Kurtz 2011). 

As a result, on the one hand, the experience of being a child of a divorce might 

substantially reduce exposure to a negative environment characterized by intense conflict, 

arguing between two parents, and/or possible physical abuse. On the other hand, as we 

learned from the last chapter, many of the hardships listed above (as a result of divorce) 

are factors that can influence delinquency in children. More specifically, children from 

divorced families have a higher likelihood of being exposed to environments that can 

increase the chances of a child becoming delinquent. For example, the previous chapter 

provided empirical evidence that supports Hirschi‟s (1969) proposition that a broken 

home can lead to a decrease in parental attachments/monitoring, and this can increase the 

likelihood of delinquency in children. A divorce will typically lead to new responsibilities 

put on the newly single parent. This can take the form of the acquisition of a new job or 

possibly an increase in the amount of hours per week at work. Thus, if a divorce does 

reduce the amount of time a parent spends with his/her child and a reduction in 

monitoring the child, this could theoretically lead to delinquency. A social learning 

theorist would make the argument that divorce will lead to less parental attachment, 

which will then lead to a higher likelihood of children socializing with other children and 
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learning an excess of definitions favourable to law violation. This will lead to an increase 

in delinquent behaviour. 

As indicated above, divorce can inevitably lead to a loss of financial and 

economic wealth and create an increase in financial stress. Economic strain theory places 

a strong emphasis on financial resources in order to explain the relationship between 

family structure transitions and changes in delinquent offending. If decreased financial 

resources lay at the root of this relationship, then parental death should theoretically lead 

to an increase in delinquency and parental remarriage should decrease delinquency 

(Rebellon 2002). Research, however, does not support this proposition. Glueck and 

Glueck (1950) concluded that parental death has no effect on delinquency and Rankin 

(1983) later found evidence that parental remarriage may increase delinquency. Agnew‟s 

(1992) general strain theory may provide a stronger explanation for this relationship. 

According to Agnew‟s (1992) general strain theory, divorce can lead to a number of 

negative family relations (e.g., death of a parent, strain from economic loss, introduction 

of unwanted stepparents), and this can result in an increase in a child‟s delinquency. 

Although the evidence supporting general strain theory in regards to the relationship 

between broken homes and delinquency is sparse, these few studies may still be helpful 

in formulating an explanation for how divorce can lead to an increase in delinquency for 

children. 

Evidence also suggests a higher likelihood of ineffectual parenting practices 

exhibited by divorced parents in comparison to those who are married (McLanahan and 

Sandefur 1994; Simons et al. 1996). Simons observed that “Several studies report that 

divorced parents tend to make fewer demands on children, engage in less monitoring, 
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display more hostility, and use less-effective disciplinary strategies than married couples” 

(2004:81). Thus, the relationship between divorced families and delinquency can be 

explained in large part by changes in effective parenting practices. It is noteworthy, 

however, that the majority of mothers (single or married) are competent parents and only 

a minority of mothers display ineffectual parenting practices. According to Simons et al. 

(2004), “the percentage of single mothers who engage in dysfunctional parenting 

following a divorce is between 20 to 25 percent, but this is twice the percentage of 

married mothers who fail to provide adequate discipline and control” (81). Thus, 

although there is a significant rise in ineffective parenting following a divorce, the total 

number of competent mothers is high. Unfortunately, we have no evidence on how a 

divorce can influence the father‟s effectiveness as a parent. It may be the case that fathers 

will follow the same pattern as mothers in terms of parenting effectiveness following a 

divorce, but there is no available evidence to support this.   

4.2 Stepfamilies 

Further complicating the effect of family structure transitions on offending 

outcomes are cohabitation and remarriage. Both divorce and remarriage has become 

increasingly prevalent since the last half of the twentieth century. In fact, some estimates 

say that 75 percent of divorced parents remarry within 10 years and 83 percent do so 

within 15 years (Simons et al. 2004). Thus, another area of importance with regards to 

broken families and delinquency is the role of stepparents or other non-biological 

guardians. Hirschi‟s (1969) social control model has a strong focus on socialization by 

adults as a key variable in child development. This perspective tends to advocate 

stepparents as an inhibitor of delinquency. Based on this line of reasoning, it would 
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logically follow that children who are raised in reconstituted homes (by a biological 

parent and a stepparent) will exhibit less problematic behaviour than children from single 

parent homes. Theoretically, this should be the case because an additional guardian in the 

home could assist in the supervision, monitoring, and discipline of the child. Therefore, 

according to Hirschi (1969), those children residing in broken homes would be most 

likely to engage in delinquent activities because they would lack effective socialization 

and monitoring.  

Theoretically, the addition of a stepparent through cohabitation or remarriage 

should be beneficial to a child‟s well-being, as the additional parent can help improve 

financial circumstances and parental practices, such as monitoring and supervision of the 

child (Demuth and Brown 2004; Schroeder et al. 2010). For the most part, however, 

empirical data do not lend a great deal of support to this proposition (Gottfredson and 

Hirschi 1990; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994).  Prior research has shown that children in 

stepfamilies exhibit higher levels of delinquency than children who reside in intact homes 

or single-parent homes (McCarthy et al. 1982; Rankin 1983; Schroeder et al. 2010). 

According to Simons et al. (2004), children in stepfamilies do less well in school, 

experience more family conflict, and have more behavioural problems, including 

delinquency. As Walsh notes, “In general, studies support the notion that children reared 

by a biological parent and a stepparent continue to experience a host of negative 

outcomes and behavioural difficulties in childhood” (2002:46). In fact, research has 

suggested that the addition of a stepparent might actually exacerbate the problems 

associated with single parenthood for children (Mclanahan and Sandefur 2004).  

There are two notable studies that provide evidence that the introduction of a 
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stepparent can increase delinquency in children. Rankin (1983) found that children (ages 

11 to 14) residing in a household with one stepparent present were 2.7 times more likely 

to be delinquent than were those children from intact homes. Children residing in 

households with one parent were only 1.8 times more likely to be delinquent than were 

those from intact (two biological parents) homes. Likewise, McCarthy et al. (1982) found 

that those children with stepparents tended to be the most delinquent in comparison to 

children from single-parent and two-parent families. Thus, according to these studies, the 

introduction of a stepparent can actually increase the probability of a child‟s delinquency 

more so than a single-parent household. However, research in this area is mixed. Peterson 

and Zill (1986) reported that boys who were raised in stable reconstituted homes 

exhibited fewer behavioural problems compared with other individuals in the sample. 

Demuth and Brown (2004) found that adolescents living in stepfamilies did report 

significantly higher levels of delinquency than those in intact families. However, these 

researchers suggest that parental closeness coupled with involvement, supervision and 

monitoring, attenuate the effect of living in a single-parent (no matter what gender) or 

stepfamily on delinquency. That is, strong parental controls mediate the effect that a 

stepparent can have on children‟s delinquency. In short, research in this area is 

inconclusive and there remains a need to further examine the impact that a stepparent has 

on children‟s delinquency. 

Agnew‟s general strain theory (1992) focuses on family conflict as the origin for 

criminal behaviour. This theory would argue that stepparents might be indicative of 

family conflict and it is this conflict that can lead to a greater risk of delinquency. General 

strain theory (1992) argues that the introduction of a stepparent can create an 
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environment conducive to conflicts between new and old family members and between 

the new stepfamily members, including stepsiblings (Spohn and Kurtz 2011). According 

to Burnett and Ahrons (1985), the addition of a new partner may be met with resentment 

by the child as the child may view the addition as competition for their parent‟s attention 

and affection. This conflict can potentially produce a stressful situation for the children 

involved. Thus, general strain theory predicts that a broken home will lead to a higher 

likelihood of children‟s exposure to stress and conflict. 

The research that best links this perspective to stepparents comes from Whelan 

(1994) who assessed reports of abuse among different types of households. Whelan 

(1994) concluded that abuse rates are lowest among intact families and highest among 

families that include a stepparent. One-parent families fall in the middle. Thus, the 

introduction of a stepparent with no emotional investment in the child can create an 

atmosphere conducive to conflict, and this can put stress/strain on the child. However, as 

outlined theoretically, social control can potentially act as a moderator to strain, in which 

strain leads to lower social control and low social control leads to delinquency.  

Independent of family transitions, early parental bonds and high levels of 

supervision/monitoring are key predictors of later relationship quality. That is, strong 

relationships between single parents and their children may act as a buffer against the 

negative effects of strain/stress that come from a family dissolution or new family 

formation (Schroeder et al. 2010). Thus, when social control is high within the household 

(or non-resident parent), strain will not lead to delinquency in children. In contrast, 

family dissolution or the addition of a stepparent might be worsened when a poor 

relationship originally exists between the child and parent. More specifically, the strain 
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that results from the addition of a stepparent will only lead to delinquency in children 

when social control is low.   

4.3 Single-mother versus Single-father families 

The theory that separation from the mother is more damaging for a child than 

separation from the father was popularized by Bowlby in 1951. More specifically, 

Bowlby (1951) found a higher likelihood of delinquency in children who suffered a 

complete and prolonged separation from their mothers during the first five years. Bowlby 

(1951) placed such an importance of a mother‟s love in early childhood that he compared 

this type of love to the vitamins and protein that are essential for mental and physical 

health.  

             He thought it was essential that a child should experience a warm, 

             loving and continuous relationship with a mother figure. If a child 

             suffered a prolonged period of maternal separation during the first 

             five years of life, this would have irreversible negative effects and 

             could increase the likelihood of delinquent activity (Juby and 

             Farrington 2001:24). 

 

Bowlby‟s (1951) theory was later supported by research that indicated the loss of the 

mother was associated with higher delinquency rates than was the loss of the father.  

Most studies of broken homes have focused on loss of the father rather than the 

mother, because the loss of a father is much more common (Juby and Farrington 2001; 

Demuth and Brown 2004). The few studies that have compared child well-being in 

single-mother versus single-father families have yielded mixed results. Wadsworth 

(1979) found that the death of a mother was associated with a higher risk of delinquency 

than was the death of a father. Hoffman and Johnson (1998) conducted a study that 

included a single-father family category in their analysis of drug and alcohol use in 
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adolescents. This particular study found that those adolescents in single-father families 

were significantly more likely to have used marijuana, used other illicit drugs, been drunk 

three or more times, and to have problems with alcohol or drug use in the past year. 

McLanahan and Sandefur (1994) concluded that the poor economic factors faced by 

single mothers accounted for nearly half of the negative consequences of single 

parenthood on the well-being of children. The bulk of prior research in this area tends to 

conclude that single-father families tend to have more economic resources than single- 

mother families; whereas interpersonal resources, such as, parental involvement and 

supervision play a larger role among children from single-mother families (Demuth and 

Brown 2004).  

Demuth and Brown (2004) conducted the most expansive study to-date 

investigating the effects of growing up in a two-parent versus single-mother versus 

single-father family. The goal of this research was to gain a stronger perspective of the 

broken homes/delinquency relationship using a more diverse family context. According 

to these researchers, the motivation for this study stemmed from the fact that “few have 

examined the influence of single-father families on child outcomes, and recent estimates 

indicate that single-father families are the fastest growing family form and they account 

for about 15 percent of all single-parent families” (Demuth and Brown 2004:59). As 

such, they set out to answer whether it is the parental absence that contributes to higher 

levels of delinquency. But they also investigated if the gender of the parent in single-

parent families is associated with delinquency. Their results indicate that those 

adolescents residing in single-father families exhibit the highest levels of delinquency, 

whereas those adolescents residing with two biological parents showed the lowest levels 
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of delinquency. Adolescents in single-mother and stepfamilies fell somewhere in-

between. 

  Demuth and Brown (2004) suggest that the “greater delinquency of adolescents in 

single-father families is largely a function of the weaker direct and indirect controls 

exerted by the father” (77). This finding suggests that it is not the gender of the parent, 

per se but rather it is the differences in parental involvement, supervision, monitoring, 

and closeness that account for the differences in delinquency rates among children 

residing in single-mother and single-father families. That is, this research finds that 

single-father families are characterized by somewhat lower levels of direct and indirect 

parental controls than are single-mother families. Thus, there is no significant difference 

in the level of delinquent behaviour by adolescents from single-mother versus single-

father families after accounting for these family processes. In summation, this section has 

provided evidence to suggest that reconstituted families ultimately influence the quality 

of parenting. It is not the parental separation itself which contributes to an increase in 

delinquency among children, rather it is the increase in ineffective parenting practices 

that may potentially follow. More specifically, family transitions impact the amount of 

conflict within the household and influence the type of social control a parent direct 

toward their child.  

4.4 Current research focus 

             The goal of the current research is three-fold. First, this research attempts to 

answer the following questions: 1) Is there a direct relationship between family structure 

and delinquency? 2) Is the relationship between family structure and delinquency 

mediated by social control, self-control, association with deviant peers, and strain? 3) 
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Does the gender of the single parent or stepparent influence delinquent behaviour in 

children?  

            Second, this research attempts to investigate these questions, while at the same 

time addressing the conceptual and methodological issues that have marred previous 

research in this area. Specifically, this study will use secondary data obtained from the 

first wave of the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (Statistics Canada 

1994-95) to examine the association between family structure and delinquency. This 

particular data set contains a family structure variable that can be measured across five 

different family arrangements. This data set is also effective because it allows for the use 

of self-reported data for both delinquency and intervening variables. Finally, this study 

will provide a unique perspective to this area of research because it utilizes a sample of 

children between the ages of 10 and 11 years. Past research on family structure and 

delinquency has generally focused on young adolescents between the ages of 11 and 17 

(see Rankin and Kern 1994; Rebellon 2002; Demuth and Brown 2004). Thus, this study 

will further prior research by investigating the impact that living in a broken home can 

have on children ages 10 to 11, and how this can influence their involvement in 

delinquency. Therefore, this study will ultimately provide new insight into the association 

between different family forms and delinquency.   
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Chapter 5 

Causal Models and Hypotheses 

The following section outlines the research hypotheses that are tested in this 

study. The purpose of this study is to test each theory that was outlined in Chapter 3 to 

determine if these theories can be used to explain the link between family structure and 

delinquency. Thus, the following research hypotheses have been developed in accordance 

with the theoretical frameworks and the findings outlined in the literature review. The 

data used to test each theory are derived from wave one of the National Longitudinal 

Survey of Children and Youth (NLSCY). This survey was conducted by Statistics 

Canada in 1994 and 1995. All the statistical procedures used to test the following models 

were conducted using SPSS Version 21. The first method of analysis will be to provide 

descriptive statistics for the variables in the analysis. The next method of analysis will be 

to examine the bivariate relationships using regression analysis. The next method of 

analysis will be to examine a series of multiple regression models. Here the relationship 

between broken homes and delinquency will be examined in the context of the four 

theoretical perspectives. The final analysis will examine a number of interaction effects 

between general strain theory and the other remaining three theories and their relationship 

with delinquency.    

5.1 Analytical techniques 

            The following types of regression techniques will be used in this study: OLS 

regression and binary logistic regression. When the dependent variable in a particular 

model is measured on the interval/ratio (continuous) scale, OLS regression will be used 
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to test the relationship between family structure and delinquency (Long 1997; Baron 

2011). For all analyses using this type of regression technique the unstandardized 

coefficients will be presented for interpretation. The coefficient (b) represents the 

estimated increase in the dependent variable (delinquency) per unit increase in the 

independent variable. Further, a coefficient greater than one indicates an increase in units 

while a coefficient lower than one indicates a decrease in units (Long 1997). For 

example, the b value for self-control (see Table 3, Model 4) is -.155. This finding can be 

interpreted as: for every unit increase in self-control, delinquency is predicted to be .155 

units lower. 

When the dependent variable is dichotomized (0 = no, 1 = yes), binary logistic 

regression is the appropriate method of analysis (Long 1997). With regard to a logistic 

regression, the coefficient (b) is the estimated increase in the log-odds of the outcome per 

unit increase in the value of the independent variable. Thus, the exponential function of 

the regression coefficient [Exp (b)] is the odds ratio associated with a one-unit increase in 

the independent variable. Given that the dependent variable in these analyses are 

categorical, the coefficients will be transformed through exponentiation (Exp (b)/odds 

ratio), where covariates greater than one indicate that children with those characteristics 

are more likely to engage in delinquent activities while covariates less than one indicate 

that children with those characteristics are less likely to engage in delinquency, when 

compared to the reference category (Tenkorang et al. 2011). The odds ratios in this thesis 

are converted to percentages by subtracting 1 from the odds ratio (Blokland and 

Nieuwbeerta 2005; Slocum et al. 2005; Felson et al. 2012; Gyimah et al. 2012). For 

example, in Table 5 Model 2, the odds ratio for gender (male = 0, female = 1) is Exp (b) 
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= .513. In order to convert this to a percentage we must compute the following: .513-1 = 

49%. As the odds ratio is less than one, this finding is interpreted as: females are 49% 

less likely to engage in theft than male respondents. This procedure will be replicated for 

odds ratios that are greater than 1 as well. For example, in Table 5 Model 2, the odds ratio 

for children living in a mother-stepfather family is Exp (b) = 2.400. This will be 

converted to a percentage using the same formula: 2.400-1 = 140%. This will be 

interpreted as: children residing in mother-stepfather households are 140% more likely to 

commit theft than those children residing in two-biological-parent homes (reference 

category). 

It is important to note that many of the delinquency variables used in this study 

revealed a fairly asymmetrical distribution between those who have and have not engaged 

in delinquent activities. According to Long (1997), given this uneven distribution, a 

complementary log-log regression analysis is the most appropriate method of analysis, 

because it is accounts for the imbalance/skewness in the distribution of the dependent 

variable. Thus, using a logistic regression in this analysis may inflate the standard errors, 

leading to a false assumption of significance, and ultimately a type I error. Thus, the 

complementary log-log regression analysis is the most appropriate test for dichotomous 

dependent variables with a skewed distribution.
 
However, the complimentary log-log 

function is not available in SPSS. Thus, it was decided to replicate analysis 3 (see table 

5), investigating the influence of family structure on theft, using the complementary log-

log function in STATA 12.0 in order to investigate what (if any) type of changes to the 

results would occur. The complimentary log-log test revealed that the contribution and 

statistical significance of the results did not differ from the initial binary logistic 
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regression used in SPSS (see appendix). Therefore, I have used logistic regression 

because it is the most appropriate method for these particular types of analyses when 

using SPSS.   

5.2 Weighting procedures and missing data 

This study applied a proportional weight in order to adjust for issues of sampling 

design. Thus, each respondent in the sample was assigned a sample weight that reflects 

how many Canadians they represent. This procedure was achieved by first calculating the 

mean (average) weight for the sample used in this study. This mean weight was then used 

to create a new variable (propweight) by using the following formula: sample 

weight/mean weight. The new proportional weight variable was then applied before each 

analysis. Applying this proportional weighting technique will ultimately expand the 

sample count and make this a nationally representative sample of Canada. All missing 

data were automatically excluded from each analysis by the listwise function in SPSS. 

5.3 Methods of data analysis 

             There are a total of eight analyses conducted in this study. The first analysis is a 

cross-sectional examination of the effects of all five family types and the four intervening 

measures on delinquency. For this particular analysis the intact family structure is used as 

the reference group. The four other broken home family forms are compared to this 

category. The second analysis is analogous to the first but will only compare children in 

single-mother and single-father households, as well as mother-stepfather and father-

stepmother families. The purpose of this analysis is to test whether the gender of the 

absent parent is associated with children‟s delinquency. Here, I am interested in 

comparing the single-mother family form to the other three types of broken homes. The 
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following six analyses examine the effects of family structure, child and parent controls, 

and the intervening variables on three dimensions of delinquency (theft, vandalism, and 

physical violence). These analyses are divided into two sets. The first set of analyses 

(tables 5, 7, 9) examines the effect of all five family forms and intervening variables on 

each dimension of delinquency separately. The second set of analyses (tables 6, 8, 10) are 

analogous to the first, only these exclude the two-biological-married family variable in 

order to test the significance of the resident parent‟s gender on each dimension of  

delinquency.  

