
ABSTRACT 

ZITO, RENA CORNELL. Family Structure History, Family Process, and Adolescent Role 

Exits: Gendered Pathways to Sexual Debut, Delinquency, and Teenage Cohabitation. (Under 

the direction of Dr. Stacy De Coster). 

 

This research weds insights from family sociology and criminology by developing and 

testing a model that links family structure and instability during childhood to adolescent role 

exits. Using data from the first three waves of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 

Health (Add Health), I consider how multiple dimensions of family structure history 

influence three domains of adolescent behavior—sexual debut, delinquent behavior, and 

teenage cohabitation—through their effects on family and peer processes. In doing so, I 

investigate several explanations of the link between family structure histories and adolescent 

outcomes, including an instability model, a socio-economic stress model, and a model of 

intergenerational transmission. I also include an analysis of deviant peer effects, which are 

typically absent from literature on family structure and adolescent role exits. Finally, I 

address whether the pathways from family structure experience to adolescent role exits differ 

for male and female adolescents. Results from Cox proportional regression, negative 

binomial regression, and logistic regression models indicate that residing outside of a 

married, biological-parent family during adolescence increases the likelihood of all 

adolescent role exit behaviors. Consistent with an instability perspective, many of these 

effects are due to frequent family structure transitions, which weaken family controls. 

Moreover, single motherhood and maternal cohabitation fail to predict all outcomes when 

examining the influence of alternative family structures among adolescents in stable 

households. The socioeconomic-stress model also receives some support, particularly 

regarding teenage cohabitation. Deviant peers strongly influence each type of role exit, yet 



they fail generally to link parenting to adolescent role exits. Providing strong support for an 

intergenerational transmission effect, and ruling out the effects of selection, maternal bonds 

moderate the influence maternal behavior on adolescent role exit behavior. There are 

similarities in the ways that the pathways to each premature role exit are gendered: in 

general, stepfamilies more strongly affect girls’ behavior and maternal bonds more strongly 

influence boys’ behavior. Deviant peer effects are also sex-specific with the strength of their 

effects contingent upon the gendered character of the behavior under study: deviant peers 

more strongly influence boys’ delinquency, and they more strongly influence girls’ teenage 

cohabitation. The findings of this study highlight the importance of treating family structure 

as having a multi-dimensional history. They also draw attention to the destabilizing effects of 

instability on families and demonstrate the interplay of family stress and socialization in 

shaping adolescent life chances. I conclude with a discussion of the implications of these 

findings for family policy and future research. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION
1
 

 

The landscape of American family life changed rapidly over the past 50 years, 

leading family scholars to investigate potential consequences of growing up in a family 

without the presence of two married, biological parents (e.g. Hill, Yueng, and Duncan 2001; 

McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). Recently, emphasis has shifted from simply studying the 

consequences of growing up in various family structures to examining also the impact of 

experiencing multiple transitions in family structure during childhood (e.g. Cavanagh, 

Crissey, and Raley 2008; Fomby and Cherlin 2007). This approach, rooted in a life-course 

framework, recognizes that family structure is a dynamic condition of childhood. A general 

contention of this approach is that the influence of family structure on youth outcomes, such 

as timing of sexual debut, delinquency, and teenage cohabitation, results from the greater 

likelihood of family instability among some family forms than others, which may undermine 

effective family functioning (Cooper et al. 2009; Dush 2009).  

Although sexual debut, delinquency, and teenage cohabitation appear disparate, they 

may be thought of as a classification of behaviors representing premature adolescent role 

exits (Hagan and Wheaton 1993). By treating these outcomes as variants of a common 

classification, distinct lines of research from the sociology of family and criminology can be 

wedded in a way that offers a more comprehensive model of the common structural and 

                                                 
1 This research uses data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health), a project 

designed by J. Richard Udry, Peter S. Bearman, and Kathleen Mullan Harris, and funded by grant P01-

HD31921 from the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, with cooperative funding from 

17 other agencies. Special acknowledgment is due Ronald R. Rindfuss and Barbara Entwisle for assistance in 

the original design. Persons interested in obtaining data files from Add Health should contact Add Health, 

CarolinaPopulationCenter, 123 W. Franklin Street, Chapel Hill, NC27516-2524 (addhealth@unc.edu). 
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processual roots of these behaviors. Indeed, theory and research in criminology supports 

family process pathways to delinquency that are said also to link family instability to 

adolescent behavior within family sociology (e.g., Hay et al. 2006; Hirschi 1969; Krohn, 

Hall, and Lizotte 2009; Lohman and Billings 2008; Pearson, Muller, and Frisco 2006). 

 Recent studies on the effects of family instability on adolescent behavior are framed 

using life-course and family process approaches (e.g., Cavanagh and Huston 2008; Ryan et 

al. 2009). Although the life-course elements are clear in the focus on the frequency and 

timing of family structure transitions, the family processes that link family structure history 

to youth outcomes often are assumed rather than tested directly. Some studies address the 

effects of family instability on parenting but do not simultaneously examine the effects of 

parenting on subsequent adolescent outcomes (e.g. Beck et al. 2010; Cooper et al. 2008), 

though much research links these family processes to a variety of childhood and adolescent 

behaviors (Hay et al. 2006; Leiber, Mack, and Featherstone 2009; Longmore et al. 2009).  

The criminological literature suggests further links in the path between family 

instability and delinquency, including increased exposure to delinquent peers (Haynie and 

Osgood 2005; Matsueda and Heimer 1987). Some criminological research also suggests that 

it is possible that parent-adolescent bonds may inhibit adolescent problem behavior only 

when adolescents are close to conventional parents (Giordano 2003). Adolescents who are 

close to mothers whose own behavior skirts convention regarding sexual behavior and family 

formation (e.g. teenage mothers, dating mother, or cohabiting mothers) may be likely to 

follow suit by skirting convention themselves.  
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Although there is much overlap in the family literature and criminological literature, 

both areas can benefit from insights offered by the other. Criminological research gives 

ample attention to family processes that link family structure to delinquent behavior (Hay et 

al. 2006; Krohn et al. 2009; Mack et al. 2007), yet these studies are limited in their treatment 

of family structure. Criminologists often treat family structure as static, failing to take into 

account the timing and histories of instability, which are central in the sociological literature 

on early family formation and precocious sexuality (Apel and Kaukinen 2008; Hay et al. 

2006; Krohn et al. 2009; Mack et al. 2007; Ryan et al. 2009). In addition, the family literature 

may benefit from the recognition among criminologists that deviant peer relationships play a 

prominent role in linking family processes to problematic behaviors, and that close 

relationships between parents whose behaviors are not culturally normative and their children 

may result in non-normative adolescent behaviors.  

 I offer a nuanced, more comprehensive conceptual model of adolescent role exit 

behavior that draws on insights from family sociology and criminology (Figure 1). In this 

model, the total effect of family structure on multiple adolescent roles exits (i.e., sexual 

debut, delinquency, and teenage cohabitation) operates partially through its influence on the 

frequency of family structure transitions. Frequent family structure transitions affect 

adolescent behavior through altered family processes, including reduced maternal happiness, 

weakened parent-adolescent bonds, reduced parental control over adolescents’ daily 

activities, and lower levels of intergenerational closure. These processes, in turn, influence 

the extent to which the adolescent is embedded in a deviant peer network (Dorius et al. 2004; 

Knoester, Haynie, and Stephens 2006). I posit further that the operation of maternal 



 

 

4 

 

attachment is conditional upon maternal characteristics such that close bonds inhibit 

adolescent role exit behaviors only among youth with close bonds to mothers who do not 

model these behaviors. In this model, maternal behavioral modeling weakens the 

preventative effect of strong bonds, consistent with a process of intergenerational 

transmission. Family structure histories influence adolescents’ attempts to eschew adolescent 

roles and take on adult roles prematurely through these processes. 

 The conceptual model is general; it does not differentiate between male and female 

processes. Although the magnitude of the effects of family structure history variables, family 

process mechanisms, and exposure to deviant peers may vary by the adolescent’s sex, I do 

not suggest that the direction of effects is sex-specific, nor do I argue that any of these 

mediating variables matters only for one group of adolescents. However, I contend that there 

are sex-specific pathways from family structure history to adolescent role exits. 

This research contributes to the existing literature in several ways. First, it weds 

theory and research from family sociology and criminology by developing and testing a 

model that links family structure and instability during childhood to adolescent role exits. In 

doing so, I focus on three sets of role exit outcomes: (1) sexual debut (i.e., timing of sexual 

initiation), (2) delinquent role exits, and (3) teenage cohabitation. These three domains of 

behavior are typically treated as conceptually distinct but may share commonalities with 

regard to their causal processes and life-course consequences (see Manning and Cohen 

2010). 

Second, I fill in existing gaps in the literature on these various behaviors by 

considering how multiple dimensions of family structure history—structure at birth, structure 
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during adolescence, frequency of transitions, timing of transitions, and cumulative number of 

years spent in particular family forms—impact an array of adolescent outcomes, defined 

herein as adolescent role exits. Although these dimensions of family structure history have 

received attention in recent sociological family literature (Cavanagh et al. 2008; Ryan et al. 

2009), these histories have been ignored in research on family structure and delinquent 

behavior (e.g., Apel and Kaukinen 2008; Hay et al. 2006; Kierkus and Hewitt 2009; Krohn et 

al. 2009; Mack et al. 2007). In addition, the studies in family sociology that test the effects of 

family structure histories (i.e. instability over the entire course of childhood) have examined 

a limited array of outcomes, such as emotional adjustment and educational attainment 

(Cavanagh 2008; Langenkamp and Frisco 2008; Stohschein, Roos, and Brownell 2009), and 

often include only child-based outcomes rather than adolescent behavior (Cavanagh and 

Huston 2008; Fomby and Cherlin 2007; Magnuson and Berger 2009).  As such, my emphasis 

on the impact of family structure histories on precocious sexuality, delinquency, and 

cohabitation among adolescents represents a third contribution of this study.   

A fourth contribution of this research is that it explicitly assesses the mediating 

mechanisms—family and peer processes—predicted to link family structure histories to 

adolescent role exits. Existing studies of these behavioral outcomes often discuss potential 

family process mechanisms without including them in the analyses (Hill et al. 2001; Ryan 

2009; Sassler, Cunningham, and Lichter 2009; Teachman 2003; for an exception see Fomby 

Mollborn, and Sennett 2010). I pay special attention to the family process mechanisms that 

often are discussed yet absent from much of the empirical literature, including maternal 

happiness, bonds to mothers, parental control over adolescent activities, and intergenerational 
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closure. I consider both a straightforward mediating effect of these variables and possible 

interactions between maternal bonds and maternal behavior. This will allow me to assess 

whether the influence of maternal attachment on adolescent behavior depends on whether the 

adolescent is attached to a mother who models non-conventional behavior regarding sexual 

involvement and cohabitation.  

Fifth, drawing on an extensive body of criminological theory and research, I include 

an analysis of peer effects, which are typically absent from the family and criminological 

literatures on family structure and adolescent role exits even though peer influence is a strong 

predictor of adolescent behavior (Haynie and Osgood 2005; Simons, Simons, and Wallace 

2004; Warr 2002; for an exception see Krohn, et al. 2009). Specifically, I assess the extent to 

which family structure histories impact associations with deviant peers through their 

influence on family relationships. Deviant peer associations are expected, in turn, to link 

family structure histories and family processes to deviant role exits. 

Finally, I address whether the pathways from family structure experience to 

adolescent role exits differ for male and female adolescents. The most rigorous studies of 

family structure history that include family process mechanisms treat adolescent sex as a 

control variable rather than considering how sex shapes family processes. Statistically 

speaking, these studies do not consider the possibility that sex moderates or interacts with 

family processes to influence various role exits, despite evidence that family processes and 

peer effects are sex-specific in their content and effects (Heimer and De Coster 1999; Ryan et 

al. 2009). I include sex interactions with both family structure history, family process, and 
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peer variables to identify where differences arise in the causal pathways from family 

experience to adolescent behavior among male and female adolescents.  

In the next chapter, I describe research and theory on family structure and family 

instability. This includes discussions of the contemporary extent of family structure 

instability in the U.S., theoretical perspectives on family structure and instability, and 

dimensions of family structure history. I then address the influence of family instability on 

family functioning. Finally, I discuss the theoretical foundations of the present research.  

Chapters three, four, and five are the substantive chapters, each focusing on a 

different dependent variable or set of dependent variables. The third chapter focuses on 

sexual debut, the fourth on delinquency, and the fifth investigates teenage cohabitation. 

Within each substantive chapter, I present a review of the literature on family structure and 

instability, family processes, peer effects, gendered processes, and the outcome of interest, 

followed by a description of the data, measures, analytical techniques, results, and 

conclusions. The final chapter includes a synthesis of the findings from each substantive 

chapter, my conclusions, and a discussion of fruitful directions for further empirical 

investigation that can address some of the limitations of the present research.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

BACKGROUND AND THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 

Trends in Family Structure and Family Instability 

 Demographic shifts in marriage and childbearing have transformed the family 

contexts in which American children are reared. Specifically, increases in divorce rates, non-

marital birth rates, and parental (and step-parental) cohabitation have led to a substantial 

increase in the number of young people who grow up with single or cohabiting parents or 

who experience family disruptions (Bumpass and Lu 2000; Cherlin 2010; Raley 2002). 

Indeed, nearly half of U.S. children will live in a single-parent household at some point 

before the age of 18, two-fifths will live with a cohabiting couple, and a third will spend time 

living with a step-family during childhood or adolescence (Bumpass, Raley and Sweet 1995; 

Kennedy and Bumpass 2008).   

This changing family landscape is marked by numerous transitions within any given 

family. Indeed, nearly two-thirds of children born to cohabiting parents and 28% of children 

born to married parents are likely to experience the dissolution of their parents’ relationship 

before the age of 10 (Manning, Smock, and Majumdar 2004), which can mark the beginning 

of a series of additional family transitions.  For instance, Cherlin (2009) reports that nearly 

half of children whose married or cohabiting parents split see a parent’s new relationship 

partner join the household within three years. The multiple transitions that often accompany 

the dissolution of married or cohabiting relationships suggest that a transition, such as a 

divorce, is best conceptualized as a series of transitions, as it provides the opportunity for 

further cohabitation, remarriage, and divorce (Amato 2010; Wu and Martinson 1993).  The 
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number of transitions witnessed within and across families has led Cherlin (2009) to give the 

name “the marriage-go-round” to the contemporary situation.  

The Fluidity and Multiple Dimensions of Family Structure History 

It is clear that the term family structure is somewhat of a misnomer in that it is not a 

static condition that can be assessed at a single time period during a child’s life. Rather, it is 

fluid, often changing from one structure to another over a child’s life, suggesting that family 

structure ought to be considered a process. Many children born to single mothers experience 

the entry of a new romantic partner, and many children born to married, biological parents 

experience a divorce and new family structures as parents negotiate single, dating, and 

partnered lives (Amato 2010; Cherlin 2009). Heuveline, Timberlake, and Furtenberg (2003) 

found that children of cohabiters are especially likely to experience relationship dissolution 

and reconstitution. Some parental relationships are stable and lifelong, whereas others may 

last only several months or years.   

As such, family sociologists have recognized that a snapshot depiction of family 

structure at any one point in time is insufficient for understanding how family make-up 

affects the lives of children and adolescents. Instead, it is important to consider the impact of 

family structure at various time points on youth outcomes (Fomby et al. 2010; Ryan et al. 

2009). At minimum, consideration should be afforded to family structure at birth and family 

structure immediately preceding or concurrent with the child outcomes of empirical interest.   

Family structure at birth may be consequential for a variety of reasons, including its 

potential to shape parenting behaviors, its relationship to the stability of the family unit, and 

the extent to which it reflects characteristics of parents that are relevant for shaping parenting 
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and family stability (i.e., selection). Research consistently demonstrates that mothers who are 

single at birth experience more stress than mothers who have a parenting partner (Beck et al. 

2008; Cooper et al. 2009; Meadows, McLanahan, and Brooks-Gunn 2008), and parental 

stress is related, in turn, to negative parenting behaviors that influence the behaviors and 

well-being of children (Anthony et al. 2005; Crnic, Gaze, and Hoffman 2005). Cohabiting 

mothers similarly experience a greater degree of stress than mothers who are married at the 

time of birth, and their relationships are more likely to be marked by conflict (Klausi and 

Owen 2009), which is shown to affect parenting behaviors and reduce child and adolescent 

well-being (Buehler and Gerard 2002; Jekielek 1998). Generally, single parenthood and 

cohabitation at the time of a child’s birth may influence the parenting styles adopted during 

early childhood. To the extent that these early, adaptive parenting styles inform later 

parenting decisions and relationships between parents and children, they are relevant for 

understanding adolescent behaviors.  

Family structure at birth may be important for understanding adolescent outcomes 

beyond the impact it has on parenting and parent-child relationships. Research shows, for 

example, that family structure at birth predicts subsequent family structure and instability 

throughout childhood and adolescence (Heuveline et al. 2003; Manning et al.2004; Raley and 

Wildsmith 2004). Specifically, children born to single and cohabiting mothers are more 

likely than children born to married parents to experience turbulent family structure histories 

that produce family dynamics—parenting and interactional patterns—conducive to 

adolescent role exits (Fomby and Cherlin 2007). It is important to consider, however, that 

any relationship between adolescent outcomes and the structure of their family at birth may 
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simply reflect characteristics of parents. That is, economic circumstances, education levels, 

race/ethnicity, and parental well-being are all factors that influence family form at birth, 

parenting behavior, and adolescent social behavior (Cavanagh 2008). 

Family structure during adolescence may contribute to adolescent role exits through 

the same mechanisms as family structure at birth. That is, certain family structures may 

undermine parent-child relationships and parents’ (and parental figures’) control efforts 

(Hetherington, Henderson, and Reiss 1999; Vandervalk et al. 2004). Single parents may face 

particularly difficult challenges in coordinating direct control efforts during adolescence 

(McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). Indeed, studies of time allocation indicate that children in 

single-parent households are more likely than other children to be unsupervised during after-

school hours (Cookston 1999; Pettit et al. 1999).  

The conduits through which family structure during adolescence may influence 

adolescent behavior—parenting and interactional patterns—are the same as those that may 

link more distal family structure to adolescent behavior. Nonetheless, simply looking at 

family structure during one life-course period will paint a limited portrait of how family 

structure operates because parenting styles and adolescent-parent relations are influenced not 

only by parenting in the formative years but also by any changes in parenting that may have 

occurred in response to changes in family structure over time. Examining only family 

structure early in the life course assumes family structure continuity. Similarly, simply 

assessing the impact of family structure concurrent with the adolescent behavior of interest 

ignores that families have a history that shapes current interactions between parents and their 

adolescent children.  
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Beyond recognizing that both distal and proximate family structures of adolescents 

inform family dynamics in ways that are relevant for understanding their behaviors, scholars 

recognize the importance of taking into consideration what happens to the family structure 

between these two static periods, including the extent to which families experience long 

periods of stability, frequent dislocations, and the life-course timing of transitions. 

Researchers identify and assess these dimensions of family structure history, aiming to 

capture the fluidity of family forms from birth to adolescence (see Cavanagh 2008; Fomby et 

al. 2010; Ryan et al. 2009). 

Duration of years spent in a particular family structure constitutes one important 

dimension of family structure history (Cavanagh 2008; Hao and Xie 2002; Ryan et al. 2009). 

Longer durations in any family type may increase the likelihood that the family has adopted a 

consistent parenting and interaction style, and that youth have adapted to the family form, if 

it is different from earlier forms. For example, the introduction of a stepparent is stressful and 

disruptive in the early months and years, but once the new partner is integrated into the 

family system their presence becomes less problematic (Beck et al. 2010; Hetherington 

1989). In time, when close relationships form, the stepparent may become a new source of 

emotional support and social control (King 2009). This logic extends to other family forms: 

the longer the cumulative number of years spent in any family structure, the more likely it is 

that the family has established consistent parenting and fostered attachments with children 

(Amato 1993; Cavanagh 2008; Wu and Martinson 1993). Alternatively, longer durations in 

family structures associated with low levels of supervision, reduced investment of parental 

figures, and financial hardship may lead to poor youth outcomes (Dunifon and Kowaleski-
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Jones 2002; Hao and Xie 2002). Indeed, research on other domains of adolescent adjustment 

indicates that the influence of duration varies by family type (Cavanagh 2008). In other 

words, it is possible that not all family structure stability is equally beneficial for youth.  

Another dimension of family structure history is the frequency of family structure 

transitions (Crosnoe and Cavanagh 2010; Fomby and Cherlin 2007; Hao and Xie 2002; Ryan 

et al. 2009). Family structure instability can create stress that undermines effective family 

functioning. This stress is said to be cumulative whereby more transitions lead to a greater 

likelihood of poor behavioral and emotional outcomes for youth because of the negative 

impact it has on family dynamics (Cavanagh and Huston 2008). In addition, adolescent 

outcomes may vary based on the timing of family structure transitions (Lansford 2009). 

 Thus, timing of transitions marks an additional dimension of family structure history. 

Hetherington (1989) posited that earlier divorce transitions may be particularly detrimental 

due to young children’s lesser capacity for understanding the reasons for the dissolution, their 

abandonment anxiety, and their inability to draw on coping resources external to the family. 

These developmental deficiencies may lead to poorer outcomes among youth who 

experienced any family structure transitions early in life, yet most studies that include the 

life-course timing of transitions do not yield support for this contention (e.g. Ryan et al. 

2009), likely because early transitions are typically associated with longer subsequent 

durations of stability (Dush 2009; Garmezy 1983). Furthermore, later transitions may be 

particularly disruptive in that the adolescent has not yet adapted to the new partner or the loss 

of a parent or parental figure (Amato 2000; Wu and Martinson 1993). As such, the effects of 

family structure instability on adolescent problem behavior may be stronger in the short-term 
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than the long-term, or vice versa. Indeed, evidence is mixed regarding the influence of life-

course timing of transitions on the few child and adolescent outcomes for which it has been 

examined, with some finding that early transitions are most detrimental (Cavanagh and 

Huston 2008), some finding that later transitions are especially problematic (Wu and 

Martinson 1993), and others identifying no effect of the timing of instability (Cavanagh and 

Huston 2008; Heard 2009; Ryan et al. 2009).  

Stress Models: Socioeconomic Stress and Instability  

Family sociologists consistently find that family structure is associated with a myriad 

of child and adolescent outcomes, including problem behaviors, emotional problems, and low 

school achievement (Hill et al. 2001; McLanahan and Sanefur 1994; Smock and Greenland 

2010). Although many adolescents fare well despite residing in alternative family structures, 

empirical research indicates that adolescents from married, biological-parent households are 

less delinquent, engage in less risky sexual behavior, have fewer emotional problems, and are 

more engaged in school than adolescents from other family types, including single-parent, 

step-, and cohabiting families (Heard 2007; Manning and Lamb 2003). 

Sociological theories designed to explain these findings have taken several forms, 

each representing a type of stress model. Stress models posit that family structure itself does 

not produce negative outcomes for children and adolescents. Instead, some family structures 

are more likely to manifest patterns of interactions that influence the quality of relationships 

among family members. The underlying reason for this may be that married, biological-

parent families are lauded as the cultural ideal and are afforded more structural and cultural 

advantages than other family types, despite growing diversity in family forms over time that 
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shows little evidence of slowing down. As Gerson (2010:16) notes, “Children face new risks 

because an irreversible but still unfolding revolution has left families without the supports 

they need.” Whatever the reason, family processes that are relevant for understanding 

childhood and adolescent behavioral and emotional adjustment appear to be bolstered by the 

presence of married, biological parents (Cooper et al. 2009; Gibson-Davis 2008). This 

argument is at the heart of family systems theory, which emphasizes the importance of 

family processes or the daily experience of family life, including patterns of interactions and 

quality of relationships, as the proximal determinant of childhood and adolescent well-being 

(Crosnoe and Cavanagh 2010).  

Socioeconomic-stress model. The socioeconomic-stress model suggests that 

adolescents fare worse in single-parent families than married, biological-parent families 

because of the structural deficits associated with single parenthood (Amato and Kane 2011; 

McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). Researchers posit that the precarious financial 

circumstances and residence in disadvantaged communities associated with single 

parenthood negatively influence parenting and, as a result, put adolescents in these families 

at a marked disadvantage, leading to poorer behavioral, educational, and emotional outcomes 

(Fomby et al. 2010). Single mothers, in particular, are said to face structural disadvantages 

that are detrimental to family functioning and adolescent well-being, due to the feminization 

of poverty (McLanahan and Percheski 2008).  

According to the socioeconomic-stress model, parents in structurally-disadvantaged 

families experience higher levels of stress, which undermines their ability to parent 

effectively (Gibson-Davis 2008; Simons et al. 1993; Taylor et al. 2010). Indeed, research 
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demonstrates that continuously married, biological-parent families fare better economically, 

live in communities with greater resources, and experience less (and more positive) 

residential mobility than other types of families (Brown 2002; Manning and Lichter 1996). 

Structural advantages, in turn, lead to increased parental well-being, consistent parenting, and 

higher expectations for children’s futures (Beck et al. 2010; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). 

In contrast, single parents, cohabiters, and, to a lesser extent, stepfamilies experience more 

financial insecurity, residential instability, and residence in economically-depressed 

communities (Astone and McLanahan 1994; Martin 2006). These factors may undermine 

effective parenting through their effects on role overload and stress, strained relationships 

with adolescent children, reduced parental monitoring and supervision, and increased 

exposure to deviant influences within the neighborhood (Brown 2004; Carlson and Corcoran 

2001; Cernkovich and Giordano 1987; De Coster, Heimer, and Wittrock 2006; Hay et al. 

2006; Osgood et al. 1996). Moreover, disproportionate overrepresentation of single 

motherhood among black women may contribute further to the stressful experiences of 

single-mother families, as the psychological literature on race and stress shows that even 

when controlling for socioeconomic status, black women experience greater stress than white 

women due in part to experiences with discrimination (Kessler, Mickelson, and Williams 

1999; Williams and Mohammed 2008).  

One conduit for these effects is disciplinary style. Single mothers are more likely to 

use erratic and punitive disciplinary techniques than mothers in dual-parent homes, 

particularly when financial resources are low (Lansford et al. 2009). McLeod and Shanahan’s 

(1993) research supports this argument, illustrating that structural disadvantage produces 
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stress which, in turn, contributes to maternal use of harsh discipline. Harsh discipline, in turn, 

undermines strong parent-child relationships, and these effects persist throughout 

adolescence and into early adulthood (Aquilino 1997; Hay et al. 2006; Heimer, De Coster, 

and Ünal 1999). The absence of a parent from the home also reduces single parents’ abilities 

to directly control adolescent behavior: the fewer adults in the home, the fewer people to 

monitor youth (Cooper et al. 2009). 

Instability model. Another way in which family structure may be related to the well-

being of adolescents is through the instability that often accompanies nontraditional family 

types. Following Fomby and Cherlin (2007), I refer to this as the instability model. 

Proponents of the instability model contend that family turbulence, rather than family 

structure, per se, alters family functioning (Fomby and Cherlin 2007; Ryan et al. 2009). This 

perspective is rooted in a life-course framework, emphasizing the influence of change and 

stability during childhood, rather than family structure at any one point in time (Crosnoe and 

Cavanagh 2010; Fomby and Cherlin 2007; Hao and Xie 2002). Family structure is said to be 

dynamic and, thus, it is insufficient to take a snapshot of the structure of a family at one point 

in time when assessing the impact of family structure on family members. Indeed, Gerson’s 

(2010) research on the consequences of changing patterns of family life for young people 

reveals that family experiences are best characterized as a film rather than a snapshot, and in 

this film, families must constantly adapt to changing conditions. 

According to the life-course perspective, lives consist of a “sequence of culturally-

defined age-graded roles and social transitions that are enacted over time” (Caspi, Elder, and 

Herbener 1990: 15). Developmental processes are said to be central to understanding social 
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outcomes, with families responsive to changes and pressures both from within the family 

system and from the external social environment (Bronfenbrenner 1986). This approach is 

relevant for the study of family structure history effects in that it highlights the linked lives of 

parents and children (Elder 1985). As such, changes in parents’ romantic relationships 

influence their children’s lives (Cavanagh 2008). Family transitions, particularly those that 

are non-normative or off-time, have consequences for family functioning and future 

transitions, as family members seek to adapt in a social environment in which they may not 

receive social and cultural resources that often are available for normative or on-time 

transitions (MacMillan and Copher 2005). The accumulation and timing of events are central 

in the life-course framework, with cumulative family changes said to influence children and 

the timing of their own life-course events, which may include premature adolescent role 

exits, the focus of this study (Elder 1985; MacMillan and Copher 2005).  

The instability model suggests that all transitions, regardless of the resulting family 

structure, create stress that undermines effective parenting. Each additional transition 

represents a new crisis which challenges the family’s ability to adapt (Cavanagh and Huston 

2008; Fomby and Cherlin 2007). The shuffling of household members may draw the parent’s 

attention away from the child and toward the new romantic partner, disrupt the maintenance 

of consistent parenting, and reduce trust and security among children and adolescents (Ryan 

et al. 2009). In contrast, stable families—regardless of family structure—may not experience 

the same stress of disruption and, therefore, altered parenting and behavioral problems (Dush 

2009).   
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 Family structure instability does appear to alter the conditions of childrearing and, 

thus, adolescent behavior (Fomby et al. 2010). Moreover, some evidence suggests that 

instability is a better predictor of adolescent outcomes than length of residence in a particular 

family form (Wu and Martinson 1993). In an examination of the influence of family 

instability on parenting stress among mothers of young children, Cooper et al. (2009) found 

that relationship dissolution and formation led to heightened levels of stress among mothers 

relative to maternal stress levels in stable, co-residential relationships. Maternal parenting 

stress—the feeling that one’s parenting demands exceed one’s ability to meet them—is 

associated with lower levels of parental well-being, less effective disciplinary styles, and 

poorer parent-child interactions (Conger, Patterson, and Ge 1995; Crnic, Gaze, and Hoffman 

2005). Beck and colleagues (2010) similarly found that family structure instability 

contributes to both parental stress and punitive discipline.  

Furthermore, the relationship between family structure instability and family process 

mechanisms is mediated by structural factors, such as financial hardship as a result of 

relationship dissolution (see Brown 2002, 2006; Crosnoe and Cavanagh 2010). Studies show, 

for instance, that families that have undergone multiple transitions experience more financial 

insecurity and are more likely to reside in disadvantaged communities, factors that 

undermine parenting attempts and create difficulties in coordinating supervision of 

adolescents, relative to stable families (Brown 2004; Carlson and Corcoran 2001). 

 Relationship dissolution may further alter family functioning due to conflict in the 

home. Adolescents exposed to conflict among parents (or parents and their co-residential 

partners)—as is more common among families that have experienced family structure 
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instability—may pull away from the family and seek emotional support from a peer group or 

romantic partner that may support adolescent risk behavior (Hetherington and Clingempeel 

1992; Wu and Thomson 2001). Thus, attempts to foster attachments or exert direct controls 

over adolescents may be less efficacious among families that have experienced turbulence.  

Thus, nontraditional family structures and family structure instability may alter levels 

of bonds and direct controls, as well as the efficacy (or magnitude) of parenting attempts 

(Heimer and De Coster 1999). In turn, a large body of research links these family process 

mechanisms to adolescent delinquency, sexual behavior, and family formation, with both 

emotional attachments and monitoring of adolescent behavior contributing to lower levels of 

law violation and later ages at sexual initiation and family formation (Browning et al. 2005; 

Buhi and Goodson 2007; Davis and Friel 2001; Hay et al. 2006; Leiber et al. 2009; 

Longmore et al. 2009; Pearson et al. 2006). I address the links between family processes and 

these domains of adolescent behavior in the substantive chapters that follow. 