            The purpose of these analyses is to test if there is a relationship between different 

forms of broken homes and specific offense types. More specifically, dividing the 

delinquency measure into three separate dimensions of crime (theft, vandalism, and 

physical violence) allows one to identify if there is a relationship between more serious 

types of crime and a particular form of broken home. For example, are children from 

single parent families more likely to engage in serious types of violent behaviours or are 

they more likely to engage in less severe types of delinquency, like vandalism? These 

analyses may also help form an explanation as to why children who reside in different 

family structures may be more prone to engage in a specific type of offense. Prior 

research (see Demuth and Brown 2004) has found that low levels of social control in 

adolescents can account for their involvement in petty property crime but not violent 

offences. It is possible that the intervening variables used in this study (social control, 

self-control, social learning, and depression) may help to further explain why children 

from different family structures are more likely to engage in a particular type of crime.  

            Each analysis requires a total of ten models. The first model investigates the 
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levels of delinquency among adolescents living in the five family forms. This study 

examined 3,434 respondents who were residing in two-biological-parent families (N = 

2,523), mother-stepfather families (N = 253), father-stepmother families (N = 43), single-

mother families (N = 483), and single-father families (N = 52). Again, model 1 in Tables 

4, 6, 8, and 10 omits the two-biological-married family variable, in order to test the 

significance of the resident parent‟s gender in association with children‟s delinquency. 

The second model introduces child and parent control (gender, household income, parent 

graduated from high school) variables. Models 1 and 2 are intended to illustrate a direct 

relationship between family structure and delinquency. These models improve on past 

research because they take into account a number of different family forms and also use 

self-reported delinquency data from children ages ten to eleven. Models 3 to 6 investigate 

the intervening effects of the four theories outlined in the literature review. That is, in 

addition to controlling for the child and parent variables, these models account for the 

influence of social control (model 3), self-control (model 4), social learning (model 5), 

and strain (model 6) on delinquency. Past research (Kierkus and Baer 2002; Demuth and 

Brown 2004) suggests that these variables should not influence family structure. Rather, 

family structure will influence these variables. Therefore, the purpose of these models is 

to address the issue of why certain family structures influence delinquency. Model 7 

examines the effect of all four theories together. The final three models (8a to 10a) test 

the interaction effects between the general strain variable and social control, self-control, 

and social learning variables.  

An exploratory analysis was undertaken that was analogous to models 8a to 10a, 

this time using the broken home as the moderated strain effect, as opposed to the 
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depression measure as the moderated strain effect. That is, series one (models 8a to 10a) 

used the depression (strain) variable in the interaction effect, while series two (models 8b 

to 10b) used the broken home in the interaction effect. Broken home is used in the 

interaction term to assess the moderating effects of the other three variables on strain. 

Broken home is the primary source of strain. 

5.4 Causal models and hypotheses 

Models 1 and 2: The purpose of Models 1 and 2 is to provide descriptive data 

regarding the association between family structure and delinquency using data derived 

from the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth. Both Kierkus and Baer 

(2002) and Demuth and Brown (2004) argue that children from broken homes will be 

more likely to engage in delinquent behaviour than children residing in two parent/intact 

households. The first model in Tables 3, 5, 7 and 9 investigates the levels of delinquency 

among adolescents living in the five family forms. Tables 4, 6, 8 and 10 omit the two-

biological-parent variable. The second model introduces child and parent control 

variables. Models 1 and 2 will test Hypotheses 1 and 2, respectively.  

 Hypothesis 1: Respondents who reside in a broken home will be more likely to 

             engage in delinquent activities. 

Hypothesis 2: Respondents who reside in a broken home will be more likely to 

             engage in delinquent activities even when the child and parental 

             control variables are held constant for all groups. 

Model 3: Demuth and Brown (2004) suggest that the absence of a biological 

parent undermines parental attachment, which accounts for the higher likelihood of 

delinquent activities among children residing in broken homes. This model attempts to 
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test the relationship between broken homes and delinquency using Nye (1958) and 

Hirschi‟s (1969) concept of parental attachment. Therefore, this model intends to explore 

the mediation effect of parental attachment on the relationship between family structure 

and delinquency. Here I test Hypothesis 3.  

Hypothesis 3: The direct relationship between family structure and delinquency 

illustrated in Model 2 will be mediated by the parental attachment scale. 

Model 4: According to Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990), the source of low self-

control is ineffective socialization, especially ineffective child-rearing. Children will be 

less likely to develop self-control if their parents fail to provide adequate supervision, fail 

to recognize a lack of self-control in their child and fail to punish their child‟s deviant 

behaviour. According to this theory, children reared in broken homes should develop 

lower levels of self-control in comparison with children that are reared in two-

parent/intact homes. Low self-control will increase the likelihood of children engaging in 

delinquent activities. Therefore, this model intends to examine if the relationship between 

family structure and delinquency is mediated by self-control. I test Hypothesis 4 here. 

Hypothesis 4: The direct relationship between family structure and delinquency 

illustrated in Model 2 will be mediated by the self-control scale. 

Model 5: Rebellon (2002) posits that the learning perspective could serve as a 

mechanism for explaining the relationship between family structure and delinquency as 

far as it “implicates the peer group and peer relations as potential links between broken 

homes and delinquency” (108). Furthermore, he concluded that a broken home may 

promote delinquency by encouraging greater association with deviant peers, and by 

increasing the importance of such associations. Therefore, this model tests the mediation 
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effect of social learning on the relationship between family structure and delinquency. 

Here I test Hypothesis 5. 

Hypothesis 5: The direct relationship between family structure and delinquency 

illustrated in Model 2 will be mediated by the social learning variable.  

Model 6: According to Agnew (1992) a broken home can act as a source of strain 

because it can result in the loss of positively valued stimuli and attained outcomes 

ranging from financial resources to close parental relationships. A broken home can also 

lead to an introduction of negative stimuli ranging from increased family conflict to 

unwanted stepparents. Thus, according to GST, a broken home can promote negative 

emotions (e.g., anger, depression) and children may engage in delinquency as a means to 

cope with these emotions. Therefore, this model explores the mediation effect of 

emotional strain on the relationship between family structure and delinquency. Model 6 

tests Hypothesis 6. 

Hypothesis 6: The direct relationship between family structure and delinquency 

 illustrated in Model 2 will be mediated by the emotion/strain variable. 

 Model 7: This model tests the strength of the relationship between broken homes 

and delinquency in relation to the other four variables used to test each criminological 

theory. This particular model will include the variables representing social control, self-

control, social learning, and strain in addition to the family structure and control 

variables. Thus, the purpose of this model is to test if a broken home family structure is 

correlated with delinquency. This model will also examine if particular theoretical 

 variables may better explain the relationship between family structure and delinquency. 

Hypothesis 7: The direct relationship between family structure and delinquency 
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illustrated in Model 2 will be mediated when the variables representing social    

control, self-control, social learning, and emotion/strain, are held constant.  

Model 8: This model tests the interaction effect between general strain theory and 

social control. Agnew (1992) argues that social control may moderate the effect of strain. 

Hypothesis 8: Strain will have a greater effect on criminal behaviour when 

conditions of social control are low. That is, strain will be conditioned by social 

control. 

Model 9: This model tests the interaction effect between general strain theory and 

self-control. Agnew (1992) argues that self-control may moderate the effect of strain. 

Hypothesis 9: Strain will have a greater effect on criminal behaviour when levels 

of self-control are low. That is, strain will be conditioned by self-control. 

Model 10: This model tests the interaction effect between general strain 

theory and social learning. Agnew (1992) argues that social learning may moderate the 

effect of strain. 

Hypothesis 10: Strain will have a greater effect on criminal behaviour when the 

number of deviant peers is high. That is, strain will be conditioned by social 

learning.   

This chapter has outlined the causal models and hypotheses that are tested in this 

thesis. In the next chapter I discuss the methodology used in this study.   
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Chapter 6 

Methodology 

The current research uses data from the first wave (1994-1995) of the National 

Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (NLSCY). The first wave of the NLSCY was 

conducted by Statistics Canada and is available through the Queen‟s University library 

website to any student or faculty currently attending a university in Ontario. The purpose 

of the NLSCY design is to follow a representative sample of Canadian children ages 

newborn to 11 years into adolescence, collecting information about the children every 

two years. The main goals of the NLSCY as outlined by Statistics Canada are as follows: 

to collect information over time on factors affecting the growth and development of 

Canadian children; to determine the prevalence of various biological, social and 

economic characteristics and risk factors of Canadian youth to help discover 

developmental changes occurring in children over time; and to study the impacts of 

various child and family-related factors and the social environment. Such information 

will be helpful in developing effective policies and strategies that will help improve the 

lives of Canadian children and youth (Statistics Canada 1995). According to Statistics 

Canada, data collection for the NLSCY was active from 1994 to 2009.  

Thus, the target population of the NLSCY for the first collection consists of 

Canadian children newborn to 11 years of age, followed by the second collection 

consisting of children ages 2 to 13 years and children ages 4 to 15 for the third collection, 

and so forth. For the first collection, approximately 25,000 children were surveyed in the 

ten provinces, plus an additional 2,300 in the territories. This collection garnered a  
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response rate of 81%. Wave 1 surveyed 22, 831 children. It is noteworthy, however, that 

one of the goals of this study was to use self-reported data in order to examine the 

relationship between family structure and delinquency. Therefore, in order to accomplish 

this goal, this study will only use those responses from children who are deemed old 

enough to answer the survey questionnaire on their own. For this particular survey, 

Statistics Canada allowed children between the ages of 10 to 15 to complete a separate 

written questionnaire in the home, in most cases while the interview with the parent was 

being conducted.  

Data collection for the NLSCY was carried out using both computer-assisted 

personal interviews and face-to-face interviews conducted in the respondent‟s home. 

Although much of the information in the NLSCY was collected from parents on behalf of 

their children, additional information was collected using questionnaires completed by 

the child‟s teacher and principal (Statistics Canada 1995). Because of the large amount of 

data that was collected during each wave of the survey, a decision was made by Statistics 

Canada to have two releases (Release 1, Release 2) for each wave of data. Release 1 

contains information on medical/biological child birth information, motor and social 

development, parenting, child care, and behaviour. Release 2 contains information on 

health, activities, literacy, family and custody history, parent health, neighbourhood 

safety, puberty, drinking, and drugs (Statistics Canada 1995). The NLSCY is an ideal 

data set for this study because it contains a large, national sample of children residing in 

different family structures across Canada, probes an array of delinquent behaviours, 

includes self-reported data, and also contains several variables that can be used to test the 

criminological theories of interest.  
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6.1 Independent variables 

Family structure. The goal of this thesis is to examine the influence of family 

structure on juvenile delinquency. The NLSCY provides information concerning the 

number of parents living in each respondent‟s household and the parental gender in the 

household at time 1 of the data collection. During wave 1 of the NLSCY, respondents 

were asked to indicate on the questionnaire the current child-parent status. The first 

variable is coded “1” if respondents indicated their child-parent status to be “intact” or 

consisting of a two biological parent married family at the time of the wave 1 interview. 

The second family structure is coded “2” if the biological mother resides with a 

stepfather. The third variable is coded “3” if the biological father resides with a 

stepmother. The fourth variable is coded “4” if the household includes a biological 

mother and no father. The final variable is coded “5” and represents a household that 

includes the biological father and no mother.  

 Thus, for the purposes of this study family structure is measured by the 

following five dummy categories. Respondents were classified as living in a two-

biological-parent married family, mother-stepfather family, father-stepmother family, 

single-mother family, and single-father family. Many early studies on family structure 

and delinquency have been criticized for operationalizing family structure as a 

dichotomous variable. Therefore, this strategy will help expand our knowledge of the 

relationship between family structure and delinquency. This procedure is consistent with 

Demuth and Brown (2004) who used similar categories in order to identify the 

mechanisms through which living with a single parent can increase delinquency and to 

test if this effect is a function of parental absence or parental gender. The remaining key 
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independent variables utilized in this study represent intervening variables.  

6.2 Intervening variables 

 Social Control Theory. Hirschi (1969) contends that children in single-parent 

households who have a strong attachment to his/her custodial guardian will be less 

delinquent than a child in a two-parent household who has weak attachments to both 

parents. Both Nye (1958) and Hirschi (1969) suggest that children who are strongly 

attached to their parents are inhibited from committing delinquent acts because the 

children believe that their parents are aware of where they are and what they are doing. 

Both Nye (1958) and Hirschi (1969) suggest that individual indicators of affectional 

identification, supervision/monitoring, and intimacy of communication could be 

conceptualized as components of a single theoretical construct called parental attachment. 

Therefore, in order to measure parental attachment this study uses a six-item scale to 

reflect respondents‟ parental attachment. Each variable used intends to operationalize an 

indicator of Hirschi's (1969) three major dimensions of parental attachment. The NLSCY 

contains six measures of parental attachment that were used in all wave 1 of data 

collection via a self-completed questionnaire. The questionnaire was administered to 

children ages 10 to 11 in wave one. Responses varied from 1-4: 1) never, 2) sometimes, 

3) often, and 4) very often.  

 Each dimension was measured as follows: Affectional Identification was 

measured by asking respondents a series of four questions. The first question asked the 

respondents if their parents praised them. The second question asked the respondent if 

their parents smile at them. The third question asked respondents if their parents spoke of 

the good things they do. The final question asked the respondent if their parents seemed 
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proud of them. Supervision/Monitoring was measured using a single question that asked 

respondents if their parents make sure they finish their homework. Intimacy of 

Communication was also measured using a single question that asked respondents if their 

parents made sure they knew they were appreciated. Creating a scale to measure parental 

attachment is consistent with Kierkus and Baer (2002) who decided that “this procedure 

would make the statistical analysis of the impact of the intervening variables more 

succinct and would help avoid the problem of multi-collinearity between the individual 

predictors” (438).  

 The parental attachment measure was constructed through the combination of 

these six predictors into a single scale. Adding the scores of the individual parental 

attachment variables created the parental attachment scale. This procedure yielded a scale 

on which parental attachment could range between 6 (low attachment) and 24 (high 

attachment). This scale yielded a Cronbach‟s alpha reliability coefficient of .742. 

 Self-Control. Gottfredson and Hirschi‟s general theory (1990) suggests that 

people with low self-control tend to (a) be impulsive; (b) have a propensity for risk-

seeking; (c) be short-sighted; (d) have bad tempers; (e) prefer physical activities over 

mental or cognitive ones; and (f) be insensitive to the needs of others/self-centered. 

Therefore, in order to test a self-control explanation of the broken homes/delinquency 

relationship a self-control scale was constructed through the combination of eight 

variables into a single scale relating to child impulsivity, hyperactivity, and inattention. 

This scale will attempt to tap into the behavioural dimension of self-control in order to 

help predict delinquency. 

 The NLSCY contains eight questions that can be used as indicators of self- 
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control. The eight measures of self-control appear in wave 1 of data collection and were 

administered via a self-completed questionnaire to children ages ten to eleven. The first 

question used to measure self-control asked children if they are restless or hyperactive 

(can they sit still). The second question asked if they are distractible/have trouble sticking 

to any activity. The third question asked the child if he/she is impulsive and acts without 

thinking. The fourth question asked the child if he/she can‟t concentrate. The fifth 

question asked the child if he/she fidgets. The sixth question asked if they are inattentive. 

The seventh question asked the child if he/she has difficulty awaiting their turn. The final 

question asked if they can‟t settle on anything for too long. Responses for all eight 

questions varied from 1-3: 1) never, 2) sometimes, and 3) often. Response categories 

were re-coded so that higher scores indicated greater self-control. Therefore, this variable 

was re-coded as follows: 1) often, 2) sometimes, and 3) never. Therefore, a low score on 

this measure will now correspond with having low self-control. The self-control measure 

was constructed through the combination of these eight predictors into a single scale. 

Adding the scores of the individual self-control variables created the self-control scale. 

This procedure yielded a scale on which self-control could range between 8 (low self-

control) and 24 (high self-control). This scale yielded a Cronbach‟s alpha reliability 

coefficient of .835.  

Social Learning/Deviant Peers. According to social learning theory, youths 

engage in delinquency because they associate with peers who model, promote beliefs 

favourable to, and reinforce deviant behaviour (Akers 1998). Thus, a broken home may 

promote delinquency by encouraging greater association with deviant peers, and by 

increasing the importance of such associations (Rebellon 2002). Wave 1 of the NLSCY 
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contains a question that can be used as a measure for the learning perspective. The 

question that appears in wave 1 asked respondents if he/she hangs around with kids that 

are frequently in trouble. Responses for this question varied from 1-2: 1) no, and 2) yes.  

Emotion variable. Agnew (1992) argues that an individual‟s experience with 

stressful life events, such as the loss of something or someone of great worth is a source 

of strain that can befall adolescents and/or children. For Agnew (1992), the experience of 

strain generates anger or some other negative emotion, including depression. One 

potential means to cope with this experience is delinquency. That is, a broken home/loss 

of a parent could potentially act as a source of strain if that particular youth placed a high 

value or regarded that parent as positive stimuli. Wave 1 of the NLSCY contains a single 

question that can be used to examine the role of emotions in general strain theory. This 

particular question asked respondents how often they feel unhappy, sad or depressed. 

Responses for this question varied from 1-3: 1) never, 2) sometimes, and 3) often.   

According to Agnew (1992), the effect of strain on criminal behaviour may also 

be conditioned by low social control, low self-control, and high social learning. More 

specifically, strain is more likely to lead to crime when moderated by the effects of social 

control, self-control, and social learning. This study tests the conditioning effects of 

social control, self-control, and social learning on strain. In order to do this a series of 

two-way interactions were created. These interaction terms were constructed by first 

standardizing the lower order measures, which resulted in a z-score for each variable. 

This process is necessary in order to reduce issues of multi-collinearity (Baron 2011).  

The general strain/depression variable was then multiplied by the following three 

variables: parental attachment, self-control, and social learning.   
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The broken home interaction effect was created by first dichotomizing the family 

structure variable (0 = broken home 1 = intact home). The next step involved 

standardizing this new variable, as well as the other three theoretical variables in order to 

produce a z-score for each. The final step involved in multiplying the broken home z-

score by the other three z-scores separately. The new lower order standardized variables 

were then introduced to the analysis along with each interaction term.  

6.3 Control variables 

This study controls for both child and family factors related to family structure 

and delinquency. The parental controls include household income and if the parent has 

graduated from high school (education). The child controls include the gender of the 

child. This procedure is consistent with Demuth and Brown (2004) who also used 

parental and child controls when attempting to explain the relationship between family 

structure and crime. 

Gender. According to Demuth and Brown (2004), boys are more likely to be 

delinquent than girls and also more likely to live with single fathers than single mothers. 

Therefore, for the purposes of this study gender is a dichotomous variable in which males 

were given a score of 0 and females a score of 1.  

Household income. Household income is an ordinal variable with 7 levels. 

Respondents were asked which income bracket they fit into: 0) no income, 1) less than 

10,000, 2) 10,000-14,999, 3) 15-19,999, 4) 20,000-29,999, 5) 30,000-39,999, and 6) 

40,000 or more.  

Parent has graduated from high school/Parental education. Parent has graduated 

from high school is a dichotomous variable. In the case of a two-parent household, this 
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question is answered by the parent completing the survey only. Responses varied from 0-

1: 0) no, and 1) yes. 

6.4 Dependent variable 

The following six dependent measures of delinquency represent the self-reported 

frequency of involvement in various delinquent activities by children (ages 10 to 11) 

during wave 1 of the NLSCY. Respondents were asked to select one of three response 

categories ranging from 1-3: 1) never, 2) sometimes, and 3) often. Therefore, a 

delinquency scale was constructed through the combination of these six predictors into a 

single scale. Adding the scores of the individual delinquency variables created the 

delinquency wave 1 scale. This procedure yielded a scale on which delinquency could 

range between 6 (low delinquency) and 18 (high delinquency). This scale yielded a 

Cronbach‟s alpha reliability coefficient of .695. Using this delinquency scale three 

separate dimensions of offense type were created: physical violence (items 1, 3, and 5; 

alpha reliability = .688), theft (item 4), and vandalism (item 2). Each dimension will be 

examined separately in order to evaluate if the effects of family structure (and the 

influence of parental gender) vary across different classes of offense type. It is important 

to note that for the purposes of these particular analyses both the vandalism and theft 

variables were dichotomized (0 = no, 1 = yes) in order to use the binary logistic 

regression technique. 

Respondents were asked to indicate how often they had committed any of the 

following acts: 

            1) Physically attack people   

            2) Vandalize 
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            3) Kick, bite, or hurts other kids  

            4) Steal outside the home 

            5) Been in a physical fight 

            6) Threaten others 

Physically attacks people. The Physically attacks people measure is an ordinal 

variable based on a question that asked respondents how often they physically attacked 

people. A score of 1 was given to those respondents who indicated they did not 

physically attack people, a score of 2 was given to those who chose sometimes, and a 

score of 3 for those who chose often. 

Vandalize. The Vandalize measure is an ordinal variable based on a question that 

asked respondents how often they engage in vandalism. A score of 1 was given to those 

respondents who indicated they did not vandalize, a score of 2 to those who chose 

sometimes, and a score of 3 for those who chose often. 

Kick, bite, or hurts other kids. The Kicks, bites, or hurts other kids measure is an 

ordinal variable based on a question that asked respondents how often they kick, bite, or 

hurt other children. A score of 1 was given to those respondents who indicated they did 

not kick, bite, or hurt other kids, a score of 2 was given to those who chose sometimes, 

and a score of 3 for those who chose often. 

Steals outside the home. The Steals outside the home measure is an ordinal 

variable based on a question that asked respondents how often they stole outside the 

home. A score of 1 was given to those respondents who indicated they did not steal 

outside the home, a score of 2 was given to those who chose sometimes, and a score of 3 

for those who chose often. 
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Been in a physical fight. The Been in a physical fight measure is an ordinal 

variable based on a question that asked respondents how often they have been in a 

physical fight. A score of 1 was given to those respondents who indicated that they have 

not been in a physical fight, a score of 2 was given to those who chose sometimes, and a 

score of 3 for those who chose often. 

Threaten others. The Threaten others measure is an ordinal variable based on a 

question that asked respondents how often they threaten others. A score of 1 was given to 

those respondents who indicated they have not threatened others, a score of 2 was given 

to those who chose sometimes, and a score of 3 for those who chose often. 

6.5 Limitations of the data set 

This data set made it difficult to control for the respondents‟ race or ethnicity. 

That is, although the NLSCY does include an ethnicity variable, the response rate for this 

category was very low or in most cases did not exist. Therefore, this study is unable to 

control for respondents‟ race which may hinder the overall quality of the findings. Also, 

because the data set was not designed to specifically test general strain theory, measures 

of strain were difficult to find. Hence, the measure of strain I chose to work with only 

taps into the emotion of depression and not anger. Therefore, improved measures of 

general strain theory may shed more light on the family structure/delinquency 

relationship. Research also indicates that the number of people residing within a 

household can influence children‟s delinquency (Nye 1958; Demuth and Brown 2004). 

Although there were measures included in this data set that could be used to control for 

household size, these measures had no responses and, therefore, could not be used.  

One of the main reasons this data set was chosen for this particular study was that 
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it contained a family structure variable which contained five different family forms. This 

made it possible to assess delinquency across five different family forms, and also, to 

assess the significance of the single parent‟s gender. However, after the age filter (only 

children above 9 years of age) was applied to the data set, the number of children across 

all five family forms was heavily skewed in favour of children residing in two-biological-

parent families. For example, the total number of children residing in two-biological-

parent families was 2,523 (75%), while the combined total of the father-stepmother 

family and single-father family form only accounted for a little above 4% of the total 

sample. However, it is important to note, that this distribution of family structure forms is 

similar to prior American research in this field (see Demuth and Brown 2004).  

This data set also made it difficult to create consistent measures for the four 

theoretical perspectives that were used as intervening variables. That is, some of the 

measures were reduced to single-item measures, whereas others had more than five items 

that could be scaled together to form a stronger overall measure. For example, the 

variable used to measure general strain theory was a single question (I am unhappy, sad 

or depressed), while there were eight questions that were used to measure self-control. 

These eight measures were scaled together to represent a global measure of self-control. 

This may have some impact on the results in this study. Finally, the survey that was 

administered to the respondents for this study contained questions with restricted 

response categories (e.g., yes or no; never, sometimes, often). While this method makes 

for ease of interpretation and tabulation, it does not allow for greater depth of response 

for the respondent.  

 This chapter provided the reader with a detailed overview of the data set used in 
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this thesis, as well as the independent, dependent and control variables. The next chapter 

will examine the findings of the study.  
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Chapter 7 

Findings and Results 

This chapter reviews the results from the current study‟s analyses. First, an 

overview of the descriptive statistics will be presented in order to provide insight in to the 

full sample distribution. All descriptive statistics may be found in Table 1. Next, the 

bivariate relationships will be examined. Tables 2a and 2b will provide the bivariate 

correlations (zero-order correlation matrix/chi-square tests) between the lower order 

variables included in the study. The direction and significance of each relationship will be 

highlighted and discussed. Finally, the results from each multivariate regression analysis 

will be discussed model by model. All results from the multivariate regression analyses 

can be found in Tables 3 to 10.  

7.1 Descriptive statistics 

Descriptive statistics for all variables used in the analysis are shown in Table 1. 

There were a total of 3,434 respondents used in the current study. Parental education, 

gender, social learning, vandalism, and theft are the only dichotomous variables used. All 

other variables were measured on a continuous scale. Therefore, means, standard 

deviations, and minimum/maximum values are presented. In terms of the basic 

demographics of the sample, there was a fairly even distribution between male and 

female children (50.9% males and 49.1% females). In terms of the parental 

characteristics, the mean household income of respondents is $31,000, with 

approximately 60% of households reporting an income greater than $40,000. Further, 

76% of respondents indicated that they graduated from high school. 
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics 

     

    

         N   Mean or %     SD Min. Max. 

         Control variables 

          Gender 

             Male=0 

  

1749          51%      -     -     - 

     Female=1 

  

1685          49%      -     -     - 

   Household income 

 

3434         5.11 1.31     0     6 

   Graduated from high school 

           No=0 

   

888           27%         -     -     - 

     Yes=1 

   

2480           73%         -     -     - 

         Family structure 

  

3356           1.60 1.14     1     5 

   Two biological married  

 

2523            75%         -      -     - 

   Mother-stepfather 

  

253             7%         -      -     - 

   Father-stepmother 

 

43              2%         -      -     - 

   Single mother 

  

483            14%         -      -     - 

   Single father 

  

52              2%         -      -     - 

         Intervening variables 

         Social control 

  

2740            20.64 3.19      6    24 

   Self-control 

  

3376            19.90 3.60     8    24 

   Hangs around a bad group 

           No=1 

  

2730              94%         -       -     - 

     Yes=2 

  

210                6%         -       -     - 

   Depression 

  

2943             1.52 0.61       1     3 

         Delinquency 

          Delinquency scale 

  

3379              6.80 1.33      6    18 

   Vandalism 

            No=0 

   

2652                 92%         -       -      - 

     Yes=1 

   

235 8%         -       -      - 

   Theft 

             No=0 

   

2826 96%         -       -      - 

     Yes=1 

   

124 4%         -       -      - 

   Physical violence scale 

 

2880                 3.70 1.09      3      9 
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In terms of the independent variables, there was a high representation of two-

biological-married/intact families in this analysis (75%). In addition, there were more 

children who reported living in single-mother families (N = 483) and mother-stepfather 

families (N = 253) in comparison to those residing in single-father families (N = 52) and 

father-stepmother families (N = 43). With respect to the intervening variables, children 

reported high levels of both parental attachment and self-control and low levels of  

association with deviant peers (92%). There was a fairly even distribution among 

children who reported feelings of depression (52%) and those who did not (48%). With 

regards to the dependent variables in the analyses, 11% of respondents reported some sort 

of engagement in delinquent activity. In terms of theft and vandalism, the majority of 

respondents reported low levels of delinquent behaviour. That is, only 3% of respondents 

claimed to have engaged in vandalism, while only 4% reported an involvement in theft. 

The physical violence scale had the highest reporting, with 18% of respondents reporting 

that they engaged in this kind of behaviour.   

7.2 Bivariate analysis 

Tables 2a and 2b provide a matrix of zero-order correlations and a number of chi-

square tests between the lower order variables included in this study. These tables present 

the bivariate relationships for all of the variables that were used to examine the 

relationship between family structure and delinquency. In regards to gender, Table 2b 

shows a significant relationship between three of the four intervening variables and 

gender. There is a negative relationship between gender and the social learning variable, 

while there is a positive relationship between gender and both parental attachment and 

self-control. Therefore, in comparison to females, males tend to have less attachment to 
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their parents, lower levels of self-control, and are more likely to associate with deviant 

peers. Gender is not significantly associated with the general strain variable. Furthermore, 

Table 2b shows that there is no significant relationship between children‟s gender and 

household income, parental education, and family structure. The relationship between 

gender and delinquency, however, is significant and negative. Thus, males are more 

likely to be delinquent in comparison to females. This pattern is consistent with the large 

body of literature that finds boys tend to be more delinquent than girls (Hirschi 1969; 

Demuth and Brown 2004). 

There are only a total of three significant relationships between the parental 

control variables (including the relationship to each-other) and all other variables used in 

this study. There is a significant and positive relationship between household income and 

parental education (see table 2b). Thus indicating (as expected), that parents who have 

graduated from high school will be more likely to report a higher income. Household 

income and parental education both share significant and negative relationships to family 

structure (see table 2b). That is, children residing in households with parents‟ who have 

not graduated from high school and report lower levels of income will be more likely to 

have fractured families.  

In regards to the intervening variables, the tables show significant bivariate 

correlations between all four of the variables. Beginning with the variable used to 

represent social control theory, parental attachment is significantly associated with the 

other three variables, but the relationship is positive for only self-control. Thus, those 

children with high levels of parental attachment also tend to have high levels of self- 

control, are less likely to associate with deviant peers, and less likely to be depressed.
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        Table 2a: Zero-Order Correlation Matrix                   

        1  2 3    4     

 

1. Household income 

  

-  - -     -     

2. Parental attachment scale 

  

 -.008  - -     -     

3. Self-control scale   .016    .167** -     -     

4. I am unhappy, sad or depressed 

 

  .012   -.172**    -.095**     -     

5. Delinquency scale 

 

  .002   -.129**    -.426** .083**     

          

Significant at *p < .05, **p < .01, two-tailed test.         
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Table 2b: Chi-Square Tests 

       

    

                 Gender     

    

             X
2       

       Φ 

  1.Household income 

  

         6.986         .045 

  2.Parental education 

  

         1.066         .018 

  3.Parental attachment scale 

  

       34.122         .112** 

  4.Self-control scale 

  

     171.641         .225*** 

  5.Hangs around a bad group 

  

               7.977        -.052** 

  6.I am unhappy, sad or depressed 

 

         1.705         .024 

  7.Family structure 

  

         4.475         .037 

  8.Delinquency scale 

  

       55.671        -.124*** 

Significance levels *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

 

   

        Parental education 

    

         X
2 
             Φ 

 1.Gender 

  

     1.066          .018 

 2.Household income    184.246          .233**  

3.Parental attachment scale      20.69           -.087  

4.Self-control scale 

  

   10.125          .062 

 5.Hangs around a bad group 

  

     4.011         -.023 

 6.I am unhappy, sad or depressed 

 

     2.095          .015 

 7.Family structure 

  

   40.90          -.114*** 

 8.Delinquency scale 

  

    6.120          .043 

 Significance levels *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

  

     

Pare         Family structure 

     

          X
2    

           Φ 

 1.Gender 

   

      4.475          .037 

2.Household income      248.609         -.298** 

3.Parental education 

  

    40.90           -.114*** 

 4.Parental attachment scale 

   

  214.595         -.283*** 

 5.Self-control scale 

  

  174.677         -.230*** 

 6.Hangs around a bad group 

 

    24.261          .092*** 

 7.I am unhappy, sad or depressed 

   

    14.779          .072** 

 8.Delinquency scale 

   

    84.887          .160*** 

 Significance levels *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

  

    

  FHan  Hangs around a bad group 

     

       X
2       

           Φ 

 1.Gender 

   

    7.977          -.052** 

2.Household income        6.233          -.046 

3.Parental education        4.011          -.023 

4.Parental attachment 

   

  84.042          -.181*** 

5.Self-control scale 

   

  65.385          -.150*** 

6.I am unhappy, sad or depressed       31.805          .105*** 

7.Family structure 

  

   24.261          .092*** 

 8.Delinquency scale 

   

   55.445          .138*** 

 Significance levels *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Moving on to the self-control variable, Tables 2a and 2b show a significant and negative 

relationship with both social learning and the emotion variable used to represent general 

strain. Therefore, those children who report having higher levels of self-control will be 

less likely to associate with deviant peers and suffer from depression. Finally, there is a 

significant and positive relationship between social learning and depression. Thus, those 

who associate with deviant peers are also more likely to report depression.   

Table 2b also shows that there is a significant relationship between family 

structure, the four intervening variables, and delinquency. Beginning with family 

structure, there is an inverse association between the parental attachment and self-control 

variables. This indicates that children who report living in an intact home (two-

biological-married family) also have higher levels of parental attachment and self-control. 

In regards to the final two intervening variables, there is a significant and positive 

association between family structure and both social learning and depression. Therefore, 

children who report living in a broken home are also more likely to report higher levels of 

depression and associations with deviant peers. All four measures of parental attachment, 

self-control, deviant peers and depression, are associated with delinquency. This would 

seem to support the hypothesis that the four theoretical perspectives used in this study 

will act to mediate the effect of family structure and delinquency.  

Finally, there is a significant and positive relationship between family structure 

and delinquency. Thus, children residing in broken homes are more likely to engage in 

delinquent activities. Overall, these basic patterns suggest that there is a direct 

relationship between the family structure and delinquency. However, this relationship 

may be mediated by parental attachment, self-control, association with deviant peers, and 
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depression. In the next section, I investigate these causal connections further through 

multivariate analyses.  

7.3 Multivariate analysis 

7.4 Analysis 1: Cross-sectional analysis of family structure and delinquency 

The purpose of the first analysis is to test the relationship between family 

structure and delinquency, using a sample of data from wave 1 of the NLSCY. There 

were a total of 3,434 respondents in this analysis, consisting of children ages ten to 

eleven. As previously mentioned, given that the dependent variable in this analysis 

(delinquency scale) was measured on the interval/ratio scale, OLS regression was used to 

test the relationship between family structure and delinquency (Long 1997; Baron 2011). 

For meaningful interpretation, the unstandardized coefficients will be presented. 

There are a total of ten models in this analysis. Model 1 tests whether there are 

significant differences among the five family forms and their relationship with 

delinquency. Model 2 includes the child and parent characteristics (gender, household 

income, and parental education). Models 3 to 7 allow for an assessment of the four 

theories in their capacity to explain the relationship between broken homes and 

delinquency. More specifically, these four models were designed to test mediation effects 

proposed by the four theoretical perspectives. These models will demonstrate whether the 

addition of potential mediators to the analysis leads to a decrease in the magnitude of the 

unstandardized coefficients in Model 2 (lending support for the stated hypothesis). In 

addition, Model 7 examines the effect of all four theoretical variables together. The final 

three models (8a to 10a/8b to 10b) test the interaction effects between general strain and 

social control, self-control, and social learning variables.  
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As shown in Table 3, Model 1 reveals that children living in single-mother 

families (b= .329, p < .001), mother-stepfather families (b= .297, p < .001), and father-

stepmother families (b= .389, p < .05) report significantly higher levels of delinquency 

than those who come from two-biological-parent/intact families. These differences 

remain significant after controlling for child and parent characteristics, as shown in 

Model 2 of Table 3. These findings support the hypothesis that children residing among 

forms of broken homes will be more likely to engage in delinquent activities. There is no 

difference, however, between single-father homes and intact homes in children‟s levels of 

delinquency. In regards to the control variables, Model 2 shows a negative association 

between household income and delinquency (b= -.026, p < .05), as well as, a higher 

likelihood that males will engage in delinquent activities than females (b= -.323, p < 

.001).   