 The socioeconomic stress and instability models posit similar causal pathways 

between family structure and adolescent behavior. Each suggests that family structure is 

linked to adolescent outcomes through its influence on family processes.
2
 The models differ 

                                                 
2 Selection bias presents an alternative explanation for the association between family structure instability and 

adolescent behavior. It is possible that family turbulence and adolescent role exit behaviors share a common 

cause (see Crosnoe and Cavanagh 2010; Fomby and Cherlin 2007). As such, it is important to take into 

consideration potential antecedent factors that may predispose families to both instability and adolescent 

behavior problems, including structural factors that I take into account in this research. Sibling studies, natural 

experiments, such as those that compare father absence resulting from widowhood to father absence resulting 

from divorce, and studies using statistical techniques developed to address potential selection effects in family 

structure research yield mixed results (Biblarz and Gottainer 2000; Cherlin, Chase-Lansdale, and McRae 1998; 

Evenhouse and Reilly 2004; Hofferth and Anderson 2003). In a review of selection effects studies, McLanahan 

and Percheski (2008) conclude that accounting for selection reduces some family structure effect sizes, but that 

the influence of family experience on youth outcomes persists. Furthermore, they contend that researchers are 

better able to rule out selection effects when they hypothesize and test for specific pathways from family 
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simply in the explanations of these connections and the empirical outcomes anticipated. The 

socioeconomic stress model receives support to the extent that financial hardship and 

neighborhood disadvantage account for the effects of residence in a single-mother, 

cohabiting, and stepfamily relative to a married, biological-parent family. The instability 

model is supported to the extent that the frequency of family structure transitions mediate 

family structure effects, as well as the extent to which parenting mediates the influence of 

instability on adolescent outcomes.  

The models are not mutually exclusive. Both processes may operate simultaneously 

and evidence supporting one model does not necessarily preclude the efficacy of the other. 

For example, structural disadvantage may partially explain the effect of living in a single-

mother family consistent with the socioeconomic-stress model, with the remaining effect of 

single motherhood mediated fully by the frequency of family structure transitions, as 

suggested by the instability model. Furthermore, empirical support for each model may vary 

by the type of family structure being examined with, for example, one model characterizing 

the pathway from family structure to adolescent role exits among single-mother families and 

another model characterizing the pathway among cohabiting families. Finally, although I 

propose that each outcome represents a type of adolescent role exit behavior arising from a 

common causal process, support for each model may depend upon the outcome variable.  

                                                                                                                                                       
structure experience to adolescent behavior rather than simply examining correlations. In this research, I address 

potential selection effects by controlling for antecedent attributes that may contribute to both family structure 

histories and adolescent outcomes, including poverty status, race/ethnicity, education level, and neighborhood 

conditions, as well as by specifying specific causal pathways using longitudinal data. This is the typical 

approach in most longitudinal family structure research (Hao and Xie 2002; Heard 2009). Propensity-score 

matching is one statistical method for addressing selection effects. Unfortunately, the Add Health data do not 

contain sufficient data on maternal background to perform an adequate propensity-score analysis. 
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Maternal Bonds and Intergenerational Transmission 

The explanations above posit that structural disadvantage, alternative family 

structures, and family instability influence youth behavior through detrimental effects on 

parent-adolescent relations. Each perspective assumes that all parents value and model 

behaviors that are considered culturally ideal. Close bonds between parents and adolescents 

are thought to be necessarily beneficial to youth and a deterrent to problem behavior, yet it is 

possible that not all bonds operate in this manner.  

Drawing on the differential association/social learning tradition in criminology 

(Sutherland 1947; Akers et al. 1979), Giordano (2003) contends that any explanation that 

emphasizes attachment is limited to the extent that it ignores the behavior and values of the 

person to whom one is attached. Close maternal bonds likely deter adolescent role exits 

among conventional mothers, but not among adolescents attached to mothers who model role 

exit behaviors. Among the latter adolescents, close bonds may, in fact, increase the 

likelihood of these actions, as bonds facilitate the transfer of norms. Or, these bonds may 

simply fail to prevent adolescent role exits due to the mixed messages youth receive 

regarding appropriate behavior, with mothers discouraging role exit behaviors while 

simultaneously modeling them. 

In other words, maternal bonds may operate consistent with a process of 

intergenerational transmission rather than social control. In this view, parental socialization 

accounts for the linked life-course paths of parents and their children. Close relationships 

between mothers and adolescents may strengthen intergenerational transmission by 

increasing parental esteem in the adolescents’ eyes (Amato 1996; East, Reyes, and Horn 
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2007; Wildsmith et al. 2011). As Giordano (2003: 264) notes, “the more that individuals 

value particular affiliations, the more willing they may be to accede to any influence attempts 

to maintain or enhance their relationships.” As such, there is likely a positive relationship 

between the intimacy of parental connections and the influence of the parent on behavior, 

consistent with Sutherland’s (1947) arguments about the intensity or closeness of a 

relationship impacting the weight given to the definitions of behaviors learned in that 

relationship.
3
  

Gendered Pathways  

Pathways from family structure history to adolescent role exits may be gendered. 

Specifically, particular family structures and instability may differentially impact sons’ and 

daughters’ behavior (Cavanagh et al. 2008; Seltzer 1994; Videon 2002), parental control 

efforts may differ in both level and magnitude by adolescent sex (Heimer and De Coster 

1999; Smith 1997), and exposure to deviant peers may operate in sex-specific ways in the 

production of early sexual debut, delinquency, and teenage cohabitation (Cernkovich and 

Giordano 1979; Heimer and De Coster 1999).  

Some research demonstrates that single-mother households and family instability 

have more harmful effects on sons’ than daughters’ well-being, and that the presence of a 

mother operates as a protective factor for female but not male adolescents in such households 

(Amato 2000; Bachman and Peralta 2002; Stern, Northman, and Van Slyck 1984). This 

                                                 
3 Of course, parents are not the only source of learned behavior. Learning facilitated by close bonds to parents 

may be trumped by relationships with peers who model normative behaviors. However, following Sutherland’s 

(1947) emphasis on priority (early timing in life) and duration (length of exposure to definitions), parents’ 

definitions are apt to influence youth behavior more strongly than those of peers. 
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research supports claims that father absence is especially salient in the explanation of sons’ 

problem behaviors. Indeed, evidence suggests that parental divorce and residence with a 

single mother have greater effects on sons’ risky behaviors than daughters’ risky behaviors 

(Cavanagh et al. 2008; Morrison and Cherlin 1995; Seltzer 1994; Videon 2002). There are 

several potential explanations for the greater influence of father absence on sons than 

daughters. First, sons may react more strongly than daughters to father absence because they 

identify with the same-sex parent (Chodorow 1999; Rossi and Rossi 1990; Wallerstein 

1987). Alternatively, daughters and sons may be equally affected by father absence, but sons 

may be more likely to manifest their distress through externalizing behavior whereas 

daughters may internalize distress (Hoffman and Su 1997; Videon 2002).  

The existing literature does not clarify whether it is biological father absence that is 

particularly detrimental for boys, or simply the absence of any father figure, such as a 

stepfather or a mother’s cohabiting partner. Given that adolescents often develop close 

relationships with stepfathers (Gerson 2010; King 2009) and previous research indicates that 

stepfathers have a stronger negative effect on girls’ than boys’ well-being when such an 

effect is identified (Aquilino 1991; Vuchinich et al. 1991), the absence of all father figures 

may be considered relevant for understanding sons’ greater sensitivity to male father figure 

absence. As such, family structures associated with any type of father absence—that is, 

single motherhood and widowhood—should have stronger effects on boys’ adolescent role 

exit behavior than girls’ behavior. Moreover, to the extent that mothers are consistently 

present in unstable households, as is the case in the sample used in this research, family 
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structure instability should have a stronger impact on boys’ than girls’ adolescent role exit 

behavior.  

Much research on delinquency, however, suggests that family structure effects are not 

contingent upon adolescent sex (Cookston 1999; Dornfeld and Kruttscnitt 1992; Kierkus and 

Hewitt 2009). Kierkus and Hewitt (2009) note that the trend in more recent research towards 

fewer gendered effects of family structure may result from growing similarity in the 

mechanisms leading to boys’ and girls’ behavior. Changes in the social meaning of single 

parenthood, cohabitation, and family instability—as well as growing egalitarianism in 

parenting—may also contribute to this pattern (see Biblarz and Stacey 2010). As such, 

expectations regarding the gendered influence of family structure must be made with caution. 

Lack of support for a hypothesis regarding these effects may reflect the changing context of 

parenting and youth behavior.  

Family processes may also operate in sex-specific ways. Drawing on Gilligan’s 

(1982) feminist work on social relationships, researchers contend and find that girls report 

closer bonds to their parents and are more responsive to these bonds than are boys (Chapple, 

McQuillan, and Berdahl 2004; Flannery, Williams, and Vazsonyi 1999; Leventhal and 

Brooks-Gunn 2005; Richards et al. 2004; alternatively, see Kruttschnitt 1996). This 

difference can be understood as arising from hegemonic gender socialization that emphasizes 

the centrality of intimate relationships for girls. As a result, daughters develop closer bonds 

to parents relative to sons, and girls are more controlled by connections to parents than are 

boys because girls are more likely to define themselves in terms of interpersonal, emotional 

connections (Heimer et al. 2006; Seiffge-Krenke 2011). In contrast, boys are more 
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responsive to direct, instrumental controls (Heimer and De Coster 1999; Smith 1997). Taking 

into consideration the theoretical and empirical work on gender and family relationships, 

then, it is likely that expressive and instrumental parental control varies in both level and 

magnitude on the basis of adolescent sex, resulting in gendered pathways to adolescent role 

exits.   

Adolescent sex may also condition the influence of exposure to deviant friends. 

Sexual behavior, delinquency, and cohabitation have distinct gendered meanings that may 

shape the magnitude of peer effects for girls and boys. Gender theorists contend that girls are 

more sensitive than boys to the opinions of peers generally (Gilligan 1982; Maccoby 1990). 

However, research shows that boys have more deviant friendships and a greater incentive 

than girls to behave in ways consistent with deviant peer expectations as sexual conquest and 

risky, law-violating behaviors are avenues by which male adolescents achieve masculine 

status (Cohan 2009; Heimer and De Coster 1999; Pascoe 2007). Indeed, male friendship 

groups encourage risky behavior, with delinquency operating as a basis for bonding in these 

groups, but not in female friendship groups (Messerschmidt 1993; Thorne 1993). In contrast, 

delinquency is inconsistent with the performance of hegemonic femininity, which 

emphasizes passivity and caring, and, as per the sexual double standard, girls are socially 

sanctioned for sexual involvement for which boys are assigned prestige (Kreager and Staff 

2009; Lyons et al. 2011; Pascoe 2007). As a result, boys have more at stake in failing to meet 

the deviant behavioral expectations of their peers. The opposite pattern is likely to be found 

regarding teenage cohabitation, as hegemonic gender definitions emphasize male 
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independence (Connell 1987). Dominant definitions of femininity, in contrast, emphasize the 

centrality of intimacy (Gilligan 1982; Heimer, De Coster, and Ünal 2006). 

Adolescent Outcomes: Role Exits 

 Hagan and Wheaton (1993) apply a life-course framework to the understanding of 

certain adolescent behaviors, positing that turbulence during childhood provides an incentive 

for young people to escape adolescent status (e.g. through delinquency and drinking) and 

seek out an adult status (e.g. through teenage cohabitation). Behaviors such as precocious 

sexuality and living with a romantic partner allow young people to practice or take on adult 

roles and exit a subordinate adolescent role.  

 Premature adolescent role exits and precocious entrée are more common among some 

family structures than others. For instance, youth raised by single parents are more likely 

than youth raised by married parents to self-identify as adults (Benson and Furstenberg 2007; 

Johnson, Berg, and Sirotzki 2007). Consistent with a the socioeconomic-stress model, 

Benson and Johnson (2009) contend that this difference may be attributed to the economic 

circumstances associated with female headship and the resulting interpersonal dynamics 

within families, including decreased monitoring and closeness to parents. The 

socioeconomic-stress perspective, indeed, would suggest that an early departure from 

adolescence may be more common among youth from single-parent, cohabiting, and 

stepfamilies, due in part to economic difficulties that result in adolescents’ early completion 

of schooling and the inability of parents to financially support their young-adult children in 

single-parent households (Benson and Johnson 2009; Furstenberg 2010). Alternatively, 

altered family processes in step- and cohabiting households, irrespective of structural 
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disadvantage, may contribute to early entry into adulthood. For instance, rejection of 

stepfather or cohabiting partner, as well as weakened relationships with mothers upon the 

partner’s entry into the household, might provide an incentive for young people to seek adult 

independence (Baxter et al. 2004; Ganong, Coleman, and Jamison 2011).    

 Although adult identity and adult behaviors are not the same, Benson and Johnson’s 

(2009) research provides evidence regarding the desirability of adult status for some young 

people, positing that economic resources, parent-adolescent relationships, and parental 

control link family structure to the attractiveness of achieving adult status. Furthermore, the 

desirability of an adult identity certainly may be highly correlated with behaviors that would 

allow an adolescent to prematurely act out such an identity, as social psychologists have long 

demonstrated links between identities and behaviors (Burke 2006; Swann, Chang-Schneider, 

and McClarty 2007).  

 Recently, scholars note difficulties faced by young people in the transition to 

adulthood. Arnett (2004) and Regnerus and Uecker (2011:5) refer to the teenage years and 

the 20s as a time of “emerging adulthood” in which young people face a dilemma. They feel 

compelled toward adulthood, including dating and sexual behavior, at younger and younger 

ages as a result of peer and marketplace influences, yet for most young people the perceived 

prerequisites for adult status are becoming attainable only at older ages, if ever. Living 

independently, achieving economic stability, completing schooling, and other requirements 

of contemporary adulthood are taking longer for young people to accomplish and are outside 

of reach for many. For adolescents who are motivated to seek adult status but realize that it is 

beyond their grasp, sexual behavior, cohabitation, and law violation represent means to 
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speeding up the slow emergence of adulthood, allowing young people to exert a measure of 

autonomy and to practice or take on roles associated with adulthood. 

 In sum, parental romantic transitions alter the family system such that youth may be 

inclined to escape adolescent roles or practice and seek out adult roles. Family structure 

transitions early in the life course set the stage for later transitions among adolescent 

children, highlighting the linked lives emphasized in the life-course approach. However, not 

all youth are equally likely to search for role exits, as prolonged adolescence has benefits for 

some young people. Early sexual behavior, delinquency, and teenage cohabitation may hold 

the promise of escape from a subordinate status and entry into desirable adult roles for 

adolescents who may perceive the greatest rewards from early entry to adulthood. Those who 

may perceive the greatest rewards appear to be youth in families that experience alternative 

family forms and frequent family structure transitions.  

Summary 

 Children’s family structure experiences have changed over the past several decades 

such that a greater proportion of children spend some time living without two, married 

biological parents, and children who experience family structure dislocations undergo a 

greater number of transitions than they once did. These changes have important 

consequences for adolescent behavior. However, the dimensions of family structure history 

and the mechanisms that link these life-course experiences—including the extent to which 

these pathways may be gendered and conditioned by maternal behavioral modeling—are yet 

to be fully investigated for a range of adolescent role exit outcomes that may arise from a 

common causal process, as a life-course approach suggests. 
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 In this study, I examine the effects of family structure histories and family processes 

on precocious sexuality role exits, delinquent role exits, and cohabitation role exits during the 

teenage years. Because role exits, regardless of the form they take, may accomplish the same 

objective for adolescents, the behaviors that enable youth to exit adolescent roles and enter 

adult roles at an early life stage may result from similar pathways over the course of 

childhood. Thus, conceptualizing disparate dependent variables as variants of role exits 

unifies several bodies of literature on the long-term consequences of family instability. 

Moreover, consideration of the general mechanisms linking childhood experience to role 

exits in the teenage years draws attention to factors that have been absent from some areas of 

research despite support in other areas, such as the influence of deviant peers.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

PATHWAYS TO EARLY SEXUAL DEBUT 

  Early initiation into sexual activity is associated with a range of negative outcomes, 

including a lower likelihood of contraceptive use, a higher incidence of sexually transmitted 

infections and unintended pregnancies, and increased risk of externalizing behavior problems 

(Brooks-Gunn and Paikoff 1997; Miller, Forehand, and Kotchick 1999; Seidman, Mosher, 

and Aral 1994; Udell et al. 2010). Given the importance of early sexual debut for altering the 

life chances of young persons, researchers aim to address the predictors of precocious 

sexuality. Some precipitating factors include residing with a single mother, undergoing 

multiple family structure transitions, troubled parent-adolescent relationships, low levels of 

parental monitoring, neighborhood disadvantage, and embeddedness in deviant peer 

networks (Browning, Leventhal, and Brooks-Gunn 2005; Dupéré et al. 2008; Kiernan and 

Hobcraft 1997; Mendle et al. 2009; Whitbeck et al. 1999; Wu and Thomson 2001). Although 

previous studies have identified predictors of early sexual debut, the literature suffers several 

shortcomings.  

Few studies of early sexual initiation examine a full model of sexual behavior that 

emphasizes the way in which family instability throughout childhood, family processes, and 

peer effects operate sequentially to influence the timing of sexual debut. It is likely that 

family functioning and exposure to deviant peers mediate the influence of family turbulence 

on adolescent sexual behavior, yet this possibility has not been assessed fully to date. In 

addition, maternal attachment is assumed to prevent non-normative adolescent behavior, 

including precocious sexual behavior, in previous studies even though social learning 
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insights regarding the nexus of attachment and reference behavior suggest that close maternal 

bonds may fail to operate as a preventative feature when adolescents are attached to mothers 

whose own behaviors model and signal an acceptance of teenage and non-marital sexual 

behavior, such as maternal teenage motherhood, dating, and cohabitation (see Akers et al. 

1979; Giordano 2003; Sutherland 1947). Furthermore, research on early sexual debut often 

focuses on either males or females (e.g. Lohman and Billings 2008; Wu and Thomson 2001). 

Studies that consider male and female sexual behavior typically fail to consider the extent to 

which pathways to sexual debut may be gendered. This is surprising given that existing 

evidence suggests sex differences in the influence of family structure histories on other forms 

of youth behavior (Cavanagh et al. 2008; Davis and Friel 2001; Dornfeld and Kruttschnitt 

1992; Rose et al. 2005) and in the effects of parental attachment and supervision on 

adolescent behavior (Cernkovich and Giordano 1987; Heimer and De Coster 1999; Seydlitz 

1991).  

Family Structure, Instability, and Sexual Debut 

Family structure at birth influences adolescent sexual behavior, with girls born to 

single mothers initiating sex at earlier ages than girls born to married mothers (Albrecht and 

Teachman 2003; Wu and Martinson 1993). Later family structure is also linked to sexual 

debut. For instance, girls who ever lived in a stepfamily or single-parent household engage in 

sexual behavior earlier than girls who have only resided in a married, biological-parent 

household (Brauner-Otto and Axinn 2010).  

Recent research supports a family instability model, suggesting that instability in 

family structure, rather than family structure, per se, leads to risky adolescent behavior 
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(Cavanagh et al. 2008; Fomby et al. 2010). Testing this claim requires an evaluation of the 

effects of family structure transitions (i.e., instability) while controlling for family structure. 

The instability hypothesis receives support to the extent that transitions predict adolescent 

sexual behavior, net of the effects of particular family forms. Current analyses yield support 

for the instability perspective among female adolescents (e.g. Albrecht and Teachman 2003; 

Wu and Thomson 2001). 

In support of the instability hypothesis, Jordahl and Lohman (2009) found that female 

adolescents who reside in separated households and households in which the mother 

experienced a recent partner transition have a greater likelihood of engaging in sexual 

behavior than girls living in stable, single-parent households. Thus, single parents, to the 

extent that they provide stable environments for adolescents, do not appear to contribute to 

early onset of sexual behavior. Instability trumps family structure in the prediction of sexual 

debut. They identified no effect of instability on sexual behavior among male adolescents. 

Despite general support for an instability perspective, Jordahl and Lohman’s (2009) 

measurement of family structure instability is limited. They only tap instability occurring 

during a two-year window between waves I and II of the Welfare, Children, and Families: A 

Three-City Study, and the sample includes data only from low-income families rather than a 

nationally-representative sample.  

Wu and Thomson (2001) similarly identified an effect of the frequency of family 

structure transitions on age at sexual initiation among white girls. Notably, family structure 

was more predictive of early sexual debut than was instability among African-American 

girls, and the authors attributed this to decreased parental control. Wu and Thomson’s (2001) 



 

 

34 

 

study adequately addressed family instability yet their treatment of family structure was 

limited, measuring family types during adolescence as either mother-only, stepfamily, or 

“other,” thereby masking heterogeneity among family types.   

Fomby et al. (2010) found support for the instability hypothesis among a sample of 

male and female adolescents, as the effect of the frequency of family structure transitions 

remained robust, although somewhat lessened, when controlling for family structure at birth 

and during adolescence. Only the introduction of family and social process variables 

attenuated the effect of instability. Together, these findings suggest that both family structure 

and family structure instability contribute to precocious sexuality insofar as each undermines 

family functioning. Although Fomby et al. (2010) provide a test of the instability hypothesis, 

they do not address other dimensions of family structure history, such as duration in family 

structure, which is found to influence other domains of adolescent behavior and provides 

additional evidence of a stability effect (Cavanagh 2008; Hao and Xie 2002; Ryan et al. 

2009). Research on adolescent romance also lends support to claims that family instability 

contributes to adolescent sexual behavior, with Cavanagh et al. (2008) reporting that the 

cumulative frequency of family structure transitions, in addition to the recent timing of 

instability, accounts for the effects of family structure on adolescent dating behaviors.  

I address the links between family structure, family instability, and the timing of 

sexual debut with the following hypotheses. Building on previous research regarding family 

structure history and other child and adolescent outcomes, these hypotheses include 

predictions regarding the duration of time spent in particular family structures and the life-

course timing of transitions. 
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Family structure at birth hypothesis. Family structure at birth is associated 

with the timing of sexual debut such that sexual debut is more likely among 

adolescents who lived in a single-parent, cohabiting, or stepfamily at birth 

than adolescents who lived in a married, biological (or adoptive)-parent 

household at birth. 

 

Adolescent family structure hypothesis. Family structure during adolescence is 

associated with the timing of sexual debut such that sexual debut is more 

likely among adolescents who lived in a single-parent, cohabiting, or 

stepfamily during adolescence than adolescents who lived in a married, 

biological (or adoptive)-parent household during adolescence. 

 

Duration hypothesis. Cumulative duration of years in any family form is 

associated negatively with sexual debut. 

 

Instability hypothesis. Family instability and the recent timing of this 

instability are positively associated with sexual debut, and instability partially 

mediates the effect of family structure on sexual debut.  

 

The instability model is just one of several stress models offered to explain the 

influence of family structure on youth behavior. The socioeconomic-stress model suggests 

that adolescents fare worse in some family types (e.g., single-mother and cohabiting families) 

than married, biological-parent families because of the structural deficits associated with 

those family structures. That is, the relationship between family structure and the timing of 

sexual debut may be spurious with socioeconomic status being a significant predictor of both. 

As such, I offer a socioeconomic-stress hypothesis: 

Socioeconomic-stress hypothesis. Disadvantage (i.e., individual poverty status 

and neighborhood disadvantage) accounts partially for the effect of family 

structure on sexual debut.  

 

In turn, parents are posited to be less able to control youth behavior due to financial 

constraints that reduce supervision and strain parental coping resources, potentially 

undermining emotional bonds between parents and their children (Cooper et al. 2009).  
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Family Processes and Sexual Debut 

 Family sociologists offer multiple family process mechanisms linking family 

structure and instability to adolescent behavior, including reduced maternal happiness, 

weakened bonds between parents and children, and a lesser degree of monitoring and control 

over children’s activities (Cavanagh 2008; Fletcher, Steinberg, and Williams-Wheeler 2004; 

Wu and Martinson 1993). The instability model and the socioeconomic-stress model suggest 

that family structure is linked to adolescent outcomes through its direct or indirect influence 

on these family processes. 

Empirical studies yield support for the effects of these family processes on adolescent 

sexual onset (Jordahl and Lohman 2009; Markham et al. 2010; McLanahan and Sandefur 

1994). For instance, adolescents who worry about disappointing their mothers—a type of 

expressive control—are less likely to engage in sexual behavior than adolescents who are 

unconcerned with their mothers’ attitudes (Cuffee, Hallfors, and Waller 2007). Notably, 

these models do not take into consideration the possibility that close relationships with 

mothers may facilitate intergenerational transmission among adolescents of mother who 

engaged in teenage or non-marital sexual behavior. In addition, adolescents subject to higher 

levels of direct parental monitoring initiate sexual behavior at later ages (Lohman and 

Billings 2008). DeLeire and Kalil (2002) found that ages at sexual debut were younger for 

adolescents reared in non-married households than adolescents from married-parent 

households, with the exception of single-mother households containing a resident 

grandmother. They concluded that grandmothers improve these families’ abilities to control 

adolescent behavior effectively, leading to more favorable youth outcomes. Their research 
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provides further evidence that decreased family functioning accounts, in part, for the link 

between family structure and adolescent behavior.  

 Research on sexual initiation that is not focused on family structure effects similarly 

identifies these family processes as important predictors of sexual debut. In a review of such 

literature, Markham et al. (2010) identify several family processes that curtail sexual 

behavior among adolescents, including family connectedness, parent-adolescent 

communication, and parental monitoring. In an earlier review, Buhi and Goodson (2007) also 

identified parental closeness and supervision as primary predictors of adolescent sexual 

onset.  

 Instrumental and expressive parental control limits opportunities for sexual behavior 

and alters perceived costs associated with behavior of which many parents presumably 

disapprove, including sexual activity at young ages. Strongly-attached youth may also be less 

motivated to engage in risky behaviors, as parental closeness and communication facilitates 

the transfer of parental norms (Foshee and Bauman 1992). Furthermore, weak attachments to 

parents and low levels of supervision contribute to increased exposure to, and influence of, 

deviant peers who may encourage and reward sexual behavior (Barnes and Farrell 1992; 

Simons et al. 1994; Warr 2007).  

I offer the following hypothesis to address the operation of family processes linking 

family structure history to sexual debut in the instability and socioeconomic-stress models: 

Family process hypothesis. Family processes—including maternal happiness, 

maternal bonds, control over adolescents’ daily activities, and 

intergenerational closure—are associated negatively with sexual debut, and 

partially mediate the effects of family structure and family instability on 

sexual debut. 
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The view that close parental bonds are necessarily beneficial to adolescents and 

associated only with positive youth outcomes is a central component of stress models (see 

Giordano 2003). An alternative perspective suggests that close maternal bonds only operate 

as a preventative feature when adolescents are attached to conventional mothers. Close bonds 

may fail to prevent precocious entrée into sexual behavior among adolescents who have close 

bonds to mothers whose own behaviors model and signal an acceptance of teenage and non-

marital sexual behavior, such as maternal teenage motherhood, dating, and cohabitation. 

Adolescents with teenage mothers, dating mothers, and cohabiting mothers may receive 

mixed messages regarding sexual behavior, with mothers presumably discouraging teenage, 

non-marital sexual involvement while modeling it simultaneously. 

This reflects a process of intergenerational transmission, or socialization. In this view, 

adolescents look to parents’ actions to determine the limits of acceptable behavior, leading to 

shared life-course paths. Indeed, an extensive body of literature illustrates the 

intergenerational transmission of behaviors such as divorce, early marriage, cohabitation, and 

non-marital childbearing (Amato 1996; Barber 2001; East et al. 2007; Wildsmith et al. 2011). 

However, few studies examine the intergenerational transmission of sexual behavior, and 

none assess whether intergenerational transmission accounts for family structure history 

effects (see Amato and Kane 2011). This is surprising given the scholarly attention paid to 

the normative influence of neighborhood and peer groups on sexual activity, as well as 

evidence that maternal sexual behavior and attitudes influence adolescent sexual behavior 
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and attitudes (Browning et al. 2005; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2005; Whitbeck et al. 1994; 

Wilder and Watt 2002). 

Alternatively, researchers acknowledge that shared life-course paths may be due to 

similar structural locations of parents and their adolescent children which predispose both 

generations to particular behaviors (i.e., selection) rather than to socialization of parental 

norms and values (Barber 2001). One way to address whether intergenerational transmission 

is due to socialization or selection is to examine whether parental bonds moderate these 

intergenerational connections, yet existing studies of the intergenerational transmission of  

sexual and family formation behavior do not investigate this possibility (e.g. Amato and 

Kane 2011; Sassler et al. 2009; Wildsmith et al. 2011).   

The following hypothesis pertains to a process of intergenerational transmission 

wherein maternal bonds may fail to prevent early sexual debut when adolescents have close 

bonds to mothers who model teenage and non-marital sexual behavior. 

Intergenerational transmission hypothesis. Maternal bonds interact with 

maternal teenage motherhood, maternal dating, and maternal cohabitation 

such that maternal bonds fail to decrease sexual debut in teenage-mother, 

dating-mother, and cohabiting-mother families. 

 

Families, Peers, and Adolescent Sexual Behavior  

 Family systems and life-course frameworks recognize that the family is part of an 

interconnected system of social contexts. For adolescents, peer contexts may be particularly 

salient, as this developmental period is marked by increased time spent outside of the family 

home and with friends (Aquilino 1997; Brown 1990). Furthermore, peer influence on 

behavior increases during adolescence (Bogenschneider et al. 1998).  
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Friendship groups enforce rules regarding appropriate behavior for members; youth 

are rewarded for complying with the normative expectations of peers, which often diverge 

from parental expectations (Barnes et al. 2006; Clark and Lohéac 2006; East, Felice, and 

Morgan 1993; Furstenberg 2000; Haynie and Osgood 2005). Numerous studies demonstrate 

that perceived peer norms are a strong predictor of adolescent sexual initiation (Kinsman et 

al. 1999; Santelli et al. 2004). Research on delinquency and other problem behaviors 

indicates that deviant peers are among the strongest predictors of adolescent behavior among 

those identified by social scientists (Haynie and Osgood 2005; Miller 2010; Monahan, 

Steinberg, and Cauffman 2009; Warr 2002). 

 The context of family life may influence the exposure of young people to other social 

environments. Parents actively shape the composition of their children’s peer groups (Dorius 

et al. 2004; Knoester, Haynie, and Stephens 2006), yet parents who have little control over 

adolescents’ daily activities are likely to have little control over the peers with whom their 

children associate. Moreover, adolescents who have weak attachments to parents are 

particularly susceptible to joining deviant peer networks (Matsueda and Heimer 1987; Miller 

2010; Warr 2007). A peer influence perspective rooted in differential association theory 

suggests that parental ineptitude—poor monitoring and discipline—within families marked 

by weak relationships increases exposure to deviant peers who encourage favorable attitudes 

towards deviant behavior (Simons et al. 1994; Sutherland 1947).  

 Neighborhood conditions also influence exposure to deviant peers such that youths 

who reside in disadvantaged communities are more likely to encounter other adolescents who 

encourage behavior of which parents disapprove, including sexual behavior (Case and Katz 
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1991; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2005; Warner et al. 2011). In such neighborhoods, more 

strenuous parental control efforts may be necessary to offset the effects of community 

exposure to negative influences (Jarrett 1999). This is borne out in Anderson’s (1999) 

ethnographic account of an inner-city neighborhood: “decent” parents must implement strict 

limits to protect their adolescent children from the lure of street culture.  

Despite evidence that deviant peers link poor family functioning and neighborhood 

disadvantage to adolescent problem behavior, few researchers include peers in their studies 

of family structure and youth behavior, even though they recognize that family processes and 

disadvantage are conduits through which family instability influences youth behavior (see 

Krohn et al. 2009 for an exception).Given these considerations, I offer the following 

hypothesis regarding the role of deviant peers in the pathway from family structure history to 

timing of sexual debut. 

Deviant peer hypothesis. Deviant peers are positively associated with sexual 

debut, and partially mediate the effects of family structure and family 

instability, family processes, and residence in a disadvantaged neighborhood 

on sexual debut. 
 

Gender and Pathways to Early Sexual Debut 

Although some studies focus exclusively on female or male sexual debut (e.g. 

Lohman and Billings 2008; Wu and Martinson 2001), others provide sex comparisons of the 

processes leading to sexual precocity, typically finding that girls’ sexual behavior is more 

sensitive that boys’ behavior to the influence of neighborhood poverty, parental control, and 

deviant peers (Browning et al. 2005; Dupéré et al. 2008). Moreover, parents may subject 

daughters to greater levels of control, particularly pertaining to opportunities for sexual 
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behavior, due to fears about pregnancy and its consequences for girls’ educational paths and 

marital prospects (Browning et al. 2005). These studies, however, do not assess the 

potentially gendered effects of family structure experience.  