Model 3 of Table 3 introduces the parental attachment measure. This model 

suggests that social control may be important in explaining the relationship between 

family structure and delinquency. When the parental attachment scale was added to the 

regression, this effect is significant (b= -.048, p < .001), while the relationships between 

mother-stepfather and father-stepmother families and delinquency were rendered non-

significant. This finding would suggest that the relationship between living in a 

stepfamily and delinquency is completely mediated by parental attachment. The inclusion 

of the parental attachment scale, however, did not have an influence on the association 

between single-mother families and delinquency, which remained significant at the .001 

level of probability (b= .266). These findings provide some evidence to support the 

hypothesis that when the parental attachment scale is held constant, the direct relationship  
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Table 3: OLS Regressions of Delinquency on Family Structure, Intervening Variables, Control Variables, and Interaction Effects 

               Model 1   Model 2   Model 3   Model 4   

  b SE   b SE   b SE   b SE   

Family Structurea 

            Mother-stepfather .297    .088*** 
 

  .315     .089*** 
 

 .185        .101 
 

       .070 .081 
 Father-stepmother .389      .181* 

 
  .381 .185* 

 
 .319        .252 

 
 .161 .200 

 Single mother .329   .066*** 
 

  .341     .066*** 
 

    .266       .072*** 
 

 .164   .061* 
 Single father .261      .191 

 
  .230     .199 

 
    .122        .208 

 
     -.024 .175 

 Child Characteristicsb            
 Female     -.323     .046***  -.267        .049***  -.078   .043* 
 Parent Characteristics 

Income  
Education 
Intervening Variables            

 Social control       -.048       .008***     - - 
 Self-control              -           -  -.155    .006*** 
 Social learning              -           -             -          - 
 Strain                 -            -  

Interactions            
 Strain x Social control         - -     -  - 
 Strain x Self-control         - -     -  - 
 Strain x Social learning         - -     -          - 
 N = 3,434  -   -   -    - 
 R2       .011***       .027***       .035***       .186*** 
 Constant      6.710       6.818         7.787       9.960   

             

          [continued]   
 

                         
             
             

 -.026             .012*                 -.016               .013                       -.022                .012 
 -.066             .054                   -.072               .058                       -.107                .059 

Significance levels *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
a Reference category is two biological married parents. 
b Reference category is male. 
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Table 3: Con’t 

           Model 5   Model 6   Model 7 

  b        SE   b SE   b         SE 

Family Structurea 

        Mother-stepfather   .196  .092* 
 

  .238  .093* 
 

 .079        .099 
Father-stepmother   .322      .244 

 
  .304      .242 

 
 .246        .261 

Single mother   .286      .070*** 
 

  .297      .071*** 
 

 .105        .065 
Single father   .118      .201 

 
  .102      .205 

 
 .105        .215 

Child Characteristicsb         
Female  -.291      .048***  -.312      .048***  -.062        .047 

Parent Characteristics         
Income  -.028 .013*  -.029  .013*  -.020        .012 
Education   .097      .056  -.080      .057  -.086        .060 
Intervening Variables         

Social control  -  -     - -  -.028   .009*** 

Self-control  -  -     - -  -.071   .009*** 

Social learning   .490      .093*** 
 

   - - 
 

 .208       .102* 
Strain  -  -  .176      .040***   .076       .041 

Interactions         
Strain x Social control - -  - -         -           - 
Strain x Self-control - -  - -  -           - 
Strain x Social learning - -  - -         -           - 
N = 3,434  -   -             - 
R2      .032***       .030***       .178*** 
Constant     6.320       6.537         9.879 

                  
         
         

Significance levels *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
a Reference category is two biological married parents. 
b Reference category is male. 
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Table 3: Con’t 

           Model 8a   Model 9a   Model 10a 

  b SE   b SE   b SE 

Family Structurea 

        Mother-stepfather  .077      .099 
 

.079      .099 
 

.079      .098 

Father-stepmother  .246      .261 
 

.245      .261 
 

.246      .261 

Single mother  .104      .075 
 

.107      .068 
 

.107      .071 

Single father  .111      .215 
 

.111      .215 
 

.105      .215 

Child Characteristicsb         

Female -.063      .050  -.062      .051  -.067      .047 

Parent Characteristics         

Income -.020      .013  -.020      .012  -.020      .014 

Education  -.056      .060  -.085      .060  -.056      .060 

Intervening Variables         

Social control -.088      .009***  -.087      .027***  -.028      .009*** 

Self-control -.216      .009***  -.217      .026***  -.071      .009*** 

Social learning   .056  .102*   .054 .025*   .208      .102* 

Strain   .026      .041  .026      .027  .042      .041 

Interactions         

Strain x Social control  .011 .025  - -     - - 

Strain x Self-control - -  .006      .025     - - 

Strain x Social learning -          -  - -     .011 .026 

N = 3,434  -   -   - 

R2      .178***        .178***         .178*** 
Constant     6.755       6.538        6.800 

         

         
         

       

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
a Reference category is two biological married parents. 
b Reference category is male. 
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Table 3: Con’t 

           Model 8b   Model 9b   Model 10b 

  b SE   b SE   b SE 

Family Structurea 

        Broken home .048      .055 
 

.049      .055 
 

.048      .055 

Child Characteristicsb         

Female -.060      .047  -.060      .051  -.060      .052 

Parent Characteristics         

Income -.019      .014  -.019      .012  -.019      .012 

Education -.088      .061  -.087      .062  -.088      .061 

Intervening Variables         

Social control -.087      .027***  -.088      .027***  -.087      .027*** 

Self-control -.217      .028***  -.212      .028***  -.216      .028*** 

Social learning  .053      .027*   .054      .025*   .057      .028* 

Strain .020      .027  .020      .027  .020      .027 

Interactions         

Broken home x Social control .019      .023  - -  - - 

Broken home x Self-control - -  -.030 .024  - - 

Broken home x Social learning - -  - -  -.009 .023 

N = 3,434  -   -   - 

R2      .177 ***       .177***        .177*** 
Constant    6.904       6.902        6.904 
         

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
a Reference category is intact home. 
b Reference category is male.         
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between certain family structures and delinquency is mediated. However, the findings 

would suggest that weakened attachment does not mediate the impact of single-mother 

families on delinquency.  

Model 4 of Table 3 introduces the effect of the self-control measure on family 

structure and delinquency. When the self-control scale was added to the regression (b= - 

.155, p < .001), the relationships between the families containing one stepparent and    

delinquency were rendered non-significant. This provides evidence to support the 

hypothesis that when the self-control scale is held constant, the direct relationship 

between certain family structures and delinquency is mediated. The inclusion of the self-

control scale also reduced the magnitude of the Model 2 coefficient linking single-mother 

families with delinquency (weight of b coefficient is reduced from .341 to .164, 

significance level drops from .001 to .05). Unlike the findings from Model 3 this suggests 

that some of the influence of single-mother families and delinquency is mediated by low 

self-control. In regards to the control variables, the significant relationship between 

household income and delinquency, as seen in Model 2, disappears when the social 

control and self-control scales are included in the regression. This would suggest that 

social control and self-control mediates the effects of household income. More 

specifically, this finding suggests that household income influences levels of social 

control and self-control and these two factors directly influence a child‟s involvement in 

delinquent activities. 

             Model 5 examines the influence of social learning. The inclusion of the social 

learning variable to the regression (b= .490, p < .001) reduced the effects of certain 

family structures on delinquency, compared to Model 2. More specifically, the 
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relationship between living in a father-stepmother family and delinquency is rendered 

non-significant. Moreover, although very minimal, the magnitude of the relationship 

between mother-stepfather families and delinquency is reduced from a .001 level of 

probability to a .05 level of probability. Furthermore, the weight of the b coefficient for 

this family type declined from a value of .315 to .196. This suggests that some of the 

influence of mother-stepfather families on delinquency can be explained by high 

associations with deviant peers. The inclusion of the social learning measure, however, 

did not have an influence on the association between single-mother families and 

delinquency, which remained significant at the .001 level of probability (b= .286). This 

finding would suggest that high deviant peer associations will not help explain why 

children from single-mother families are more likely to be delinquent.  

Model 6 examines the influence of general strain/depression on the relationship 

between family structure and delinquency. The inclusion of the general strain/depression 

variable to the regression (b= .176, p < .001) reduced the effect of certain family 

structures and delinquency when compared to Model 2. More specifically, the 

relationship between living in a father-stepmother family and delinquency is rendered 

non-significant. Moreover, the magnitude of the relationship between mother-stepfather 

families and delinquency is slightly reduced: the weight of the b coefficient is reduced 

from a value of .315 to .238, whereas the level of probability is slightly reduced from a 

.001 level of probability to .05. The inclusion of the general strain/depression measure, 

however, did not have an influence on the association between single-mother families and 

delinquency, which remained significant at the .001 level of probability (b= .297). This 

finding would suggest that higher levels of depression will not help explain why children 
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single-mother families are more likely to be delinquent. 

Model 7 was designed to examine the influence of all four theoretical perspectives 

together. This model suggests that parental attachment, self-control, and social learning 

may be important in explaining the relationship between family structure and 

delinquency. The inclusion of the social control scale (b= -.028, p < .001), self-control 

scale (b= -.071, p < .001) and social learning measure (b= .208, p < .05) to the regression 

reduced the effect of family structure and delinquency when compared to Model 2. More 

specifically, the effect of living in a mother-stepfather, father-stepmother family, and a 

single-mother family are all rendered statistically non-significant when these 3 measures 

as well as depression are added to the regression. The measure representing general 

strain/depression failed to predict delinquency in Model 7. It is noteworthy that both the 

gender and household income control variables fall from statistical significance when the 

four theoretical perspectives are included in the regression. That is, household income 

and gender influences levels of social control, self-control, association with deviant peers 

and depression and it is these factors that directly influence participation in crime. 

This analysis also suggests that the self-control variable may be the strongest 

correlate when attempting to explain the relationship between broken homes and 

delinquency. When examining the R
2 

in each model we see that the explanatory power of 

the social control, social learning and general strain/depression variables account for 

roughly 3% to 3.5% of the total variance in Models 3, 5, and 6. However, when the self-

control variable is included in Model 4, we see the total explained variance is 19% (R
2
= 

.186, p < .001). The self-control variable continued to have a strong effect on delinquency 

in Model 7 (b= -.071, p < .001) when all four intervening variables were included. 
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Models 8a to 10a were designed to test the interaction effects between general 

strain theory (represented as depression) and social control, self-control, and social 

learning. Contrary to expectations, strain failed to have a greater effect on criminal 

behaviour when conditions of social control and self-control were low. Strain also failed 

to have a greater effect on criminal behaviour when the number of deviant peers was 

high. That is, models 8a to 10a failed to show that the effect of strain on crime will be 

moderated by social control, self-control, and social learning. An exploratory analysis 

(models 8b to 10b) was undertaken that was analogous to models 8a to 10a. This time the 

broken home was used as the measure of strain in the interaction term. Similar to the first 

series of models, models 8b to 10b did not find evidence to support the hypothesis that 

social control, self-control and social learning moderate the effect of strain. 

7.5 Analysis 2: Testing the significance of the resident parent’s gender 

The purpose of Analysis two is to test whether parental gender is associated with 

children‟s delinquency. That is, the goal of this strategy is to investigate whether the 

broken homes effect is predominately a function of parental absence or does the gender 

of the absent parent matter? Therefore, this analysis intends to investigate the following 

two questions: is the absence of a mother more detrimental than the absence of a father? 

Is the introduction of a male stepparent more detrimental than the introduction of a 

female stepparent? There are a total of 828 respondents in this analysis. Respondents 

from intact homes are excluded from examination. I replicate the procedures in Analysis 

1, exploring the ten models testing whether there are significant differences among the 

four family forms of broken homes and delinquency (two biological parents is omitted).  

Here, the single-mother family variable becomes the reference group to which the other 
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three broken home forms will be compared.  

Model 1 of Table 4 reveals that the gender of the resident stepparent matters.  

Model 1 shows that children residing in mother-stepfather families are more likely to 

engage in delinquent behaviour when compared to children residing in single-mother 

families (b= .245, p < .01). This finding suggests that the presence of a stepfather may 

have a greater impact on children‟s delinquency than any of the other broken family 

forms. This difference remains significant after controlling for child and parent 

characteristics, as shown in Model 2 of Table 4. Model 2 also shows that there is a higher 

likelihood that males will engage in delinquent behaviour than females (b= -.331, p < 

.001).  

Model 3 of Table 4 introduces the parental attachment measure. When Model 3 

accounted for deficiencies in parental attachment, the significant difference in the level of 

delinquent behaviour engaged in by children from mother-stepfather versus single-mother 

families disappeared. This provides evidence to support the hypothesis that when the 

parental attachment scale is held constant, the direct relationship between this type of 

family structure and delinquency is mediated. Thus, poor social control will decrease the 

direct effect of the mother-stepfather family structure on delinquency.  

Models 4 and 5 of Table 4 examine if the effects of the self-control and social 

learning measures mediate the relationship between family structure and delinquency. 

When the self-control scale and social learning variable were added to their respective 

regression models, the mother-stepfather family effect became insignificant. Thus, low 

self-control and associations with deviant peers appears to decrease the direct effect of 

certain family structures on delinquency.  
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Table 4: OLS Regressions of Delinquency on Family Structure, Intervening Variables, Control Variables, and Interaction Effects for Mother-
Stepfather, Father-Stepmother, Single-Father, and Single-Mother Families 

               Model 1   Model 2   Model 3   Model 4   

  b SE   b SE   b SE   b SE   

Family Structurea 

            Mother-stepfather .245    .088** 
 

   .260    .088** 
 

.142 .093 
 

.081 .097 
 Father-stepmother   .337    .220 

 
.329      .219 

 
.277 .253 

 
.271 .256 

 Single father   .209    .192 
 

   .170      .191 
 

.073 .208 
 

.096 .210 
 Child Characteristicsb            
 Female    -.331      .046***    -.265      .049***  -.095    .043** 
 Parent Characteristics             

Income    -.016 .012     -.013         .013  -.017 .011  

Education    -.047 .054  -.055         .058                -.093 .059  

Intervening Variables            
 Social control       -.050         .008***     -          - 
 Self-control               -             -  -.084      .008*** 
 Social learning               -             -             -          - 
 Strain         -             -     

Interactions            
 Strain x Social control          -   -     -          -  

Strain x Self-control          -   -     -          - 
 Strain x Social learning          -   -     -          - 
 N = 828  -   -     -            - 
 R2   .003**     .019***        .030***        .184*** 
 Constant   6.711      6.898         7.782      10.000 
             
             [continued]  
  

                        
 

Significance levels *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
a Reference category is single mother. 
b Reference category is male. 
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Table 4: Con’t 

           Model 5   Model 6              Model 7 

  b SE   b SE   b       SE 

Family Structurea 

        Mother-stepfather  .150 .091 
 

.191   .093* 
 

.045     .098 

Father-stepmother  .277 .244 
 

.240 .242 
 

.213     .261 

Single father .066 .201 
 

.047 .205 
 

.065     .215 

Child Characteristicsb         

Female -.289       .048***  -.311     .048***  -.059     .047 

Parent Characteristics         

Income -.020 .013   -.021 .013  -.017     .012 

Education -.078 .056   -.061 .057  -.073     .060 

Intervening Variables         

Social control   -  -      -   -  -.029     .009*** 

Self-control   -  -      -   -  -.072     .009*** 

Social learning  .515       .093***      -   -      .220     .102* 

Strain   -  -     .181 .040***  .076     .041 

Interactions         

Strain x Social control   - -     - -  -         - 

Strain x Self-control   - -     - -  -         - 

Strain x Social learning   - -     - -  -         - 

N = 828  -   -           - 
R2      .027***      .023***       .178*** 
Constant     6.417      6.538       9.889 
         

 
         
         

       
           

             
               

  

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
a Reference category is single mother. 
b Reference category is male. 
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Table 4: Con’t  

           Model 8a   Model 9a   Model 10a 

  b SE   b SE   b SE 

Family Structurea 

        Mother-stepfather .042 .091 
 

.045 .098 
 

.045      .098 

Father-stepmother .212 .244 
 

.213       .261 
 

.213      .261 

Single father .072 .201 
 

.066 .215 
 

.065      .215 

Child Characteristicsb         

Female -.054 .048  -.059 .047  -.059       .051 

Parent Characteristics         

Income -.016 .013  -.017 .014  -.017       .012 

Education -.078 .056  -.073 .060  -.073       .060 

Intervening Variables         

Social control -.091      .027***  -.090     .027***  -.091       .025*** 

Self-control -.221      .028***  -.222     .028***  -.220       .025*** 

Social learning .057      .026*  .057      .026*   .051       .026* 
Strain .027      .027  .026      .027 ¤   .027       .027 

Interactions         
Strain x Social control .002 .025   - -  - - 

Strain x Self-control - -   .007 .025  - - 
Strain x Social learning - -   - -  -.013 .026 

N = 828  -   -   - 
R2       .177***        .177***         .177*** 
Constant      6.808        6.805         6.808 
         

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
a Reference category is single mother. 
b Reference category is male.         
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Model 6 examines the influence general strain/depression has in the relationship 

between family structure and delinquency. Model 6 shows that the inclusion of the 

general strain/depression variable to the regression reduces some of the effect of family 

structure and delinquency when compared to Model 2 (b= .191, p < .05). This suggests 

that some of the direct influence of mother-stepfather families and delinquency can be 

explained by the high levels of depression in the children in these homes.  

Model 7 examines the influence of all four theoretical perspectives together. 

Model 7 indicates that parental attachment, self-control, and social learning are important 

in explaining the relationship between family structure and delinquency. The inclusion of 

these three variables to the regression reduced the effect of family structure differences 

and delinquency. When social control (b= -.029, p < .001), self-control (b= -.072, p < 

.001), and social learning (b= .220, p < .05) are included in the regression models, there is 

no significant difference in the level of delinquent behaviour engaged in by children from 

mother-stepfather versus single-mother families. This model failed to show support for 

the ability of general strain to mediate the relationship between family structure and 

delinquency.   

Similar to the previous analysis (see Table 3), this analysis suggests that the self-

control variable may be the strongest correlate when attempting to explain the 

relationship between broken homes and delinquency (R
2
= .184, p < .001). In terms of the 

control variables, when all four theoretical variables are introduced in Model 7, the 

association between gender and delinquency is reduced to non-significance. Again, this 

would suggest that the effect of gender on delinquency is mediated by the four 

intervening variables.  
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 Models 8a to 10a include the interaction effects between the general strain 

variable and social control, self-control, and social learning variables. Contrary to 

expectations, strain, as measured by depression, failed to have a greater effect on criminal 

behaviour at different levels of social control and self-control. Strain also failed to have a 

greater effect on criminal behaviour when the number of deviant peers was high. Models 

8a to 10a, therefore, show that the effect of strain on crime does not appear to be 

moderated by social control, self-control, and social learning.  

7.6 Analysis 3: Investigating the influence of family structure on theft 

As previously mentioned, supplemental analyses were conducted in order to 

investigate the influence of family structure on three separate dimensions of delinquency: 

theft, vandalism, and physical violence. Here I begin by exploring theft. Given that the 

dependent variable in this analysis (stole from outside the home?) is dichotomous (0 = 

no, 1 = yes) binary logistic regression was used to test the relationship between family 

structure and theft (Long 1997). The odds ratio [Exp (b)] will be reported for all models 

utilizing binary logistic regression. 

As with the previous analysis a total of ten models are explored. Further, I begin 

by investigating if there is a difference between children in intact homes and children in 

different forms of broken homes.  

An examination of Table 5, Model 1 reveals that children living without their 

father will be more likely to commit theft. That is, Table 5 shows that children living in 

single-mother (Exp (b)= 3.492, p < .001) and mother-stepfather families (Exp (b)= 2.420, 

p < .01) report significantly higher levels of theft when compared to those in the 

reference category. That is, children residing in single-mother and mother-stepfather 
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families are 249% and 142% more likely to engage in theft, when compared to those 

children in two-biological-parent families. These differences remain significant after 

controlling for child and parent characteristics, as shown in Model 2 of Table 5. This 

finding provides support for the hypothesis that children residing in broken homes, albeit 

certain forms of broken homes, will be more likely to engage in delinquent activities. In 

regards to the gender control variable, Model 2 shows that females are 49% less likely to 

report involvement in theft than are males (Exp (b)= .513, p < .001). There was no 

significant association between household income, parental education, and delinquency. 

        Model 3 of Table 5 introduces the parental attachment measure. The addition of the 

parental attachment scale to the regression (Exp (b)= .816, p < .001), rendered the 

relationship between mother-stepfather families and delinquency non-significant. This 

indicates that with every unit increase in parental attachment, respondents are 18% less 

likely to commit theft. The inclusion of the parental attachment scale, however, did not 

influence the significance of the relationship between single-mother families and 

delinquency, which remained significant at the .001 level of probability. Further, the odds 

ratio coefficient for this family type was only slightly reduced from a value of Exp (b) 

3.613 in Model 2 to Exp (b) 3.457. This finding would suggest that weakened attachment 

does not explain why children from all forms of broken homes are more likely to engage 

in theft.  

Model 4 of Table 5 examines the effect of the self-control measure on theft (Exp 

(b)= .865, p < .001). This finding reveals that for every unit increase in self-control, there 

is a 14% decrease in the odds of committing theft. As with the findings for social control, 

once the self-control scale is included in this model, the relationship between mother-
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stepfather families and theft is no longer significant. This suggests that the effect of living 

in a mother-stepfather family on theft is mediated by the social control and self-control 

variable. The inclusion of the self-control scale, however, did not influence the 

significance of the relationship between single-mother families and delinquency, which 

remained significant at the .001 level of probability, while the odds ratio value in Model 2 

was reduced from Exp (b) 3.613 to Exp (b) 2.953. This finding again suggests that low 

self-control only helps explain why children from certain forms of broken homes are 

more likely to engage in theft.  

Model 5 examines the influence of social learning on theft. This model shows that 

when the social learning variable was added to the regression it was significant and 

operated in the expected direction (Exp (b)= 6.333, p < .001). That is, respondents who 

report hanging around a bad group are 533% more likely to report an engagement in 

theft. Model 5 also shows that the social learning variable slightly reduced the effect of 

family structure on theft, when compared to Model 2. More specifically, the magnitude of 

the relationship between living in a mother-stepfather family and theft is reduced from a 

value of Exp (b) 2.400 to Exp (b) 2.340, whereas the level of probability is slightly 

reduced from a .01 level of probability to a .05 level of probability. This suggests that 

some of the direct influence of mother-stepfather families and theft can be explained by 

high associations with deviant peers. The inclusion of the social learning measure, 

however, only slightly reduced the size of the single mother family odds ratio coefficients 

from Exp (b) 3.613 to Exp (b) 3.144, when compared to Model 2. Furthermore, the 

significant association between single-mother families and delinquency remained 

significant at the .001 level of probability. Therefore, high deviant peer associations do 
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not appear to help explain why children from single-mother families are more likely to 

engage in theft.  

Model 6 examines the influence of general strain/depression on the relationship 

between family structure and theft (Exp (b)= 2.250, p < .001). This finding suggests that 

for every unit increase in depression, respondents are 125% more likely to commit theft. 

Similar to the findings in the previous model the relationship between living in a mother-

stepfather family and theft is slightly reduced, although compared to Models 3 and 4 it 

remains a significant predictor. This suggests, albeit very minimal, that some of the direct 

influence of mother-stepfather families and theft can be explained by higher levels of 

depression. The inclusion of the general strain/depression measure, however, only 

slightly reduced the size of the single-mother family odds ratio coefficients from Exp (b) 

3.613 in Model 2 to Exp (b) 3.400, whereas the significant association between single-

mother families and delinquency remained significant at the .001 level of probability. 

This finding suggests that depression is not mediating the impact of single-mother 

families on children‟s involvement in theft.   

Model 7 examines the influence of all four theoretical variables together. The 

inclusion of the social control scale (Exp (b)= .846, p < .001), self-control scale (Exp (b)= 

.900, p < .001), social learning measure (Exp (b)= 3.450, p < .001), and general 

strain/depression measure (Exp (b)= 1.784, p < .001) to the regression reduced the effect 

of family structure and theft, when compared to the coefficients in Model 2. More 

specifically, when these four measures were added to the regression model, the 

association between living in a mother-stepfather family and theft was rendered 

statistically non-significant, and all 4 measures (social control, self-control, social 
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Table 5: Logistic Regressions of Theft on Family Structure, Intervening Variables, Control Variables, and Interaction Effects 

               Model 1   Model 2   Model 3   Model 4   

  Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b)       SE   

Family Structurea 

            Mother-stepfather  2.420    .305** 
 

    2.400   .308** 
 

 1.889 .494 
 

    1.907     .427 
 Father-stepmother  2.566        .743 

 
    2.655       .748 

 
   2.435 .789 

 
    2.200     .756 

 Single mother   3.492      .277*** 
 

    3.613     .279*** 
 

   3.457      .319*** 
 

    2.953 .299*** 
 Single father   2.767        .613 

 
   2.653       .622 

 
   2.242      .647 

 
    1.944     .630 

 Child Characteristicsb            
 Female        .513     .201***       .546   .215**       .673     .208* 
 Parent Characteristics            
 Income        .975 .056      .990 .070       .981     .063 
 Education       .810 .325     .808 .326       .815     .308 
 Intervening Variables            
 Social control          .816      .028***           -           -  

Self-control                -          -       .865  .023*** 
 Social learning                -          -           -           - 
 Strain                -          -           -           - 
 Interactions            
 Strain x Social control            -          -           -           - 
 Strain x Self-control            -          -           -           - 
 Strain x Social learning            -          -           -           - 
 N = 3,434  -   -    -             - 
 Pseudo R2        .011***          .015***        .036***     .026*** 
 Constant      -3.599         -3.500      -3.215       -3.190 
             
           [continued]  
               

                                                                                                                                                                  
 

 

Significance levels *p <.05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
a Reference category is two biological married parents. 
b Reference category is male. 
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Table 5: Con’t  

           Model 5   Model 6   Model 7 

  Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE 

Family Structurea 

        Mother-stepfather  2.340   .324* 
 

  2.344 .309* 
 

1.389 .361 

Father-stepmother   2.017 .778 
 

  2.547      .756 
 

1.247 .880 

Single mother   3.144       .308*** 
 

  3.400     .297*** 
 

2.601       .252*** 

Single father   2.241 .642 
 

  2.176      .633 
 

1.417       .697 

Child Characteristicsb         

Female     .578 .206*   .560      .203***    .644 .229 

Parent Characteristics         

Income     .978 .066   .980 .093    1.010 .072 

Education     .818 .321     .818 .174       .850 .340 

Intervening Variables         

Social control    -  -     -  -     .846       .030*** 

Self-control    -  -     -  -     .900       .028*** 

Social learning   6.333       .307***     -  -    3.450       .252*** 

Strain    -  -    2.250      .146***    1.784       .175*** 

Interactions         

Strain x Social control    - -     - -   - - 

Strain x Self-control    - -     - -   - - 

Strain x Social learning    - -     - -   - - 
N = 3,434  -              -   - 
Pseudo R2        .033***        .025***         .054*** 
Constant     -5.395      -4.603       -4.464 
         
 

         

 
       

 

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
a Reference category is two biological married parents. 

b Reference category is male. 
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Table 5: Con’t 

           Model 8a   Model 9a   Model 10a 

  Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE 

Family Structurea 

        Mother-stepfather 1.277        .358 
 

 1.388 .360 
 

 1.309 .368 

Father-stepmother 1.156        .863 
 

 1.238 .872 
 

 1.199 .884 

Single mother 2.600       .254*** 
 

 2.603     .212*** 
 

 2.622      .253*** 

Single father 1.829        .674 
 

 1.607      .685 
 

 1.415 .717 

Child Characteristicsb         

Female   .642 .274     .642 .299     .637 .239 

Parent Characteristics         

Income    1.013 .072  1.010 .072   1.040 .072 

Education     .809 .340     .800 .340      .811 .340 

Intervening Variables         

Social control     .506      .105***     .587     .095***     .586      .096*** 

Self-control     .644      .101***     .633     .105***     .685        .101*** 

Social learning    1.280      .065***  1.390     .065***   1.300      .082*** 

Strain    1.754      .119***  1.562     .115***   1.122      .111*** 

Interactions         

Strain x Social control    1.337 .025       

Strain x Self-control    1.211 .159    

Strain x Social learning          1.129 .088 

N = 3,434  -   -   - 

Pseudo R2       .059***       .056***        .055*** 

Constant      -3.899      -3.890        -3.789 
         
 

        

        

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
a Reference category is two biological married parents. 

b Reference category is male. 
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Table 5: Con’t 

           Model 8b   Model 9b   Model 10b 

  Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE 

Family Structurea 

        Broken home  2.322   .262*** 
 

 2.110     .251*** 
 

  2.442     .243*** 
Child Characteristicsb         
Female     .630     .233     .636 .234     .630 .233 

Parent Characteristics         
Income 1.033     .080    1.020 .082    1.035 .082 

Education     .890     .338      .894 .350      .060 .350 

Intervening Variables         

Social control      .563  .105***     .590     .096***     .594     .130*** 

Self-control    .691  .103***       .687    .110***     .692    .163*** 

Social learning    1.380  .066***  1.394     .066***   1.462     .089*** 
Strain    1.421  .106***  1.434     .107***   1.433     .159*** 
Interactions         

Broken home x Social control  1.084    .083       
Broken home x Self-control -        -     1.035 .087    
Broken home x Social learning -        -  - -     .893 .023 
N = 3,434 

 
       - 

  
- 

  
- 

Pseudo R2 

 
   .056*** 

  
    .056*** 

  
    .056*** 

Constant   -3.890     -3.854      -3.900 

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
a Reference category is intact home. 

b Reference category is male.         
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learning, and strain/depression) are themselves associated with theft. The inclusion of  

these four measures, however, did not influence the significant association between 

single-mother families and theft (Exp (b)= 2.601, p < .001). In terms of the control 

variables, the inclusion of these four measures in the regression reduced the association 

between gender and theft to non-significance. This would suggest that the effect of 

gender is only mediated when all four intervening variables are taken into account.  

The equations displayed in Models 8a to 10a explore the interaction effects 

between the general strain variable, as measured by depression, and social control, self-

control, and social learning. Contrary to expectations, strain failed to have a greater effect 

on theft when conditions of social control and self-control were low. Strain also failed to 

have a greater effect on theft when the number of deviant peers was high. Further, an 

exploratory analysis (models 8b to 10b) was undertaken that was analogous to models 8a 

to 10a, only this time the broken home variable was used as the variable moderated in the 

interaction term. Similar to the first series of models, models 8b to 10b did not find 

evidence to support the hypothesis that social control, self-control, and social learning 

moderate the effect of strain. 

7.7 Analysis 4: Investigating if gender of the absent parent influences theft 

Analysis 4 was designed to examine the significance of the absent parent‟s gender 

on theft. Again, I am interested here if there are differences in the impact of different 

broken family forms when compared to single-mother families and if this is influenced by 

gender. Again, I adopt the strategy of utilizing ten models in this analysis. Similar to 

analysis 2, all those respondents residing in intact homes are excluded here. A logistic 

regression analysis is employed and is interpreted using odds ratios.  
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Table 6: Logistic Regressions of Theft on Family Structure, Intervening Variables, Control Variables, and Interaction Effects for Mother-Stepfather, 
Father-Stepmother, Single-Father, and Single-Mother Families 

               Model 1   Model 2   Model 3   Model 4   

  Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   

Family Structurea 

            Mother-stepfather 1.782   .285* 
 

1.773  .280* 
 

 1.377 .324 
 

  1.499 .303 
 Father-stepmother 1.898 .739 

 
1.862 .743 

 
 1.646 .788 

 
   1.591 .752 

 Single father 2.035 .608 
 

   1.808 .615 
 

 1.533 .641 
 

       1.383 .524 
 Child Characteristicsb            
 Female       .524     .109***     .557 .213*     .656   .207* 
 Parent Characteristics            
 Income    1.018 .033   1.043 .078    1.020 .072 
 Education         .814 .139     .833 .325           .904 .037 
 Intervening Variables            
 Social control         .811      .029***      -  

Self-control                -          -       .854     .024*** 
 Social learning                -          -              -           - 
 Strain                -          -              -           - 
 Interactions            
 Strain x Social control           - -       -   - 
 Strain x Self-control           - -       -   - 
 Strain x Social learning           - -       -   - 
 N = 828  -   -   -     - 
 Pseudo R2    .002     .007*       .027***       .019*** 
 Constant        -3.877         -3.853      -3.947      -3.800 
             
           [continued]  
               

  
 
 

Significance levels *p <.05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
a Reference category is single mother. 
b Reference category is male. 
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Table 6: Con’t 

           Model 5   Model 6   Model 7 

  Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE 

Family Structurea 

        Mother-stepfather  1.505 .315 
 

   1.745 .410 
 

  1.065 .352 

Father-stepmother  1.422 .777 
 

 1.687 .784 
 

  1.027 .892 

Single father  1.607 .704 
 

 1.514 .468 
 

  1.095 .692 

Child Characteristicsb         

Female    .593 .205*     .512       .202***      .670 .228 

Parent Characteristics         

Income 1.016 .075  1.029 .072    1.077 .080 

Education   .889 .318      .887 .304       .910 .338 

Intervening Variables         

Social control    -  -    -   -       .844     .030*** 

Self-control    -  -    -   -       .887     .028*** 

Social learning    6.933      .217***    -   -      3.610     .252*** 

Strain     -          -      2.300     .145***    1.762     .172*** 

Interactions         

Strain x Social control     - -    - -  - - 

Strain x Self-control    - -    - -  - - 

Strain x Social learning    - -    - -  - - 

N = 828  -   -   - 

Pseudo R2      .026***         .016        .050*** 
Constant    -5.335       -4.412       -3.960 
         

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001         
a Reference category is single mother. 
b Reference category is male.         
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Table 6: Con’t  

           Model 8a   Model 9a   Model 10a 

  Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE 

Family Structurea 

        Mother-stepfather  1.046      .349 
 

 1.056 .350 
 

 1.066 .359 

Father-stepmother  1.025      .870 
 

 1.225 .883 
 

 1.121 .896 

Single father  1.286      .667 
 

 1.129 .680 
 

 1.031 .710 

Child Characteristicsb         

Female     .680      .228      .670 .228      .677 .229 

Parent Characteristics         

Income  1.055      .080   1.044       .080   1.050 .080 

Education     .905      .338      .900 .338      .902 .338 

Intervening Variables         

Social control     .502      .104***      .586      .094***      .581      .095*** 

Self-control     .651      .099***      .606      .103***      .631      .099*** 

Social learning  1.390      .065***     1.404      .065***    1.310      .087*** 

Strain 1.754      .119***   1.604      .114***    1.341      .095*** 

Interactions         

Strain x Social control 1.358      .288  -  -  - - 
Strain x Self-control -         -   1.190  .157  - - 

Strain x Social learning -         -  -  -   1.103 .085 
N = 828          -    -   - 
Pseudo R2      .055***        .051***        .017*** 
Constant   -3.966      -3.966      -3.965 
         

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001         
a Reference category is single mother. 

b Reference category is male. 
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Model 1 of Table 6 reveals that the gender of the absent stepparent matters. Model 

1 shows that children residing in mother-stepfather families (Exp (b)= 1.782, p < .05) are 

more likely to engage in theft than children residing in single-mother families. More 

specifically, this suggests that respondents residing in mother-stepfather family structures 

are roughly 78% more likely to commit theft than those residing in single-mother 

families. This difference remains significant after controlling for child and parent  

characteristics (see Model 2). The only control variable with a significant association to 

theft in Model 2 is gender (Exp (b)= .524, p < .001). That is, Model 2 shows that females 

are 48% less likely to engage in theft than are males.  

In Models 3 to 6 the introduction of the theoretical variable mediated the 

relationship between being in a mother-stepfather family and theft. That is, when the four 

variables representing social control (Exp (b)= .811, p < .001), self-control (Exp (b)= 

.854, p < .001), social learning (Exp (b)= 6.933, p < .001), and general strain/depression 

(Exp (b)= 2.300, p < .001) were added to the regression, the significant difference in the 

level of theft engaged in by children from mother-stepfather versus single-mother 

families disappeared. This would suggest that each theoretical variable is mediating the 

effect of living in a mother-stepfather family and theft.  

Model 7 explores the influence of all four theoretical perspectives simultaneously. 

When these four variables are added to the regression, the gender of the single parent 

effect is no longer significantly associated with theft. This provides evidence to support 

the hypothesis that the direct relationship between family structures and delinquency is 

mediated by the variables representing social control, self-control, social learning 

measure, and general strain/depression. The inclusion of the four theoretical variables in 
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Model 7 also eliminated the association between gender and delinquency. This finding 

suggests that the effect of gender on theft is mediated when the four theoretical variables 

are included in the regression equation.  

Models 8a to 10a examine the interaction effects between the strain variable, as 

measured by depression, and social control, self-control, and social learning. Contrary to 

expectations, depression failed to have a greater effect on theft when social control and 

self-control were low and the number of deviant peers was high. That is, models 8a to 

10a failed to establish that the effect of strain on crime is moderated by social control, 

self-control, and social learning.  

7.8 Analysis 5: Investigating the influence of family structure on vandalism 

             Analysis five tests the relationship between family structure and vandalism. There  

were a total of 3,434 respondents in this analysis. Given that the dependent variable in 

this analysis (vandalize) is dichotomous (0 = no, 1 = yes), binary logistic regression was 

used to test the relationship between family structure and vandalism (Long 1997). Results 

are presented in Table 7 and interpreted using odds ratios. 

As shown in Table 7, Model 1 reveals that children living in single-parent 

families (absence of father or mother) are more likely to commit vandalism. That is, 

Table 7 shows that children living in single-mother (Exp (b)= 1.790, p < .01) and single-

father families (Exp (b)= 4.780, p < .001) report significantly higher levels of vandalism 

compared to those in the reference category. More specifically, respondents residing in 

single-mother and single-father families are 79% and 378% more likely to engage in 

vandalism, when compared to those respondents in two-biological-parent/intact families. 

The differences found in Model 1 remained significant after controlling for child and 
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parent characteristics, as shown in Model 2 of Table 7. This finding supports the 

hypothesis that children residing in some forms of broken homes will be more likely to 

engage in delinquent activities. Homes with stepparents are not, however, associated with 

higher levels of vandalism. In terms of the control variables, gender is the only variable to 

show a significant association with vandalism (Exp (b)= .437, p < .001). Model 2 reveals 

that females are 56% less likely to engage in vandalism than are males. 

In Models 3 to 6 the introduction of the social control (Exp (b)= .839, p < .001), 

self-control (Exp (b)= 898, p < .001), social learning (Exp (b)= 4.830, p < .001), and 

general strain/depression (Exp (b)= 1.719, p < .001) variables reduced the magnitude of 

the relationship between residing with a single-mother home and vandalism (Exp (b)= 

1.814, p < .01), and slightly mediated the relationship, when compared to Model 2. That 

is, Models 3 to 6 show a reduction in the odds ratio covariates for each model. The 

addition of the social control variable reduced the odds ratios in Model 2 from Exp (b) 

1.814 to Exp (b) 1.542, the self-control variable dropped the size of the association to Exp 

(b) 1.590, the social learning variable reduced the size of the covariate to Exp (b) 1.630, 

while the introduction of the depression variable reduced the size to Exp (b) 1.700. When 

the four variables representing the theoretical perspectives were added to the respective 

regression models, the significant difference in the levels of vandalism engaged in by 

children from single-mother homes versus intact families was also reduced, albeit 

slightly, from a .01 level of probability to a .05 level of  probability. Although these are 

not much of a change, these results still indicate that some of the relationship between 

single-mother homes and vandalism can be attributed to the four intervening variables.  