Family structure and family instability may differentially affect the timing of girls’ 

and boys’ sexual debut, as has been found regarding adolescent romantic behavior. 

Specifically, boys’ romantic relationship behaviors are more sensitive than are girls’ to 

family instability (Cavanagh et al. 2008). These findings suggest that sex differences in 

adolescent pairing may be guided less by boys’ heightened focus on sex than their heightened 

responsiveness to the home environment (Giordano et al. 2006; Manning et al. 2006). 

Previous research similarly indicates that single-mother households are less detrimental for 

girls than boys, and that the presence of a mother operates as a protective factor for female 

but not male adolescents (Amato 2000; Stern, Northman, and Van Slyck 1984).  

This research supports claims that father absence is particularly salient for sons’ 

behavior. Indeed, evidence suggests that parental divorce, typically followed by residence 

with a single mother, has greater effects on sons’ risky behaviors than daughters’ risk 

behavior (Morrison and Cherlin 1995; Seltzer 1994; Videon 2002). A potential explanation 

for this is that sons may react more strongly than daughters to father absence because they 

identify with the same-sex parent (Chodorow 1999; Rossi and Rossi 1990; Wallerstein 

1987). Alternatively, daughters and sons may be equally affected by father absence, but sons 

may be more likely to manifest their distress through externalizing behavior whereas 

daughters may internalize distress (Videon 2002), although this explanation may be less 

relevant to sexual initiation than to other externalizing behaviors, such as law violation and 
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substance use. Considering these previous findings, I offer the following hypothesis 

pertaining to sex differences in the influence of family structure and instability. 

Father absence hypothesis Family instability, single motherhood, and 

widowhood are stronger predictors of sexual debut among male adolescents 

than among female adolescent. 

 

Some evidence suggests that levels of parental control vary by adolescent sex, with 

girls subject to more monitoring than boys (Flannery et al.1999; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 

2005; Richards et al. 2004). Alternative evidence suggests that amounts of parental control 

are not sex-specific; rather, the effects of some control efforts are stronger for girls than boys 

(Browning et al. 2005). In a study of delinquent behavior, Heimer and De Coster (1999) 

found that girls are more responsive to expressive controls, such as attachment to parents, 

whereas boys are more responsive to instrumental controls, including supervision. Several 

studies of sexual initiation also identify a suppressing effects of parental attachment on onset 

of sexual behavior among girls but not boys (Davis and Friel 2001; Rose et al. 2005). Also 

consistent with Heimer and De Coster’s (1999) findings regarding sex differences in the 

magnitude of control effects, Smith (1997) found that direct parental control was negatively 

associated with sexual behavior among boys in an urban context, but not among girls. These 

findings are consistent with feminist theory on gender and relationships that posits that 

hegemonic gender expectations emphasize the centrality of emotional connections to others 

for girls but not boys, rendering girls more sensitive to the expressive parental controls 

(Gilligan 1982; Heimer and De Coster 1999; Heimer et al. 2006). Given theory and empirical 

evidence regarding gender and family processes, I offer the following hypotheses.  
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Level-of-control hypothesis. Female adolescents are subject to greater 

instrumental control and are more attached to parents than male adolescents 

regardless of family structure and level of family instability. 

 

Magnitude-of-control hypothesis. Parental instrumental control is more 

predictive of sexual debut among male adolescents than among female 

adolescents. 

 

Magnitude-of-attachment hypothesis. Parental attachment is more predictive 

of sexual debut among female adolescents than among male adolescents. 

 

These expectations are tempered by the acknowledgement that other researchers 

identify the opposite pattern regarding adolescent sex, parental control, and sexual debut. 

Browning and colleagues (2005) found that instrumental parental control more strongly 

predicts girls’ sexual behavior than boys’ sexual behavior. They contend that sex variation in 

the magnitude of parenting effects may arise from differential enforcement of direct control 

for daughters versus sons. In other words, daughters and sons may be subject to similar limits 

on behavior but the enforcement of rules may be more lax for sons than daughters. In 

addition, adolescent compliance with parental control is more consistent with females’ 

traditional gender socialization than males’ socialization, which is more likely to emphasize 

independence. Thus, parental direct control attempts may be more efficacious among 

daughters than sons.  

Deviant peers may also differ in their influence on male and female sexual debut, as 

sexual behavior may accomplish different goals for male and female adolescents. Previous 

research suggests that sexual behavior accomplishes intimacy-based goals for female 

adolescents and status-based goals for male adolescents (Holland, Ramazanoglu, and 

Thomson 1996; Martin 1996), and evidence demonstrates that teenage boys perceive greater 



 

 

45 

 

status-related benefits of sexual behavior than teenage girls, including respect of friends 

(Cuffee et al. 2007). Conversely, studies of adolescent romance suggest more similarities 

than differences regarding how boys and girls view and negotiate sexual relationships 

(Giordano, Longmore and Manning 2006; Manning et al. 2006). Like girls, adolescent boys 

report forming strong, emotionally intimate relationships with their partners (Giordano et al. 

2006). Nonetheless, male peer groups are more likely than female peer groups to assign 

prestige on the basis of sexual conquest, with girls subject to a double standard that socially 

sanctions sexual involvement for which boys are rewarded (Cohan 2009; Kreager and Staff 

2009; Lyons et al. 2011; Pascoe 2007)
4
. As such, boys have more at stake in failing to meet 

the behavioral expectations of their peers regarding sexual behavior. Thus, I offer the 

following hypothesis. 

Gendered deviant peer hypothesis. Deviant peers are more predictive of 

sexual debut among male adolescents than among female adolescents. 

 

Another potential sex difference may arise regarding the interaction between maternal 

bonds and indicators of maternal sexual behavior modeling (teenage motherhood, dating, and 

cohabitation). The transmission of maternal norms regarding teenage and non-marital sexual 

activity may be stronger among girls than boys for the same reasons described regarding 

father absence and sons: daughters may identify more strongly with mothers than do sons 

such that these attachments provide a more fertile avenue for behavior modeling among 

                                                 
4 Recent research by Lyons and colleagues (2011) suggests that while girls still perceive a sexual double 

standard, the behaviors and attitudes of those in their immediate friendship network protect against the negative 

consequences of it. Either way, the sexual double standard appears to be alive and well among contemporary 

adolescents even though some girls are able to maintain high self-appraisals by drawing on social resources 

embedded in friendship networks.  
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female adolescents (see Rossi and Rossi 1990). Whitbeck et al.’s (1994) research on maternal 

dating and sexual permissiveness supports this contention, showing that these factors 

increase daughters’, but not sons’, favorable attitudes towards and involvement in sexual 

behavior. Thus, I offer the following hypothesis. 

Gendered intergenerational transmission hypothesis. Adolescent sex, 

maternal characteristics (i.e., teenage motherhood, dating, and cohabitation), 

and maternal bonds interact such that maternal bonds fail to decrease sexual 

debut in teenage-mother, dating-mother, and cohabiting-mother families 

among daughters but not sons. 

 

Data 

 The data come from the first and third waves of the National Longitudinal Study of 

Adolescent Health (Add Health), a school-based, nationally-representative survey of 

adolescents who were in grades 7 through 12 at the first wave in 1994-1995 (Harris et al. 

2008). The data contain in-school interviews with all students attending 132 randomly 

selected junior and senior high schools, yielding a sample size of approximately 90,000 

students who attended school on the day of administration. The junior high schools operated 

as feeder schools for the sample high schools, whose selection was stratified by region, 

school type (public/private), ethnic composition, urbanicity, and size. The in-school survey 

contains peer network data that can be used to tap friends’ self-reported behaviors, including 

drinking, drug use, and truancy. The first-wave data also contain in-home interviews with a 

sub-sample (stratified by sex and grade) of 20,745 youths randomly selected from the in-

school sample, as well as 17,700 of their parents. Parent surveys entail yearly data on family 

structure ranging from 1977 to 1995. Additionally, the data include block-, tract-, and 

county-level census data that were linked to individual respondents’ place of residence.  
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 During the wave I in-home interviews, conducted between April and December of 

1995, adolescents answered questions on sensitive topics, including detailed questions 

regarding social behaviors. The researchers provided respondents with laptop computers for 

anonymous self-reporting to increase the likelihood of valid responses and prohibit parental 

influence (Harris et al. 2008). For less sensitive questions, interviewers asked respondents to 

answer questions aloud, which the interviewers recorded. No paper questionnaires were 

administered. Parents—typically resident mothers—also completed interviewer-assisted in-

home interviews in which they reported information on health, family, neighborhood, 

employment and income, parent-adolescent interaction, and knowledge of the adolescent’s 

friendships. Four groups were over-sampled to improve generalizability: African-Americans 

with well-educated parents, Chinese, Cubans, and Puerto Ricans. I include respondent 

weights, as well as weights by region and strata, to correct for over-sampling and clustered 

sampling design. 

 Wave III in-home survey data were collected in 2001 and 2002 from 15,170 first-

wave respondents. The wave III survey contained items specific to young adults, including 

questions regarding relationships and marriage, educational histories, and labor force 

experiences. Wave III data are particularly useful for addressing the timing of transitions 

from adolescence to adulthood, including the age of onset for sexual and family formation 

behaviors. I merged in-school and in-home data from waves I and III, as well as parent in-

home data and block-level census data, by respondent ID to yield complete data on variables 

of interest.  
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 The Add Health survey is particularly useful for studies of family structure history 

due to the extensive family histories and household composition data collected from parents 

and youths. The National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH), although it also 

provides detailed information on family histories and has been used in previous family 

structure studies, is dated relative to the Add Health and does not contain adequate measures 

of all of the variables of interest in this research. The myriad of social behaviors tapped from 

adolescence through young adulthood, the availability of neighborhood-level data, and the 

recent timing of data collection make the Add Health a superior dataset for this research.  

Sample   

 I confine analyses to a sample of youths who—along with their parents—completed 

the in-home surveys during waves I and III, in addition to the in-school survey during the 

first wave (n=13,130).
5
 I further restrict the analyses to adolescents who had a parent in-

home survey completed by a biological or adoptive mother with whom they lived since birth 

(n=10,609).
6
 This is necessary to ensure that family structure histories provided by 

respondent parents are applicable to the adolescent respondent, and it is consistent with 

previous research using the Add Health data (Fomby et al. 2010). The analyses are restricted 

to mother reports as too few biological or adoptive fathers, particularly single fathers, 

completed the parent interview, thus limiting my ability to make comparisons on the basis of 

                                                 
5 Previous studies using waves I and III of the Add Health data have demonstrated that most between-wave 

attrition is random and has few consequences for parameter estimates (e.g. Amato and Kane 2011). 

6 Of the 13,130 respondents with wave I adolescent and parent data and wave III data, 1,673 (12.7%) did not 

have parent data provided by a biological or adoptive parent with whom the adolescent had lived since birth, 

yielding a remaining sample of 11,457. Of the 11,457, 848 (7.4%) had a biological or adoptive father provide 

data.  
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parental sex. Only adolescents whose parents provide information on marriage and 

cohabitation histories since the year of the adolescent’s birth are included in the analyses (n= 

10,221). Respondents with missing sample weights and sexual debut data are excluded from 

the analysis, yielding a final sample size of 7,957, including 4,253 females and 3,704 males.
7
  

 I use multiple imputation in the case of missing data on the independent variables. 

Multiple imputation uses a Monte Carlo technique to estimate missing values by regressing 

variables with missing cases on predictors with known values (Horton and Lipsitz 2001; 

Rubin 1987). This process is repeated, resulting in multiple imputed data sets that are 

combined and used for the statistical analysis. I also create and include a dummy variable 

indicating missing data on family structure history in sensitivity analyses to ensure that these 

respondents do not differ substantively from adolescents with complete data on these 

variables. 

Measures 

 Dependent variable.  “Sexual debut” refers to first sexual intercourse. During the 

third wave of data collection, when all respondents were in their late teens or early 20s, they 

reported if they had ever engaged in sexual intercourse and, if so, at what age they first had 

sexual intercourse. Thus, age at sexual debut is a continuous measure of retrospective, self-

reported age at first sexual intercourse (see Appendix A for a description of measures). Use 

of survival analysis permits the inclusion of respondents who had not experienced sexual 

debut by the third wave. This type of measure is consistent with existing research on sexual 

                                                 
7 Of the sample of 10,221 respondents, 2,149 (21.0%) were missing data on wave III weights (individual 

weights, region, and strata). Of the remaining sample of 8,072 respondents, 113 (1.4%) were missing data on 

sexual debut (whether they had debuted and/or at what age), producing the final sample size of 7,957.   
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initiation (Browning et al. 2005; Fomby et al. 2010). I use an alternative, binary outcome 

variable, early sexual debut, for the logistic regression analysis. Respondents who had sexual 

intercourse at or before age 14 were coded 1 for early sexual debut; respondents who were 

older than age 14, or who had not initiated sexual intercourse by the third wave of data 

collection were coded 0. The use of logistic regression is consistent with previous research 

(Jordahl and Lohman 2009; Longmore et al. 2009; Pearson et al. 2006), yet prior studies 

examine only whether the youth has initiated sexual behavior by a specified wave of data 

collection. This approach fails to capture early sexual debut, as each wave of data in these 

studies contains a sample of adolescents of varying ages, including many who are older than 

the mean age at sexual initiation. Treating age 14 as a cut-off point allows for the 

identification of early sexual debut, as initiation by age 14 identifies youths who debuted 

during or before the middle-school years, and age 14 is a full standard deviation below the 

mean age of sexual debut for the study sample (mean of 16.44 with a standard deviation of 

2.18). 

 Family structure history is measured using mothers’ in-home survey data collected 

during the first wave of data collection. Parents were asked to report all marriages, co-

residential marriage-like relationships, and periods of singlehood that they had experienced 

in each year between 1977 and 1995. With these data, I create a family structure variable for 

each year of the child’s life. Using the adolescent’s birth dates and the mothers’ reports of 

family structure by year, I am able to assess the adolescent’s family structure at birth, which 

is comprised of a series of binary variables indicating if the family was a married-parent 

family, a cohabiting family, or a single-mother family at birth. There were no single-father 
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families at birth. I tap family structure during adolescence using mothers’ wave I reports of 

current family structure. These family types include:  married, biological- or adopted-parent 

families, stepfamilies (mother/stepfather), cohabiting families (mother/cohabiting partner), 

single-mother families, and widowed-mother families.  

 The yearly family structure data are used to create a continuous measure of 

cumulative duration of years in several family forms: duration in a married-parent household, 

a cohabiting household, and a single-mother household. Because parents were only asked to 

report whether the residential relationship in each year was a marriage or marriage-like 

relationship, and not whether the partner was the child’s biological parent, I am unable to 

distinguish between years spent in married, biological-parent households and married, step-

parent households. It also does not distinguish between years spent in cohabiting households 

containing two biological parents and cohabiting households containing one non-biological 

parent. Despite these shortcomings, this measure addresses the extent of stability in any one 

family form during childhood.
8 

Maternal reports of relationship history are used to create a frequency of transitions 

variable. If the family structure changed from one year to the next, that year is coded as a 

transition year. Transitions are summed to create a continuous measure of the total frequency 

of transitions. I combine transition data with adolescent birth date data to determine the age 

                                                 
8 Also using Add Health data, Cavanagh (2008) limits the measure of duration to the number of years spent in 

the wave I family structure, as reported by the adolescent. Hao and Xie (2002) also measure duration of the 

current family structure using NSFH data. I chose to use parental reports of family structure history because 

they are more complete and more accurate than adolescent reports (see Brown and Manning 2009). In addition, 

limiting duration to wave I family structure ignores the influence of long durations of stability prior to later 

transitions.  
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at most recent transition for the adolescent. This measure is comprised of a series of binary 

variables that differentiate between respondents whose most recent transition occurred 

between birth and age 5, ages 6 and 12, and age 13 or older. This is consistent with previous 

research on the timing of family structure transitions (e.g. Ryan et al. 2009). 

 Maternal reports are used to tap maternal dating, which was coded 1 if they reported 

currently dating or seeing someone and 0 if not. Although previous studies using Add Health 

data have employed youth reports of family structure history (e.g. Cavanagh et al., 2006, 

2008), parent reports are superior for two reasons. First, youth reports only provide detailed 

information on the current family composition: who lives in the household and for how long 

have they lived together. Although youths also report whether they have ever lived with a 

non-biological parent, they do not provide detailed, yearly data on all previous parental 

residential relationships. Second, youth reports are less likely than parent reports to be 

accurate. For example, an adolescent is less likely than his or her parent to know during 

which years the parent cohabited, particularly if the relationship occurred during the early 

years of the youth’s life. Moreover, adolescents often fail to report parents’ cohabiting 

partners and step-parents even when currently residing with one (Brown and Manning, 

2009). 

 Family process mechanisms. During the first-wave parent interview, respondents 

were asked whether they consider themselves to be happy, in general. Mothers who respond 

that they are happy are coded 1 for maternal happiness, and mothers who respond that they 

are not happy are coded 0. The analyses include three other family process mechanisms: 

maternal bonds, parental instrumental control over adolescents’ daily activities, and 
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intergenerational closure. I tap maternal bonds using adolescent wave I reports. Youths were 

asked to report how close they feel to their residential, biological mothers, how much they 

feel their mothers care about them, how warm their mothers act towards them, how well they 

communicate with their mothers, and how satisfied they are with their relationship with their 

mothers (α = .860).
9
  

 Adolescents were also asked to report whether their parents allow them to make their 

own decisions about a variety of daily activities, including curfews, the persons with whom 

they hang out, what they wear, how much television they watch and which programs, what 

time they go to bed, and what they eat. Adolescents responded yes (they are allowed to make 

their own decision) or no (they are not allowed to make their own decision). I measure 

instrumental parental control over adolescents’ daily activities with a summed sale of these 

seven items (α = .608). I reverse code responses such that higher values indicate higher levels 

of parental control. During the parent in-home survey, parents reported whether they had met 

their child’s best friend, as well as whether they had met the friend’s parents. Scores are 

summed to indicate intergenerational closure (α = .627). The measurement of both family 

structure histories and family process variables at wave I is consistent with the proposed 

causal ordering, as family structure histories are retrospective, occurring prior to the parent-

                                                 
9 Bonds to fathers are not included. Respondents without fathers are missing this information, complicating the 

inclusion of a paternal bond variable in the analysis. I performed sensitivity analyses using mean parental bond 

scores (mean of standardized maternal and paternal bonds scores for respondents with two parents in the home; 

standardized maternal bond score for respondents with single mothers). Including this combined score is 

problematic, as it captures different family processes for respondents with and without fathers in the home. 

Nonetheless, the pattern of findings with the combined score in the analysis was similar to the reported pattern 

of results. 
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adolescent relationships and parenting behaviors reported during the first wave of data 

collection.    

 Deviant peers. Most previous research measures exposure to deviant peers using 

adolescent reports of friends’ deviance despite evidence that these indirect measures may be 

inaccurate due to the youth projecting his or her behavior onto others (e.g., Browning et al. 

2005; De Coster et al. 2006; see Haynie and Osgood 2005 for a discussion of self-reported 

peer effects). Indeed, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) argue that these indirect measures of 

peer deviance are, in fact, alternative measures of self-reported deviance. Given this problem, 

I use the Add Health’s in-school friendship network data to construct a measure of exposure 

to deviant peers. Adolescents who completed the in-school survey reported the names (linked 

to IDs) of up to five of their closest friends. Respondents, including friends, also reported 

their involvement in series of deviant behaviors over the past 12 months, including how often 

they smoked, got drunk, lied to parents, and skipped school, with responses ranging from 

“never” to “nearly every day.” I constructed the deviant peer measure by calculating the 

mean level of deviance in the adolescents’ friendship send-network (α = .722; see Carolina 

Population Center 2001). A send-network is comprised of up to five adolescents the 

respondent identified as their closest friends. Although this measure does not address the 

specific behavior investigated in this research (i.e., friends’ early sexual debut), it speaks to 

the level of behavior problems in the adolescent’s friendship group and is consistent with 

criminological findings on the generality of deviance (Leblanc and Girard 1997). 

 Disadvantage. Maternal reports of income and family size are used to calculate family 

poverty status. If the wave I household income is below the 1994 federal poverty line (by 
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family size), poverty status is coded 1; if not, poverty status is coded 0. I also create two 

neighborhood disadvantage scales using block-level census data based on adolescents’ first 

wave residence: neighborhood economic disadvantage, which includes median household 

income, proportion households living below the poverty line, total unemployment rate, and 

proportion Black (α = .733), and neighborhood family-based disadvantage, which includes 

proportion ever-married men who are divorced or separated and proportion of households 

that are female-headed (α = .582).
10

 Previous studies of neighborhood disadvantage include 

scales that combine these indicators of economic disadvantage and family structure-based 

disadvantage (De Coster, Heimer, and Wittrock 2006; Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls 

1997), yet these neighborhood characteristics may operate in distinct ways: limited 

community resources for the control of adolescents vs. the normativity of family disruption. 

In addition, these measures reflect different types of stressful environments that may account 

for racial/ethnic variation in the effects of family instability on adolescent behavior (see 

Fomby et al. 2010). Values are standardized and summed to create the scales.  

 Controls. Control variables for the analyses include adolescent race/ethnicity, 

adolescent age, maternal age at birth, and maternal education. Researchers consistently find 

that family structure and instability effects differ by race, with single parenthood and 

                                                 
10 Criminological research on neighborhoods has demonstrated that the inclusion of proportion black in 

neighborhood disadvantage scales is appropriate (see Krivo, Peterson, and Kuhl 2009; McCall, Land, and 

Parker 2010; Sampson et al. 1997). Land, McCall, and Cohen’s (1990) findings illustrate that collinearity is too 

problematic when separating proportion black from other indicators of neighborhood disadvantage: the 

significant effects randomly go to either proportion black or the other indicators. This is consistent with 

Sampson and Wilson’s (1995) conclusions that concentration of disadvantage is a racialized phenomenon such 

that the best conditions in which poor blacks live are worse than the poorest conditions in which poor whites 

live, as well as Massey and Denton’s (1993) work on racial residential segregation. 
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frequent transitions less detrimental for Black adolescents than White adolescents (e.g. 

Albrecht and Teachman 2003; Brauner-Otto and Axinn 2010). I use adolescent reports to 

measure race/ethnicity. Responses are recoded into four categories: non-Hispanic White, 

non-Hispanic Black, non-Hispanic other, and Hispanic. Adolescents who reported more than 

one race/ethnicity were also asked with which race/ethnicity they most identify. In cases of 

multiracial adolescents, their main racial/ethnic identification is used. For adolescents who 

failed to report race/ethnicity, I rely on interviewer reports of the adolescent’s race.  

 Adolescent age is measured as their age in years. Teenage motherhood is measured 

by subtracting the birth date of the adolescent from the birth date of the respondent mother. 

Mothers who were age 19 or younger at the time of the adolescent’s birth are coded 1; 

mothers age 20 and older are coded 0. Mothers’ reports of highest level of education attained 

are used to tap maternal education. Controlling for parental education and race/ethnicity, 

which precede family structure experiences, allows me to rule out potential selection effects 

of these characteristics (see Fomby and Cherlin 2010 for a discussion of selection effects in 

family structure research).
11

 Furthermore, there may be variation in expectations for timing 

of transitions to adulthood on the basis of parental education and poverty status. For 

disadvantaged youths who complete education earlier than more-advantaged youths, 

prolonged adolescence offers few benefits (Furstenberg 2010). Thus, it is necessary to take 

these characteristics into account.   

Analytic Technique 

                                                 
11 It is possible that some family structure experiences precede mothers’ completion of education. I am unable, 

however, to determine whether this has occurred, as questions on educational attainment are not linked to 

maternal age. 
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 I use Cox proportional-hazards models, a type of survival or event-history analysis, to 

model the effects of family structure history, family process mechanisms, and deviant peers 

on age at sexual debut. Survival analysis is a more appropriate analytic technique than OLS 

regression for studies with time-based discrete-event dependent variables for which right-

censoring may be problematic. Not all respondents had initiated sexual behavior by wave III 

of data collection, when the outcome measure was tapped, and these missing—or right-

censored—cases would render OLS regression parameter estimates uninterpretable. Cox 

proportional-hazards models allow for the analysis of the occurrence and timing of events 

using longitudinal data even when the event did not occur during the period of observation 

(Allison 1995; Cleaves et al. 2008)
12

. This type of analysis models the relationship of 

predictors (called covariates in survival analysis) to the survival distribution of the outcome, 

where “survival” refers to the length of time before “failure,” or event occurrence, such as 

sexual initiation. The equation for the hazard is expressed as: 

hi(t) = h0(t)exp (1xi1 + 2xik +…+ kxik) 

In this model, the xi represent the covariates and the baseline hazard function is unspecified; 

it can take any form while the covariates operate linearly (Fox 2002). Cox models allow for 

interpretation of the hazard ratio, or relative risk of the event occurring when the value of the 

predictor is x relative to x + 1, and assume that these proportional differences are constant 

over time (Cox 1972). This assumption can be addressed via analysis of Kaplan-

                                                 
12 Other survival analysis models are possible, as well, such as piecewise-constant discrete-time models, which 

allow for the modeling of the shape of the underlying function. However, my research questions do not pertain 

to the shape of the underlying function so this benefit would be unutilized. I have elected to use Cox 

proportional-hazards models instead, as these are consistent with existing research on timing of sexual debut.  
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Meier
13

survival estimates (Figure 2) and smoothed hazard estimates by select covariates 

(Figure 3), although Allison (1995) suggests that violations of the proportional-hazards 

assumption—which are inevitable—do not pose a great threat.
14

 

 Use of Cox proportional-hazards models is consistent with techniques used in 

previous sexual debut research (Fomby et al. 2010). I also conduct analyses using logistic 

regression for a binary outcome variable indicating sexual initiation by age 14, which is 

consistent with other studies on sexual debut (e.g. Jordahl and Lohman 2009; Longmore et 

al. 2009; Pearson et al. 2006). The equation for the logit is expressed as: 

logit [θ(x)] = log([θ(x)]/[1-θ(x)]) = α + 1X1 + 2 X2 … + kXk 

I report BIC (Bayesian information criterion) values for the logistic regression 

models. The BIC statistic is calculated as follows: BIC =df(ln N) – χ2, where df is the 

degrees of freedom, N is the sample size, and χ2 is the likelihood ratio of the estimated 

model relative to a null model with no covariates. BIC values that are more negative indicate 

a better model fit than BIC values that are less negative. Large differences between BIC 

values correspond to better model fit (Ward 2008). Although there are no significance tests 

when comparing BIC values, Raftery (1995) suggests that differences of 10 or more indicate 

stronger evidence of better model fit.  

                                                 
13The Kaplan-Meier method is a product-limit estimator which estimates survival functions, or the probability 

that an event time is greater than t, where t can be any non-negative number. In cases with censoring, such as 

this analysis, the Kaplan-Meier estimator is defined as: Ŝ(t) = Пj:t≤t[1-(dj/nj)] where t refers to time, n refers to 

the number of individuals at risk of an event, and d refers to the numbers of individuals who “fail” at tj.  

14Allison (1995) equates violations of the proportional-hazards assumption with the suppression of interaction 

effects in any regression model: When such an effect is suppressed in Cox models, the coefficients are akin to 

an average effect of the covariate over time.  
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Interpreting hazard models and logistic models simultaneously allows me to address 

whether the investigated processes are specific to sexual initiation at very young ages. If the 

estimates are similar, it suggests that the predictors matter for timing of sexual debut across 

the adolescent years. If they diverge, it suggests different processes are responsible for very 

precocious sexual onset and later-adolescent sexual onset.  

 I assess total and mediating effects proposed in the hypotheses using stepwise model 

building in both the Cox proportional-hazard models and the logistic regression models. 

First, I include only the family structure variables (i.e., family structure at birth, family 

structure during adolescence, and duration of years in family structures) and controls. The 

second model includes the family structure variables, controls, and the disadvantage 

variables. Entering the variables in this order allows for an examination of the 

socioeconomic-stress hypothesis. In the following model, I add the family instability 

variables, including the frequency of family structure transitions and the life-course timing of 

the most recent transition. This allows me to assess whether and to what degree the influence 

of family structure operates through heightened levels of turbulence, as per the instability 

hypothesis. The fourth model introduces the family process variables, including maternal 

happiness, maternal bonds, parental instrumental control over adolescents’ daily activities, 

and intergenerational closure, allowing for a test of the family-process hypothesis. The fifth 

model brings in exposure to deviant peers. Stepping in the variables in this order will enable 

me to determine whether the effects of family structure and instability operate through 

altered family systems, and the extent to which exposure to deviant peers links family 

functioning to the timing of sexual debut.    
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 To assess moderating effects of adolescent sex, I include several sex interaction 

terms. Model 6 includes an interaction term for family structure at birth and adolescent sex, 

Model 7 examines the interaction between sex and family structure during adolescence, 

Model 8 includes an interaction between sex and frequency of family structure transitions, 

Model 9 interactions are between sex and family process variables, and Model 10 includes an 

interaction between sex and deviant peers.  In addition, I assess sex differences in levels of 

parental instrumental control using t-tests of mean differences. Models 11 and 12 address the 

interactions between measures of maternal sexual behavior and maternal bonds, with the 

latter including the three-way interaction with adolescent sex.  

Results  

 Descriptive results. The mean age for sexual debut is 16.44 years for the combined 

sample, with 14.5% of respondents having initiated sexual intercourse by age 14 (Table 1a). 

Sex differences are negligible and non-significant (16.43 years for girls and 16.45 years for 

boys; Table 1b). Respondents had a wide range of family structure experiences. At birth, 

78.1% of all respondents lived in a married-parent home, 20.5% were born to a single 

mother, and 1.3% were born to cohabiting parents. By adolescence, 61.7% resided with 

married, biological parents, 20.5% lived with a single mother, 10.6% lived with a mother and 

stepfather, 5.7% lived with a mother and her cohabiting partner, and 1.5% resided with a 

single, widowed mother. This distribution of family types mirrors the distribution identified 

in the NLSY97 data (see Apel and Kaukinen 2008); it also reflects the distribution reported 

by youths in the Add Heath data (see Cavanagh 2008). Although the majority of adolescents 

had not experienced family structure instability by the first wave of data collection (63.6%), 
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19.3% had faced one transition, 11.2% had undergone two transitions, and 5.9% had 

experienced three or more transitions, yielding a mean number of transitions of .628 (Table 

1a).  

 Descriptive statistics broken down by level of family structure instability indicate that 

adolescents from turbulent families were more likely to live in poverty (8.2% of adolescents 

with no transitions vs. 23.3% of adolescents with 3+ transitions) and have teenage mothers 

relative to those with stable families (4.0% for those with no transitions vs. 17.8% for those 

with 3+ transitions; Table 1c). Notably, mean levels of parental instrumental control, 

maternal bonds, and parental knowledge of children’s friends do not vary by level of family 

structure instability. There is, however, a statistically significant difference in mean levels of 

maternal happiness and deviant peers by frequency of family transitions. Mean levels of 

maternal happiness decline as the number of family structure transitions increases (p<.001), 

and adolescents from turbulent families are exposed to more deviance in their peer networks 

than adolescents from stable households (p<.001). Importantly, adolescents who experienced 

multiple family structure transitions report earlier ages at sexual debut than adolescents from 

stable households; the mean age at sexual debut for adolescents from families with no 

transitions is 16.7 years vs. 15.8 years for adolescents from families with three or more 

transitions (p<.001). Furthermore, 20.5 % of adolescents from families with at least three 

transitions initiated sexual behavior by age 14 compared to 14.8% of adolescents from stable 

households (Table 1c).   

Cox proportional-hazards models. Table 2 displays the results of the Cox 

proportional-hazards models. The table presents the hazard ratios, or the relative risk of 
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experiencing sexual debut when the value of the covariate is equal to x + 1 relative to x. 

Hazard ratios are calculated by exponentiating unstandardized coefficients, and their 

interpretation is similar to that of an odds ratio in logistic regression (see Cleve et al. 2008). 