However, the inclusion of the theoretical variables in Models 3 to 6 did not
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Table 7: Logistic Regressions of Vandalism on Family Structure, Intervening Variables, Control Variables, and Interaction Effects 

               Model 1   Model 2   Model 3   Model 4   

  Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   

Family Structurea 

            Mother-stepfather  1.107  .291 
 

   1.105      .292 
 

      .841 .319 
 

    .874   .305 
 Father-stepmother  1.188  .738 

 
   1.303      .743 

 
  1.165 .210 

 
  1.106   .746 

 Single mother  1.790      .191** 
 

   1.814    .195** 
 

  1.542   .210* 
 

  1.590     .198* 
 Single father   4.780        .391*** 

 
   4.722      .402*** 

 
    4.671         .427*** 

 
    3.740         .409*** 

 Child Characteristicsb            
 Female        .437      .160***      .462       .170***      .510      .165*** 
 Parent Characteristics            
 Income        .960 .041      .966 .044      .966 .042 
 Education        .903 .122        .900 .323      .902         .305 
 Intervening Variables            
 Social control          .839         .022***   -  

Self-control                -             -      .898      .020*** 
 Social learning                -             -           -            - 
 Strain                -             -           -            - 
 Interactions            
 Strain x Social control           -   -      - - 
 Strain x Self-control           -   -      - - 
 Strain x Social learning           -   -      - - 
 N = 3,434  -   -     -   - 
 Pseudo R2        .006***        .015***       .039***         .026*** 
 Constant      -2.765      -2.316         1.122          3.000 
              

             

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001                                                                                                                        [continued]                                          
  a Reference category is two biological married parents. 

   b Reference category is male. 
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Table 7: Con’t  

           Model 5   Model 6   Model 7 

  Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE 

Family Structurea 

        Mother-stepfather      .931      .308 
 

 1.105       .294 
 

    .619     .354 

Father-stepmother     .929      .765 
 

   1.175       .749 
 

    .687     .821 

Single mother   1.630 .201* 
 

  1.700       .203* 
 

 1.289     .222 

Single father    4.291     .419*** 
 

   4.674     .411*** 
 

   3.980   .453** 

Child Characteristicsb         

Female     .460     .163***      .421     .165***      .505     .181*** 

Parent Characteristics         

Income     .962 .042      .952 .042      .973     .046 
Education     .901 .302      .910 .297      .906     .325 

Intervening Variables         

Social control    -          -    -          -      .868     .071*** 

Self-control    -          -    -          -      .953  .081** 

Social learning    4.830     .192***    -          -     3.454    .055*** 
Strain    -  -     1.719   .119***   1.371     .083* 
Interactions         
Strain x Social control    - -    -          -  - - 
Strain x Self-control    - -    -          -  - - 
Strain x Social learning    - -    -          -  - - 
N = 3,434  -            -   - 
Pseudo R2     .036***      .023***       .057*** 
Constant   -4.099      -3.170     -2.613 
         
 

         
         

        

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
a Reference category is two biological married parents. 

b Reference category is male. 
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Table 7: Con’t   

           Model 8a   Model 9a   Model 10a 

  Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE 

Family Structurea 

        Mother-stepfather      .618 .353 
 

    .618 .354 
 

     .639      .353 
Father-stepmother      .685 .817 

 
    .696 .811 

 
     .716      .817 

Single mother    1.277 .222 
 

 1.299 .222 
 

   1.285      .222 
Single father     4.060     .451** 

 
   4.122     .450** 

 
    3.911  .450** 

Child Characteristicsb         
Female      .506      .181***      .504      .185***      .506     .186*** 

Parent Characteristics         
Income      .974 .046      .973      .047      .971      .047 
Education      .908 .325      .901      .325      .900      .325 

Intervening Variables         
Social control      .624      .078***      .638      .077***       .637   .078*** 
Self-control      .788    .081**      .769   .080**       .785 .080** 
Social learning    1.374      .055***     1.340      .056***     1.400   .056*** 
Strain     1.264      .090*      1.264      .090*      1.244     .090* 
Interactions         

Strain x Social control   1.060      .067       

Strain x Self-control      1.096      .074    

Strain x Social learning             .974     .056 

N = 3,434  -   -   - 
Pseudo R2    .058***      .058***     .058*** 
Constant   -2.610      -2.612     -2.620 
         

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001         
a Reference category is two biological married parents. 
b Reference category is male. 
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Table 7: Con’t  

           Model 8b   Model 9b   Model 10b 

  Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE 

Family Structurea 

        Broken home   1.145 .186 
 

 1.154      .186 
 

 1.145 .186 

Child Characteristicsb         

Female .467      .180***      .495      .180***      .467      .180*** 

Parent Characteristics         

Income .990 .045      .990      .045      .985 .041 

Education .908 .346      .910      .347      .906 .347 

Intervening Variables         

Social control .630      .078***      .641      .075***      .640    .075*** 

Self-control .785   .085**      .769    .085**      .781  .083** 

Social learning  1.350     .055***  1.371      .055***  1.400    .057*** 

Strain  1.263      .090*  1.264      .086*  1.261     .085* 

Interactions         

Broken home x Social control   1.060      .105       

Broken home x Self-control    1.089      .074    

Broken home x Social learning           .931 .055 

N = 3,434  -   -   - 

Pseudo R2     .053***      .052***       .053*** 
Constant   -2.655      -2.650      -2.655 
         

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001         
a Reference category is intact home. 

b Reference category is male.         
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mediate the effect of living in a single-father family and vandalism, which remained 

significant. Similarly to the single-mother family form, the addition of each theoretical 

variable only had a slight effect on the size of the association between the single-father 

family and vandalism. That is, the social control variable reduced the size from a value of 

Exp (b) 4.722 in Model 2 to Exp (b) 4.671 in Model 3, while the self-control, social 

learning and general strain/depression variables reduced the coefficient size to Exp (b) 

3.740, Exp (b) 4.291 and Exp (b) 4.674 in Models 4 to 6. 

Model 7 examines the influence of all four theoretical variables together. Model 7 

suggests that all four measures may be important in explaining the relationship between 

family structure and vandalism. That is, the inclusion of the social control scale (Exp (b)= 

.868, p < .001), self-control scale (Exp (b)= .953, p < .01), social learning measure (Exp 

(b)= 3.454, p < .001) and general strain/depression measure (Exp (b)= 1.371, p < .05) to 

the regression model reduced the size of the association in each model and also mediated 

the effect of the single-mother family form on vandalism when compared to Model 2. 

That is, the addition of all four theoretical variables reduced the size of the association 

between single-father families and vandalism in Model 2 from Exp (b) 4.722 to Exp (b) 

3.980. Furthermore, although very minimal, the inclusion of these four mediating 

variables also reduced the significant association between single-father families and 

vandalism from a .001 level of probability to a .01 level of probability.  

   Model 7 also suggests that parental attachment (R
2
= .039) and social learning 

(R
2
= .036) are the most important correlates when attempting to explain the relationship 

between family structure and vandalism. In regards to the control variables, Model 7 

shows that females are 50% less likely to engage in vandalism than are males (Exp (b)= 
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.505, p < .001).  

Models 8a to 10a were designed to test the interaction effects between 

strain/depression variable and social control, self-control, and social learning. As with all 

previous analyses, none of these effects are significant. The exploratory analysis (models 

8b to 10b) undertaken where the broken home was used as the moderated variable in the 

interaction term revealed no statistically significant effects. 

7.9 Analysis 6: Investigating if the gender of the absent parent influences vandalism 

             The purpose of Analysis six is to investigate whether the gender of the single 

parent or stepparent influences the child‟s involvement in vandalism. More specifically, 

this analysis investigates these two questions: is the absence of a mother more detrimental 

than the absence of a father? Is the introduction of a male stepparent more detrimental 

than the introduction of a female stepparent? Since intact families are excluded here, the 

total sample size is reduced to 828 respondents. The dependent variable in this analysis 

(stole from outside the home) is dichotomous (0 = no, 1 = yes) leading the analysis to 

utilize binary logistic regression (Long 1997).  

 The bivariate model, shown in Model 1 of Table 8, indicates that the gender of the 

single parent matters. That is, Model 1 finds that children residing in single-father 

families are 331% more likely to engage in vandalism than those who reside in single-

mother families (Exp (b)= 4.310, p < .001). These differences remain significant after 

controlling for child and parent characteristics, as shown in Model 2 of Table 8. In 

regards to the control variables, Model 2 shows that females are 56% less likely than 

males to engage in vandalism (Exp (b)=.441, p < .001).  

The introduction of the theoretical variables in Models 3 to 6 only slightly 
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Table 8: Logistic Regressions of Vandalism on Family Structure, Intervening Variables, Control Variables, and Interaction Effects for 
Mother-Stepfather, Father-Stepmother, Single-Father, and Single-Mother Families 

               Model 1   Model 2   Model 3   Model 4   

  Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   

Family Structurea 

            Mother-stepfather    .988   .288 
 

    .984       .289 
 

    .773      .315 
 

    .798       .302 
 Father-stepmother   1.079   .737 

 
  1.122       .742 

 
  1.044      .769 

 
    .989       .744 

 Single father   4.310   .388*** 
 

 4.122      .398*** 
 

    4.212     .424*** 
 

    3.320      .405*** 
 Child Characteristicsb            
 Female        .441      .160***      .464      .170***      .519      .145*** 
 Parent Characteristics            
 Income        .975       .040       .978      .081     .978 .078 
 Education       .915       .121       .910      .321     .911 .304 
 Intervening Variables            
 Social control          .836      .022***     

Self-control                -           -      .893      .020*** 
 Social learning                -           -           -           - 
 Strain                -           -           -           - 
 Interactions            
 Strain x Social control           - -      - - 
 Strain x Self-control           - -      - - 
 Strain x Social learning           - -      - - 
 N = 828  -   -   -   - 
 Pseudo R2     .004*        .013***        .038***        .024*** 
 Constant   -2.670      -2.363       -1.233        -.155 
             
  

           [continued] 
               

                                                                                                                                                         
 

Significance levels *p <.05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
 a Reference category is single mother. 
 b Reference category is male. 
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Table 8: Con’t 

           Model 5   Model 6   Model 7 

  Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE 

Family Structurea 

        Mother-stepfather   .838       .305 
 

  1.010 .291 
 

 .535 .351 

Father-stepmother   .826       .764 
 

  1.061 .747 
 

 .653 .822 
Single father   3.822      .416*** 

 
    4.142      .408*** 

 
  3.733     .450** 

Child Characteristicsb         
Female    .464      .163***      .423     .165***   .508     .181*** 

Parent Characteristics         

Income    .976 .077      .968 .076   .980 .082 
Education    .918 .300      .911 .296   .914 .324 
Intervening Variables 

        Social control   -   - 
 

    -  - 
 

   .867    .076*** 
Self-control   -   - 

 
    -  - 

 
   .932 .080** 

Social learning    5.033      .275*** 
 

    -  - 
 

   3.450   .055*** 
Strain    -   - 

 
  1.735     .118*** 

 
1.404     .083* 

Interactions         
Strain x Social control    -   -      - -  - - 

Strain x Self-control    -   -      - -  - - 
Strain x Social learning    -   -      - -  - - 

N = 828    -   -   - 
Pseudo R2       .032***        .021***        .057*** 

Constant    -4.090      -3.132      -3.964 
         

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001         
a Reference category is single mother. 

b Reference category is male.         
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Table 8: Con’t  

           Model 8a   Model 9a   Model 10a 

  Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE 

Family Structurea 

        Mother-stepfather  .586 .350 
 

 .585      .350 
 

.608 .351 

Father-stepmother .636 .817 
 

.644      .817 
 

.667 .820 

Single father  3.820     .448** 
 

  3.861   .448** 
 

  3.680     .450** 

Child Characteristicsb         

Female .510      .181***    .508      .181***  .509      .181*** 

Parent Characteristics         

Income .981 .082    .981      .082  .978 .082 

Education .910 .324    .911      .324  .908 .324 

Intervening Variables         

Social control .622      .078***  .635      .079***    .635      .074*** 

Self-control .779   .080**      .761   .082**    .776   .080** 

Social learning  1.384     .055***    1.390     .055***     1.410      .058*** 

Strain  1.242      .090*    1.304      .073*     1.244 .085* 

Interactions         

Strain x Social control  1.079      .067  - -    - - 

Strain x Self-control      - -    1.099 .072    - - 

Strain x Social learning      - -  - -     .944 .055 
N = 828  -   -   - 

Pseudo R2       .057***        .057***        .057*** 
Constant     -2.604      -2.600       -2.604 
         

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001         
a Reference category is single mother. 

b Reference category is male. 
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influenced the magnitude of the relationship and failed to mediate the effect between 

single-father families on vandalism. That is, the addition of the self-control and social 

learning variables only slightly reduced the size of the single father odds ratio coefficients 

from a value of Exp (b) 4.122 in Model 2 to Exp (b) 3.320 and Exp (b) 3.822 in Models 4 

and 5, respectively. The addition of the social control and general strain/depression 

variables increased the size of the single father coefficients to Exp (b) 4.212 and Exp (b) 

4.142 in Models 3 and 6, respectively. Furthermore, the inclusion of the four theoretical 

variables into each regression did not have an influence on the association between 

single-father families and vandalism, which remained significant at the .001 level of 

probability.  

Model 7 summarizes the influence of all four theoretical variables on vandalism. 

This model details that all four measures may not be important in explaining the 

relationship between family structure and delinquency. The inclusion of the social control  

 (Exp (b)= .867, p < .001), self-control (Exp (b)= .932, p < .01), social learning (Exp (b)= 

3.450, p < .001) and general strain/depression (Exp (b)= 1.404, p < .05) measures to the 

regression only slightly reduced the size of the effect and the significant association 

between single-father families and vandalism, when compared to Model 2 (Exp 

(b)=3.733, p < .01). 

The test of interaction effects between general strain/depression and social 

control, self-control and social learning shown in Models 8a to 10a revealed no 

significant effects. That is, the four theoretical variables failed to moderate the effect of 

strain on vandalism. As with previous analyses, because the intact family form was 

omitted from this analysis, Models 8b to 10b are not applicable here. 
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7.10 Analysis 7: Investigating the influence of family structure on physical violence 

Analysis seven explores the relationship between family structure and physical 

violence. Here the 3,434 respondents are incorporated into the analysis. The dependent 

variable in this analysis (physical violence) was measured using an interval scale. 

Therefore, I return to use OLS (ordinary least squares) regression (Long 1997; Baron 

2011).  

As shown in Table 9, Model 1 reveals that children living in single-parent 

families (absence of father or mother) will be more likely to commit physical violence. 

That is, Table 9 shows that children living in single-mother (b= .229, p < .001) and 

single-father families (b= .369, p < .05) report significantly higher levels of physical 

violence than those in two-biological-parent/intact families. The differences found in 

Model 1 remained significant after controlling for child and parent characteristics, as 

shown in Model 2 of Table 9. This finding supports the hypothesis that children residing 

in broken homes are more likely to engage in delinquent activities. However, this applies 

only to broken homes that are not reconstituted with a stepparent. In regards to the 

control variables, Model 2 shows that there is a higher likelihood that males will engage 

in physical violence than females (b= -.526, p < .001).  

Model 3 of Table 9 introduces the parental attachment measure. This model 

suggests that social control may be important in explaining the relationship between 

family structure and physical violence. When the parental attachment scale (b= -.078, p < 

.001) was added to the regression, the association between respondents residing in single-

father households and physical violence was completely mediated. However, the addition 

of the parental attachment scale did not influence the relationship between single-mother 
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Table 9: OLS Regressions of Physical Violence on Family Structure, Intervening Variables, Control Variables, and Interaction Effects 

               Model 1   Model 2   Model 3   Model 4   

  b SE   b SE   b SE   b      SE   

Family Structurea 

            Mother-stepfather   .140       .079 
 

.138   .076 
 

.056 .076 
 

.035     .076 
 Father-stepmother     .243       .203 

 
.275   .203 

 
.177 .207 

 
.182     .148 

 Single mother   .229       .060*** 
 

.241   .058*** 
 

.191      .059*** 
 

.165    .058*** 
 Single father   .369       .175* 

 
.395   .171* 

 
.328 .176 

 
.184      .167 

 Child Characteristicsb            
 Female    -.526   .040***  -.477     .040***  -.425    .040*** 
 Parent Characteristics            
 Income    -.013    .011  -.011 .011  -.012      .010 
 Education    -.039    .042  -.056 .043  -.065      .043 
 Intervening Variables            
 Social control       -.078      .006***     -          - 
 Self-control               -           -  -.065    .006*** 
 Social learning               -           -             -          - 
 Strain               -           -             -          - 
 Interactions            
 Strain x Social control          - -     -          - 
 Strain x Self-control          - -     -          - 
 Strain x Social learning          - -     -          - 
 N = 3,434            
 R2       .007***     .064***        .115***        .104*** 
 Constant      3.670     3.975        3.615       -5.261 
             
  

          [continued]  
               

                                                                                                                                                                   
 

Significance levels *p <.05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
a Reference category is two biological married parents. 
b Reference category is male. 
 



 

123 

 

 
Table 9: Con’t 

           Model 5   Model 6   Model 7 

  b SE   b SE   b SE 

Family Structurea 

        Mother-stepfather .081      .074 
 

.110 .075 
 

.078      .074 

Father-stepmother .196      .194 
 

.212 .198 
 

.007      .196 

Single mother .188      .056*** 
 

.220        .057*** 
 

.084      .056 

Single father .238      .164 
 

.222 .167 
 

.195      .167 

Child Characteristicsb         

Female -.497      .037***  -.529       .039***  -.391      .039*** 

Parent Characteristics         

Income .012 .010  .012 .010  .010      .010 

Education .078 .043  .054 .048  .060      .056 

Intervening Variables         

Social control   -   -    -   -  -.189      .020*** 

Self-control   -   -    -   -  -.165      .021*** 

Social learning .956      .075***    -   -  .190      .019*** 

Strain   -   -  .377      .032***  .143      .020*** 

Interactions         

Strain x Social control  -   -  -   -  - - 

Strain x Self-control  -   -  -   -  - - 

Strain x Social learning  -   -  -   -  - - 

N = 3,434         

R2       .115***         .106***        .194*** 
Constant     2.955          3.410        3.955 
         
 

         
         

        

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 

a Reference category is two biological married parents. 

b Reference category is male. 
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Table 9: Con’t 

           Model 8a   Model 9a   Model 10a 

  b SE   b SE   b SE 

Family Structurea 

        Mother-stepfather -.071     .074 
 

-.079     .074 
 

-.082     .074 

Father-stepmother .013     .196 
 

.009     .196 
 

.002     .196 

Single mother .089     .056 
 

.083     .056 
 

.084     .056 

Single father .175     .167 
 

.189     .167 
 

.196     .167 

Child Characteristicsb         

Female -.395     .039***  -.391     .039***  -.392     .039*** 

Parent Characteristics         

Income -.010     .014    -.010     .012  -.009     .010 

Education  .063     .061     .063     .138  .063     .138 

Intervening Variables         

Social control -.179    .020***    -.185    .020***  -.189    .020*** 

Self-control -.166    .020***    -.168    .020***  -.165    .020*** 

Social learning .188    .019***     .189    .020***  .182    .022*** 

Strain .171    .020***     .143    .020***  .143    .019*** 

Interactions         

Strain x Social control .043     .047       

Strain x Self-control - -  .017     .019    

Strain x Social learning - -  -         -  .025 .026 

N = 3,434  -           -   - 

R2      .194***       .195***       .194*** 
Constant     3.754       3.755       3.750 
         
 

         
         

        

Significance levels *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
a Reference category is two biological married parents. 
b Reference category is male. 
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Table 9: Con’t 

           Model 8b   Model 9b   Model 10b 

  b SE   b SE   b SE 

Family Structurea 

        Broken home .032 .046 
 

.041 .046 
 

.038 .046 

Child Characteristicsb         

Female -.381       .039***  -.379      .039***  -.381     .039*** 

Parent Characteristics         

Income -.007 .010  -.007 .010  -.007 .130 

Education .053 .138  .052       .138  .178 .130 

Intervening Variables         

Social control -.185       .020***  -.187      .020***  -.185     .020*** 

Self-control -.170       .020***  -.172      .019***  -.171     .020*** 

Social learning .195       .020***  .196      .020***  .201     .022*** 

Strain .130      .020***  .130      .020***  .130      .020*** 

Interactions         

Broken home x Social control .010       .017  - -    - - 

Broken home x Self-control - -  .022 .018    - - 

Broken home x Social learning - -  - -  -.023 .017 

N = 3,434         

R2      .194***         .195***         .194*** 
Constant     3.933        3.930         3.933 
         

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001         
a Reference category is intact home. 

b Reference category is male.         
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families and physical violence, which remained significant (b= .191, p < .001). This 

suggests that weak parental attachment does not help to explain why children from 

single-mother families are more likely to engage in physical violence.  