 Model 1 includes the family structure variables (i.e., family structure at birth, family 

structure during adolescence, and duration of years in family structures) and controls. In this 

initial model, teenage motherhood (hazard ratio of 1.283; p<.001), maternal dating (1.260; 

p<.001), and low maternal education (.967; p<.001) are associated with higher hazards of 

sexual debut, and the hazards of sexual debut are 16.5% higher for African-American 

adolescents relative to white adolescents (p>.01). Hispanic adolescents’ timing of sexual 

debut is only marginally different from that of white adolescents, and other non-white 

adolescents have lower hazards of sexual onset relative to whites (.785; p<.001). Family 

structure at birth is non-significant but more proximate family structure influences the timing 

of sexual onset, with adolescents in cohabiting, stepfamily, and widowed families initiating 

sexual behavior at younger ages. Specifically, living with a cohabiting mother increases the 

hazards of sexual debut by 21.6% (p<.05), and living in a stepfamily increases the hazards by 

25.9% (p<.001). In addition, adolescents residing with single, widowed mothers initiate sex 

at younger ages than adolescents in married, biological or adoptive-parent families (1.349; 

p<.001; Table 2, Model 1).  

Contrary to expectations, the model indicates that living with a single mother during 

adolescence does not increase the risk of sexual onset. However, this is because the model 

controls for maternal dating. Appendix B displays supplementary analyses investigating the 

influence of maternal dating on family structure effects. Findings illustrate that when 
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maternal dating is not taken into account, residing with a single mother increases the hazards 

of sexual debut by 14.1% relative to residing with married, biological parents (p<.01; Model 

1, Appendix B), and maternal cohabitation is associated with a 42.8% increase in the risk of 

sexual initiation (p<.001). When maternal dating is included in Model 2, the single mother 

effect becomes non-significant and the cohabitation effect diminishes. This suggests that 

single-mother family structure is associated with the timing of sexual onset, but that its effect 

is due to mothers’ dating behaviors.  

Cumulative duration of years spent in married-parent, single-parent, and cohabiting 

households are not statistically significant. I also included a squared term for number of years 

spent in a single-mother or cohabiting family to assess whether the effects were non-linear; 

the coefficients were non-significant. 

Model 2 introduces the disadvantage variables. The inclusion of poverty status and 

neighborhood family-based and economic disadvantage generally fails to account for the 

effects of family structure on the hazards of sexual debut, with the exception of the 

cohabiting effect, which is reduced to only marginal significance in Model 2. This is 

unsurprising given that neither individual poverty status nor neighborhood disadvantage is 

associated with the hazards of sexual debut. Thus, the findings fail to support the 

socioeconomic-stress hypothesis. 

Model 3 includes both family structure and family instability variables, as is 

necessary to address the instability hypothesis. Notably, the frequency and timing of family-

structure transitions are non-significant when controlling for family structure. However, in a 

simple model containing only controls and the frequency of family structure transitions 
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(Appendix C, Model 1), frequency of family structure transitions is significant such that each 

additional transition is associated with a 6.8% increase in sexual debut (p<.001), which 

suggests that frequent family structure transitions predict the timing of sexual debut because 

instability is more common among alternative family forms, rather than the reverse. The 

effects of residing in a step- or widowed-mother family remain robust, although the 

magnitude of the effect of living in a stepfamily is diminished somewhat, dropping to p<.01 

and indicating a 7.5 percentage-point decrease in the risk of sexual debut. In addition, life-

course timing of the most recent transition fails to predict the hazards of debut.  

Generally, these findings fail to support an instability hypothesis. However, the 

results demonstrating that single-mother effects operate through dating behavior which, in 

turn, operates through altered family processes, are consistent with an instability approach 

(see Appendix B). In addition, sensitivity analyses reveal that family instability is significant, 

but only at very high levels of turbulence. In these analyses, I include categorical frequency 

variables rather than a continuous measure of frequency: zero transitions, one transition, two 

transitions, and three or more transitions (see Appendix D). As expected, the hazards of 

sexual debut are higher at higher quantities of transitions relative to no transitions. Notably, 

there is no difference between no transitions and one transition, but there is a difference 

between none and two transitions (1.124; p<.05) and none and three or more transitions 

(1.291; p<.001). Interestingly, when “two transitions” is the baseline category in a model 

controlling for family structure (Model 2), there is no statistical difference between one and 

two transitions but there is a difference between adolescents with two versus three or more 

transitions: hazards of sexual debut are 15.9% higher among adolescents with three or more 
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transitions relative to adolescents with two transitions (p<.05). This suggests that the 

influence of transitions matter above and beyond the effects of family structure, but only at 

very high levels of family instability.  

An alternative way to test the instability hypothesis is to examine the role of family 

structure among adolescents from stable households (i.e., no transitions). Table 3 presents 

these results, which provide strong support for the instability model. Among adolescents 

living in stable single-mother or stable cohabiting families, there is no effect of these family 

structures relative to married, biological-parent families on sexual debut. 

Three family process mechanisms are significant predictors of hazards of sexual 

debut in Model 4. Maternal bonds (.964; p<.001) and parental instrumental control over 

adolescent daily activities (.935; p<.001) operate in the expected direction: adolescents 

subject to greater amounts of direct and indirect controls have lower hazards of early sexual 

onset. Maternal happiness is non-significant. This may be because it operates through the 

parenting variables, as previous research has suggested (Crnic et al. 2005; Rogers and White 

1998). Intergenerational closure—or the extent to which respondents’ mothers have met their 

children’s friends and their friends’ parents—is statistically significant but in the opposite 

direction from what was expected (1.162; p<.001), suggesting that these connections may be 

reactive rather than preventative. In other words, increases in intergenerational closure may 

represent parental efforts to stem youth sexual involvement among parents whose 

adolescents are sexually precocious. These covariates do not mediate the effect of living with 

a stepfamily or widowed-mother family during adolescence, although they mediate the 

remaining marginal effect of living in a cohabiting household during adolescence (Table 2, 
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Model 4). In addition, the inclusion of family process mechanisms partially attenuates the 

effects of maternal dating, which fully accounts for the single-mother effect (see Appendix 

B). As such, the family process hypothesis receives partial support. 

Consistent with the intergenerational transmission hypothesis, there is a significant 

interaction between maternal bonds and teenage motherhood (1.007; p<.01), and maternal 

bonds and cohabiting family structure (1.060; p<.01; Table 2, Model 11). As expected, 

attachment has a weaker effect on the hazards of sexual debut among adolescents attached to 

mothers who model teenage and non-marital sexual behavior. Importantly, when models are 

run separately for teenage and cohabiting mothers, attachment is non-significant. The 

interaction between maternal bonds and maternal dating is non-significant.  

Supporting the deviant peer hypothesis, the level of deviance in the adolescent’s peer 

network is strongly associated with the hazards of sexual debut, with youth embedded in 

deviant friendship groups more likely to engage in sexual behavior at young ages (1.247; 

p<.001; Table 2, Model 5). However, deviant peers do not mediate the effects of parenting 

variables and the remaining effects of family structure. 

 Gendered pathways. Models 6 and 7 include interactions between adolescent sex and 

family structure variables. The interaction terms for family structure at birth are non-

significant. I detect a gendered effect of family structure during adolescence, with a 

significant interaction between adolescent sex and living in a stepfamily (1.221; p<.05). The 

hazard ratio over 1.0 indicates that stepfamilies are more strongly associated with the hazards 

of sexual debut among female adolescents than among male adolescents. The other family 

structure types matter equally for the timing of girls’ and boys’ sexual onset, as do family 



 

 

67 

 

structure transitions (Model 8). Thus, in the Cox models, family structures associated with 

father absence are not stronger predictors of male sexual debut than female sexual debut as 

hypothesized. 

T-test comparisons of means indicate there is no sex difference in the level of parental 

instrumental control over adolescent behavior; boys and girls are subject to similar amounts 

of parental independence-giving. There is a difference in levels of maternal bonds yet this 

difference is opposite that which is often invoked to explain sex variation in adolescent 

behavior: boys report stronger bonds to mothers than do girls (21.83 for girls vs. 22.56 for 

boys; p<.001; Table 1b). Thus, the level-of-control hypothesis is not supported. Levels of 

intergenerational closure also differ by sex, with girls’ mothers having more connections to 

friends and friends’ parents than boys’ mothers, a finding consistent with the hypothesis 

(1.797 for girls vs. 1.775 for boys; p<.01). There is sex similarity in levels of exposure to 

deviant peers.  

The influence of maternal bonds on hazards of sexual debut differs by sex, with boys’ 

sexual behavior more responsive than girls’ to this type of control (.968; p<.05, Model 9). 

Parental instrumental control over adolescent activities and intergenerational closure operate 

similarly for female and male adolescents. Thus, the two hypotheses regarding the magnitude 

of family process effects do not receive support, and contrary to the gendered deviant peer 

hypothesis, embeddedness in a deviant peer network affects the timing of male and female 

sexual initiation similarly (Model 10). In addition, inconsistent with the gendered 

intergenerational transmission hypothesis, the three-way interaction between adolescent sex, 
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parental bonds, and maternal family formation characteristics failed to reach statistical 

significance (Model 12).  

Logistic regression models. Results from the logistic models are generally similar to 

those from the Cox proportional-hazards models, providing added support for the identified 

processes (see Table 4). For instance, family structure during adolescence, but not at birth, 

influences the timing of sexual debut as hypothesized. There are several noteworthy 

differences, however. First, the effects of specific family structures differ by type of analysis. 

Notably, single motherhood during adolescence is a strong and robust predictor of the odds 

of early sexual debut but not of hazards of sexual onset throughout adolescence. The odds 

ratio for single motherhood during adolescence in Model 2 indicates that net of demographic 

characteristics, adolescents residing in single-mother households are 72.1% more likely than 

adolescents from married, biological-parent families to initiate sex by age 14 (p<.01). 

Controlling for all other variables in the analysis, they are still 59.8% more likely to debut by 

age 14 (p<.01; Table 4, Model 5). As such, the effects of single motherhood appear to vary 

across age, which violates the proportional-hazards assumption in Cox regression. Living 

with a stepfamily during adolescence is significant in both types of models, with adolescents 

in stepfamilies 54.6% more likely to initiate sex by age 14 relative to adolescents in married, 

biological-parent families (p<.01; Model 2). The effect of living with a cohabiting family is 

non-significant in the logistic model, although the cohabiting effect was only marginal in the 

proportional-hazards model. Widowhood is non-significant in all of the logistic models, but it 

is a strong predictor of the hazards of sexual debut throughout adolescence, which suggests 

that widowhood’s effects are specific to older adolescents’ sexual initiation.  
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Second, there are several differences in the operation of mediating variables. 

Maternal happiness is positively associated with the odds of early sexual debut, contrary to a 

family-process argument (1.770; p<.05; Model 4). In addition, intergenerational closure is 

non-significant in the logistic analysis. Maternal bonds, parental instrumental control over 

adolescents’ activities, and exposure to deviant peers operate similarly in the logistic and 

hazard models, with deviant peers failing to account for the influence of parenting variables 

in both types of analysis.  

Third, there is one notable difference in regard to gendered effects. Unlike in the 

proportional-hazards model, single motherhood at birth has a much stronger effect on boys’ 

than girls’ precocious sexual onset (.564; p<.01, Model 6), a finding consistent with the 

father absence hypothesis. In both types of models, living in a stepfamily during adolescence 

is a stronger predictor of female sexual debut than male sexual debut (2.055; p<.01, Model 

7). The findings regarding interactions between adolescent sex and family process and peer 

variables are similar in the two types of models. Fourth, the significant interactions between 

maternal bonds and maternal behavior identified in the proportional-hazards models are 

absent from the logistic models.  

Despite these differences, however, results from the proportional-hazards models and 

logistic models are generally similar, which suggests that the identified processes are not 

specific to sexual initiation at very young ages. Rather, they predict sexual debut throughout 

adolescence. The identified points of divergence indicate, in particular, that single 

motherhood is particularly relevant for very precocious sexual onset but that its influence 

diminishes as youths age.  
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Conclusion 

 Some family sociologists argue that family instability accounts for the link between 

family structure and adolescent risk behaviors (Fomby et al. 2010; Jordahl and 

Lohman2009). Traditionally, single-parent, cohabiting, and stepfamilies were believed to be 

more likely than married, biological-parent families to produce troubled adolescents due to 

structural disadvantages and deficits in family functioning (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). 

Later accounts pointed to the importance of unclear expectations of parental figures in step- 

and cohabiting families (Cherlin 2004). The instability hypothesis, in contrast, suggests that 

any family type, to the extent that it is stable, can foster positive outcomes for youth (Fomby 

and Cherlin 2007).  

The findings of this research indicate that family structure matters significantly for 

the timing of sexual debut, but the socioeconomic-stress model receives only very limited 

support. The empirical evidence provides greater support for the instability perspective, 

although this perspective, too, is limited in its capacity to clarify the processes by which 

family structure affects sexual onset. Instability clearly matters for adolescent sexual debut. 

However, it only appears to matter insofar as it identifies youths most likely to reside outside 

a married, biological-parent (or adoptive-parent) home. Family instability at very high 

levels—three or more transitions—emerges as the exception. Adolescents with very turbulent 

family structure experiences engage in sexual intercourse at significantly younger ages than 

adolescents from more-stable households, and this effect is robust when controlling for 

family structure. Nonetheless, instability fails to mediate the influence of family structure 

during adolescence, which is central to the instability argument. The effects of family 
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structure do not appear to operate through heightened movement of adults into and out of the 

home, although such movement does increase the risk of precocious sexual behavior at high 

levels. Mothers’ dating behavior, however, may represent an additional source of instability 

leading to precocious sexuality. 

In support of the instability model, maternal dating accounts for the influence of 

single motherhood on early timing of sexual initiation. This suggests that instability effects 

encompass more than just transitions that occur in household composition. Maternal dating 

also has a destabilizing effect, leading to earlier sexual debut and providing further support 

for a broad instability perspective. In other words, instability—broadly defined as occurring 

in both family composition and in non-residential romantic partners—is a major conduit 

through which family structure influences timing of sexual initiation.  

Future studies of family structure and instability would be well-served to consider the 

impact of parental dating in the etiology of adolescent sexual behavior. Dating may pose 

challenges to family functioning in much the same way as family structure instability within 

a stress model perspective: parental attention is drawn away from children and toward the 

new romance, children resist the presence of a new romantic partner, and direct controls 

weaken as parents pursue romantic lives. Moreover, some dating relationships may exist in a 

grey area between residential and non-residential living, spending some nights apart and 

other nights together. Indeed, family sociologists find that many couples “slide into” 

cohabitation, rather than make a decision to live together at a discrete point in time: slowly, 

more and more nights are spent together until they become cohabiters (Manning and Smock 

2005: 995; Stanley, Rhoades, and Markham 2006). Some intermittently cohabit with dating 
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partners while reporting that they live independently (Cross-Barnet, Cherlin, and Burton 

2011). Thus, the strong effects of maternal dating in this analysis may be due to within-

household instability wrought by extra-household relations or, alternatively, the dating 

mothers in the analysis may be part of couples in the grey area, who are cohabiting 

intermittently or in the process of falling into cohabitation despite claims of single 

parenthood. 

Further evidence in support of the instability model comes from the analysis of stable 

households. The fact that single motherhood is irrelevant when looking at sexual debut 

among adolescents from households that have experienced no transitions provides very 

strong evidence that it is instability, rather than family structure, per se, that matters for youth 

outcomes. Stability acts as a protective barrier against adolescent problem behaviors in 

single-mother households. In contrast, maternal dating appears to negatively influence youth 

behavior, partially through its harmful impact on family functioning.   

The effects of family structure vary by the life-course timing of these experiences. 

Family structure during adolescence, rather than more distal family structure experience, 

influences adolescent sexual debut in a manner consistent with traditional accounts: 

adolescents in single-mother, cohabiting, step-, and widowed families engage in sexual 

behavior at earlier ages than adolescents in biological, married-parent families. The type of 

family structure into which adolescents are born only predicts sexual debut to the extent that 

women who are single or cohabiting at the time of birth are likely to remain single or 

experience other alternative family structures throughout the adolescent’s life. However, 

boys who are born to single mothers are particularly likely to engage in sexual intercourse at 
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very young ages, irrespective of later family structure. Perhaps the absence of a father early 

in life leads to a type of mother-son dynamic that is conducive to behavioral permissiveness 

or, alternatively, boys may seek out masculine claims through sexual behavior in the absence 

of a masculine presence within the home. When masculine socialization is unavailable at 

home, boys may be especially attentive to peers’ and others’ norms regarding masculinity via 

sexual prowess.  

 Family functioning accounts for some family structure history effects, as posited in 

the family process hypothesis. Consistent with a family process and adolescent role exit 

perspective, living with a cohabiting mother affects sexual debut by weakening adolescents’ 

attachments to mothers and reducing parental instrumental control, and this is found among 

dating mothers, as well. Low levels of control may be due to limited resources for monitoring 

youth in cohabiting families, as well as cohabiting partners’ low levels of investment in 

parenting or ambiguity in asserting a parental role (Berger et al. 2008; Cherlin 2009). 

Attenuated bonds may result from adolescent resistance and anger over a mother’s partner’s 

introduction into or exit out of the home. 

Surprisingly, maternal happiness is positively associated with the odds of engaging in 

sexual intercourse by age 14, likely due to the weakness of the measure as an indicator for 

maternal happiness. Moreover, mothers may be happy for any number of reasons unrelated to 

their capacity for effective family management, or the source of their happiness, itself, might 

be associated with poor youth outcomes. For instance, mothers who have recently entered 

into a new romantic relationship may be particularly happy. Alternatively, some parents may 

be happier simply because they worry less about their adolescents’ behavior. 
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Another unexpected finding is that intergenerational closure increases the hazards of 

sexual debut. Knowledge of an adolescent’s friends and friends’ parents may be reactive 

rather than preventative, with parents especially likely to contact a friend’s parents when they 

are concerned about potential behavior problems. Without such concern, there may be little 

incentive for seeking these connections. Concern about friends appears to be warranted, as 

adolescents embedded in delinquent friendship networks initiate sexual behavior at younger 

ages than adolescents with more-conventional peers.  

 In general, some strong parental attachments reduce the likelihood of sexual debut.  

This research demonstrates, however, that not all attachments are equally effective at 

deterring sexual behavior. In fact, strong bonds to teenage mothers and cohabiting mothers 

fail to increase ages at sexual debut. This finding runs contrary to stress model perspectives 

which emphasize troubled relationships as a source of adolescent problem behavior. Instead, 

motivation for adolescent role exits may spring from learned maternal norms regarding 

appropriate behavior. Although mothers’ norms are not addressed directly in this research, 

maternal teenage and non-marital sexual behavior provides the basis for behavioral 

modeling. The finding that strong bonds to mother who model these behaviors increases the 

risk of shared life-course paths among mothers and adolescent children provides strong 

evidence of an intergenerational transmission process. Giordano’s (2003) claim that scholars 

must pay attention not just to attachment but to whom adolescents are attached is supported 

in this research: maternal bonds have a control function among youth attached to 

conventional mothers, but they facilitate intergenerational transmission of risk behavior 

among youth attached to mothers who model this behavior. Future investigations of family 
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structure and parental attachment should consider, first, that family dislocations may not 

always weaken bonds between mothers and children, and second, that these bonds might 

facilitate the transfer of non-conventional norms, just as peer associations do. 

Despite some general support for the proposed model, instability does not explain 

many family structure effects.  The effects of stepfamily and widowed-mother residence 

during adolescence remain robust even when controlling for instability and maternal dating, 

family processes, and deviant peers. It is possible that I have failed to include salient 

selection or mediating processes that account for stepfamily and widowed-mother effects. 

For instance, potential mediators, such as parental disciplinary style, are not included in the 

analysis due to limitations of the data despite evidence that parental discipline varies by 

family structure and is associated with adolescent behavior (Baumrind 1991; Forman and 

Davies 2003; Lansford et al. 2008).  

 The path from family structure history to sexual debut varies by sex in several ways, 

but only in one of the ways hypothesized. Father-figure absence at birth is particularly salient 

for boys’ odds of sexual onset by age 14, as predicted. The other hypotheses receive little 

support. First, girls are no more attached to and controlled by parents than are boys, although 

girls’ mothers are more likely than boys’ mothers to have met their friends and their friends’ 

parents. Second, father-figure absence during adolescence is not a stronger predictor of boys’ 

than girls’ sexual debut, and father-absence at any life-course period is non-significant when 

predicting the hazards of sexual debut throughout adolescence. An unanticipated sex 

difference emerges regarding mother/stepfather families. This family type, which leads to 

earlier sexual debut among all adolescents, has particularly strong effects among girls. 
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Previous studies similarly indicate that stepfathers represent a more troubling presence within 

the family for daughters than sons, undermining connections with mothers and generating 

adolescent resentment (Aquilino 1991; Vuchinich et al. 1991). Although I did not 

hypothesize about the effect of stepfathers, this finding makes sense in light of gender 

definitions that emphasize the central role of interpersonal relationships—including 

relationships with mothers—among girls. Stepfathers may present a challenge to mother-

daughter relationships, leading to stronger reactions among girls than boys.  

 Unlike past studies that address the types of control to which male and female 

adolescents’ behavior is most responsive (Davis and Friel 2001; Rose et al. 2005), I find that 

expressive control, or parental attachment, has a stronger effect on boys’ than girls’ sexual 

debut. Studies of adolescent romantic relationships provide some insight into why this might 

be the case (Giordano et al. 2006; Manning et al. 2006). Giordano et al.’s (2006) research on 

the dynamics of adolescent romance suggests that boys face more difficulty than girls in 

navigating romantic relationships, which are the context for most sexual debut, because they 

have less experience than girls in forming and maintaining intimate relationships with others. 

As such, boys’ relationship behavior, including the decision to begin a sexual relationship, 

may be more sensitive to their past experiences with interpersonal ties, including those with 

mothers. Because girls can draw on intimate relationship skills developed within friendship 

groups, intimate relationships with parents may be less important for them than they are for 

their male counterparts. Also contrary to expectations, parental instrumental control is 

equally predictive of male and female sexual debut. Perhaps this indicates a move towards 

more egalitarian parenting in both enforcement and efficacy.  
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 I expected to find that the interactive effects of parental bonds and maternal 

behavioral modeling (i.e., teenage motherhood, maternal dating, and cohabitation) would be 

stronger among girls than boys, as girls may be more likely than boys to identify with and 

model their own behavior after that of their mother. Results from this study failed to support 

that hypothesis. Strong attachment to teenage, dating, and cohabiting mothers fails to reduce 

the risk of sexual initiation equally for boys or girls. It is possible that identification with 

mothers is strong among both daughters and sons in families that are female-headed or have 

been female-headed in the past, as is typically the case among teenage-mother, dating-

mother, and cohabiting-mother families. When fathers are absent or only intermittently 

available, emotional ties to mothers may be important for adolescents regardless of their sex.  

Overall, the findings of this study provide greater support for the instability hypothesis than 

alternative stress models, but the proposed mechanisms linking family structure history to 

adolescent sexual debut are limited somewhat in their capacity to account for these 

connections. Furthermore, the pathways to sexual debut are somewhat parallel for male and 

female adolescents, with several noteworthy exceptions regarding the stronger influence of 

stepfamilies among girls and the stronger influence of early single motherhood and maternal 

bonds among boys. Importantly, not all maternal bonds inhibit early sexual onset. Among 

adolescents with mothers who model teenage and non-marital sexual behavior, strong 

emotional bonds are unrelated to the risk of sexual debut. This calls into question whether 

adolescent role exits are rooted in a stress process, a learning process, or both. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PATHWAYS TO DELINQUENCY 

 Criminologists have long recognized the importance of family structure for 

adolescent law violation (e.g. Cernkovich and Giordano 1987; Gove and Crutchfield 1982; 

Matsueda and Heimer 1987; Nye 1958). They also have contributed to existing knowledge of 

the mechanisms that link residence in single, step-, and cohabiting households to delinquent 

behavior, including parent-adolescent bonds, parental monitoring, neighborhood conditions, 

and exposure to deviant peers (Kierkus and Baer 2002; Krohn et al. 2009; Rebellon 2002). 

Despite these strengths, the existing criminological literature on the effects of family 

structure is limited by its failure to appreciate the dynamic character of family experience. As 

family scholars have demonstrated recently, the influence of family structure on adolescent 

behavior may depend upon the developmental stage during which the family structure is 

experienced (i.e., at birth or during adolescence), the duration of years spent in particular 

family forms, the frequency of disruptive transitions, and the life-course timing of those 

transitions (Cavanagh et al 2008; Fomby et al. 2010; Ryan et al. 2009). Each of these facets 

of family structure history may influence delinquent behavior through their effects on family 

processes and exposure to deviant friendships.   

Family Structure, Instability, and Delinquency 

 Criminological studies of families and delinquency typically include crude measures 

of family structure experience, such as “intact” and “non-intact” family structure, measured 

at one point in time. Studies that differentiate only between the effects of residing in an intact 

and a non-intact family during adolescence yield mixed results, sometimes identifying no 
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effect of family structure and sometimes finding markedly higher levels of delinquency in 

non-intact families (Leiber, Mack, and Featherstone 2008; Mack et al. 2007; Wells and 

Rankin 1991).  This is likely due, in part, to reliance on measures which obscure 

heterogeneity in non-intact families (Apel and Kaukinen 2008). Non-intact families include 

many types of households, including single-mother, widowed, and cohabiting households 

containing a partner who is not a biological parent (Manning and Bulanda 2006). 

Furthermore, non-intact families vary in the extent to which they have experienced previous 

separations and reconstitutions, which cannot be addressed with one-time snapshots of family 

structure.  

 Somewhat more-sophisticated analyses of family structure and delinquency indicate 

that nuanced distinctions among family types do, in fact, matter. For instance, Demuth and 

Brown (2004) found that adolescents living in single-father families engage in the most 

delinquency relative to other family types, followed by adolescents living in a 

father/stepmother household and adolescents in a mother/stepfather household. Youths 

residing with two married, biological parents engaged in the lowest levels of delinquency. 

These findings are reflected in Apel and Kaukinen’s (2008) analysis of 13 family types: they 

identified the highest levels of delinquency among adolescents living with fathers and their 

cohabiting partners. Their results demonstrate the heterogeneity of non-intact families, 

showing that adolescents from cohabiting households are significantly more delinquent than 

adolescents from step- and single-parent families (see also Kierkus, Johnson, and Hewitt 

2010). In addition, adolescents who live in blended families comprised of two biological 

parents engage in more delinquency than those who live in non-blended married, biological-
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parent households, which suggests an effect of instability above and beyond the effect of 

family structure (Apel and Kaukinen 2008).  

 Although these studies evidence an appreciation of the subtle distinctions among 

families on the basis of marital and biological ties, they fail to incorporate variability in the 

extent of instability experienced during the child’s life course. Recently, criminologists have 

begun to examine the influence of family structure instability on delinquent behavior. For 

instance, Krohn et al.’s (2009) study of family structure transitions suggests a delinquency-

producing effect of family turbulence among boys, yet they only tap instability occurring 

during a year-and-a-half window in mid-adolescence rather than instability throughout the 

entire adolescent life course.  

 Fomby et al. (2010) provide the most comprehensive investigation of family structure 

instability and delinquency to date. They measured the frequency of family structure 

transitions that occurred over the adolescent’s life course while controlling for family 

structure at birth and during adolescence. Their results provide support for the instability 

hypothesis: instability is associated positively with delinquent behavior net of the effects of 

family structure. Other dimensions of family structure history are missing from their analysis, 

however, including duration of years spent in particular family forms and the life-course 

timing of transitions. Cavanagh (2008) provided an analysis of each of these dimensions of 

family structure history in which she identified significant effects of duration in a married, 

biological-parent family and the timing of transitions. However, the dependent variable in the 

study was limited to one type of delinquent behavior—odds of marijuana use—instead of a 

broader indicator of delinquent involvement.  
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In sum, the links between multiple dimensions of family structure history and a range 

of delinquent behaviors have yet to be fully investigated. Taking into account family 

sociologists’ theory and research regarding family structure history and youth behavior, I 

offer the following hypotheses. 

Family structure at birth hypothesis. Family structure at birth associated with 

delinquent behavior, such that delinquency is more likely among adolescents 

who lived in a single-mother, cohabiting, or step-family at birth than 

adolescents who lived in a married, biological (or adoptive)-parent household 

at birth. 

 

Adolescent family structure hypothesis. Family structure during adolescence is 

associated with delinquent behavior, such that delinquency is more likely 

among adolescents who lived in a single-mother, cohabiting, or step-family 

during adolescence than adolescents who lived in a married, biological (or 

adoptive)-parent household during adolescence. 

 

Duration hypothesis: Cumulative duration of years in any particular family 

form is negatively associated with delinquency. 

 

Instability hypothesis. Family instability and the timing of this instability 

influence the likelihood of delinquency, and instability partially mediates the 

effect of family structure on delinquent behavior. 

 

The instability model is just one of several stress models offered to explain the 

influence of family structure on youth behavior. The socioeconomic-stress model suggests 

that adolescents fare worse in some family types (e.g., single-mother and cohabiting families) 

than married, biological-parent families because of the structural deficits associated with 

those family structures. That is, the relationship between family structure and delinquency 

may be spurious with socioeconomic status being a significant predictor of both. As such, I 

offer a socioeconomic-stress hypothesis: 
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Socioeconomic-stress hypothesis. Disadvantage (i.e., individual poverty status 

and neighborhood disadvantage) accounts partially for the effect of family 

structure on delinquency. 

 

Family Processes and Delinquency 

 Family sociologists offer multiple family process mechanisms whereby family 

structure and instability are said to be linked to adolescent delinquency, including maternal 

happiness, bonds between parents and children, and degree of monitoring and control over 

children’s activities (Fletcher et al. 2004). These processes, notably, are the same types of 

family processes highlighted in criminological studies and research on childhood behavior 

problems (DeMuth and Brown 2004; Dufur, Parcel, and McKune 2008; Krohn et al. 2009; 

Lieber, Mack, and Featherstone 2008; Nye 1958; Rebellon 2002; Van Voorhis et al. 1988). 

 Existing criminological research supports claims that parent-adolescent attachment, 

direct parental control, and intergenerational closure are key factors in explaining the 

relationship between family structure experience and delinquent behavior (Apel and 

Kaukinen 2008; Demuth and Brown 2004; Fomby et al. 2010; Kierkus and Baer 2002; Krohn 

et al. 2009; Leiber et al. 2008; Rebellon 2002). For instance, Fomby and colleagues (2010) 

found that parent-adolescent attachment partially attenuates the effect of family structure 

instability on delinquency. Demuth and Brown (2004) found that family processes—

including closeness, supervision, and monitoring—fully accounted for influence of residing 

in a single-parent or stepparent household. Apel and Kaukinen (2008) concluded that 

residing in a non-intact family increases delinquent behavior due, in part, to its damaging 

effects on parental attachment and supervision.  
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 These mechanisms are consistent with criminological theory. According to social 

control theories, adolescents who are strongly emotionally attached to parents have greater 

stakes in conformity and will be less likely to engage in behaviors that jeopardize bonds to 

parents (Hirschi 1969; Nye 1958; Thornberry 1987). Hirschi (1969) posited that it is the 

quality of the social bond that matters, rather than the quantity of bonds. Thus, single parents 

should be able to establish bonds necessary for preventing deviant behavior, and are not 

necessarily expected to have children who are more delinquent than children from families 

comprised of two married, biological parents, although Hischi (1969) recognized that the 

family contexts of single- and dual-parent families typically differed, particularly in their 

ability to exert direct control. Indeed, research demonstrates that family structure and 

instability alter relationships between adolescents and parents, reducing attachments and 

weakening control (Demuth and Brown 2004; Lieber et al. 2008) and evidence indicates that 

close bonds to two parents exceed close bonds to a single parent in their capacity to deter 

delinquency (Rankin and Kern 1994).  

The proposed mechanisms are also consistent with differential association/social 

learning perspectives (Sutherland 1947; Akers et al. 1979). Specifically, parental monitoring 

is central in learning perspectives on delinquency: direct parental control over adolescent 

activities restricts opportunities to engage in delinquency, as well as opportunities to interact 

with delinquent friends who may encourage non-normative behavior (Longmore et al 2009; 

Matsueda and Heimer 1987). Intergenerational closure—a type of social capital in which 

there are ties between parents and adolescents’ friends, as well as between parents and 

adolescents’ friends’ parents—operates similarly as a protective factor, constraining 
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adolescent behavior and exposure to delinquent others, as well as facilitating the transfer of 

conventional parental norms (Pearce and Haynie 2004; Salmi and Kivivuori 2006).  

Given theory and research from family sociologists pertaining to the connections 

between family structure, instability, and family functioning, as well as criminological theory 

and research regarding family processes and delinquency, I offer the following hypothesis. 

Family process hypothesis. Family processes—including maternal happiness, 

mother-adolescent bonds, control over adolescents’ daily activities, and 

intergenerational closure—are negatively associated with delinquency, and 

partially mediate the effects of family structure and family instability on 

delinquency. 

 

These mechanisms may also contribute to the learning of delinquency through peers, as 

adolescents who have weak bonds to parents are more likely to seek out delinquent friends 

(Warr 2007). 

Families, Peers, and Delinquency 

 Family systems and life-course frameworks recognize that the family is part of an 

interconnected system of social contexts. Conditions external to family life shape the 

functioning of the family and provide the normative settings that shape life-course processes 

(Loeber and Stouthamer-Loeber 1986; Bronfenbrenner 1986). For adolescents, peer contexts 

may be particularly salient, as this developmental period is marked by increased time spent 

outside of the family home and with friends (Aquilino 1997; Brown 1990). Furthermore, peer 

influence on behavior increases during adolescence (Bogenschneider et al. 1998). 

Specifically, friendship groups enforce rules regarding appropriate behavior for members; 

youth are rewarded for complying with the normative expectations of peers, which often 

diverge from parental expectations (Furstenberg, 2000 Haynie and Osgood 2005). Peers act 



 

 

85 

 

as a source of learned behavior, rewarding delinquent behavior (Barnes et al. 2006; Clark and 

Lohéac 2006; East, Felice, and Morgan 1993). Indeed, research on delinquency and other 

problem behaviors suggests that deviant peers are one of the strongest predictors of 

adolescent behavior (Haynie and Osgood 2005; Miller 2010; Monahan et al. 2009; Warr 

2002). 

 The context of family life may influence the exposure of young people to other social 

environments. Parents actively shape the composition of their children’s peer groups (Dorius 

et al., 2004; Knoester, Haynie, and Stephens 2006), yet parents who have little control over 

adolescents’ daily activities are likely to have little control over the peers with whom their 

children associate (Heimer and Matsueda 1994). Thus, family experiences that weaken 

parental controls, such as frequent family structure transitions, are likely to increase 

delinquency through heightened exposure to deviant friendships. In addition, adolescents 

with weak emotional attachments to parents are more likely to associate with deviant peers 

than are adolescents with stronger attachments, and this peer effect partially accounts for the 

influence of parent-adolescent bonds on delinquent involvement (Fergusson and Horwood 

1999; Matsueda and Heimer 1987; Simons et al. 1994; Warr 2007). In sum, family structure 

experiences that weaken family bonds may contribute to adolescent law violation either 

through traditional control processes or through increased exposure to, or influence of, 

delinquent friends.  

 The absence of peers from most studies of family structure histories and delinquency 

is surprising, given that delinquent peer associations are one of the best predictors of 

delinquency (Haynie and Osgood 2005; Warr 2002) and may partially account for effects of 
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family structure and instability (Krohn et al. 2009; Matsueda and Heimer 1987). Peers act as 

a source of normative influence (Akers et al. 1979; Matsueda and Anderson 1998; Sutherland 

1947; Warr 1993) and peer contexts provide the opportunity for delinquency, as much 

delinquency entails co-offending (Hindelang 1976; Osgood et al. 1996). Osgood and 

colleagues (1996) contend that unstructured time spent with delinquent peers increases 

opportunities for offending through heightened social rewards for such behavior and the 

absence of adult control in these contexts. Given these considerations, I offer the following 

hypothesis regarding the role of deviant peers in the pathway from family structure history to 

delinquency. 

Deviant peer hypothesis. Deviant peers are positively associated with 

delinquency, and partially mediate the effects of family structure and family 

instability, family processes, and residence in a disadvantaged neighborhood 

on delinquency. 

 

Gender and Pathways to Delinquency 

 Although criminologists recognize the potential for sex-specific levels and effects of 

family-based control (e.g. Heimer and De Coster1999; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2005), 

adolescent sex is typically treated as a control variable rather than a potential moderating 

factor in research on family structure histories and delinquency. When the moderating effects 

of sex are taken into account, only their conditional effects on family processes are 

investigated; the potential sex-specific effects of family structure variables are not included 

(see Browning et al. 2005) or family structure is measured at only one time point as either 

intact or non-intact (Heimer and De Coster 1999). As a result, it is not only unclear which 
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specific dimensions family structure histories matter for delinquent behavior, but also 

whether they matter differently for male and female adolescents.  

Some studies of other domains of adolescent adjustment, such as romantic 

relationship behavior and emotional well-being, find that girls respond more strongly than 

boys to family turbulence (Amato 1993; Davis and Friel 2001). These researchers draw on 

gender socialization as an explanation for these results, arguing that girls are socialized to 

form and find meaning in interpersonal relationships, rendering partnership instability more 

detrimental for them. Other studies identify parallel pathways between family structure and 

youth behaviors among male and female adolescents (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). Still 

others find that instability in family structure over time is linked to poorer outcomes for boys 

than girls, and that that the presence of a mother operates as a protective factor in single-

mother families for female adolescent but not male adolescents (Amato, 2000; Cavanagh et 

al. 2008;Stern et al. 1984).  

The latter research supports claims that father-absence is particularly salient for sons’ 

behavior. Indeed, evidence suggests that parental divorce, typically followed by residence 

with a single mother, has more detrimental effects on sons’ than daughters’ problem behavior 

(Morrison and Cherlin 1995; Seltzer 1994; Videon 2002). Researchers offer two potential 

explanations. First, sons may react more strongly than daughters to father absence because 

they identify with the same-sex parent (Chodorow 1999; Rossi and Rossi 1990; 

Wallerstein1987). Alternatively, daughters and sons may be equally affected by father 

absence, but sons may be more likely to manifest their distress through externalizing 

behavior whereas daughters may internalize distress (Videon 2002). Considering these 
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previous findings, I offer the following hypothesis pertaining to sex differences in the 

influence of family structure and instability. 

Father absence hypothesis. Family instability, single motherhood, and 

widowhood are stronger predictors of delinquency among male adolescents 

than among female adolescent. 

 

 Variation in pathways to delinquency may also result from sex differences in the 

levels and magnitudes of parenting variables (Cernkovich and Giordano 1987; Heimer and 

De Coster 1999). Heimer and De Coster (1999) contend that familial expressive and 

instrumental control are gendered in both the extent to which adolescents are subject to them 

and their influence on male and female adolescent. Specifically, they propose that daughters 

are more controlled than sons both emotionally and instrumentally, and that—consistent with 

hegemonic gender definitions—daughters are more responsive to expressive control whereas 

sons are more responsive to instrumental controls (see also Heimer 1996).  

Despite some evidence that levels of parental control vary by adolescent sex, 

alternative evidence suggests that amounts of parental control are not sex-specific; rather, the 

effects of control efforts are stronger for girls than boys (Browning et al. 2005; Richards et 

al. 2004). Browning and colleagues (2005) contend that sex variation in the magnitude of 

parenting effects may arise from differential enforcement of direct control for daughters 

versus sons. In addition, adolescent compliance with parental control is more consistent with 

females’ traditional gender socialization than males’ socialization, which is more likely to 

emphasize independence (Connell 1987; Heimer 1996). Thus, parental control attempts may 

be more efficacious among daughters than sons. Sex differences in the size of control effects 

may also result from behavior-specific controls that differ for girls and boys. For instance, 
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control of daughters may be especially likely to take the form of limiting opportunities for 

sexual behavior whereas control of sons may be especially likely to take the form of limiting 

opportunities for substance use and other delinquent behaviors (Browning et al. 2005). Given 

theory and empirical evidence regarding gender and family processes, I offer the following 

hypotheses.  

Level-of-control hypothesis. Female adolescents are subject to greater 

instrumental control and are more attached to parents than male adolescents 

regardless of family structure and level of family instability. 

 

Magnitude-of-control hypothesis. Parental instrumental control is more 

predictive of delinquency among male adolescents than among female 

adolescents. 

 

Magnitude-of-attachment hypothesis. Parental attachment is more predictive 

of delinquency among female adolescents than among male adolescents. 

 

Furthermore, delinquency itself is imbued with gendered meaning (Hagan and Foster 

2003; Heimer and De Coster 1999). Risky, law-violating behaviors are consistent with 

hegemonic masculinity, which stresses autonomy, strength, and competitiveness. Violent 

behavior, in particular, permits masculine posturing (Heimer and De Coster 1999; 

Messerschmidt 1993; Miller and Decker 2001). In contrast, delinquent behavior runs counter 

to dominant definitions of femininity, which emphasize passivity and caring. Thus, 

delinquency may be a more attractive adolescent role exit to boys than girls as it allows boys 

to achieve a masculine status. Moreover, male friendship groups are more likely than female 

friendship groups to encourage delinquent behavior, with law violation operating as a basis 

for bonding in male groups (Messerschmidt 1993; Thorne 1993). Given the gendered 
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meaning of delinquency, boys have more at stake than girls in failing to meet the behavioral 

expectations of their deviant peers. Thus, I offer the following hypothesis. 

Gendered deviant peer hypothesis. Deviant peers are more predictive of 

delinquency among male adolescents than among female adolescents. 

 

Data 

 The data come from the first and second waves of the National Longitudinal 

Adolescent Health Study (Add Health), a school-based, nationally-representative survey of 

adolescents who were in grades 7 through 12 at the first wave in 1994-1995 (Harris, Halpern, 

Entzel, Tabor, Bearman, and Udry 2008). The data contain in-school interviews with all 

students attending 132 randomly selected junior and senior high schools, yielding a sample 

size of approximately 90,000 students who attended school on the day of administration. The 

junior high schools operated as feeder schools for the sample high schools, whose selection 

was stratified by region, school type (public/private), ethnic composition, urbanicity, and 

size. The in-school survey contains peer network data that can be used to tap friends’ self-

reported behaviors, including drinking, drug use, and truancy. The first-wave data also 

contain in-home interviews with a sub-sample (stratified by sex and grade) of 20,745 youths 

randomly selected from the in-school sample, as well as 17,700 of their parents. Parent 

surveys entail yearly data on family structure ranging from 1977 to 1995. Additionally, the 

data include block-, tract-, and county-level census data that were linked to individual 

respondents’ place of residence.  

 Wave II in-home survey data were obtained in 1996 from 14,738 students. 

Adolescents who participated in the in-home survey during the first wave were included in 
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wave II with the exception of respondents who were in 12
th

 grade during the first wave of 

data collection. The wave II adolescent survey contains questions identical to those asked 

during wave I. During the in-home interviews, adolescents answered questions on sensitive 

topics, including detailed questions regarding social behaviors including delinquency. The 

researchers provided respondents with laptop computers for anonymous self-reporting to 

increase the likelihood of valid responses and prohibit parental influence (Harris et al. 2008). 

For less sensitive questions, interviewers asked respondents to answer questions aloud, which 

the interviewers recorded. No paper questionnaires were administered. Parents—typically 

resident mothers—also completed interviewer-assisted in-home interviews in which they 

reported information on health, family, neighborhood, employment and income, parent-

adolescent interaction, and knowledge of the adolescent’s friendships. Four groups were 

over-sampled to improve generalizability: African-Americans with well-educated parents, 

Chinese, Cubans, and Puerto Ricans. I include respondent weights, as well as weights by 

region and strata, to correct for over-sampling and clustered sampling design.  

The Add Health survey is particularly useful for studies of family structure history 

due to the extensive family histories and household composition data collected from parents 

and youths. The National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH), although it also 

provides detailed information on family histories and has been used in previous family 

structure studies, is dated relative to the Add Health and does not contain adequate measures 

delinquency. The myriad of social behaviors tapped from adolescence through young 

adulthood, the availability of neighborhood-level data, and the recent timing of data 

collection make the Add Health a superior dataset for this research. 
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Sample  

 I confine analyses to a sample of youths who—along with their parents—completed 

the in-home surveys during waves I and II, in addition to the in-school survey during the first 

wave (n=12,678). I further restrict the analyses to adolescents who had a parent in-home 

survey completed by a biological or adoptive mother with whom they lived since birth 

(n=10,568). This is necessary to ensure that family structure histories provided by respondent 

parents are applicable to the adolescent respondent, and it is consistent with previous 

research using the Add Health data (Fomby et al. 2010). The analyses are restricted to mother 

reports as too few biological or adoptive fathers, particularly single fathers, completed the 

parent interview, thus limiting my ability to make comparisons on the basis of parental sex. 

Only adolescents whose parents provide information on marriage and cohabitation histories 

since the year of the adolescent’s birth are included in the analyses (n=10,012).
15

 

Respondents with missing sample weights and delinquency data are excluded from the 

analysis, yielding a final sample size of 9,828, including 5,109 females and 4,719 males.
16

 

I use multiple imputation in the case of missing data on the independent variables. 

Multiple imputation uses a Monte Carlo technique to estimate missing values by regressing 

variables with missing cases on predictors with known values (Horton and Lipsitz 2001; 

                                                 
15 Of the 12,678 respondents with wave I adolescent and parent data and wave II data, 1,715 (13.5%) did not 

have parent data provided by a biological or adoptive parent with whom the adolescent had lived since birth, 

yielding a remaining sample of 10,963. Of the 10,963, 395 (3.6%) had a biological or adoptive father provide 

data. 

16 Of the sample of 10,012 respondents, 87 (0.8%) were missing data on wave II weights (individual weights, 

region, and strata). Of the remaining sample of 9,925 respondents, 97 (1.0%) were missing data on delinquency, 

producing the final sample size of 9,828. Chantala and Tabor (1999) advise against including cases with 

missing weights in analyses of Add Health data.    
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Rubin 1987). This process is repeated, resulting in multiple imputed data sets that are 

combined and used for the statistical analysis. I also create and include a dummy variable 

indicating missing data on family structure history in sensitivity analyses to ensure that these 

respondents do not differ substantively from adolescents with complete data on these 

variables. 

Measures 

 Dependent variable. The dependent variable, delinquency, is comprised of a summed 

scale of self-reported delinquent behaviors committed during the previous 12 months. This 

measure was tapped during the second wave of data collection in which respondents 

completed computer-assisted interviews (see Appendix A). Responses ranged from 0 (never) 

to 3 (5 or more), yielding a summed scale of 14 items ranging from 0 to 42 (α=.795). This 

measure is consistent with existing delinquency research using Add Health data (see Fomby 

et al. 2010). Supplementary analyses also include delinquency, measured during the first 

wave, as an independent variable.  

 Family structure history. I tap family structure histories using mothers’ in-home 

survey data collected during the first wave of data collection. Parents were asked to report all 

marriages, co-residential marriage-like relationships, and periods of singlehood that they had 

experienced in each year between 1977 and 1995. With these data, I create a family structure 

variable for each year of the child’s life. Using the adolescent’s birth dates and the mothers’ 

reports of family structure by year, I am able to assess the adolescent’s family structure at 

birth, which is comprised of a series of binary variables indicating if the family was a 

married-parent family, a cohabiting family, or a single-mother family at birth. There were no 
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single-father families at birth. I tap family structure during adolescence using mothers’ wave 

I reports of current family structure. These family types include:  married, biological- or 

adopted-parent families, stepfamilies (mother/stepfather), cohabiting families 

(mother/cohabiting partner), single-mother families, and widowed-mother families.  

 I use the yearly family structure data to create a continuous measure of cumulative 

duration of years in several family forms: duration in a married-parent household, a 

cohabiting household, and a single-mother household. Because parents were only asked to 

report whether the residential relationship in each year was a marriage or marriage-like 

relationship, and not whether the partner was the child’s biological parent, I am unable to 

distinguish between years spent in married, biological-parent households and married, step-

parent households. I am also unable to distinguish between years spent in cohabiting 

households containing two biological parents and cohabiting households containing one non-

biological parent. Despite these shortcomings, this measure addresses the extent of stability 

in any one family form during childhood. 

I use the maternal reports of relationship history to create a frequency of transitions 

variable. If the family structure changed from one year to the next, that year is coded as a 

transition year. Transitions are summed to create a continuous measure of the total frequency 

of transitions.
17

 I combine transition data with adolescent birth date data to determine the age 

at most recent transition for the adolescent. This measure is comprised of a series of binary 

                                                 
17

I also conduct sensitivity analyses using a categorical frequency variable, coded 0 if the adolescent 

experienced no transitions during childhood, 1 if the there was one transition during the adolescent’s life, 2 if 

there were two transitions, and 3 if there were three or more transitions. This permits an analysis of whether 

adolescent behavior is most sensitive to family turbulence at a particular level of instability.  
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variables that differentiate between respondents whose most recent transition occurred 

between birth and age 5, ages 6 and 12, and age 13 or older during the most recent transition. 

This is consistent with previous research on the timing of family structure transitions (e.g. 

Ryan et al. 2009). 

 I rely on maternal reports for all family structure history information. I also use 

mothers’ reports of maternal dating, which were coded 1 if they reported currently dating or 

seeing someone and 0 if not. Although previous studies using Add Health data have 

employed youth reports of family structure history (e.g. Cavanagh et al., 2006, 2008), parent 

reports are superior for two reasons. First, youth reports only provide detailed information on 

the current family composition: who lives in the household and for how long have they lived 

together. Although youths also report whether they have ever lived with a non-biological 

parent, they do not provide detailed, yearly data on all previous parental residential 

relationships. Second, youth reports are less likely than parent reports to be accurate. For 

instance, an adolescent is less likely than his or her parent to know during which years the 

parent cohabited, particularly if the relationship occurred during the early years of the 

youth’s life. Moreover, adolescents often fail to report parents’ cohabiting partners and step-

parents even when currently residing with one (Brown and Manning, 2009). 

 Family process mechanisms. During the first wave parent interview, respondents 

were asked whether they consider themselves to be happy, in general. Mothers who respond 

that they are happy are coded 1 for maternal happiness, and mothers who respond that they 

are not happy are coded 0. The analyses include three other family process mechanisms: 

maternal bonds, parental instrumental control over adolescents’ daily activities, and 
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intergenerational closure. I tap maternal bonds using adolescent wave I reports. Youths were 

asked to report how close they feel to their residential, biological mothers, how much they 

feel their mothers care about them, how warm their mothers act towards them, how well they 

communicate with their mothers, and how satisfied they are with their relationship with their 

mothers (α = .860).
18

 

 Adolescents were also asked to report whether their parents allow them to make their 

own decisions about a variety of daily activities, including curfews, the persons with whom 

they hang out, what they wear, how much television they watch and which programs, what 

time they go to bed, and what they eat. Adolescents responded yes (they are allowed to make 

their own decision) or no (they are not allowed to make their own decision). I measure 

instrumental parental control over adolescents’ daily activities with a summed sale of these 

seven items. I reverse code responses such that higher values indicate higher levels of 

parental control. During the parent in-home survey, parents reported whether they had met 

their child’s best friend, as well as whether they had met the friend’s parents. Scores are 

summed to indicate intergenerational closure. The measurement of both family structure 

histories and family process variables at wave I is consistent with the proposed causal 

ordering, as family structure histories are retrospective, occurring prior to the parent-

                                                 
18 Bonds to fathers are not included. Respondents without fathers are missing this information, complicating the 

inclusion of a paternal bond variable in the analysis. I performed sensitivity analyses using mean parental bond 

scores (mean of standardized maternal and paternal bonds scores for respondents with two parents in the home; 

standardized maternal bond score for respondents with single mothers). Including this combined score is 

problematic, as it captures different family processes for respondents with and without fathers in the home. 

Nonetheless, the pattern of findings with the combined score in the analysis was similar to the reported pattern 

of results. 
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adolescent relationships and parenting behaviors reported during the first wave of data 

collection.    

 Deviant peers. Most previous research measures exposure to deviant peers using 

adolescent reports of friends’ deviance despite evidence that these indirect measures are 

inaccurate due to the youth projecting his or her behavior onto others (e.g., Browning et al. 

2005; De Coster et al. 2006; see Haynie and Osgood 2005 for a discussion of self-reported 

peer effects). Indeed, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) argue that these indirect measures of 

peer deviance are, in fact, alternative measures of self-reported deviance. Given this problem, 

I use the Add Health’s in-school friendship network data to construct a measure of exposure 

to deviant peers. Adolescents who completed the in-school survey reported the names (linked 

to IDs) of up to five of their closest friends. Respondents, including friends, also reported 

their involvement in series of deviant behaviors over the past 12 months, including how often 

they smoked, got drunk, lied to parents, and skipped school, with responses ranging from 

“never” to “nearly every day.” I constructed the deviant peer measure by calculating the 

mean level of deviance in the adolescents’ friendship send-network (see Carolina Population 

Center 2001). Although this measure does not address all potential delinquent acts that may 

influence the adolescent’s behavior (i.e., property and violent offenses), it speaks to the level 

of behavior problems in the adolescent’s friendship group and is consistent with 

criminological findings on the generality of deviance (Leblanc and Girard 1997). 

 Disadvantage. Maternal reports of income and family size are used to calculate family 

poverty status. If the wave I household income is below the 1994 federal poverty line (by 

family size), poverty status is coded 1; if not, poverty status is coded 0. I also create two 
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neighborhood disadvantage scales using block-level census data based on adolescents’ first 

wave residence: neighborhood economic disadvantage, which includes median household 

income, proportion households living below the poverty line, total unemployment rate, and 

proportion Black (α = .733), and neighborhood family-based disadvantage, which includes 

proportion ever-married men who are divorced or separated and proportion of households 

that are female-headed (α = .582).
19

 Previous studies of neighborhood disadvantage include 

scales that combine these indicators of economic disadvantage and family structure-based 

disadvantage (De Coster, Heimer, and Wittrock 2006; Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls 

1997), yet these neighborhood characteristics may operate in distinct ways: limited 

community resources for the control of adolescents vs. the normativity of family disruption. 

In addition, these measures reflect different types of stressful environments that may account 

for racial/ethnic variation in the effects of family instability on adolescent behavior (see 

Fomby et al. 2010). Values are standardized and summed to create the scales.  

 Controls. Control variables for the analyses include adolescent race/ethnicity, 

adolescent age, maternal age at birth, and maternal education. Researchers consistently find 

that family structure and instability effects differ by race, with single parenthood and 

frequent transitions less detrimental for Black adolescents than White adolescents (e.g. 

                                                 
19 Criminological research on neighborhoods has demonstrated that the inclusion of proportion black in 

neighborhood disadvantage scales is appropriate (see Krivo, Peterson, and Kuhl 2009; McCall, Land, and 

Parker 2010; Sampson et al. 1997). Land, McCall, and Cohen’s (1990) findings illustrate that collinearity is too 

problematic when separating proportion black from other indicators of neighborhood disadvantage: the 

significant effects randomly go to either proportion black or the other indicators. This is consistent with 

Sampson and Wilson’s (1995) conclusions that concentration of disadvantage is a racialized phenomenon such 

that the best conditions in which poor blacks live are worse than the poorest conditions in which poor whites 

live, as well as Massey and Denton’s (1993) work on racial residential segregation. 
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Albrecht and Teachman 2003; Brauner-Otto and Axinn 2010). I use adolescent reports to 

measure race/ethnicity. Responses are recoded into four categories: non-Hispanic White, 

non-Hispanic Black, non-Hispanic other, and Hispanic. Adolescents who reported more than 

one race/ethnicity were also asked with which race/ethnicity they most identify. In cases of 

multiracial adolescents, their main racial/ethnic identification is used. For adolescents who 

failed to report race/ethnicity, I rely on interviewer reports of the adolescent’s race.  

 Adolescent age is measured as their age in years. Teenage motherhood is measured 

by subtracting the birth date of the adolescent from the birth date of the respondent mother. 

Mothers who were age 19 or younger at the time of the adolescent’s birth are coded 1; 

mothers age 20 and older are coded 0. Mothers’ reports of highest level of education attained 

are used to tap maternal education. Controlling for parental education and race/ethnicity, 

which precede family structure experiences, allows me to rule out potential selection effects 

of these characteristics (see Fomby and Cherlin 2010 for a discussion of selection effects in 

family structure research).
20

 Furthermore, there may be variation in expectations for timing 

of transitions to adulthood on the basis of parental education and poverty status. For 

disadvantaged youths who complete education earlier than more-advantaged youths, 

prolonged adolescence offers few benefits (Furstenberg 2010). Thus, it is necessary to take 

these characteristics into account.   

Analytic Technique 

                                                 
20 It is possible that some family structure experiences precede mothers’ completion of education. I am unable, 

however, to determine whether this has occurred, as questions on educational attainment are not linked to 

maternal age.  
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I use negative binomial regression to model the effects of family structure history and 

family process mechanisms on delinquency. This is the most appropriate analytic technique 

for studies with over-dispersed count outcome data (Hilbe, 2008), as is common in 

delinquency studies of general adolescent populations, and it is consistent with techniques 

used in existing research (Apel and Kaukinen, 2008; Demuth and Brown, 2004). The 

negative binomial regression equation is expressed as: 

μ = exp(β0 + β1xi1 + β2xi2 + β3xi3 + εi) 

I report BIC (Bayesian information criterion) values for the negative binomial 

regression models. The BIC statistic is calculated as follows: BIC = df(ln N) – χ2, where df is 

the degrees of freedom, N is the sample size, and χ2 is the likelihood ratio of the estimated 

model relative to a null model with no covariates. BIC values that are more negative indicate 

a better model fit than BIC values that are less negative (Ward 2008). Although there are no 

significance tests when comparing BIC values, Raftery (1995) suggests that differences 10 or 

more indicate stronger evidence of better model fit. 

I assess total and mediating effects proposed in the hypotheses using stepwise model 

building. First, I include only the family structure variables (i.e., family structure at birth, 

family structure during adolescence, and duration of years in family structures) and controls. 

The second model includes the family structure variables, controls, and the disadvantage 

variables. Entering the variables in this order allows for an examination of the 

socioeconomic-stress hypothesis. In the following model, I add the family instability 

variables, including the frequency of family structure transitions and the life-course timing of 

the most recent transition. This allows me to assess whether and to what degree the influence 
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of family structure operates through heightened levels of turbulence, as per the instability 

hypothesis. The fourth model introduces the family process variables, including maternal 

happiness, maternal bonds, parental instrumental control over adolescents’ daily activities, 

and intergenerational closure, allowing for a test of the family process hypothesis. The fifth 

model brings in exposure to deviant peers. Stepping in the variables in this order will enable 

me to determine whether the effects of family structure and instability operate through 

altered family systems, and the extent to which exposure to deviant peers links family 

functioning to delinquent behavior.    

 To assess moderating effects of adolescent sex, I include several sex interaction 

terms. Model 6 includes an interaction term for family structure at birth and adolescent sex, 

Model 7 examines the interaction between sex and family structure during adolescence, 

Model 8 includes an interaction between adolescent sex and frequency of family structure 

transitions, Model 9 interactions are between adolescent sex and family process variables, 

and Model 10 includes an interaction between adolescent sex and deviant peers.  In addition, 

I assess sex differences in levels of parental instrumental control using t-tests of mean 

differences. Models 10 and 11 address the interactions between maternal family formation 

characteristics and bonds, with the latter including the three-way interaction with adolescent 

sex.  

Results  

 Descriptive results. Tables 1a, 1b, and 1c display the descriptive statistics for the total 

sample, the sample broken down by adolescent sex, and the sample broken down by the 

extent of family instability, respectively. The mean level of delinquency is 2.95 for the 
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combined sample (Table 1a), and there are significant sex differences in delinquent 

involvement with boys reporting greater delinquency than girls (2.67 for girls and 3.23 for 

boys, p<.001; see Table 1b). Respondents had a wide range of family structure experiences. 

At birth, 78.1% of all respondents lived in a married-parent home, 20.5% were born to a 

single mother, and 1.3% were born to cohabiting parents. By adolescence, 61.6% resided 

with married, biological parents, 20.5% lived with a single mother, 10.6% lived with a 

mother and stepfather, 5.7% lived with a mother and her cohabiting partner, and 1.5% 

resided with a single, widowed mother. Although the majority of adolescents had not 

experienced family structure instability by the first wave of data collection (63.6%), 19.3% 

had faced one transition, 11.2% had undergone two transitions, and 5.9% had experienced 

three or more transitions.  

 Adolescents who have experienced multiple family structure transitions report greater 

delinquent involvement: the mean level of reported delinquency for adolescents from 

families with no transitions is 3.03 compared to 3.46 for families with three or more 

transitions (p<.001; Table 1c).Adolescents from turbulent families were more likely to live in 

poverty (8.2% of adolescents with no transitions vs. 23.3% of adolescents with 3+ 

transitions; p<.001) and have mothers who were teenagers at the time of the child’s birth than 

adolescents from stable families (4.0% for adolescents with no transitions vs. 17.8% for 

adolescents with 3+ transitions; p<.001). Mean levels of parental instrumental control and 

intergenerational closure do not vary by level of family structure instability, but youth in 

stable households report stronger bonds to mothers than youth in less-stable homes (p<.001). 

There is also a statistically significant difference in mean levels of deviant peers by 
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frequency of family transitions, with adolescents from turbulent families exposed to more 

deviance in their peer networks than adolescents from stable households (p<.001).  

 Multivariate results. Table 5 displays the results of the negative binomial regression 

models. Model 1 includes the family structure variables (i.e., family structure at birth, family 

structure during adolescence, and duration of years in family structures) and controls, but not 

indicators of individual or neighborhood disadvantage. In this initial model, adolescent male 

sex (β=-0.230; p<.001), low maternal education (β=-0.037; p<.01), and Hispanic ethnicity 

(β=0.221; p<.001) are associated with higher levels of delinquency. Maternal dating 

(β=0.221; p<.05) and Black racial status (β=-0.176; p<.05) are associated with lower levels 

of delinquent involvement. This finding regarding racial/ethnic differences in self-reported 

delinquency is consistent with previous research using Add Health data and may reflect the 

less-serious, non-violent character of the measures available for the delinquency scale 

(Felson et al. 2008; Fomby et al. 2010).  

Family structure at birth does not significantly impact delinquency but more 

proximate family structure proves relevant for understanding pathways to delinquency, with 

adolescents in single-mother (β=0.174, p<.01), cohabiting (β=0.229, p<.05), widowed-

mother (β=0.363, p<.01), and—marginally—stepfamily households (β=0.101, p<.10) 

engaging in greater levels of delinquent conduct than adolescents in married, biological-

parent households (Table 5, Model 1). These findings lend strong support to the adolescent 

family structure hypothesis but no support for the family structure at birth hypothesis. The 

analysis of sexual debut indicated that the single-mother effect was accounted for fully by 

maternal dating behavior. Supplementary analyses show that mothers’ dating behavior 
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diminishes the influence of residence in a single-mother family somewhat for this type of 

role exit, as well, although the effect of single motherhood persists even when controlling for 

maternal dating (see Appendix F).  

Consistent with the duration hypothesis, longer durations of years spent in married-

parent (β=-0.062, p<.01), single-mother (β=-0.059, p<.01), and cohabiting households (β=-

0.070, p<.01) are significantly, negatively associated with delinquent involvement, consistent 

with expectations. I also included a squared terms to assess whether duration effects were 

non-linear; the coefficients were non-significant. 

Model 2 introduces the disadvantage variables. The inclusion of poverty status and 

neighborhood family-based and economic disadvantage accounts for some of the effects of 

family structure on delinquent conduct, and their inclusion improves the model fit (Model 1 

BIC=-296371.89 and Model 2 BIC=-301373.83). The influence of residing with a single 

mother during adolescence is diminished (p-value drops from .01 to .05), and the cohabiting 

effect is reduced to only marginal significance in Model 2. However, these indictors of 

disadvantage fail to reach statistical significance. Thus, the findings yield only partial support 

for the socioeconomic-stress hypothesis. 

 The third model introduces the frequency and timing of family structure transitions. 

Consistent with the instability hypothesis, the frequency of transitions is positively associated 

with delinquent behavior, albeit only marginally (β=0.051; p>10). Instability mediates fully 

the effects of living in a cohabiting or stepfamily household, and mediates partially the 

effects of residing in a single-mother or widowed household.  I also perform supplementary 

analyses that include categorical frequency variables rather than a continuous measure of 
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frequency; categories include zero transitions, one transition, two transitions, and three or 

more transitions (see Appendix E). When “zero transitions” is the baseline category in a 

simple model containing just the controls and frequency of transitions, all frequencies of 

transitions except “two transitions” are statistically different. When “two transitions” is the 

baseline category, there is no statistical difference between one and two transitions but there 

is a difference between adolescents with two versus three or more transitions (β=0.255; 

p<.05). With all family structure variables included, only the difference between two and 

three or more transitions remains statistically significant, suggesting that family instability 

influences delinquency and accounts for family structure effects, but only at very high levels. 