Models 4 to 6 of Table 9 show that the addition of the self-control, social learning 

and strain/depression variables all result in the mediation of the effect of the single-father 

families but not single-mother families. Model 7, however, where the influence of all four 

theoretical perspectives are explored together, reduced the effect of family structure on 

physical violence. More specifically, when the four measures of social control, self- 

control, social learning and general strain/depression were added to the regression model, 

the association between living in a single-father/mother family and physical violence was 

rendered statistically non-significant. This would suggest that the direct influence of these 

types of family structure and physical violence are mediated by low parental attachment, 

low self-control, high deviant peer associations, and high depression.  

Models 8a to 10a and 8b to 10b test the interaction effects between the strain 

variable and each of the following: social control, self-control, and social learning. 

Contrary to expectations, strain, once more, whether measured as depression (8a-10a) or 

as a broken home (8b-10b), failed to produce any statistically significant results. 

7.11 Analysis 8: Investigating if the gender of the absent parent influences physical 

violence 

The purpose of Analysis eight is to test whether the resident parent‟s gender is 

associated with children‟s physical violence. That is, the goal of this strategy is to 

investigate whether the broken homes effect is predominately a function of parental 

absence or does the gender of the absent parent matter. A total of 828 respondents were 
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Table 10: OLS Regressions of Physical Violence on Family Structure, Intervening Variables, Control Variables, and Interaction Effects for 
Mother-Stepfather, Father-Stepmother, Single-Father, and Single-Mother Families 

               Model 1   Model 2   Model 3   Model 4   

  b SE   b SE   b SE   b      SE   

Family Structurea 

            Mother-stepfather .105 .078 
 

.101 .076 
 

.026 .076 
 

.007     .075 
 Father-stepmother .208 .208 

 
.232 .203 

 
.141 .207 

 
.151     .198 

 Single father .329 .175 
 

.249 .171 
 

.289 .176 
 

.150     .167 
 Child Characteristicsb            
 Female    -.524       .040***  -.475      .040***  -.421   .040*** 
 Parent Characteristics            
 Income    -.008 .011  -.006 .011  -.009     .010 
 Education      .027 .041   .042 .045   .055     .044 
 Intervening Variables            
 Social control       -.080       .006***     -         - 
 Self-control                -           -  -.067   .006*** 
 Social learning                -           -             -         - 
 Strain                -           -             -         - 
 Interactions            
 Strain x Social control           - -      -          - 
 Strain x Self-control           - -      -          - 
 Strain x Social learning           - -      -          - 
 N = 828            
 R2  .002        .059***         .112***        .101*** 
 Constant   3.722        4.012         5.610        5.306 
             
  

          [continued]  
              

  

Significance levels *p <.05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
a Reference category is single mother. 
b Reference category is male. 
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Table 10: Con’t  

           Model 5   Model 6   Model 7 

  b SE   b SE   b SE 

Family Structurea 

        Mother-stepfather .052  .072 
 

.077   .074 
 

-.092       .073 

Father-stepmother .162  .195 
 

.173   .198 
 

-.010       .196 

Single father .201  .164 
 

.179   .167 
 

.177       .167 

Child Characteristicsb         

Female -.495  .038***  -.528  .039***  -.389       .039*** 

Parent Characteristics         

Income -.008   .010  -.007   .010  .008       .011 

Education -.104   .089  -.089   .092  .043       .045 

Intervening Variables         

Social control   -       -      -       -  -.188      .020*** 

Self-control   -       -      -       -  -.167      .020*** 

Social learning .974  .075***      -       -   .191      .019*** 

Strain   -       -  .381  .032***  .141      .020*** 

Interactions         

Strain x Social control   -       -     -       -  - - 

Strain x Self-control   -       -     -       -  - - 

Strain x Social learning   -       -     -       -  - - 

N = 828         

R2   .112***    .102***         .193*** 
Constant   2.955     3.423        3.973 
         

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
a Reference category is single mother. 

b Reference category is male.         
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Table 10: Con’t 

           Model 8a   Model 9a   Model 10a 

  b SE   b SE   b SE 

Family Structurea 

        Mother-stepfather -.087     .073 
 

-.090     .073 
 

-.087     .074 

Father-stepmother -.006     .195 
 

-.008     .196 
 

-.006     .195 

Single father    .156     .167 
 

.171     .167 
 

.156     .166 

Child Characteristicsb         
Female -.343     .040***  -.390     .040***  -.343     .039*** 

Parent Characteristics         

Income -.008     .011  -.008     .011  -.008     .011 

Education -.040     .046  -.031     .046  -.043     .045 
Intervening Variables         
Social control -.181    .020***  -.186     .020***  -.188     .020*** 
Self-control -.168    .020***  -.167     .021***  -.166     .021*** 

Social learning .190    .019***  .190     .020***  .192     .020*** 
Strain .142    .020***  .143     .020***  .141     .020*** 

Interactions         
Strain x Social control -.042     .040  - -  - - 
Strain x Self-control -         -  -.017 .018  - - 
Strain x Social learning -         -  - -  .022 .020 

N = 828         
R2      .195***       .194***       .194*** 
Constant     3.976       3.976       3.970 
         

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001         
a 

Reference category is single mother.
 

b Reference category is male. 
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utilized in this analysis. Since the dependent variable in this analysis (physical violence) 

used an interval measure, the OLS regression technique was used (Long 1997; Baron 

2011).  

Model 1 of Table 10 reveals that levels of physical violence do not significantly 

differ in single-mother and single-father families, nor do they differ in mother-stepfather 

and father-stepmother families. This finding suggests that there is no direct association 

between family structure and physical violence when examining the significance of the 

resident parent‟s gender. After controlling for child and parent characteristics, as shown 

in Model 2 of Table 10, there was still no significant difference among the four family 

types. Consistent with prior analyses, Model 2 showed that there is a higher likelihood 

males will engage in physical violence than females (b= -.524, p < .001).  

The addition of the theoretical variables individually in Models 3 to 6, and as a 

block (see Model 7) did not alter these results. Different family structures were not 

associated with physical violence. The mediating variables were, however, related to 

physical violence as follows: social control (b= -.080, p < .001), self-control (b= -.067, p 

< .001), social learning (b= .974, < .001), and general strain/depression (b= .381, p < 

.001). Exploration of interaction effects (Models 8a to 10a) produced no statistically 

significant findings.  

In conclusion, this chapter has presented the results of a number of tests on family 

structure and delinquency. There were a total of eight analyses conducted that were 

divided up into two sets. The purpose of the first set of analyses was to examine the 

effects of five family structures on different dimensions of delinquency. Here, I used the 

two-biological-parent variable as the reference category in which the other four family 



 

131 

 

types were compared (N= 3,434). Analysis one tested the association between family 

structure and delinquency (see Table 3), while the proceeding analyses examined the 

effects of family structure on the following three types of crime: theft (see Table 5), 

vandalism (see Table 7), and physical violence (see Table 9). The purpose of the second 

set of analyses was to investigate if the broken homes effect is predominately a function 

of parental absence or does the gender of the absent parent matter (N= 828)? The goal of 

these analyses was to answer the questions: Will the impact of losing a mother have a 

greater effect on children‟s delinquency than the loss of a father? Is the introduction of a 

male stepparent more detrimental than the introduction of a female stepparent? In order to 

achieve this, each analyses was conducted a second time, only this time the single-mother 

family form was used as the reference category and the two-biological-parent variable 

was omitted (see Tables 4, 6, 8, 10).  

First, this chapter displayed the descriptive statistics, followed by an examination 

of the bivariate relationships between the lower order variables included in the study. The 

results from each multivariate regression analysis were then presented and discussed. 

There were a total of eight analyses conducted, each consisting of ten models. Models 1 

and 2 tested the direct relationship between family structure and delinquency. Models 3 

to 6 investigated the mediating effects of four different theoretical perspectives: social 

control, self-control, social learning, and general strain. The purpose of Models 3 to 6 

was to address the issue of why certain family structures influence delinquency. Model 7 

examined the effects of all four theories together. The final three models tested the 

conditioning effects of social control, self-control, and social learning on the general 

strain/depression variable.   
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 Overall, some support was found for the hypothesis that children residing in 

broken homes are more likely to engage in delinquent activities. For example, Table 3 

revealed a higher likelihood that children residing in single-mother, mother-stepfather, 

and father-stepmother families will be more delinquent than those residing in two-

biological-parent families. However, there were no significant differences in delinquency 

between those children residing within single-father families, when compared to those 

children living with both biological parents. Also of interest, the findings revealed that 

the effect of broken homes on delinquency appears to be operating through two different 

mechanisms. More specifically, the relationship between certain family forms and 

delinquency appeared to be operating through the intervening variables, while other 

family forms continued to have direct effects on delinquency even after accounting for 

each of the intervening variables. Again, this provides some support for the hypothesis 

that the direct relationship between family structure and delinquency is mediated by the 

social control, self-control, social learning, and general strain/depression variables.  

The second set of analyses revealed that, in some circumstances, the gender of the 

absent parent matters in predicting delinquency in children. Similarly to the first set of 

analyses, the association between family structure and delinquency appeared to operate 

through two different mechanisms. Thus, certain forms of broken homes had a direct 

association with delinquency, while the association between other types of family forms 

and delinquency were mediated by the intervening variables. Lastly, this chapter 

investigated the hypothesis that the effect of strain may be moderated by social control, 

self-control, and social learning. However, the results of this study failed to find support 

for this hypothesis. The next chapter will discuss the results in more substantive detail. 
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Chapter 8 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Over the past five decades, family life in North America has undergone profound 

changes with serious implications for the lives of children. Current research indicates that 

over half of all North American children will experience some form of transition in their 

family life before the age of sixteen. Further, an increase in divorce rates across the 

continent has led to an increase in single-parent families as well as the multiplication of 

stepfamilies. Therefore, it is imperative that any research investigating the link between 

family life and delinquency accounts for the current complexities that define the modern 

day household. The current research focused on how family structure influences 

participation in crime. This study differentiated between single-mother and single-father 

family forms, as well as mother-stepfather and father-stepmother families, to explore the 

possible different impacts on crime. Furthermore, although past research has found a 

positive correlation between broken homes and a higher level of delinquency in children, 

this study attempted to go a step further by investigating the mechanisms through which 

this association might be explained.  

             Hence, an additional purpose of this study was to determine if variables 

representing social control, self-control, social learning, and general strain/depression 

could help explain the association between different family structures and crime. 

Furthermore, this study explored the importance of the parental gender within the broken 

home and how this might possibly influence children‟s delinquency. This thesis was able 

to address some of the conceptual and methodological issues that have marred prior 

research on family structure and delinquency. This study improves on past research by 
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utilizing a multi-dimensional measure of family structure (five different family forms), 

using an array of diverse measures of self-reported delinquency data, as well as multiple 

measures representing four different theoretical perspectives. 

           I used data from the first wave of the National Longitudinal Survey of Children 

and Youth (Statistics Canada 1994-95). There were several advantages that rendered the 

NLSCY a suitable source of data for the present study. Most notably, this survey allowed 

for the comparison of delinquent behaviour among children (ages 10 to 11) in two-

biological-married/intact homes, mother-stepfather homes, father-stepmother homes, 

single-mother homes, and single-father homes. It also included a number of delinquent 

activities ranging from physical violence to theft, as well as numerous variables that 

could be used to represent measures of social control, self-control, social learning, and 

general strain. This made it possible to test the direct association between family structure 

and crime and to explore which mechanisms may mediate the relationship. The present 

results suggest that certain forms of broken homes are directly associated with a range of 

delinquent behaviours, while other types of family forms appear to be indirectly related 

through intervening mechanisms.  

8.1 Family structure and delinquency 

             The analyses in this study focused on two issues. First, they explored if there are 

differences in the delinquency of children from the various types of fractured homes and 

children in intact homes. The findings revealed that single-mother households appear to 

be directly related to deviant behavior when compared to intact homes. As well, children 

from families that include a stepparent are more likely to be involved in crime when 

compared to those from intact homes. Single-father households did not appear to be 
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directly associated with children‟s general delinquency when compared to intact homes. 

             The findings also revealed that the relationship between broken homes and 

delinquency appears to operate through two different mechanisms. That is, the 

relationship between children in homes with stepparents and delinquency appears to be 

indirect, operating through mediating mechanisms, while the association between single-

mother families and delinquency is direct. Thus, family structures that include a 

stepparent are associated with lower levels of parental attachment and self-control in 

children, as well as an increase in associations with deviant peers and depression. In turn 

these four factors are associated with crime. It is important to note that the relationship 

between living in a father-stepmother family and delinquency is fully mediated by each 

of the four intervening variables. These mediating factors were examined individually. In 

comparison, the link between the mother-stepfather family form and delinquency is 

completely mediated by the social control and self-control variables. While the social 

learning and general strain variables reduce the significance level of the direct 

relationship (from p < .001 to p < .05), the mother-stepfather family form continues to 

have a statistically significant relationship with crime. Therefore, one can conclude that 

weak parental attachment and low self-control are more important to explaining the 

relationship between mother-stepfather families and delinquency, than are deviant peers 

and depression. 

            From a social control theoretical standpoint, it can be argued that it is not family 

disruption itself that is associated with delinquency, but rather, a family disruption will 

increase the likelihood of low parental attachment which then leads to delinquency. 

Therefore, a child‟s parental attachment appears to have a stronger relationship with 



 

136 

 

crime than family structure, while family structure influences parental attachment.     

            This finding appears to counter Hirschi‟s (1969) argument that the addition of a 

stepparent results in children exhibiting less delinquency. It was hypothesized that 

children in these types of families would benefit from greater supervision, monitoring, 

and disciplinary techniques. The findings, however, are consistent with the body of 

research that indicates that children residing in stepfamilies are more likely to engage in 

delinquent activities (see Simons et al. 2004). It is possible that the addition of a 

stepparent into the household leads to a reduction in the amount of time the child gets to 

spend with his/her parent. This may create some distance between the child and parent, 

which could also result in a weakening of the parental bond. Another possibility is that a 

stepparent may not develop a bond with the child because they hold no emotional 

investment in the child. If this were the case, the social bond that inhibits delinquency 

would not be present. Further, it may be the case that the stepparent does not dedicate the 

time to proper supervision, leaving the child free to engage in delinquency. 

            Likewise, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) argue that the effect of the broken home 

on delinquency is indirect through its relationship with self-control. More specifically, 

these authors argue that the broken home ultimately hinders the parents‟ ability to 

supervise their children closely, recognize a lack of self-control in their child‟s behaviour, 

and sanction deviant acts. Thus, the broken home can lead to ineffective parenting 

techniques and leave the child at risk of developing low self-control, and this leads to a 

higher likelihood of delinquency. Here, the addition of a stepparent into the household 

can promote higher delinquency in children, because this household change could have 

an impact on the effectiveness of parenting techniques. Again, although there is a new 



 

137 

 

adult in the household to aid in the supervision of the child, if this particular individual 

holds no emotional investment in the child, they may be resistant to take on any parenting 

responsibilities. Thus, even though another adult is present in the home, the biological 

parent may still be at a disadvantage in terms of parental resources. 

            According to general strain theory, the addition of a stepparent into the household 

may be a source of strain on the child. This is because the family shift might present the 

introduction of unwanted stimuli into the environment, encouraging negative family 

relations. These relations will promote negative emotions in the child. In turn, these 

emotions could possibly increase the likelihood of delinquent activities as a means to 

cope with the emotional response. Consistent with Agnew‟s (1992) strain theory, the 

introduction of a stepparent may promote delinquency because it could create a type of 

environment that is conducive to conflict between new and old family members. This 

conflict results in an emotional response from the child (depression), and the child turns 

to delinquency as a means to cope with this negative emotional response. 

            Finally, social learning theorists (see Akers 1994) would agree that the 

relationship between family structure and delinquency is indirect. However, these 

theorists argue that the broken home will lead to the child spending more time with 

deviant peers and increasing the likelihood they will learn definitions favourable to 

delinquency.  

             Overall, these findings further substantiate the claim that certain family structures 

have an indirect association with crime. All four intervening variables were found to have 

a very strong association with the delinquency measure, indicating a negative relationship 

between parental attachment, self-control and delinquency, and a positive relationship 
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between deviant peers, depression, and delinquency. This would indicate that children 

who maintain parental closeness, high self-control, low depression and minimum deviant 

peer association despite living in stepparent families can have lower levels of 

delinquency. This suggests that the nature of the family relationship is very important, not 

just the composition of the family itself.  

             In regards to single-parent families and delinquency, the results show that the 

single-mother family form continues to have a direct association with delinquency even 

after accounting for each intervening variable separately. However, once all four of the 

intervening variables are accounted for, the direct relationship between single-mother 

families and delinquency disappears. This suggests that unlike other broken home forms 

where each mediating mechanism is strong, single-mother homes require the presence of 

multiple mediating mechanisms to reduce the main association with crime. Furthermore, 

the findings reveal that this particular association is operating through three of the 

mediating mechanisms: social control, self-control, and social learning. Although there 

was a significant relationship between the depression variable and the single-mother 

family form when examined on its own, when all four mediating mechanisms were 

included into the regression model the relationship with this variable disappeared. 

Therefore, the relationship between single-mother families and crime is associated with a 

combination of weak parental attachment, low self-control, and a high association with 

deviant peers.        

           Finally, this analysis found no direct or indirect association between the single-

father family form and delinquency. Prior literature linking single-father families to 

delinquency tends to offer two differing perspectives on how this type of family can 
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influence a child‟s involvement in crime. The first perspective advocates the single-father 

household as a protective factor against crime because these families tend to have more 

economic resources, that buffers the effect of living with a single parent. The second 

perspective posits that children residing in these households will be more likely to engage 

in delinquent activities because single-father families are generally characterized by 

lower levels of direct and indirect parental controls (see Demuth and Brown 2004). That 

is, Demuth and Brown (2004) suggest that it is the differences in parental involvement, 

supervising, and monitoring that accounts for the higher levels of delinquency in children 

from single-father families in comparison to children from single-mother families. 

However, my findings revealed no association between single-father families and crime.  

             One possible explanation for this finding could be that the sample of fathers used 

in this study may exercise stronger direct and indirect controls on their children. Stronger 

parental controls exerted by the father could result in greater parental involvement, 

increased supervision/monitoring of the child, as well as an overall awareness of their 

children‟s behaviour. These parenting practices would create a stronger bond between the 

father and child, as well as reduce the likelihood of the child associating with deviant 

peers, experiencing depression, and developing low self-control. This would ultimately 

lessen the amount of time and opportunity that these children have to engage in 

delinquent activities, and reduce the likelihood of involvement in criminal activities. 

However, more research is needed using a larger sample of children residing in single-

father families to determine if this is in fact the case. 
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8.2 The influence of family structure on three dimensions of crime 

             Additional analyses investigated the influence of family structure and the 

mediating mechanisms on three dimensions of crime (e.g., theft, vandalism, and physical 

violence). Here, I attempted to identify any differences that may exist between the five 

family forms and their relationship with these particular types of crime. 

             In terms of theft, children residing in single-mother families and mother-

stepfather families reported higher levels of this type of offense when compared to those 

in two-biological-parent households. Again, these findings revealed that the relationship 

between broken homes and crime appears to be operating through two different 

mechanisms. That is, the relationship between the mother-stepfather family form and 

theft appears to be indirect, operating through the intervening variables, whereas the 

association between the single-mother family form and theft appears to be direct. The 

single-father family form and the father-stepmother family form were not associated with 

theft.  