The life-course timing of the most recent transition is added in Model 3, but these variables 

are non-significant. Thus, the instability hypothesis is supported, with the exception of the 

component of the hypothesis focusing on life-course timing of transitions. 

An alternative way to test the instability hypothesis is to examine the role of family 

structure among adolescents from stable households (i.e., families with zero transitions). 

Table 3 presents these results, which provide strong support for the instability model. The 

results indicate no effect of any family structure on delinquent behavior among adolescents 

in stable households. Adolescents in stable single-mother and stable cohabiting-mother 

families engage in similar levels of delinquency as adolescents in stable married, biological-

parent families. Furthermore, maternal dating—presumably by single mothers—persists as a 

predictor of delinquency in these households (β=0.316, p<.05), yielding added support for an 

instability perspective. 
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Two family process mechanisms are significant predictors of delinquent behavior in 

Model 4 of Table 5, and the inclusion of family processes improves considerably the model 

fit (Model 3 BIC=-316639.72 and Model 4 BIC=-808095.63). Maternal bonds (β=-0.080; 

p<.001) and parental instrumental control over adolescent daily activities (β=-0.040; p<.01) 

operate in the expected direction: adolescents subject to greater amounts of direct and 

indirect controls report less involvement in delinquency. Maternal happiness is marginally 

significant in the direction anticipated (β=-0.149, p<.10), and intergenerational closure is 

non-significant. These predictors fully mediate the remaining marginal effect of living with a 

single mother during adolescence. As such, the family process hypothesis receives support. 

Supplementary analyses further reveal that it is a combination of bonds and control that 

accounts for this mediation. When either variable is entered into the model alone, the 

mediating effect is not found; when entered simultaneously, as in Model 4, the effect of 

single motherhood becomes non-significant.  

Supporting the deviant peer hypothesis, the level of deviance in the adolescent’s peer 

network is strongly associated with self-reported delinquency, with youth embedded in 

deviant friendship groups more likely to be delinquent than youth with more-conventional 

peer networks (β=0.206; p<.001; Table 5, Model 5). However, peers do not mediate the 

influence of maternal bonds and parental instrumental control, and they do not mediate the 

remaining effects of family structure, as these effects have already been reduced to non-

significance in earlier models.  

Together, the findings suggest that alternative family structures—single-mother, 

cohabiting, stepfamily, and widowed-mother families—are positively associated with 
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delinquent behavior, and that much of their impact is due to the higher frequency of 

transitions in these family types. The remaining effect of single motherhood on delinquency 

is explained by lower levels of emotional ties to single mothers and single mothers’ greater 

adolescent independence-giving. Youths in these families are therefore freer to associate with 

deviant friends and, in turn, deviant peers increase the adolescents’ delinquent involvement.
21

 

 Gendered pathways. T-test comparisons of means indicate there is no sex difference 

in the level of parental instrumental control over adolescent behavior; boys and girls are 

subject to similar amounts of parental independence-giving. There is a difference in levels of 

maternal bonds, but this difference is opposite that which is often invoked to explain sex 

variation in delinquency: boys report stronger bonds to parents than do girls (21.83 for girls 

vs. 22.56 for boys; p<.001; Table 1b). Thus, the level-of-control hypothesis is not supported. 

Levels of intergenerational closure also differ by sex, with girls’ mothers having more 

connections to friends and friends’ parents than boys’ mothers, a finding consistent with the 

level-of-control hypothesis (1.80 for girls vs. 1.78 for boys; p<.01), although 

intergenerational closure is not a significant predictor of delinquency in this analysis (see 

Table 5, Model 4). There is similarity in levels of exposure to deviant peers among male and 

female adolescents. 

                                                 
21I also conducted analyses separately for violent delinquency, property delinquency, and status offenses. These 

supplementary results suggest that demographic factors—including adolescent sex, maternal education and age 

at birth, Hispanic ethnicity, and neighborhood family-based disadvantage—are more salient predictors of 

violence than family structure history. Thus, family structure history appears to have a greater effect on 

common delinquency than serious delinquency. When significant effects are identified in models estimating 

violent delinquency, they are consistent with the pattern of effects for general delinquency. Supplementary 

analyses including controls for wave 1 delinquency indicate that previous behavior problems strongly predict 

later delinquency (β=.1192, p<.001 in full model), and controlling for these effects does not alter substantially 

the findings of the reported analysis.  
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 Models 6 and 7 include interactions between adolescent sex and family structure 

variables. The significant, positive interaction between sex and being born to a cohabiting 

mother indicates that the effects of this family structure early in life on delinquent behavior is 

stronger among girls than boys (β=0.768; p<.05). In adolescence, the influence of living with 

a single, widowed mother is stronger among boys than girls (β=-0.635; p<.01). Other family 

structure types matter equally for girls’ and boys’ delinquency. The frequency of family 

structure transitions has a marginally stronger effect on boys’ delinquency than girls’ 

delinquency (β=-0.062; p<.10). These findings provide some support for the father absence 

hypothesis: family instability and one family structure associated with father-figure 

absence—the widowed-mother family—is a stronger predictor of male delinquency than 

female delinquency, as hypothesized.  

 Results from the analysis of sex-moderating effects on family processes fail to 

support hypotheses the magnitude-of-control and magnitude-of-attachment hypotheses. First, 

parental instrumental control operates similarly in the production of male and female 

delinquency. Second, a marginal sex difference in the operation of maternal bonds is 

opposite the anticipated effect: this family process has a stronger influence on male than 

female delinquent behavior (β=-0.018, p<.10).  

The gendered deviant peer hypothesis receives support. Embeddedness in a deviant 

peer network has a stronger effect on boys’ than girls’ delinquency (β=-0.116; p<.05). Thus, 

although boys and girls are equally likely to have deviant friendships, as indicated by t-tests 

for mean differences (see Table 1b), the influence of those friendships on adolescent 

behavior is heightened among boys.  
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Conclusion  

This research demonstrates that a snapshot approach to measuring family structure, 

which is typical in most criminological studies of family structure and delinquency, is 

inadequate. Individuals have histories of family structure experiences with some histories 

marked by instability and change and others marked by stability. Findings regarding various 

dimensions of family structure histories reveal how and why family structure matters for 

delinquency. For instance, longer durations spent in any family type correspond to lower 

levels of delinquency, suggesting that stability promotes adaptation regardless of family 

structure. This is underscored by results showing that stability accounts partially for the 

effects of living with a single or cohabiting mother during adolescence. Single motherhood 

and cohabitation during adolescence increase delinquency because single mothers and 

cohabiters have more turbulent households than married parents. Moreover, single and 

cohabiting family structures fail to predict delinquent involvement among youth from stable 

homes.  

Furthermore, only very high levels of instability alter the contexts of parenting and, 

ultimately, delinquency. The differences between no transitions and one transition, as well as 

between one transition and two transitions, are not substantial enough to reach statistical 

significance. Heightened involvement in delinquency emerges only once adolescents have 

experienced three or more transitions. Given that an increasing proportion of American 

youths—and particularly low-income youths—experience three or more family structure 

transitions during childhood (Cherlin 2009; Timberlake and Heuveline 2005), this may have 

important consequences for stratified patterns of delinquency in years to come. From this 
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perspective, heightened family structure instability is an important dimension of 

disadvantage, operating on both the individual and community level, and contributing to 

individual and aggregate rates of delinquency and other negative life-course outcomes.  

Although the bulk of the evidence points to an instability process, the socioeconomic-

stress model receives some support, as well, regarding the influence of single motherhood 

and cohabitation. Adolescents who live with single or cohabiting mothers engage in more 

delinquency, in part, because they are more likely to be poor and to live in disadvantaged 

neighborhoods. It is unclear in this analysis whether disadvantage is simply a predictor of 

selection into these family forms or an outcome of them; likely, it is both
22

 (see South and 

Crowder 1999; McLanahan and Percheski 2008). Either way, support for the socioeconomic-

stress model is important in that it directs attention to the types of resources that may best 

help single-mother and cohabiting families achieve positive outcomes for youth. For 

instance, the Moving to Opportunity program, which provides vouchers for low-income 

families to relocate to low-poverty neighborhoods, might benefit families coping with the 

economic hardships associated with single parenthood, thereby reducing delinquent 

involvement among adolescents (Katz, Kling, and Liebman 2001; Leventhal and Dupéré 

2011). 

As criminologists and other social scientists have noted previously, the concentration 

of highly-unstable families in structurally-disadvantaged communities contributes to spatial 

variation in crime and the reproduction of inequality (Hay et al. 2006; McLanahan and 

                                                 
22The Add Health does not provide adequate maternal background data for assessing selection into family 

structures. 
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Percheski 2008; Sampson and Wilson 2005). Thus, an analysis of the nexus of individual and 

neighborhood-level family structure instability represents an important direction for further 

investigation. As Loeber and Stouthamer-Loeber (1986: 126) note, “family factors never 

operate within a vacuum but take place against a backdrop of other influences.” It is possible 

that unstable families embedded within communities marked by high levels of family 

stability are able to draw on those resources for supervising youths and reducing 

opportunities for delinquent learning and behavior. Likewise, stable families embedded 

within communities marked by high levels of family instability may not be able to buffer 

against the negative consequences of neighborhood influences.  

Consistent with the proposed conceptual model and an adolescent role exit 

perspective, family structure and instability operate through weakened emotional bonds 

between mothers and their adolescent children, as well as reduced control over adolescents’ 

activities. Maternal happiness also accounts for these effects, although only marginally, 

perhaps due to the weakness of the measure as an indicator of well-being. Intergenerational 

closure has a marginal effect, as well, but it operates in the direction opposite what was 

anticipated. It may be that interpersonal dynamics within the household—rather than between 

household actors and those external to the household—are particularly salient in the path 

from family structure experience to delinquency. Alternatively, simply having met 

adolescents’ friends and their parents may be insufficient as a barrier to delinquency when 

those friends are deviant or their parents do not employ in similar control tactics for limiting 

delinquent opportunities (Osgood et al. 1996). The unexpected direction of the marginal 
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effect suggests that some parents may make these connections as a response to previous 

behavior problems rather than as a preventative measure.  

Exposure to deviant peers strongly predicts individual delinquent involvement, 

although deviant peer exposure did not account for the effects of expressive and instrumental 

parental control on delinquency. One possibility is that schools facilitate the formation and 

maintenance of friendships, both delinquent and conforming, rendering parental controls 

irrelevant (Warr 2002). The school may act as a meeting place for adolescents who would not 

otherwise have access to deviant peer connections. A potentially fruitful avenue for future 

investigation is the interplay of family structure, instability, and school-based factors in 

shaping exposure to delinquent peers and opportunities for delinquent involvement (see 

Parcel, Dufur, and Zito 2010).  

Overall, the pattern of results suggests a process that is similar for girls and boys with 

several noteworthy exceptions. Single motherhood and cohabitation increase delinquent 

behavior similarly among boys and girls, but widowhood is a stronger predictor of boys’ than 

girls’ delinquency. This is consistent with expectations regarding heightened effects of father 

absence among sons vis-à-vis daughters, although no sex difference was detected regarding 

single motherhood. It is possible that sons react more strongly than daughters to the death of 

a father because they identify with the same-sex parent (Chodorow 1999; Rossi and Rossi 

1990; Wallerstein 1987). Alternatively, sons may simply be more likely to manifest their 

distress through externalizing behavior, like delinquency, whereas daughters internalize 

distress (Videon 2002). Research that examines internalizing (i.e., depression, self-harming 
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behaviors) and externalizing adolescent behavior (i.e., delinquency) simultaneously is 

necessary for addressing this explanation.  

The failure of single motherhood to influence sons’ delinquency more strongly than 

daughters’ delinquency suggests several possibilities. First, this may reflect a growth in 

egalitarian parenting such that sons and daughters form equally strong relationships with both 

biological parents, regardless of sex, although widowhood’s differential effects cast doubt on 

this interpretation. Second, high levels of non-marital childbearing may be the root of similar 

effects for sons and daughters. In order for father absence to have particularly strong effects 

among sons due to identification with the same-sex parent, they must have first had a 

relationship with the father. If a biological father is absent from birth or only sporadically 

involved in the child’s day-to-day life, his absence is unlikely to affect sons more 

substantially than daughters. Third, many adolescents who live with single mothers may, in 

fact, have involved non-residential fathers who act as a source of social and financial support 

(Booth, Scott, and King 2010). An examination of non-residential fathers’ capacity to buffer 

against the disruptive effects of family structure instability for youths is warranted.   

Peer effects on delinquency are stronger among boys than girls. This is likely due to 

the gendered nature of delinquency and its distinct meaning for male adolescent peer groups. 

Because risky and violent behavior allows for masculine posturing, boys are more likely to 

encourage delinquency among their male peers, punish those who fail to act accordingly, and 

use shared experiences of delinquent conduct as a basis for bonding (Heimer and De Coster 

1999; Messerschmidt 1993). Girls have less at stake in failing to meet the delinquent 
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expectations of their peers, as such action is unlikely to prompt gender- and sexuality-based 

taunts (Pascoe 2007).   

In sum, the pathway from family structure to delinquency operates through instability 

and disadvantage, which in turn alter the context of parenting, leading ultimately to 

delinquency. Deviant peers also increase delinquent involvement, yet parental controls do not 

account for increased exposure to such friendships in this analysis. These pathways appear to 

be parallel for boys and girls with only a few differences which point to the gendered 

meanings of social relationships and delinquency. Criminological studies on family-based 

predictors of adolescent risk behavior would be much improved by an appreciation of the 

role of family structure instability in the etiology of delinquency.  

 This research contributes the criminological and life-course literature on delinquency 

by highlighting the multiple ways in which family structure histories shape pathways to 

delinquency. Although delinquency is treated as a life-course outcome in this research, it is 

important to recognize that delinquency, itself, is a turning point in the adult life course. 

Hagan and Foster (2003) contend that delinquency is best conceptualized as a developmental 

phase, sensitive to early life-course experiences and predictive of later life chances, such as 

substance abuse and material disadvantage. As such, future delinquency research in the life-

course perspective will benefit from a consideration of the ways in which adolescent law 

violation operates as a way station on the road to adult development. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

PATHWAYS TO TEENAGE COHABITATION 

 Cohabitation has become a normative part of adult relationship trajectories (Sassler 

and Cunningham 2008; Smock and Greenland 2010), but it is considered an off-time 

transition among teenagers with negative consequences for life-course outcomes (Booth, 

Rustenbach, and McHale 2008; Houseknecht and Lewis 2005). For instance, cohabitation 

increases the risk of relationship conflict (Johnson and Ferraro 2000; Smock and Greenland 

2010) and unstable cohabitation—which is typical of teenage cohabitation—contributes to 

depression (Booth et al. 2008; Marcussen 2005). Furthermore, off-time transitions to 

residential romantic relationships increase the likelihood of future off-time life-course events, 

including unplanned, non-marital pregnancies (Goodwin, Mosher, and Chandra 2010; 

Manning and Cohen 2010). Not all consequences of teenage cohabitation are negative, 

however, as it may provide benefits to some young people from disadvantaged backgrounds 

who are seeking to escape a less-favorable home environment, particularly one in which 

relations with mothers are strained (Booth et al. 2008).  

Regardless of whether cohabitation is beneficial or detrimental for young people, it is 

clear that cohabitation has replaced early marriage as a transition to adulthood for many 

people, including teenagers (Bumpass and Lu 2000). In a recent study using National Survey 

of Family Growth data, Manning and Cohen (2010) found that 30% of female respondents 

had cohabited by age 20, and approximately 20% had cohabited by age 18. Despite 

contemporary levels and potential consequences of teenage cohabitation, however, predictors 

of teenage cohabitation receive scant empirical attention, with only a handful of studies 
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examining the influence of family structure and family functioning on this off-time transition 

(Amato et al. 2008; Houseknecht and Lewis 2005; Manning and Cohen 2010; Meier and 

Allen 2009; Ryan et al. 2009).  

Existing studies indicate that the antecedents of teenage cohabitation include single 

motherhood and family instability (Musick and Meier 2010; Ryan et al. 2009; Teachman 

2003), yet the processes linking family structure experiences to teenage cohabitation remain 

under-analyzed (see Amato and Kane 2011 for an exception). Scholars contend that these 

effects are likely due to the stressful effects of instability on family functioning and financial 

hardship, as well as parental socialization, but these mechanisms are not included in 

comprehensive studies of family structure histories and teenage cohabitation (e.g. Ryan et al. 

2009). In other words, researchers propose—but do not test—a model of early cohabitation 

that links family structure, instability, and economic disadvantage to parenting practices (i.e., 

weak bonds between parents and adolescents and low levels of monitoring and supervision) 

that are associated with youths’ involvement in deviant peer networks and ultimately with 

teenage cohabitation.   

This model is consistent with both the stress-based family process model developed 

in family sociology (Fomby and Cherlin 2007; Pearson et al. 2006) and with much work in 

criminology on the etiology of delinquency (Heimer 1996; Krohn et al. 2009; Leiber et al. 

2008). However, family process models of cohabiting behavior typically do not consider the 

influence of peers in mediating the relationship between parenting and behavior, and 

criminologists have not considered the influence of family transitions over the life-course on 

parenting, peers, and behavior. Research on early teenage cohabitation requires further 
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development that can be informed by both family sociology and criminology. Importantly, 

few studies of teenage cohabitation examine a full model of these behaviors that emphasizes 

the way in which family instability throughout childhood, family processes, and peer effects 

operate sequentially to influence this type of role exit. It is likely that family functioning and 

exposure to deviant peers mediate the influence of family turbulence on adolescent 

parenthood and movement into co-residential romantic relationships, yet this possibility has 

not been assessed fully to date.  

Maternal attachment is typically assumed to prevent non-normative adolescent 

behavior, including teenage cohabitation, consistent with a process of social control. This 

assumption fails to incorporate social learning insights from criminology regarding the nexus 

of attachment and reference behavior, a perspective which suggests that close maternal bonds 

may fail to operate as a preventative feature when adolescents are attached to mothers whose 

own behaviors model acceptance of cohabitation (Akers et al. 1979; Giordano 2003; 

Sutherland 1947). Much sociological research evidences the intergenerational transmission of 

family formation behaviors (Amato and Kane 2011; Barber 2001; Sassler et al. 2009; 

Wildsmith et al. 2011), yet the extent to which the linked lives of mothers and children are 

contingent upon the intimacy of their emotional connection is yet to be examined. This is 

unfortunate, as evidence of conditioning effects may alleviate concerns over the importance 

of selection in contributing to intergenerational processes.  

In addition, research on teenage cohabitation typically fails to consider the extent to 

which pathways to early family formation may be gendered. This is surprising given that 

existing evidence suggests sex differences in the influence of family structure histories on 
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behavior (Cavanagh et al. 2008; Davis and Friel 2001; Dornfeld and Kruttschnitt 1992; Rose 

et al. 2005) and in the effects of parental attachment and supervision on adolescent behavior 

(Cernkovich and Giordano 1987; Heimer and De Coster 1999; Seydlitz 1991). Specifically, 

some researchers find that father absence is more harmful for sons’ than daughters’ well-

being, with the presence of a mother operating as a protective factor for girls but not boys 

(Amato 2000; Stern, Northman, and Van Slyck 1984; alternatively, see Biblarz and Stacey 

2010). In addition, drawing on Gilligan’s (1982) feminist work on social relationships, 

researchers have found that daughters report closer attachments to their parents and are more 

responsive to these attachments than are sons (Browning et al. 2005; Chapple, McQuillan, 

and Berdahl 2004; Flannery et al. 1999; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2005; Richards et al. 

2004). Girls’ greater sensitivity to expressive control makes sense in light of hegemonic 

gender socialization that stresses the importance of intimate relationships for girls. Because 

girls are more apt to define themselves in terms of interpersonal, emotional connections, they 

are more controlled by these connections to parents than are boys (Heimer et al. 2006; 

Seiffge-Krenke 2011). In contrast, boys are more responsive to direct, instrumental controls 

(Heimer and De Coster 1999; Smith 1997). Furthermore, the gendered meanings assigned to 

co-residential romance (versus sexual autonomy) may produce sex variation in deviant peer 

effects. Specifically, marriage-like living and sexual exclusivity during the teenage years 

may be more consistent with hegemonic definitions of femininity than masculinity, leading 

to stronger peer influences among girls than boys.  

I contribute to existing research by developing and testing a more comprehensive 

model of the effects of family structure histories on teenage cohabitation that links these 
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histories in a sequential fashion to parenting practices, peer relationships, and ultimately 

residential romantic relationships during the teenage years. In addition, I consider the 

possibility that the operation of maternal bonds within this processual model is contingent 

upon the behavior of the mother to whom the adolescent is attached. Finally, I emphasize the 

ways in which these processes may be shaped by gender, resulting in sex differences in the 

etiology of early cohabitation. 

Family Structure, Instability, and Teenage Cohabitation 

 As with other types of premature adolescent role exits, studies of family structure and 

teenage cohabitation demonstrate that residence outside of a married, biological-parent 

family is associated with heightened risk of living with a romantic partner during the teenage 

years. Using 1992 and 1994 National Education Longitudinal (NELS) data, Houseknecht and 

Lewis (2005) found that girls who lived with single parents or stepfamilies during 

adolescence were 64% more likely than girls with married, biological parents to cohabit as 

teenagers. Manning and Cohen (2010) identified a similar pattern of family structure effects 

among a female sample from the 2002 National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG) data. 

Meier and Allen (2009) used Add Health data to examine precursors of romantic relationship 

patterns, finding that living with single or stepparents during adolescence is associated with 

increased risk of ever cohabiting by the mid-20s.  

 Existing research clearly indicates that family structure matters for teenage 

cohabitation, yet these studies are limited in several important ways. First, most measure 

family structure at only one point in time, failing to capture the range of family structure 

experiences over the course of childhood. This is due to the treatment of family structure as a 
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control rather than a focus of study in this research. As a result, the family structure types 

examined are limited, with cohabiting and widowed-parent families disregarded or 

considered only as “other family types” (e.g. Meier and Allen 2009). Moreover, family 

structure instability is missing from these analyses (see Ryan et al. 2009 for an exception).  

 Research on other domains of adolescent role exit behavior suggests that family 

structure effects may be due, in part, to frequent family structure transitions, consistent with a 

family instability model that  posits that instability in family structure, rather than family 

structure, per se, leads to risky adolescent behavior (Cavanagh et al. 2008; Fomby et al. 

2010). Testing this claim requires an evaluation of the effects of family structure transitions 

(i.e., instability) while controlling for family structure. The instability hypothesis receives 

support to the extent that transitions predict teenage cohabitation, net of the effects of 

particular family forms. Few analyses of teenage cohabitation investigate this possibility.   

 Although not directly assessing the effect of instability on teenage cohabitation, 

Goldscheider and Goldscheider (1998) found that leaving home to cohabit was more 

common among young people who had transitioned to a single-parent home during 

childhood, a finding consistent with an instability perspective. Teachman (2003) provided a 

test of the instability models using NSFG data, finding that frequent family structure 

transitions account for some of the effects of family structure. Ryan and colleagues (2009) 

used Add Health data to provide an extensive examination of family structure history and 

teenage cohabitation, in which they included measures of the duration of family structure 

experiences as well as the frequency and timing of transitions. They found that high levels of 

instability and longer durations in single-mother households contribute to early cohabitation, 
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which they interpret as evidence of stressful family environments and a socialization effect. 

Teachman (2003) similarly interpreted his findings as evidence of the stressful effects of 

disruption.  

 In addition, research on family structure instability and adolescent romantic 

relationships speaks to the potential effects of instability on teenage cohabitation, as dating is 

a step in the transition to cohabitation. In an analysis of teenage dating relationships, 

Cavanagh et al. (2008) found that instability increases the likelihood that adolescents are in 

romantic relationships, as well as the extent of their dating histories, and instability accounts 

partially for the effects of family structure during adolescence.  

I address the links between family structure, family instability, and the timing of 

sexual debut with the following hypotheses. Building on previous research regarding family 

structure history and other child and adolescent outcomes, these hypotheses include 

predictions regarding the duration of time spent in particular family structures and the life-

course timing of transitions. 

Family structure at birth hypothesis. Family structure at birth is associated 

with teenage cohabitation such that teenage cohabitation is more likely among 

adolescents who lived in a single-parent, cohabiting, or stepfamily at birth 

than adolescents who lived in a married, biological (or adoptive)-parent 

household at birth. 

 

Adolescent family structure hypothesis. Family structure during adolescence is 

associated with teenage cohabitation such that teenage cohabitation is more 

likely among adolescents who lived in a single-parent, cohabiting, or 

stepfamily during adolescence than adolescents who lived in a married, 

biological (or adoptive)-parent household during adolescence. 

 

Duration hypothesis. Cumulative duration of years in any family form is 

negatively associated with teenage cohabitation. 
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Instability hypothesis. Family instability and its recent timing increase the 

odds of teenage cohabitation, and partially mediate the effects of family 

structure on teenage cohabitation. 

 

The instability model is just one of several stress models offered to explain the 

influence of family structure on youth behavior. The socioeconomic-stress model suggests 

that adolescents fare worse in some family types (e.g., single-mother and cohabiting families) 

than married, biological-parent families because of the structural deficits associated with 

those family structures. That is, the relationship between family structure and teenage 

cohabitation may be spurious with socioeconomic status being a significant predictor of both. 

Indeed, Amato et al. (2008) find that women from low-SES families are particularly likely to 

enter into cohabitation and parenthood at young ages. In turn, parents are posited to be less 

able to control youth behavior due to financial constraints that reduce supervision and strain 

parental coping resources, potentially undermining emotional bonds between parents and 

their children (Cooper et al. 2009). 

In addition, youth from advantaged backgrounds may be likely to delay entry into 

adult family statuses, including cohabitation, due to high expectations for educational 

attainment and career development. Research on emerging adulthood demonstrates that the 

timing and sequencing of adult transitions for college-oriented youth are such that family 

transitions—cohabitation, marriage, childbearing—are normative only after the completion 

of education and the securing of employment (Furstenberg 2010; Regnerus and Uecker 

2010). For less-advantaged young people whose education ends during the teenage years, this 

sequencing of events occurs at a younger age, and insecurity regarding the eventual 

possibility of economic independence reduces the perceived costs of non-normative family 



 

 

123 

 

transitions (Furstenberg 2010; McLanahan and Percheski 2008). As Furstenberg (2010:72) 

notes, “Young adults from less-advantaged households are finding it increasingly difficult to 

adhere to an orderly and predictable sequence of education, full-time employment, home-

leaving, cohabitation or marriage, and parenthood.”  Given these considerations, I offer the 

following hypothesis: 

Socioeconomic-stress hypothesis. Disadvantage (i.e., individual poverty status 

and neighborhood disadvantage) accounts partially for the effect of family 

structure on teenage cohabitation. 

 

Family Processes and Teenage Cohabitation 

 Despite recognition of the family-based mechanisms that might link family structure 

and instability to cohabiting transitions among youth, Teachman (2003) and Ryan et al. 

(2009) do not include these mediating mechanisms in their analyses. Thus, it remains unclear 

whether histories of family structure instability influence teenage cohabitation through 

altered conditions of childrearing or a process of intergenerational transmission/socialization.   

Family sociologists offer multiple family process mechanisms linking family 

structure and instability to adolescent behavior, including reduced maternal happiness, 

weakened bonds between parents and children, and a lesser degree of monitoring and control 

over children’s activities (Cavanagh 2008; Fletcher et al. 2004; Wu and Martinson 1993). 

The instability model and the socioeconomic-stress model suggest that family structure is 

linked to adolescent outcomes through its direct or indirect influence on these family 

processes. 

Empirical studies yield support for the effects of these family processes on teenage 

cohabitation (Amato and Kane 2011; Amato et al. 2008). For instance, Amato and Kane 
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(2011) found that a positive family environment—measured as the amount of family warmth, 

understanding, fun, and attention—is associated negatively with the odds of daughters’ 

cohabiting transitions. Booth et al. (2008) found that mother-child relationships are 

predictive of youth cohabitation but their results indicated this effect only among female 

adolescents. Amato and colleagues (2008) used latent class analysis to identify a typology of 

women’s pathways to adulthood that are differentiated based on the timing and sequencing of 

education, work, and family formation. Weak emotional ties to parents were predictive of 

pathways marked by off-time, early cohabitation transitions which the researchers interpret 

as evidence that youths with shallow stores of emotional resources seek out relational 

intimacy in other forms, consistent with an adolescent role exit perspective (see also Edin 

and Kefalas 2005). Notably, these models do not take into consideration the possibility that 

close relationships with mothers may facilitate intergenerational transmission among 

adolescents of cohabiting mothers.   

 Instrumental and expressive parental control limits opportunities for dating behavior 

and alters perceived costs associated with behavior of which many parents presumably 

disapprove, including teenage cohabitation (Cavanagh et al. 2008). Strongly-attached youth 

may also be less motivated to live with a romantic partner, as parental closeness and 

communication facilitates the transfer of parental norms (Foshee and Bauman 1992). 

Furthermore, weak attachments to parents and low levels of supervision contribute to 

increased exposure to, and influence of, deviant peers who may encourage and reward non-

normative behavior (Barnes and Farrell 1992; Simons et al. 1994; Warr 2007).  
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I offer the following hypothesis to address the operation of family processes that are 

proposed to link family structure history to teenage cohabitation in the instability and 

socioeconomic-stress models: 

Family process hypothesis.  Family processes—including maternal happiness, 

maternal bonds, control over adolescents’ daily activities, and 

intergenerational closure—are negatively associated with teenage 

cohabitation, and partially mediate the effects of family structure and family 

instability on teenage cohabitation. 

 

Researchers who develop and test stress models emphasize the role of social control 

in linking single-parent and cohabiting family structure, as well as family instability, to 

adolescent family formation transitions, including cohabitation (Hofferth and Goldsheider 

2010; Ryan et al. 2009; Teachman 2003). Intergenerational transmission represents another 

conduit through which parents’ family behaviors may influence their children’s family 

formation behaviors (Amato and Kane 2011; Thornton, Axinn, and Xie 2007). In this 

perspective, family circumstances shape not just the environment of stress and control to 

which young people are exposed, but also socialization of values and meanings assigned to 

social behaviors. Although much research on intergenerational processes focuses on marital 

dissolution (e.g. Amato 1996), other studies examine the transmission of family formation 

and childbearing behavior, finding that mothers who give birth as teenagers, marry young, 

and cohabit tend to have children who follow similar life-course paths (Barber 2001; East et 

al. 2007; Wildsmith et al. 2011). Similarly, Manning and colleagues (2011) find that parental 

modeling shapes young people’s attitudes towards cohabitation.  

Findings of intergenerational transmission must be interpreted with caution as these 

effects may be spurious. Similarity in the behaviors of mothers and their adolescent children 
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may be due to shared social locations and experiences with constrained opportunities rather 

than to a socialization process (Barber 2001; Bengston 1975). The problem of unobserved 

sources of spuriousness can be avoided by examining the moderating effects of maternal 

bonds on the intergenerational transmission of behavior. If transmission is simply the result 

of shared social forces acting upon mothers and their adolescent children, then the strength of 

bonds to mothers should not influence the extent to which these behaviors are transmitted. If 

moderating effects are detected, however, then socialization and modeling plays a role in 

linking maternal behavior to adolescent family formation.  

Intergenerational transmission hypothesis. Maternal bonds interact with 

maternal cohabitation such that maternal bonds fail to decrease teenage 

cohabitation in these families. 

 

Families, Peers, and Teenage Cohabitation 

 Family systems and life-course frameworks recognize that the family is part of an 

interconnected system of social contexts. Conditions external to family life shape the 

functioning of the family and provide the normative settings that shape life-course processes 

(Browning et al. 2005; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2005; Loeber and Stouthamer-Loeber 

1986; Bronfenbrenner 1986). For adolescents, peer contexts may be particularly salient, as 

this developmental period is marked by increased time spent outside of the family home and 

with friends (Aquilino 1997; Brown 1990). Furthermore, peer influence on behavior 

increases during adolescence (Bogenschneider et al. 1998).  

Friendship groups enforce rules regarding appropriate behavior for members; youth 

are rewarded for complying with the normative expectations of peers, which often diverge 

from parental expectations (Barnes et al. 2006; Clark and Lohéac 2006; East, Felice, and 
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Morgan 1993; Furstenberg 2000; Haynie and Osgood 2005). Research on delinquency and 

other problem behaviors indicates that deviant peers are among the strongest predictors of 

adolescent behavior among those identified by social scientists (Haynie and Osgood 2005; 

Miller 2010; Monahan et al. 2009; Warr 2002). Although studies of teenage cohabitation 

rarely include analyses of peer effects, evidence of peer influence on other domains of 

adolescent romance suggest that peers may be relevant for understanding cohabitating 

behavior. For instance, numerous studies demonstrate that perceived peer norms are a strong 

predictor of adolescent sexual behavior (Kinsman et al. 1999; Santelli et al. 2004).  

 The context of family life may influence the exposure of young people to other social 

environments. Parents actively shape the composition of their children’s peer groups (Dorius 

et al. 2004; Knoester, Haynie, and Stephens 2006), yet parents who have little control over 

adolescents’ daily activities are likely to have little control over the peers with whom their 

children associate. Moreover, adolescents who have weak attachments to parents are 

particularly susceptible to joining deviant peer networks (Matsueda and Heimer 1987; Miller 

2010; Warr 2007). A peer influence perspective rooted in differential association theory 

suggests that parental ineptitude—poor monitoring and discipline—within families marked 

by weak relationships increases exposure to deviant peers who encourage favorable attitudes 

towards deviant behavior (Simons et al. 1994; Sutherland 1947). 

 Neighborhood conditions also influence exposure to deviant peers such that youth 

who reside in disadvantaged communities are more likely to encounter other adolescents who 

encourage behavior of which parents disapprove, including early cohabitation (Case and Katz 

1991; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2005). In such neighborhoods, more strenuous parental 
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control efforts may be necessary to offset the effects of community exposure to negative 

influences (Jarrett 1999). Given these considerations, I offer the following hypothesis 

regarding the role of deviant peers in the pathway from family structure history to teenage 

cohabitation. 

Deviant peer hypothesis. Deviant peers are positively associated with teenage 

cohabitation, and partially mediate the effects of family structure and family 

instability, family processes, and residence in a disadvantaged neighborhood 

on teenage cohabitation. 

 

Gender and Pathways to Teenage Cohabitation 

Many recent studies of the precursors to teenage cohabitation focus only on female 

family formation patterns (e.g. Amato and Kane 2011; Amato et al. 2008; Goldscheider and 

Goldscheider 1999; Teachman 2003). Even though teenage girls cohabit at higher rates than 

teenage boys likely due to female relationships with older men, a substantial proportion of 

teenage boys cohabit: 13.1% of teenage boys compared to 21.7% of teenage girls (see Table 

1b). Thus, greater attention to teenage male cohabiting patterns is warranted. Moreover, 

studies of sex-specific effects of family structure and family processes on other domains of 

adolescent behavior suggest that the pathways to male and female teenage cohabitation may 

differ (e.g. Browning et al. 2005; Cavanagh et al. 2008; Videon 2002) 

Early studies of family structure and teenage family formation found that the 

magnitude of family structure effects was stronger among girls than boys (Glenn and Kramer 

1987; Thornton 1991). Ryan and colleagues (2009) offer a more recent analysis of the sex-

specific effects of family structure on teenage cohabitation, finding only some evidence of 

gendered influences (i.e., maternal cohabitation dissolution had stronger effects on boys than 
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girls) and calling for further research that investigates sex differences in pathways to teenage 

cohabitation.  

Previous research on teenage romantic relationships can inform expectations 

regarding the gendered influenced of family structure and instability. This research 

demonstrates that boys’ romantic relationship behaviors are more sensitive than are girls’ to 

family instability (Cavanagh et al. 2008). These findings suggest that sex differences in 

adolescent pairing may be guided less by boys’ heightened focus on sex than their heightened 

responsiveness to the home environment (Giordano et al. 2006; Manning et al. 2006). Prior 

research similarly indicates that single-mother households are less detrimental for girls than 

boys, and that the presence of a mother operates as a protective factor for female but not male 

adolescents (Amato 2000; Stern, Northman, and Van Slyck 1984).  

This research supports claims that father absence is particularly salient for sons’ 

behavior. Indeed, evidence suggests that parental divorce, typically followed by residence 

with a single mother, has greater effects on sons’ risky behaviors than daughters’ risky 

behavior (Morrison and Cherlin 1995; Seltzer 1994; Videon 2002). A potential explanation is 

that sons may react more strongly than daughters to father absence because they identify with 

the same-sex parent (Chodorow 1999; Rossi and Rossi 1990; Wallerstein 1987). 

Alternatively, daughters and sons may be equally affected by father absence, but sons may be 

more likely to manifest their distress through externalizing behavior whereas daughters may 

internalize distress (Videon 2002), although this explanation may be less relevant to 

cohabitation than to behaviors such as delinquency. Considering previous findings, I offer the 
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following hypothesis pertaining to sex differences in the influence of family structure and 

instability. 

Father absence hypothesis. Family instability, single motherhood, and 

widowhood are stronger predictors of teenage cohabitation among male 

adolescents than among female adolescents. 

 

Some evidence suggests that levels of parental control vary by adolescent sex, with 

girls subject to more monitoring than boys (Flannery et al.1999; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 

2005; Richards et al. 2004). Alternative evidence suggests that amounts of parental control 

are not sex-specific; rather, the effects of some control efforts are stronger for girls than boys 

(Browning et al. 2005). Although previous research on teenage cohabitation does not address 

sex-specific effects of family processes, studies of other domains of adolescent behavior 

suggest that adolescent sex shapes parenting effects. In a study of delinquent behavior, 

Heimer and De Coster (1999) found that girls are more responsive to expressive controls, 

such as attachment to parents, whereas boys are more responsive to instrumental controls, 

including supervision. Several studies of sexual initiation also identify a suppressing effects 

of parental attachment among girls but not boys (Davis and Friel 2001; Rose et al. 2005). 

Consistent with Heimer and De Coster’s (1999) findings, Smith (1997) found that direct 

parental control was negatively associated with sexual behavior among boys in an urban 

context, but not among girls. These findings are consistent with feminist theory on gender 

and relationships which posits that hegemonic gender expectations emphasize the centrality 

of emotional connections to others for girls but not boys, rendering girls more sensitive to 

expressive parental controls (Gilligan 1982; Heimer et al. 2006). Despite theoretical bases 

and evidence of sex differences in the levels and magnitudes of family-based controls in the 
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delinquency and sexual debut literatures, the research on teenage cohabitation fails to 

consider whether the effects of family processes are sex-specific. Given theory and empirical 

evidence regarding gender and family processes in other literatures, I offer the following 

hypotheses.  

Level-of-control hypothesis. Female adolescents are subject to greater 

instrumental control and are more attached to parents than male adolescents 

regardless of family structure and level of family instability. 

 

Magnitude of-of-control hypothesis. Parental instrumental control is more 

predictive of teenage cohabitation among male adolescents than among 

female adolescents. 

 

Magnitude-of-attachment hypothesis. Parental attachment is more predictive 

of teenage cohabitation among female adolescents than among male 

adolescents. 

 

These expectations are tempered by the acknowledgement that other researchers 

identify the opposite pattern regarding adolescent sex, parental control, and adolescent 

behavioral outcomes. For instance, Browning and colleagues (2005) found that instrumental 

parental control more strongly predicts girls’ sexual behavior than boys’ sexual behavior. 

They contend that sex variation in the magnitude of parenting effects may arise from 

differential enforcement of direct control for daughters versus sons. In other words, daughters 

and sons may be subject to similar limits on behavior but the enforcement of rules may be 

more lax for sons than daughters. In addition, adolescent compliance with parental control is 

more consistent with females’ traditional gender socialization than males’ socialization, 

which is more likely to emphasize independence. Thus, parental direct control attempts may 

be more efficacious among daughters than sons.   
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Deviant peers may also differ in their influence on male and female teenage 

cohabitation, as co-residential romance is imbued with gendered meaning. Specifically, 

hegemonic gender definitions emphasize male independence, whereas dominant definitions 

of femininity emphasize the centrality of intimacy (Connell 1987; Gilligan 1982; Heimer, De 

Coster, and Ünal 2006). As such, girls’ deviant friends may be more likely to encourage 

teenage cohabitation than boys’ deviant friends. Also, girls may be more apt than boys to 

meet their deviant friends’ expectations regarding teenage cohabitation as this behavior is 

consistent with feminine definitions. Thus, I offer the following hypothesis. 

Gendered deviant peer hypothesis. Deviant peers are more predictive of  

teenage cohabitation among female adolescents than among male adolescents. 

 

Another potential sex difference may arise regarding the interaction between maternal 

bonds and maternal cohabitation. The transmission of maternal norms regarding cohabitation 

may be stronger among girls than boys for the same reasons described regarding father 

absence and sons: daughters may identify more strongly with mothers than do sons such that 

these attachments provide a more fertile avenue for behavior modeling among female 

adolescents (see Rossi and Rossi 1990). Amato and Kane’s (2011) research on 

intergenerational transmission of family formation used a female sample which did not 

permit an analysis of sex-specific effects. However, Whitbeck et al.’s (1994) research on the 

intergenerational transmission of sexual behavior supports the contention that transmission 

may be strongest between mothers and daughters, showing that maternal sexual behavior and 

permissive attitudes increase daughters’, but not sons’, permissive attitudes towards and 

involvement in sexual behavior. As such, I offer the following hypothesis. 
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Gendered intergenerational transmission hypothesis. Adolescent sex, 

maternal cohabitation, and maternal bonds interact such that maternal bonds 

fail to decrease teenage cohabitation in cohabiting-mother families among 

daughters but not sons.  

 

Data 

 The data come from the first and third waves of the National Longitudinal Adolescent 

Health Study (Add Health), a school-based, nationally-representative survey of adolescents 

who were in grades 7 through 12 at the first wave in 1994-1995 (Harris, Halpern, Entzel, 

Tabor, Bearman, and Udry 2008). The data contain in-school interviews with all students 

attending 132 randomly selected junior and senior high schools, yielding a sample size of 

approximately 90,000 students who attended school on the day of administration. The junior 

high schools operated as feeder schools for the sample high schools, whose selection was 

stratified by region, school type (public/private), ethnic composition, urbanicity, and size. 

The in-school survey contains peer network data that can be used to tap friends’ self-reported 

behaviors, including drinking, drug use, and truancy. The first-wave data also contain in-

home interviews with a sub-sample (stratified by sex and grade) of 20,745 youths randomly 

selected from the in-school sample, as well as 17,700 of their parents. Parent surveys entail 

yearly data on family structure ranging from 1977 to 1995. Additionally, the data include 

block-, tract-, and county-level census data that were linked to individual respondents’ place 

of residence.  

 During the wave I in-home interviews, conducted between April and December of 

1995, adolescents answered questions on sensitive topics, including detailed questions 

regarding social behaviors. The researchers provided respondents with laptop computers for 
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anonymous self-reporting to increase the likelihood of valid responses and prohibit parental 

influence (Harris et al. 2008). For less sensitive questions, interviewers asked respondents to 

answer questions aloud, which the interviewers recorded. No paper questionnaires were 

administered. Parents—typically resident mothers—also completed interviewer-assisted in-

home interviews in which they reported information on health, family, neighborhood, 

employment and income, parent-adolescent interaction, and knowledge of the adolescent’s 

friendships. Four groups were over-sampled to improve generalizability: African-Americans 

with well-educated parents, Chinese, Cubans, and Puerto Ricans. I include respondent 

weights, as well as weights by region and strata, to correct for over-sampling and clustered 

sampling design. 

 Wave III in-home survey data were collected in 2001 and 2002 from 15,170 first-

wave respondents. The wave III survey contained items specific to young adults, including 

questions regarding relationships and marriage, childbearing, educational histories, and labor 

force experiences. Wave III data are particularly useful for addressing the timing of 

transitions from adolescence to adulthood, including the age of onset for sexual and family 

formation behaviors. I merge in-school and in-home data from waves I and III, as well as 

parent in-home data and block-level census data, by respondent ID to yield complete data on 

variables of interest.  

The Add Health survey is particularly useful for studies of family structure history 

due to the extensive family histories and household composition data collected from parents 

and youths. The National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH), although it also 

provides detailed information on family histories and has been used in previous family 
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structure studies, is dated relative to the Add Health and does not contain adequate measures 

of all of the variables of interest in this research. The myriad of social behaviors tapped from 

adolescence through young adulthood, the availability of neighborhood-level data, and the 

recent timing of data collection make the Add Health a superior dataset for this research. 

Sample  

 I confine analyses to a sample of youths who—along with their parents—completed 

the in-home surveys during waves I and III, in addition to the in-school survey during the 

first wave (n=13,130).
23

 I further restrict the analyses to adolescents who had a parent in-

home survey completed by a biological or adoptive mother with whom they lived since birth 

(n=10,609).
24

 This is necessary to ensure that family structure histories provided by 

respondent parents are applicable to the adolescent respondent, and it is consistent with 

previous research using the Add Health data (Fomby et al. 2010). The analyses are restricted 

to mother reports as too few biological or adoptive fathers, particularly single fathers, 

completed the parent interview, thus limiting my ability to make comparisons on the basis of 

parental sex. Only adolescents whose parents provide information on marriage and 

cohabitation histories since the year of the adolescent’s birth are included in the analyses (n= 

10,221). Respondents with missing sample weights and missing data on the dependent 

                                                 
23 Previous studies using waves I and III of the Add Health data have demonstrated that most between-wave 

attrition is random and has few consequences for parameter estimates (e.g. Amato and Kane 2011). 

24 Of the 13,130 respondents with wave I adolescent and parent data and wave III data, 1,673 (12.7%) did not 

have parent data provided by a biological or adoptive parent with whom the adolescent had lived since birth, 

yielding a remaining sample of 11,457. Of the 11,457, 848 (7.4%) had a biological or adoptive father provide 

data. 
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variables are excluded from the analysis, yielding a final sample size of 8,019, including 

4,288 females and 3,731 males. 

 I use multiple imputation in the case of missing data on the independent variables. 

Multiple imputation uses a Monte Carlo technique to estimate missing values by regressing 

variables with missing cases on predictors with known values (Horton and Lipsitz 2001; 

Rubin 1987). This process is repeated, resulting in multiple imputed data sets that are 

combined and used for the statistical analysis. I also create and include a dummy variable 

indicating missing data on family structure history in sensitivity analyses to ensure that these 

respondents do not differ substantively from adolescents with complete data on these 

variables. 

Measures 

 Dependent variable. During the third wave of data collection, when all respondents 

were in their late teens or early 20s, they reported if they had ever lived with someone in a 

marriage-like relationship for more than one month and, if so, the date at which they began 

living together (see Appendix A for a description of measures). Teenage cohabitation is a 

binary variable with respondents who had cohabited by age 19 coded 1 for teenage 

cohabitation; respondents who had not cohabited by age 19 were coded 0. The use of a 

binary teenage cohabitation measure is consistent with previous research (Booth et al. 2008; 

Ryan et al. 2009). 

 Family structure history. I tap family structure histories using mothers’ in-home 

survey data collected during the first wave of data collection. Parents were asked to report all 

marriages, co-residential marriage-like relationships, and periods of singlehood that they had 
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experienced in each year between 1977 and 1995. With these data, I create a family structure 

variable for each year of the child’s life. Using the adolescent’s birth dates and the mothers’ 

reports of family structure by year, I am able to assess the adolescent’s family structure at 

birth, which is comprised of a series of binary variables indicating if the family was a 

married-parent family, a cohabiting family, or a single-mother family at birth. There were no 

single-father families at birth. I tap family structure during adolescence using mothers’ wave 

I reports of current family structure. These family types include:  married, biological- or 

adopted-parent families, stepfamilies (mother/stepfather), cohabiting families 

(mother/cohabiting partner), single-mother families, and widowed-mother families.  

 I use the yearly family structure data to create a continuous measure of cumulative 

duration of years in several family forms: duration in a married-parent household, a 

cohabiting household, and a single-mother household. Because parents were only asked to 

report whether the residential relationship in each year was a marriage or marriage-like 

relationship, and not whether the partner was the child’s biological parent, I am unable to 

distinguish between years spent in married, biological-parent households and married, step-

parent households. I am also unable to distinguish between years spent in cohabiting 

households containing two biological parents and cohabiting households containing one non-

biological parent. Despite these shortcomings, this measure addresses the extent of stability 

in any one family form during childhood. 

I use the maternal reports of relationship history to create a frequency of transitions 

variable. If the family structure changed from one year to the next, that year is coded as a 

transition year. Transitions are summed to create a continuous measure of the total frequency 
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of transitions.
25

 I combine transition data with adolescent birth date data to determine the age 

at most recent transition for the adolescent. This measure is comprised of a series of binary 

variables that differentiate between respondents whose most recent transition occurred 

between birth and age 5, ages 6 and 12, and age 13 or older during the most recent transition. 

This is consistent with previous research on the timing of family structure transitions (e.g. 

Ryan et al. 2009). 

 I rely on maternal reports for all family structure history information. I also use 

mothers’ reports of maternal dating, which were coded 1 if they reported currently dating or 

seeing someone and 0 if not. Although previous studies using Add Health data have 

employed youth reports of family structure history (e.g. Cavanagh et al., 2006, 2008), parent 

reports are superior for two reasons. First, youth reports only provide detailed information on 

the current family composition: who lives in the household and for how long have they lived 

together. Although youths also report whether they have ever lived with a non-biological 

parent, they do not provide detailed, yearly data on all previous parental residential 

relationships. Second, youth reports are less likely than parent reports to be accurate. For 

instance, an adolescent is less likely than his or her parent to know during which years the 

parent cohabited, particularly if the relationship occurred during the early years of the 

youth’s life. Moreover, adolescents often fail to report parents’ cohabiting partners and step-

parents even when currently residing with one (Brown and Manning, 2009). 

                                                 
25

I also conduct sensitivity analyses using a categorical frequency variable, coded 0 if the adolescent 

experienced no transitions during childhood, 1 if the there was one transition during the adolescent’s life, 2 if 

there were two transitions, and 3 if there were three or more transitions. This permits an analysis of whether 

adolescent behavior is most sensitive to family turbulence at a particular level of instability.  
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 Family process mechanisms. During the first wave parent interview, respondents 

were asked whether they consider themselves to be happy, in general. Mothers who respond 

that they are happy are coded 1 for maternal happiness, and mothers who respond that they 

are not happy are coded 0. The analyses include three other family process mechanisms: 

maternal bonds, parental instrumental control over adolescents’ daily activities, and 

intergenerational closure. I tap maternal bonds using adolescent wave I reports. Youths were 

asked to report how close they feel to their residential, biological mothers, how much they 

feel their mothers care about them, how warm their mothers act towards them, how well they 

communicate with their mothers, and how satisfied they are with their relationship with their 

mothers (α = .860).
26

 

 Adolescents were also asked to report whether their parents allow them to make their 

own decisions about a variety of daily activities, including curfews, the persons with whom 

they hang out, what they wear, how much television they watch and which programs, what 

time they go to bed, and what they eat. Adolescents responded yes (they are allowed to make 

their own decision) or no (they are not allowed to make their own decision). I measure 

instrumental parental control over adolescents’ daily activities with a summed sale of these 

seven items. I reverse code responses such that higher values indicate higher levels of 

parental control. During the parent in-home survey, parents reported whether they had met 

                                                 
26 Bonds to fathers are not included. Respondents without fathers are missing this information, complicating the 

inclusion of a paternal bond variable in the analysis. I performed sensitivity analyses using mean parental bond 

scores (mean of standardized maternal and paternal bonds scores for respondents with two parents in the home; 

standardized maternal bond score for respondents with single mothers). Including this combined score is 

problematic, as it captures different family processes for respondents with and without fathers in the home. 

Nonetheless, the pattern of findings with the combined score in the analysis was similar to the reported pattern 

of results. 
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their child’s best friend, as well as whether they had met the friend’s parents. Scores are 

summed to indicate intergenerational closure. The measurement of both family structure 

histories and family process variables at wave I is consistent with the proposed causal 

ordering, as family structure histories are retrospective, occurring prior to the parent-

adolescent relationships and parenting behaviors reported during the first wave of data 

collection.    

 Deviant peers. Most previous research measures exposure to deviant peers using 

adolescent reports of friends’ deviance despite evidence that these indirect measures are 

inaccurate due to the youth projecting his or her behavior onto others (e.g., Browning et al. 

2005; De Coster et al. 2006; see Haynie and Osgood 2005 for a discussion of self-reported 

peer effects). Indeed, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) argue that these indirect measures of 

peer deviance are, in fact, alternative measures of self-reported deviance. Given this problem, 

I use the Add Health’s in-school friendship network data to construct a measure of exposure 

to deviant peers. Adolescents who completed the in-school survey reported the names (linked 

to IDs) of up to five of their closest friends. Respondents, including friends, also reported 

their involvement in series of deviant behaviors over the past 12 months, including how often 

they smoked, got drunk, lied to parents, and skipped school, with responses ranging from 

“never” to “nearly every day.” I constructed the deviant peer measure by calculating the 

mean level of deviance in the adolescents’ friendship send-network (see Carolina Population 

Center 2001). Although this measure does not address the specific behaviors investigated in 

this research (i.e. friends’ teenage cohabitation, marriage, and childbearing), it speaks to the 
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level of behavior problems in the adolescent’s friendship group and is consistent with 

criminological findings on the generality of deviance (Leblanc and Girard 1997). 

 Family and Neighborhood Disadvantage. Maternal reports of income and family size 

are used to calculate family poverty status. If the wave I household income is below the 1994 

federal poverty line (by family size), poverty status is coded 1; if not, poverty status is coded 

0. I also create two neighborhood disadvantage scales using block-level census data based on 

adolescents’ first wave residence: neighborhood economic disadvantage, which includes 

median household income, proportion households living below the poverty line, total 

unemployment rate, and proportion Black (α = .733), and neighborhood family-based 

disadvantage, which includes proportion ever-married men who are divorced or separated 

and proportion of households that are female-headed (α = .582).
27

 Previous studies of 

neighborhood disadvantage include scales that combine these indicators of economic 

disadvantage and family structure-based disadvantage (De Coster, Heimer, and Wittrock 

2006; Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls 1997), yet these neighborhood characteristics may 

operate in distinct ways: limited community resources for the control of adolescents vs. the 

normativity of family disruption. In addition, these measures reflect different types of 

stressful environments that may account for racial/ethnic variation in the effects of family 

                                                 
27 Criminological research on neighborhoods has demonstrated that the inclusion of proportion black in 

neighborhood disadvantage scales is appropriate (see Krivo, Peterson, and Kuhl 2009; McCall, Land, and 

Parker 2010; Sampson et al. 1997). Land, McCall, and Cohen’s (1990) findings illustrate that collinearity is too 

problematic when separating proportion black from other indicators of neighborhood disadvantage: the 

significant effects randomly go to either proportion black or the other indicators. This is consistent with 

Sampson and Wilson’s (1995) conclusions that concentration of disadvantage is a racialized phenomenon such 

that the best conditions in which poor blacks live are worse than the poorest conditions in which poor whites 

live, as well as Massey and Denton’s (1993) work on racial residential segregation. 
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instability on adolescent behavior (see Fomby et al. 2010). Values are standardized and 

summed to create the scales.  

 Controls. Control variables for the analyses include adolescent race/ethnicity, 

adolescent age, maternal age at birth, and maternal education. Researchers consistently find 

that family structure and instability effects differ by race, with single parenthood and 

frequent transitions less detrimental for Black adolescents than White adolescents (e.g. 

Albrecht and Teachman 2003; Brauner-Otto and Axinn 2010). I use adolescent reports to 

measure race/ethnicity. Responses are recoded into four categories: non-Hispanic White, 

non-Hispanic Black, non-Hispanic other, and Hispanic. Adolescents who reported more than 

one race/ethnicity were also asked with which race/ethnicity they most identify. In cases of 

multiracial adolescents, their main racial/ethnic identification is used. For adolescents who 

failed to report race/ethnicity, I rely on interviewer reports of the adolescent’s race.  

 Adolescent age is measured as their age in years. Teenage motherhood is measured 

by subtracting the birth date of the adolescent from the birth date of the respondent mother. 

Mothers who were age 19 or younger at the time of the adolescent’s birth are coded 1; 

mothers age 20 and older are coded 0. Mothers’ reports of highest level of education attained 

are used to tap maternal education. Controlling for parental education and race/ethnicity, 

which precede family structure experiences, allows me to rule out potential selection effects 

of these characteristics (see Fomby and Cherlin 2010 for a discussion of selection effects in 

family structure research). Furthermore, there may be variation in expectations for timing of 

transitions to adulthood on the basis of parental education and poverty status. For 

disadvantaged youths who complete education earlier than more-advantaged youths, 
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prolonged adolescence offers few benefits (Furstenberg 2010). Thus, it is necessary to take 

these characteristics into account.   

Analytic Technique 

I use logistic regression to model the effects of family structure history and family 

process mechanisms on the odds of teenage cohabitation. Logistic regression is the most 

appropriate analytic technique for studies with binary outcomes (Agresti 1996; Powers and 

Xie 2000), and it is consistent with techniques used in existing research on family formation 

transitions (e.g. Booth et al. 2008).
28

 The equation for the logit is expressed as: 

logit [θ(x)] = log([θ(x)]/[1-θ(x)]) = α + 1X1 + 2 X2 … + kXk 

I present exponentiated coefficients, or odds ratios, which allow me to assess relative risk of 

teenage cohabitation at different levels of the independent variables. I also examine 

standardized, non-exponentiated coefficients to assess the relative magnitude of the family 

structure history variables.  

 I report BIC (Bayesian information criterion) values for the logistic regression 

models. The BIC statistic is calculated as follows: BIC = df(ln N) – χ2, where df is the 

degrees of freedom, N is the sample size, and χ2 is the likelihood ratio of the estimated 

model relative to a null model with no covariates. BIC values that are more negative indicate 

a better model fit than BIC values that are less negative (Ward 2008). Although there are no 

significance tests when comparing BIC values, Raftery (1995) suggests that differences 10 or 

more indicate stronger evidence of better model fit. 

                                                 
28 Some researchers use discrete-time event-history analysis to model cohabiting transitions (e.g. Amato and 

Kane 2010; Musick and Meier 2010). Because I am interested specifically in teenage cohabitation transitions, 

rather than all cohabiting transitions throughout young adulthood, I employ logistic regression.  
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I assess total and mediating effects proposed in the hypotheses using stepwise model 

building. The first model includes control variables and family structure variables, including 

family structure at birth, family structure during adolescence, and duration of years spent in 

particular family types. In the following model, I add the family instability variables, 

including the frequency of family structure transitions and the life-course timing of the most 

recent transition. This allows me to assess whether and to what degree the influence of family 

structure operates through heightened levels of instability. The third model introduces the 

family process variables, including maternal happiness, parent-adolescent bonds, parental 

instrumental control over adolescents’ daily activities, and intergenerational closure. The 

fourth model brings in exposure to deviant peers. Stepping in the variables in this order will 

enable me to determine whether the effects of family structure and instability operate through 

altered family systems, and the extent to which exposure to deviant peers links family 

functioning to early cohabitation.    

 To assess moderating effects of gender, I include several gender interaction terms. 

Model 5 includes an interaction term for family structure at birth and gender, Model 6 

examines the interaction between gender and family structure during adolescence, Model 7 

includes an interaction between gender and frequency of family structure transitions, Model 

8 interactions are between gender and family process variables, and the final model includes 

an interaction between gender and deviant peers.  In addition, I assess gender differences in 

levels of parental instrumental control using t-tests of mean differences.  

Results 
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 Descriptive results. Tables 1a, 1b, and 1c display the descriptive statistics for the total 

sample, the sample broken down by adolescent sex, and the sample broken down by the 

extent of family instability, respectively. The mean level of teenage cohabitation is 17.43% 

for the combined sample (Table 1a), and there are significant sex differences in teenage 

cohabitation with a greater proportion of females reporting co-residential relationships 

(21.7% of females and 13.1% of males, p<.001; see Table 1b). Respondents had a wide range 

of family structure experiences. At birth, 78.1% of all respondents lived in a married-parent 

home, 20.5% were born to a single mother, and 1.3% were born to cohabiting parents. By 

adolescence, 61.6% resided with married, biological parents, 20.5% lived with a single 

mother, 10.6% lived with a mother and stepfather, 5.7% lived with a mother and her 

cohabiting partner, and 1.5% resided with a single, widowed mother. Although the majority 

of adolescents had not experienced family structure instability by the first wave of data 

collection (63.6%), 19.3% had faced one transition, 11.2% had undergone two transitions, 

and 5.9% had experienced three or more transitions.  

 Adolescents who have experienced any family structure transitions are more likely to 

have cohabited as teenagers: 17.6% of adolescents from stable families versus 22.6% from 

families with one transition, 24.2% from families with two transitions, and 23.4% from 

families with three or more transitions (Table 1c). Adolescents from turbulent families were 

more likely to live in poverty (8.2% of adolescents with no transitions vs. 23.3% of 

adolescents with 3+ transitions; p<.001) and have mothers who were teenagers at the time of 

the child’s birth than adolescents from stable families (4.0% for adolescents with no 

transitions vs. 17.8% for adolescents with 3+ transitions; p<.001). Mean levels of parental 
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instrumental control and intergenerational closure do not vary by level of family structure 

instability, but youth in stable households report stronger bonds to mothers than youth in 

less-stable homes (p<.001). There is also a statistically significant difference in mean levels 

of deviant peers by frequency of family transitions, with adolescents from turbulent families 

exposed to more deviance in their peer networks than adolescents from stable households 

(p<.001).  

 Multivariate results. Table 6 displays the odds ratios from the logistic regression 

models. Model 1 includes the family structure variables (i.e., family structure at birth, family 

structure during adolescence, and duration of years in family structures) and controls. This 

initial model predicts that girls are 84.8% more likely than boys to cohabit as teenagers 

(p<.001) and adolescents with teenage mothers are 59.1% more likely to live with a romantic 

partner during the teenage years (p<.001). Higher maternal education is associated with 

lower odds of teenage cohabitation (0.833; p<.001), as is black racial status (0.486; p<.001).  

Family structure at birth is non-significant but more proximate family structure 

influences the likelihood of co-residential romantic relationships: the odds of teenage 

cohabitation are 67.0% higher among adolescents in single-mother families relative to 

adolescents in married, biological-parent families (p<.01); the odds are 59.5% higher among 

those in stepfamilies (p<.001). These findings yield strong support for the adolescent family 

structure hypothesis but no support for the family structure at birth hypothesis. The duration 

hypothesis receives no support as longer durations of years spent in any family type are not 

associated with the odds of teenage cohabitation. I also included a squared terms to assess 

whether duration effects were non-linear; the coefficients were non-significant. 
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Model 2 introduces the disadvantage variables. Net of the other variables in the 

model, living below the poverty line increases the odds of teenage cohabitation by 64.5% 

(p<.05). Although neighborhood economic disadvantage is not associated with the odds of 

teenage cohabitation, neighborhood family disadvantage (i.e., residing in a neighborhood 

with a high proportion of female-headed households and single men) strongly predicts co-

residential relationships during the teenage years (1.138; p<.001). In addition, the inclusion 

of poverty status and neighborhood family-based and economic disadvantage accounts for 

some of the effects of family structure on teenage cohabitation, and their inclusion improves 

the model fit substantially (Model 1 BIC=-690086.52 and Model 2 BIC=-795444.74). 

Specifically, the influence of residing with a single mother during adolescence is diminished 

somewhat (p-value drops from .01 to .05). Thus, the findings yield partial support for the 

socioeconomic-stress hypothesis. 

 The third model introduces the frequency and timing of family structure transitions. 