             The direct relationship between single-mother families and theft suggests that the 

theoretical explanation linking family structure and delinquency through the mediating 

mechanisms does not appear to be appropriate for all types of family forms. That is, the 

results show that the single-mother family form continues to have a direct relationship 

with theft even after considering each of the intervening variables separately. This is 

consistent with the large body of research that has established that children from broken 

homes show significantly higher levels of delinquency than children from intact homes 

(Rebellon 2002; Demuth and Brown 2004). One possible explanation for this finding 

could be that children residing in this type of broken home experience a higher level of 

strain than do children in other family structure types. It is possible that this type of 
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broken home may promote conflict between the mother and child which could generate 

an increased feeling of strain. It may also be the case that children residing in these types 

of broken homes may be experiencing a greater sense of strain caused by the loss of a 

positively valued stimuli, their father. This could account for the higher engagement in 

theft. However, the data set used in this study does not allow for an examination of why 

children in this family type may perceive more strain in comparison to others. Therefore, 

more research is needed to further explain this process. 

The examination of vandalism revealed that children living in single-mother and 

single-father families are more likely to commit this type of offense than counterparts in 

two-biological-parent households. Further, the strength of these associations both remain 

significant after each mediating mechanism was individually included into the regression 

models. However, when all four mediating mechanisms are accounted for, the direct 

relationship between the single-mother family form and vandalism disappears, while the 

significant relationship between single-father families and vandalism remains. There was 

no association between the mother-stepfather and father-stepmother family form and this 

particular type of offense. This suggests that the vandalism of children from single-father 

families cannot be explained by the mediating mechanisms that account for its 

association in the other family types. The explanation for the association between single-

father families and vandalism goes beyond the scope of this research and further research 

is needed to investigate this process.  

             For physical violence, the findings revealed that children in single-mother and 

single-father families are more involved than children residing in homes with both 

biological parents. Similar to the vandalism analysis, when all four mediating 
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mechanisms were added into the regression equations the association between the single-

mother family form and physical violence was completely mediated. The association 

between the single-father family and physical violence also appears to be indirect 

operating through the mediating mechanisms. These findings reveal that the differences 

in physical violence across family forms are more consistently explained by the 

mediating mechanisms than are differences in theft and vandalism.  

           In sum, these finding suggest that in some circumstances certain forms of the 

broken home are directly associated with certain types of crime, while in others after 

taking into account differences in parental attachment, self-control, associations with 

deviant peers, and depression, they are not. 

8.3 Does the gender of the absent parent matter? 

             A second goal of this study was to examine whether the broken homes 

association with crime is predominately a function of parental absence or if the gender of 

the absent parent matters. Here, I was interested in comparing the single-mother family 

form to the other three types of broken homes. 

             The findings revealed that the gender of the resident stepparent matters in terms 

of predicting general delinquency in children. Children residing in mother-stepfather 

family forms are more likely to engage in delinquent behaviour when compared to single-

mother families. However, this relationship disappeared once the social control, self-

control, and social learning intervening variables are accounted for. Thus, one can 

conclude that the association between children living in a mother-stepfather family and 

delinquency appears to be entirely mediated through these three mechanisms. This would 

indicate that the greater delinquency among children residing in mother-stepfather 
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families is largely a function of weak parental attachment, lower self-control in children, 

and high associations with deviant peers. Thus, the gender of the absent parent does 

appear to have an influence on crime, although this relationship is indirect. It is 

noteworthy, that the depression variable only slightly mediated the relationship between 

this type of family form and delinquency. This would suggest that a higher level of 

depression in children only partly explains the association between the mother-stepfather 

families and delinquency. 

             The final series of analyses investigated if the gender of the absent parent had an 

influence on three dimensions of crime: theft, vandalism, and physical violence. The goal 

of these analyses was to establish if there are differences in the impact of different broken 

home forms when compared to the single-mother family type, and if these are influenced 

by gender. The results of these particular analyses revealed that the gender of the absent 

parent appears to only be a significant predictor of vandalism. That is, the results 

suggested that children residing in single-father families are more likely to engage in 

vandalism than those who reside in single-mother families. Furthermore, the intervening 

variables, both individually and as a group, failed to mediate this association. Thus, this 

relationship continues to be direct even after accounting for all four intervening variables. 

The only other significant relationship in these analyses was the association between the 

mother-stepfather households and theft. However, when the intervening variables were 

accounted for, both individually and as a group, the gender of the single parent appeared 

to have no direct relationship. Hence, there was no significant difference in theft between 

children residing in mother-stepfather families, father-stepmother families, and single-

father families, when compared to single-mother families, once the mediating variables 
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were taken into account. 

             Again, these findings reveal that certain forms of broken homes have a direct 

association with different types of crime, while the association between other types of 

family forms and crime are indirect, operating through the mediating mechanisms.  

8.4 Conditioning factors 

             This thesis also investigated the hypothesis (see Agnew 1992) that the effect of 

strain may be moderated by a number of factors. That is, Agnew proposed that the effect 

of strain on crime will be magnified under conditions of low social control, low self-

control, and high exposure to delinquent peers. Stated differently, for Agnew (1992) there 

is a higher likelihood that strain will lead to crime when individuals have low social 

control, low levels of self-control, and a higher number of delinquent peers. Therefore, 

three models in each analysis were dedicated to testing the interaction effects between 

general strain theory (represented as depression) and social control, self-control, and 

social learning. Contrary to expectations, the results of this study were unable to find 

support for this hypothesis. That is, strain failed to have a greater association with 

criminal behaviour when conditions of social control and self-control were low. Strain 

also failed to have a greater relationship with criminal behaviour when the number of 

deviant peers was high. The contextualization of the general strain measure in this study 

may explain why no interaction effects were found. For Agnew (1992), the experience of 

strain generates a negative emotional response (i.e., anger, depression) and this 

experience may trigger a criminogenic response in order to cope with negative emotions. 

However, due to limitations of the data set, the measure of general strain used was only 

able to tap the emotion of depression. Therefore, further investigation of these interaction 
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effects should use a measure of strain that includes both depression and anger variables. 

             Further investigation into the interactional effects of strain was conducted using 

the broken home as the moderated effect, as opposed to the depression measure as the 

moderated effect. The purpose of using the broken home in the interaction effect was to 

assess if the broken home as a form of strain was moderated by social control, self-

control, and social learning variables. Similar to the previous findings, the results did not 

support Agnew‟s (1992) hypothesis that strain will have a greater effect on criminal 

behaviour when conditions of social control and self-control are low, and associations 

with deviant peers are high. This finding is consistent with recent research (see Agnew 

2001) that has utilized strain theory and found that the impact of interaction effects are 

rather uneven (Baron 2011; Spohn 2012). Some research incorporating the conditioning 

effects outlined in general strain theory have shown supportive results (Baron 2011), 

while other work has not (Spohn 2012). 

8.5 Limitations and suggestions for future research 

             There are limitations to the current research and a majority of them revolve 

around the fact that longitudinal data were not used. Although the use of cross-sectional 

data allows for the testing of the relationship between family structure and delinquency, 

this particular type of data set cannot establish the causal order linking broken homes to 

delinquency. Thus, this study was unable to determine if disruptions in family structure 

preceded the development of delinquent behaviour. It is quite possible that family issues 

present before the family break-up may be responsible for the higher level of offending 

among children in broken homes. Thus, in order to advance knowledge in this area of 

research, it is vital that studies begin to specify the process by which family disruption 
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influences delinquency. New longitudinal studies are needed that establish not only the 

independent effects of family factors on delinquency, but also, the interactive, sequential, 

and reciprocal effects as well.  

Future research could also begin to study the factors that act as buffers against the 

negative effects of broken homes on crime and should also investigate how family 

impacts future desistance. The type of data set used for this study severely limited our 

ability to extend knowledge in this line of research. Future research on family structure 

and delinquency needs to go beyond demonstrating that family factors predict offending 

to establish the underlying causal mechanisms involved in this relationship. 

This data set also provided little information regarding the reason for the family 

dissolution (e.g., death, divorce, incarceration). As indicated in the literature review on 

reconstituted families, these reasons may also influence a child‟s involvement in criminal 

activities. Thus, future research should also seek to investigate the reasons for the 

disruption, timing of the disruption, level of conflict, as well as the post-characteristics of 

the family disruption.  

Another limitation of this study stems from the fact that the sample sizes for some 

of the types of family structures tested were low. One benefit of using wave 1 data from 

the NLSCY was that it is one of the only data sets to contain a family structure variable 

that includes a number of different family forms. This allowed for the family structure 

variable to be measured, not as a single dichotomous variable, but as a multi-dimensional 

one. This made it possible to assess delinquency across five different family forms, and 

also, to investigate if the gender of the absent parent influences delinquency. However, 

since the data for this particular study were confined to self-reported responses (only 
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children above 9 years of age), the number of children across all five family forms was 

heavily skewed toward children residing in two-biological-parent families. More 

specifically, after the age filter was applied, the total number of children residing in two-

biological-parent families accounted for 75% of the total sample, while the combined 

total of the single-father family and father-stepmother family form accounted for a little 

above 4% of the total sample. Although this distribution of family structure forms is 

similar to prior American research in this field (see Demuth and Brown 2004), future 

research design to sample larger numbers of single-father and father-stepmother family 

forms is required before definitive conclusions can be drawn. 

Although this data set contained a number of variables that could be used to 

represent measures for each of the theoretical perspectives that were tested, the data set 

was limited in its ability to create consistent measures for each. That is, some of the 

measures in this study were reduced to single-item measures, whereas others had more 

than five items that could be scaled together to form a stronger overall measure. For 

example, the variable used to measure general strain theory was a single question (I am 

unhappy, sad or depressed), while there were eight questions that were used to measure 

self-control. These eight measures were scaled together to represent a global measure of 

self-control. Therefore, although the present study was able to provide preliminary 

assertions concerning the mechanisms linking family structure and delinquency, further 

research is needed to replicate these results and to explore more thoroughly mechanisms 

that are, and are not, captured by the present data.  

This study was also limited in its ability to find measures that could be used to 

represent general strain theory. As a result, the measure of strain I chose to work with 
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only tapped into the emotion of depression and not anger. Therefore, future research 

should focus on improving and extending measures of general strain theory. Another 

possible avenue for future research investigating general strain theory could be to explore 

subjective measures of the child‟s interpretation of the family break-up. Such measures 

would allow for a more direct test of Agnew‟s hypothesis that broken homes promote 

negative emotions that result in childen engaging in delinquency. This may shed more 

light on the relationship between family structure and delinquency. 

This data set also placed limitations on the number of control variables that could 

be used in this study. For example, although the NLSCY does include an ethnicity 

variable, there were considerable missing data for this item. Therefore, this study was 

unable to control for the respondents‟ ethnicity. The amount of research that has 

investigated the influence of ethnicity on the association between family structure and 

delinquency is relatively sparse. However, the few studies that have done so have found 

that delinquency tends to be greater among minorities residing in broken homes than 

among their Caucasian counterparts (see Rebellon 2002; Demuth and Brown 2004). 

Therefore, future research should investigate the influence of ethnicity in the association 

between family structure and delinquency. This type of research should attempt to draw 

comparisons between children from different racial/ethnic backgrounds who reside within 

a diverse range of family structure. 

           In addition, this study failed to include controls for the presence of another adult or 

siblings in the household. Research indicates that the number of people residing within a 

household can influence children‟s delinquency (Nye 1958; Demuth and Brown 2004). 

Although there were measures included in this data set that could be used to control for 
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household size, these measures lacked responses and, therefore, could not be used. This 

may be an important area of interest because it is possible that these children have 

developed strong relationships with family members beyond their biological parents, such 

as aunts, uncles, or grandparents. These individuals have been known to fulfill the role of 

a missing parent and buffer the impact of parental absence on delinquency. Hence, future 

research in this area should consider specific role or roles and presence of grandparents 

and/or extended family members.  

Also, because gender was found to be significantly related to many of the 

delinquent behaviours, in addition to some of the intervening variables, future research 

should try to discover why this difference between males and females exists in order to 

determine whether policy development and delinquency treatments should be formulated 

differently for male and female children.  

Finally, I recognize that there are potential issues that come with running a 

number of regression analyses. When a large number of analyses are performed, it is 

possible that some tests may produce results that are due to chance. I ran a total of 80 

regressions throughout my analyses. Therefore, it could be expected that at least 4 results 

would emerge statistically significant, simply by chance. However, I have found a large 

number of significant associations providing some confidence in the results. 

8.6 Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to examine the influence of different family forms 

on delinquency. Past research has found a positive correlation between family structure 

and delinquency. However, the mechanisms to explain this association still remain a topic 

of debate. The findings in this current study found that certain types of family structures 
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have a direct influence on delinquency, while the relationship between other family 

structure types and delinquency are indirect through the intervening variables. Thus, 

some evidence was found to support the hypothesis that the relationship between family 

structure and delinquency is mediated through the social control, self-control, social 

learning, and strain variables. However, this area of research is in need of prospective 

longitudinal data sources that aim to establish the key causal mechanisms of this 

relationship. Once these issues are addressed, this will ultimately aid in designing 

family-based prevention programs to reduce delinquency.  

             Finally, this thesis has contributed to the body of research on family structure and 

delinquency in a number of ways. First and foremost, this study was able to improve 

upon previous research on family structure and delinquency by addressing some of the 

key methodological and conceptual issues that have been identified throughout more 

current research. Second, this thesis is one of only a few studies that went beyond 

attempting to investigate if family structure is related to crime to examine why this 

relationship exists. That is, this study expanded previous knowledge on family structure 

and delinquency by examining if theories of social control, self-control, social learning 

and general strain could explain how family structure is related to youth crime. Third, the 

particular sample of children that was used for this study provides new insights into the 

association between family structure and delinquency. Previous research generally 

focused on adolescents ages 11 to 17, whereas this study utilized a sample of younger 

children between the ages of 10 and 11. Therefore, the results from this study may help to 

guide future research that is interested in investigating the effects of family disruption at 

different developmental periods and possibly how delinquency within this particular age 
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range may influence a child‟s trajectory of criminal behaviour across the life-course.   
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Appendix: Complimentary Log-Log Regressions: Theft 

               Model 1   Model 2   Model 3   Model 4   

  Exp (b)   SE   Exp (b)       SE      Exp (b)       SE   Exp (b)      SE   

Family Structurea 

            Mother-stepfather          2.400  .296** 
 

   2.354         .296** 
 

      1.806         .320 
 

      1.790        .498 
 Father-stepmother          2.498  .719 

 
  2.526      .720 

 
2.336      .731 

 
2.116     .722 

 Single mother          3.422  .210*** 
 

  3.530     .213*** 
 

    3.440      .224*** 
 

     2.853           .219*** 
 Single father          2.716  .591 

 
  2.504      .599 

 
 2.155      .603 

 
1.900     .600 

 Child Characteristicsb            
 Female    .511    .196***     .542   .207**     .603     .201* 
 Parent Characteristics            
 Income     .970      .056     .981      .055      .911     .053 
 Education     .802      .055     .778      .026      .800     .038 
 Intervening Variables            
 Social control        .805      .025***           -  

Self-control               -         -         .895    .023*** 
 Social learning               -         -            -        - 
 Strain               -         -            -        - 
 Interactions            
 Strain x Social control               -         -   -        - 
 Strain x Self-control        -         -   -        - 
 Strain x Social learning        -         -   -        - 
 N = 3,434   -            -           -          - 
 Pseudo R2         .011***       .015***       .036***      .026*** 
 Constant   -3.590      -3.255       - .412       -.668 
             
           [continued]   

 
Significance levels *p <.05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
a Reference category is two biological married parents. 
b Reference category is male. 
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Appendix: Con’t 

           Model 5   Model 6   Model 7 

  Exp (b)      SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE 

Family Structurea 

        Mother-stepfather      1.830   .307* 
 

  2.240     .296* 
 

  1.337     .333 

Father-stepmother  1.899     .724 
 

  2.188  .720 
 

     1.207     .759 

Single mother      3.111   .218*** 
 

     3.300     .215*** 
 

  2.554 .233*** 

Single father      2.166     .597 
 

  2.115 .601 
 

  1.330     .610 

Child Characteristicsb         

Female    .568  .198*      .560     .196***      .623     .217 

Parent Characteristics         

Income    .970 .056      .978 .053      .988     .057 

Education    .810 .021         .800 .014      .846     .034 

Intervening Variables         

Social control  -  -    -   -      .834     .094*** 

Self-control  -  -    -   -      .889    .092*** 

Social learning      6.160   .207***    -   -    3.410    .059*** 

Strain  -  -     2.140     .139***    1.710    .110*** 

Interactions         

Strain x Social control  -  -    -   -  -          - 

Strain x Self-control  -  -    -   -  -          - 

Strain x Social learning  -  -    -   -  -          - 

N = 3,434   -     -            - 

Pseudo R2   .043***      .028***     .520*** 

Constant      -5.266      -4.533       -3.860 
         
 

        

       

 
 

Significance levels *p <.05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
a Reference category is two biological married parents. 
b Reference category is male. 
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Appendix: Con’t 

           Model 8a   Model 9a   Model 10a 

  Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE 

Family Structurea 

        Mother-step-father  1.197 .334 
 

1.327      .354 
 

1.154 .353 

Father-step-mother 1.047 .760 
 

1.205      .811 
 

1.095 .811 

Single mother 2.550       .253*** 
 

2.550     .227*** 
 

2.550       .228*** 

Single father 1.767        .607 
 

1.503      .615 
 

1.315 .615 

Child Characteristicsb         

Female    .633 .216      .634 .278      .626 .279 

Parent Characteristics         

Income   1.000        .070    1.000 .072    1.020        .072 

Education         .789        .034      .755 .034      .801        .034 

Intervening Variables         

Social control     .500      .094***      .585 .094***      .580     .092*** 

Self-control     .634        .092***      .622 .092***      .682     .093*** 

Social learning  1.222      .059***   1.300 .056***    1.290     .056*** 

Strain  1.733      .111***   1.430 .116***    1.058     .111*** 

Interactions         
Strain x Social control       1.244       .225       
Strain x Self-control      1.100 .159    
Strain x Social learning         1.029 .088 
N = 3,434  -   -   - 
Pseudo R2      .023***      .020***        .023*** 

Constant     -3.450     -4.455        -4.450 
         

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001         
a Reference category is two biological married parents. 
b Reference category is male. 
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Appendix: Con’t 

           Model 8b   Model 9b   Model 10b 

    Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE   Exp (b) SE 

Family Structurea 

        Broken home   2.140     .208*** 
 

  2.033     .247*** 
 

  2.272     .203*** 

Child Characteristicsb         

Female     .626     .297      .621 .304      .613 .305 

Parent Characteristics         

Income  1.020     .080    1.010 .082    1.010 .082 

Education     .879     .338      .884 .350      .876       .350 

Intervening Variables 
        Social control     .545     .083*** 

 
    .567     .089*** 

 
    .584     .083*** 

Self-control     .678    .097*** 
 

    .680    .096*** 
 

    .673    .099*** 

Social learning    1.333    .060*** 
 

  1.233     .060*** 
 

  1.335     .069*** 

Strain       1.374    .106*** 
 

  1.308      .089*** 
 

  1.393     .090*** 

Interactions         

Strain x Social control   1.010     .023       

Strain x Self-control -         -  1.020 .024    

Strain x Social learning -         -  - -      .879 .023 
N = 3,434          -   -   - 
Pseudo R2      .056***       .056***       .056*** 
Constant   -3.765     -3.757     -3.766 
         

Significance levels *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
a Reference category is intact home. 

b Reference category is male.         