Inconsistent with the instability hypothesis, the frequency of transitions is not associated with 

teenage cohabitation. Nonetheless, the inclusion of instability mediates partially the effects of 

living with a stepfamily (odds ratio drops to 1.409 with p<.05 in Model 3 from 1.551 with 

p<.001 in Model 2), and improves the overall model fit (Model 2 BIC=-795444.74 and 

Model 3 BIC=-808055.62). In addition, among youth living with a single mother during 

adolescence, the relative odds decreases 6.5 percentage points with the inclusion of 

instability (drops to 1.424 with p<.05 in Model 3 from 1.489 with p<.05 in Model 2). I also 

perform supplementary analyses that include categorical frequency variables rather than a 

continuous measure of frequency; categories include zero transitions, one transition, two 
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transitions, and three or more transitions (see Appendix H). When “zero transitions” is the 

baseline category in a simple model containing just the controls and frequency of transitions, 

all frequencies of transitions are statistically different relative to zero transitions. With all 

family structure variables included these differences disappear, suggesting that family 

instability effects are accounted for by family structure. The life-course timing of the most 

recent transition is added in Model 3, but these variables are non-significant. Thus, the 

instability hypothesis is not supported generally, with the exception of the component of the 

hypothesis focusing on mediational processes. 

An alternative way to test the instability hypothesis is to examine the role of family 

structure among adolescents from stable households (i.e., families with zero transitions). 

Table 3 presents these results, which provide strong support for the instability model. The 

results indicate no effect single motherhood or maternal cohabitation on teenage cohabitation 

among adolescents in stable households. Adolescents in stable single-mother and stable 

cohabiting-mother families have similar odds of cohabiting as teenagers relative to 

adolescents in stable married, biological-parent families.  

One family process mechanism is a significant predictor of teenage cohabitation in 

Model 4 of Table 6, and the inclusion of family processes improves considerably the model 

fit (Model 3 BIC=-808055.62 and Model 4 BIC=-864412.92). Maternal bonds (β=-0.080; 

p<.001) operate in the expected direction: adolescents who report close relationships with 

mothers have lower odds of cohabiting as teenagers (0.953, p<.001). In addition, parental 

instrumental control over daily activities is marginally significant in the direction anticipated 

(0.946, p<.10). Maternal happiness and intergenerational closure are non-significant. The 
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inclusion of these family processes reduces the effect of single motherhood to only marginal 

significance. As such, the family process hypothesis receives partial support.  

Consistent with the intergenerational transmission hypothesis, there is a significant 

interaction between maternal bonds and maternal cohabitation (1.108; p<.05; Table 6, Model 

11). As expected, attachment has a weaker effect on the odds of teenage cohabitation among 

adolescents attached to mothers who cohabit. Importantly, when models are run separately 

for cohabiting mothers, attachment is non-significant.  

Supporting the deviant peer hypothesis, the level of deviance in the adolescent’s peer 

network is associated with the odds of teenage cohabitation, with youth embedded in deviant 

friendship groups more likely to cohabit than youth with more-conventional peer networks 

(1.260; p.<.01). However, deviant peers do not mediate the influence of maternal bonds and 

parental instrumental control nor do they mediate the remaining effects of family structure.  

 Gendered pathways. T-test comparisons of means indicate there is no sex difference 

in the level of parental instrumental control over adolescent behavior; boys and girls are 

subject to similar amounts of parental independence-giving. There is a difference in levels of 

maternal bonds, albeit in the opposite direction than is typically found: boys report stronger 

bonds to mothers than do girls (21.83 for girls vs. 22.56 for boys; p<.001; Table 1b). Thus, 

the level-of-control hypothesis is not supported. Levels of intergenerational closure also 

differ by sex, with girls’ mothers having more connections to friends and friends’ parents 

than boys’ mothers, a finding consistent with the level-of-control hypothesis (1.80 for girls 

vs. 1.78 for boys; p<.01), although intergenerational closure is not a significant predictor of 
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teenage cohabitation in this analysis (see Table 6, Model 4). There is similarity in levels of 

exposure to deviant peers among male and female adolescents. 

 Models 6 and 7 include interactions between adolescent sex and family structure 

variables. The effects of family structure at birth are not sex-specific. In adolescence, the 

influence of living with a stepfamily is significantly stronger among girls than boys (3.101, 

p<.001). Other family structure types matter equally for girls’ and boys’ odds of teenage 

cohabitation. The interaction between adolescent sex and the frequency of family structure 

transitions is also non-significant (Model 8). These findings provide no support for the father 

absence hypothesis. Rather, stepfamilies appear to have a particularly strong effect on girls’ 

decisions to leave the family home and cohabit with a romantic partner.  

 Results from the analysis of sex-moderating effects on family processes fail to 

support the magnitude-of-control and magnitude-of-attachment hypotheses. First, parental 

instrumental control operates similarly in the production of male and female teenage 

cohabitation. Second, a significant sex difference in the operation of maternal bonds is 

opposite the anticipated effect: this family process has a stronger influence on male than 

female cohabiting behavior (0.934, p<.05). In addition, inconsistent with the gendered 

intergenerational transmission hypothesis, the three-way interaction between adolescent sex, 

maternal bonds, and maternal cohabitation failed to reach statistical significance (Model 12): 

bonds fail deter teenage cohabitation among adolescents with a cohabiting mother and this 

effect is similar for sons and daughters.   

The gendered deviant peer hypothesis receives support. Embeddedness in a deviant 

peer network has a stronger effect on girls’ than boys’ odds of teenage cohabitation (1.326; 
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p<.05). Thus, although boys and girls are equally likely to have deviant friendships, as 

indicated by t-tests for mean differences (see Table 1b), the influence of those friendships on 

the likelihood of living with a romantic partner during the teenage years is heightened among 

girls.  

Conclusion 

A substantial proportion of teenagers report living with a romantic partner yet few 

studies examine the precursors to teenage cohabitation. The present research seeks to fill this 

gap by examining the influence of family structure history, family processes, and deviant 

peers on female and male cohabitation during the teenage years.  I find that adolescents with 

histories of single motherhood and stepfamily living are particularly likely to seek out 

cohabiting role exits, in part due to instability, family poverty, residence in neighborhoods 

marked by family disruption, and weakened maternal bonds. In other words, the results of 

this study yield support for stress models emphasizing the disruptive effects of structural 

disadvantage and turbulence in family composition.   

Further evidence in support of the instability model comes from the analysis of stable 

households (Table 3). The fact that single motherhood is irrelevant when looking at teenage 

cohabitation among adolescents from households that have experienced no transitions 

provides strong evidence that it is instability, rather than family structure, per se, that matters 

for teenage cohabitation. Stability acts as a protective barrier against adolescent premature 

movement into co-residential relationships in single-mother households. Despite this support, 

instability fails to predict teenage cohabitation when controlling for family structure in the 

main models (Table 6), even though instability mediates much of the stepfamily effect. In 
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addition, the influence of living with a stepfamily remains robust even when controlling for 

instability, family processes, and deviant peers. It is possible that I have failed to include 

salient selection or mediating processes that account for stepfamily effects. For instance, 

troubled relationships with stepfathers—rather than with mothers—may be the catalyst for 

adolescents’ home leaving (White and Gilbreth 2001). Further study is needed to investigate 

this possibility.   

The robustness of neighborhood family disadvantage is noteworthy, particularly 

given the insignificance of neighborhood economic disadvantage. If both indicators of 

disadvantage were significant, it would suggest that adolescents in these communities are 

leaving home early and entering into cohabiting relationships due to the high costs associated 

with prolonged adolescence and the low costs associated with premature adoption of adult 

statuses. For instance, neighborhoods in which most residents have few years of schooling 

and poor local job prospects may alter youths’ willingness to take on adult roles (see Edin 

and Kefalas 2005; Furstenberg 2010). However, the failure of economic disadvantage to 

predict teenage cohabitation suggests that it is instead community norms regarding 

appropriate family living that guide patterns of teenage cohabitation.  

Of the family processes examined, only maternal bonds strongly predicted teenage 

cohabitation and accounted for the influence of single motherhood on this outcome. This is 

not especially surprising, as—unlike sexual debut and delinquency—direct control efforts are 

unlikely to limit opportunities for cohabitation. In other words, sexual behavior and 

delinquency occur while the adolescent is living in the parent’s home and subject to the 

parent’s control. Teenage cohabitation is different in that it necessarily entails movement 
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away from the parental purview. The marginal effect of parental instrumental control over 

adolescent activities detected in this research, then, may operate through limited 

opportunities to establish romantic relationships that provide the basis for cohabitation. In 

other words, adolescents subject to many rules may be less likely to date and, therefore, have 

fewer chances to cohabit. Alternatively, adolescents accustomed to strict parental control 

earlier in the life course may be less likely to violate parents’ expectations regarding 

romantic relationships due to lasting psychological effects of control (Longmore et al. 2001). 

Moreover, the influence of maternal bonds on teenage cohabitation is contingent upon 

whether the adolescent is attached to a cohabiting or non-cohabiting mother. Specifically, 

close bonds to cohabiting mothers fail to deter co-residential romance during the teenage 

years. These findings bolster an intergenerational transmission/socialization perspective.  

Researchers point out that shared life-course paths may be due to similar structural locations 

of parents and their adolescent children which predispose both generations to particular 

behaviors rather than to socialization of parental norms and values (Barber 2001). By 

examining whether maternal bonds moderate intergenerational connections, I am able to 

determine that a socialization process—rather than a selection process—is operating. 

However, I do not address socialization processes directly in this research. Future research 

would benefit from the inclusion of measures of adolescent attitudes towards cohabitation. 

Previous work demonstrates that positive attitudes towards pregnancy and sex are strong 

predictors of early cohabitation and non-marital childbearing (Amato and Kane 2011). 

Findings that show that these types of positive attitudes are strongest among youth who are 
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close to mothers who model these behaviors would bolster the claim regarding 

intergenerational transmission of norms. 

Deviant peers predict teenage cohabiting behavior, although they do not account for 

family process effects as anticipated. One possibility is that adolescents come into contact 

with peers who support non-normative behavior at school, rendering parental control efforts 

irrelevant. Regardless of the source of deviant friendships, their influence constitutes a 

potential direction for future research. It is possible that cohabitation, itself, is not celebrated 

in deviant peer groups but rather that home-leaving is encouraged with cohabitation 

providing the easiest avenue to independence. Direct measures of attitudes are necessary for 

addressing this possibility. Questions also remain regarding the co-residential partner’s 

support for living together and the negotiation between romantic partners prior to their 

cohabiting. These questions may be best answered with future qualitative research. 

Taken together, this research provides some support for the conceptual model 

proposed. Recent single-mother and stepfamily structure matters for teenage cohabitation, 

though only partially through its influence on family structure instability. Plus, family 

structure during adolescence affects teenage cohabitation through diminished family 

functioning, but only through expressive controls. Moreover, not all attachments are equally 

effective at deterring teenage cohabitation, with strong bonds to cohabiting mothers failing to 

decrease teenage cohabitation. Individual and neighborhood family-based disadvantage 

account for some of the impact of single motherhood on teenage co-residential romance. 

Deviant peers increase the odds of teenage cohabitation but do not link family functioning to 

cohabiting behavior.   
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The path from family structure history to teenage cohabitation varies by sex in several 

ways, but only in one of the ways hypothesized. Deviant peers more strongly predict teenage 

cohabitation among girls than boys, as predicted. This sex difference may arise from 

hegemonic gender definitions that emphasize male independence and female emotional 

connections. As such, girls’ deviant friends may be more likely than boys’ deviant friends to 

encourage teenage cohabitation. In turn, girls may be more apt than boys to meet their 

deviant friends’ expectations regarding teenage cohabitation. Alternatively, and as noted 

earlier, it is possible that deviant peers encourage home leaving rather than cohabitation 

specifically. Because female adolescents are more likely than male adolescents to be 

romantically involved with an older partner (Manlove, Ryan, and Franzetta 2007), their home 

leaving may simply be more likely to take the form of cohabitation.   

The other hypotheses receive little support. First, father-figure absence and family 

structure instability do not influence boys more strongly than girls. One sex difference is 

detected regarding family structure variables but it was unanticipated: mother/stepfather 

families, which predict teenage cohabitation among all adolescents, have particularly strong 

effects among girls. Previous studies similarly indicate that stepfathers represent a more 

troubling presence within the family for daughters than sons, undermining connections with 

mothers and generating adolescent resentment (Aquilino 1991; Vuchinich et al. 1991). 

Although I did not hypothesize about the effect of stepfathers, this finding makes sense in 

light of gender definitions that emphasize the central role of interpersonal relationships—

including relationships with mothers—among girls. Stepfathers may present a challenge to 

mother-daughter relationships, leading to stronger reactions among girls than boys. Second, 
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girls are no more attached to and controlled by parents than are boys, although girls’ mothers 

are more likely than boys’ mothers to have met their friends and their friends’ parents. Third, 

unlike past studies that address the types of control to which male and female adolescents’ 

behavior is most responsive (Davis and Friel 2001; Rose et al. 2005), I find that expressive 

control, or maternal attachment, has a stronger effect on boys’ than girls’ odds of teenage 

cohabitation. Studies of adolescent romantic relationships provide some insight into why this 

might be the case (Giordano et al. 2006; Manning et al. 2006). Giordano et al.’s (2006) 

research on the dynamics of adolescent romance suggests that boys face more difficulty than 

girls in navigating romantic relationships, which are the context for teenage cohabitation, 

because they have less experience than girls in forming and maintaining intimate 

relationships with others. As such, boys’ relationship behavior, including the decision to 

cohabit, may be more sensitive to their past experiences with interpersonal ties, including 

those with mothers. Because girls can draw on intimate relationship skills developed within 

friendship groups, intimate relationships with parents may be less important for them than 

they are for their male counterparts.  

I expected to find the interactive effects of maternal bonds and maternal cohabitation 

to be stronger among girls than boys, as girls may be more likely than boys to identify with 

and model their own behavior after that of their mother. Results from this study failed to 

support that hypothesis. Strong attachment to cohabiting mothers fails to reduce the odds of 

teenage cohabitation equally for male and female respondents. It is possible that 

identification with mothers is strong among both daughters and sons in families that are have 

been female-headed in the past, as is often the case among cohabiting-mother families. When 
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biological fathers are absent or only intermittently available, emotional ties to mothers may 

be important for adolescents regardless of their sex.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSIONS 

The primary goal of this research was to develop and test a comprehensive model of 

the effects of family structure histories on male and female sexual debut, delinquency, and 

teenage cohabitation. In doing so, I sought to identify whether stress models, consistent with 

an adolescent role exit process, characterize these connections. Alternatively, family 

structure histories may shape adolescent behavior through a process of intergenerational 

transmission with close maternal relationships strengthening transmission rather than 

deterring premature role exits. As such, I also addressed the potential for linked cohabiting 

life-course paths of mothers and their adolescent children by examining interactions between 

maternal behavior and maternal bonds. Finally, I examined whether pathways to adolescent 

role exits are gendered and, if so, where in the causal path sex becomes salient (see Appendix 

I for a summary table of results).  

Although there is some variation in the pathways to each domain of adolescent 

behavior, the findings of this research generally support the contention that sexual debut, 

delinquency, and teenage cohabitation are best viewed as variants of one classification of 

behavior with a shared causal process. Residing outside of a married, biological-parent 

family during adolescence increases the risk of each type of behavior in part due to high 

levels of family structure instability and associated weakened maternal bonds. Notably, 

single-mother and cohabiting family structure are unrelated to all outcomes investigated in 

this study when examining adolescents in stable households (i.e., families with zero 

transitions). 
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Support for an instability perspective has important policy implications. Findings 

linking married family structure to positive youth outcomes have fueled support for pro-

marriage policies that encourage single and cohabiting mothers to wed (Dion 2005; 

McLanahan 2006), yet marriage-promotion policies are not necessarily the logical practical 

application of these findings. For one thing, they overstate the influence of family structure 

by neglecting the role of stability in promoting well-being (Dush 2009). To the extent that 

instability is a conduit through which family structure affects adolescents—as is suggested by 

this and other research—promoting instability in service of increasing marriage will fail to 

fulfill the objectives of the marriage initiatives (Sigle-Rushton and McLanahan 2002). At 

worst, such policies may exacerbate the problems faced by children and adolescents in 

targeted households (Fomby and Cherlin 2007). Indeed, this research demonstrates that 

stepfamilies have negative consequences for adolescent behavior, particularly among girls 

living with stepfathers.  

The issue at hand is family inequality rather than a problem with marriage, per se.  

Increasing diversity in family forms has not been met with increasing cultural and structural 

support for these families forged outside of “traditional” strictures, and all evidence suggests 

that family diversity is here to stay (Cherlin 2009; Gerson 2010). Addressing disparities in 

social and financial resources is likely a more fruitful avenue for improving life chances than 

is promoting marriage among parents with limited access to marriageable mates and little to 

gain from marriage, to say nothing of the role of instability in undermining positive outcomes 

for adolescents in such families. This research suggests that the most effective policies will 

be those that channel resources to single and cohabiting mothers for orchestrating control 
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efforts. Community and school resources that limit exposure to deviant peers may also prove 

useful.  

Structural disadvantage constitutes an important factor linking family structure to 

adolescent behavior, particularly teenage cohabitation. It is impossible to determine in this 

research whether disadvantage is an outcome of family structure experiences or responsible 

for selection into alternative family forms and instability. Previous research demonstrates that 

it is likely both (see McLanahan and Percheski 2008; South and Crowder 1999). Either way, 

support for a socioeconomic-stress model directs attention to the types of resources that may 

best help single-mother and cohabiting families achieve positive outcomes for youth. For 

instance, the Moving to Opportunity program, which provides vouchers for low-income 

families to relocate to low-poverty neighborhoods, might benefit families coping with the 

economic hardships associated with single and cohabiting parenthood, thereby reducing the 

risk of  premature role exits among adolescents (Katz et al. 2001; Leventhal and Dupéré 

2011).  

It bears noting that instability is limited in its capacity to account for family structure 

effects even though youth from stable single-mother and cohabiting households are not more 

likely to engage in adolescent role exit behaviors than youth from stable married, biological-

parent households. Importantly, the frequency of family structure transitions fails to achieve 

statistical significance in all of the models containing family structure at birth and during 

adolescence. Sensitivity analyses, however, revealed that the impact of instability emerges 

only at very high levels when predicting sexual debut and delinquency, suggesting that initial 

non-significant effects were due to the continuous measurement of instability rather than the 
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substantive irrelevance of family structure turbulence. This finding mirrors Cherlin’s (2009) 

conclusion that the “marriage-go-round” is only detrimental for children after several rides. 

Nonetheless, it is necessary to recognize that family structure remains an important predictor 

of adolescent behavior even when controlling for the frequency of transitions.    

Another model may provide insight regarding the remaining effects of family 

structure when controlling for instability and structural disadvantage. The negotiated-role 

model suggests that the stress of negotiating roles in step- and cohabiting families explains 

family structure effects on parenting and, in turn, youth behavior. Cherlin (2004) argued that 

increased diversity in family formation patterns, such as the rise of cohabitation and non-

marital childbearing, has led to the deinstitutionalization of American family life, or the 

weakening of norms pertaining to the rights and responsibilities of family members. In this 

new environment of step-, single, cohabiting, and dating parents, expectations of parents and 

parental figures are poorly defined, with these family types representing “incomplete 

institutions” (Cherlin 1978: 634, 2004). As a result, stepfamilies and cohabiting families 

experience more difficulties in organizing and maintaining effective parenting, leading to 

poorer outcomes for adolescents. Consistent with this perspective, past studies show that 

stepfathers and cohabitating male partners invest less—both financially and socially—in their 

partners’ children than do married, biological fathers (Berger et al. 2008). Additionally, 

children and adolescents also sometimes actively reject parenting efforts by stepparents and 

cohabiting partners, and relationships with biological parents may suffer as a result of the 

youth’s emotional distancing (Hetherington and Clingempeel 1992; King 2009; McLanahan 

and Sandefur 1994). Although I do address some of the parenting variables invoked by a 
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negotiated-role model, I do not address the negotiation process, disagreements between 

partners regarding parenting expectations, or adolescent rejection of mothers’ partners. More 

research is needed to determine whether the negotiation of family roles is a contributor to 

family stress and adolescent problem behavior.  

Parental socialization links the lives of parents and their children (Amato and Kane 

2011; Wu and Thomson 2001; Thornton et al. 2007). Indeed, the present research highlights 

the complex interplay of maternal behavior and maternal bonds in the production of 

adolescent behavior, demonstrating that close bonds to mothers only deter premature role 

exits when adolescents are close to conventional mothers. Among youth close to mothers 

who model role exit behaviors, attachment is not a significant predictor. I interpret these 

findings as evidence of mixed messages young people receive regarding appropriate 

behavior, with mothers discouraging role exit behaviors while simultaneously modeling 

them. In other words, this supports an intergenerational transmission effect yet I do not 

measure norms directly in this research. Future research would benefit from the inclusion of 

measures of parental and adolescent attitudes toward role exit behaviors, as well as 

adolescents’ perceptions of parents’ attitudes. 

Given evidence of intergenerational transmission—or at least mixed messages—

questions remain regarding the utility of stress models and their compatibility with evidence 

pointing to intergenerational transmission. I contend that both processes (i.e., disruptive 

effects of stress on parenting and intergenerational transmission/socialization) may operate 

simultaneously. Evidence of one does not exclude the other. However, it is logical to expect 

that intergenerational transmission trumps stress processes: If maternal modeling renders 
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attachment irrelevant, then the disruptive effects of instability on attachment will not matter. 

For adolescents with conventional mothers, however, a stress model best characterizes the 

effects of family structure history on adolescent behavior.  

Of the four family process mechanisms included in this research, only two 

consistently predicted adolescent role exits: maternal bonds and parental instrumental control 

over adolescent activities. In particular, maternal bonds strongly predicted all three outcomes. 

Although bonds did mediate some effects of family structure, other effects persisted, 

suggesting that alternative mediators were missing from the analysis. The weakness of 

maternal bonds as a mediator of single motherhood makes sense in light of qualitative 

findings showing that adolescent and young adult children of divorced mothers sometimes 

develop strong, friend-like relationships (Arditti 1999). Its weakness as a mediator of 

cohabiting and stepfamily residence may be due also to the sole focus on maternal 

relationships rather than relationships with mothers’ partners. Troubled relationships with 

stepfathers and cohabiting partners—rather than with mothers—may be the catalyst for 

adolescent role exits. Plus, many adolescents who live with single-mother, cohabiting, and 

stepfamilies may, in fact, have involved non-residential fathers who act as a source of social 

and financial support (Booth, Scott, and King 2010). Thus, an examination of non-residential 

fathers’ capacity to buffer against the disruptive effects of family structure instability is 

warranted.   

Although its influence as a mediator was limited primarily to the prediction of sexual 

debut, maternal dating proved to be an important part of the story of family structure effects 

in this research. Considering these findings and that scant research within sociology 
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addresses the consequences of parental dating, a future comprehensive examination of 

various qualities of parental dating—frequency of dates, number of partners, whether 

adolescents meet dating partners, overnight stays, and so on—and their influence on youths 

would be of much value. Even in the absence of such analysis, future investigations of family 

structure instability would be well-served to recognize that the destabilizing effects of 

instability need not entail changes in household composition. Dating, alone, may have similar 

effects on family functioning and youth outcomes.  

One of the most uniform sets of findings across dependent variables was the gendered 

pattern of effects. Contrary to previous theoretical claims and empirical evidence suggesting 

that sons are more harmed than daughters by the absence of a father, this research 

demonstrates that, in general, boys and girls respond similarly to single motherhood, 

cohabitation, and instability. Kierkus and Hewitt (2009) noted that recent movement towards 

the identification of fewer gendered effects of family structure may result from growing 

similarity in the mechanisms leading to boys’ and girls’ behavior, perhaps due to increasing 

egalitarianism in parenting of sons and daughters (see Biblarz and Stacey 2010). In other 

words, boys and girls may experience similar losses when a father is absent. Strong 

relationships with single mothers may also account for this pattern, with increasing 

normativity of female-headed households leading to stronger cultural support for 

relationships between sons and their mothers (Arditti 1999).   

The influence of stepfathers stands out as an exception to the sex parallels in family 

structure effects. Past studies have also found that stepfathers represent a more troubling 

presence within the family for daughters than sons, undermining connections with mothers 
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and generating adolescent resentment (Aquilino 1991; Vuchinich et al. 1991). Although I did 

not hypothesize about the effect of stepfathers, the stronger effect among daughters makes 

sense in light of gender definitions that emphasize the central role of interpersonal 

relationships—including relationships with mothers—among girls. Stepfathers may present a 

challenge to mother-daughter relationships, leading to stronger reactions among girls than 

boys.  

A stronger influence of maternal bonds among sons than daughters emerged as 

another noteworthy sex difference across the three domains of behavior. This runs counter to 

previous studies that find that girls are more responsive to parental bonds than are boys (e.g. 

Chapple et al. 2004; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2005; Richards et al. 2004; alternatively, 

see Kruttschnitt 1996). Perhaps this results from differential stores of interpersonal resources 

among boys and girls. Previous research indicates that girls are more adept than boys at 

navigating interpersonal relationships because they have more experience with managing 

intimate friendships (Giordano et al. 2006). Boys may be particularly sensitive to 

relationships with mothers because they have few other sources of emotional ties relative to 

their female counterparts.  

Recently, Gerson (2010) argued that sociologists must move beyond a focus on 

family structure and instead consider the broader contexts shaping family experiences, as 

well as the changing dynamics within individual families. For instance, the impact of single 

motherhood on adolescents may be contingent upon the levels of conflict between parents 

prior to splitting up, if they were ever together, as well as how well the family is able to 

manage the demands of work and family (see also Musick and Meier 2010). Giving ample 
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attention to relationship dynamics among parents and parental figures, as well as sources of 

stress external to family life, are important next steps in elucidating the nuanced connections 

between childhood family experiences and adolescent outcomes. 

Finally, although adolescent role exits are the outcome of interest in this research, it 

bears noting that these behaviors are not discrete ends of a causal process in the lived 

experiences of adolescents. Rather, they are transitional phases that are part of a 

developmental process linking early life-course events to those occurring in adulthood 

(Hagan and Foster 2003; Haynie et al. 2008; Wickrama, Merten, and Elder 2005). Therefore, 

future investigations ought to take into account the far reach of family structure histories for 

transitions throughout the life course. In these studies, adolescent role exits should be 

considered important events linking family instability during childhood to emerging 

adulthood and adult behavioral trajectories (see Arnett 2004).  
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Table 1a. Descriptive Statistics for Full Sample   

Variable  Mean  
Standard 

Deviation 

Adolescent age (at wave I)  14.4696  1.6478 

Adolescent sex (1=female; 0=male)  0.5020  0.5000 

Teenage mother  0.0791  0.2699 

Maternal dating  0.1073  0.3095 

Maternal education  4.8513  1.9028 

Poverty status (0=non-poor; 1=below poverty line) 0.1224  0.3269 

Non-Hispanic white  0.7166  0.4507 

Non-Hispanic black  0.1299  0.3363 

Non-Hispanic other  0.0427  0.2022 

Hispanic  0.1108  0.3138 

Economic-based neighborhood disadvantage  -0.3076  1.6876 

Family-based neighborhood disadvantage  -0.2021  1.5891 

Maternal happiness  0.9651  0.1836 

Maternal bonds  22.1947  2.8282 

Parental control   2.0328  1.5589 

Intergenerational closure  1.7862  0.5270 

Deviant peers  1.0905  0.6054 

Family structure at birth     

     Married at birth  0.7811  0.4136 

     Single mother at birth  0.2049  0.4037 

     Cohabiting at birth  0.0134  0.1152 

Family structure during adolescence     

     Married, biological   0.6166  0.4862 

     Single mother  0.2049  0.4036 

     Cohabiting    0.0571  0.2320 

     Stepfamily  0.1058  0.3076 

     Widowed (single)  0.0153  0.1228 

Frequency of transitions  0.6281  1.0302 

     No transitions  0.6358  0.4812 

     One transition  0.1930  0.3947 

     Two transitions  0.1120  0.3153 

     Three transitions  0.0593  0.2361 

Age at most recent transition     

     Early childhood (0-5 years)  0.1178  0.3224 

     Middle childhood (6-12 years)  0.0298  0.1700 

     Late childhood (13 years or older)  0.1408  0.3479 

Cumulative duration of years in family forms     

     Number years in married household  13.7816  6.9081 
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(Table 1a continued)     

     Number years in single-mother household  4.6942  6.4564 

Age at sexual debut  16.4410  2.1822 
Early sexual debut (age 14 and younger)   0.1448   0.3519 

Delinquency  2.9498  3.9805 

Teenage cohabitation  0.1743  0.3794 
Notes:  n = 7,570. Sample includes only respondents with complete data on family structure history, 

delinquency, sexual debut, and teenage cohabitation. Mean age at sexual debut includes only respondents 

who reported having debuted by wave III (n = 6,788). Means and standard deviations reflect weighted 

data.  
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Table 1b. Descriptive Statistics by Adolescent Sex   

  Female  Male  Sex                  

difference Variable  Mean  S.D.  Mean  S.D.  

Adolescent age (at wave I)  14.386  1.598  14.554  1.692   

Teenage mother  0.079  0.269  0.080  0.271   

Maternal dating  0.109  0.312  0.106  0.307   

Maternal education  4.835  1.903  4.868  1.902   

Poverty status  0.126  0.332  0.117  0.322   

Non-Hispanic white  0.720  0.449  0.713  0.452   

Non-Hispanic black  0.132  0.338  0.128  0.334   

Non-Hispanic other  0.038  0.192  0.047  0.212   

Hispanic  0.110  0.313  0.111  0.315   

Neighborhood economic disadvantage  -0.262  1.736  -0.354  1.636   

Neighborhood family disadvantage  -0.182  1.586  -0.222  1.592   

Maternal happiness  0.963  0.190  0.968  0.177  n.s. 

Maternal bonds  21.830  3.130  22.563  2.433  *** 

Parental control   2.024  1.533  2.042  1.585  n.s. 

Intergenerational closure  1.797  0.506  1.775  0.547  ** 

Deviant peers  1.087  0.604  1.094  0.607  n.s. 

Family structure at birth           

     Married at birth  0.778  0.416  0.783  0.412   

     Single mother at birth  0.209  0.406  0.202  0.401   

     Cohabiting at birth  0.013  0.114  0.014  0.119   

Family structure during adolescence           

     Married, biological   0.607  0.488  0.626  0.484   

     Single mother  0.210  0.407  0.199  0.399   

     Cohabiting    0.059  0.235  0.058  0.234   

     Stepfamily   0.110  0.313  0.100  0.300   

     Widowed (single)  0.014  0.117  0.016  0.127   

Frequency of transitions  0.642  1.059  0.615  1.001   

     No transitions  0.629  0.483  0.643  0.479   

     One transition  0.200  0.400  0.186  0.389   

     Two transitions  0.114  0.318  0.110  0.313   

     Three or more transitions  0.058  0.233  0.061  0.239   

Age at most recent transition           

     Early childhood (0-5 years)  0.122  0.328  0.113  0.317   

     Middle childhood (6-12 years)  0.031  0.173  0.029  0.167   

     Late childhood (13 years or older)  0.136  0.343  0.146  0.353   

Cumulative duration of years           

     # years in married hhd  13.798  6.847  0.080  0.271   

     # years in single-mother hhd  4.690  6.395  0.106  0.307   

     # years in cohabiting hhd  0.501  2.144  4.868  1.902   
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(Table 1b continued)           

Age at sexual debut  16.432  2.117  16.451  2.247  n.s. 

Early sexual debut (age 14 or younger)  0.176  0.381  0.166  0.372  n.s. 

Delinquency  2.674  3.513  3.227  4.385  *** 

Teenage cohabitation  0.217  0.412  0.131  0.337  *** 

Notes: Female sample size is 4,044 and male sample size is 3,526. Sample includes only respondents 

with complete data on family structure history, delinquency, sexual debut, and teenage cohabitation. 

Mean age at sexual debut includes only respondents who reported having debuted by wave III (total n 

= 6,788). Means and standard deviations reflect weighted data.. Sex differences on select variables are 

calculated using t-tests for mean differences.  * p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001; n.s. is non-significant. 
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Table 1c. Descriptive Statistics by Frequency of Family Structure Transitions  

  No transitions  One transition  Two transitions  Three or more 

Variable  Mean  S.D.  Mean  S.D.  Mean  S.D.  Mean   S.D. 

Adolescent age (at wave I)  14.432  1.654  14.429  1.601  14.676  1.686  14.616  1.625 

Adolescent sex (1=female; 0=male)  0.496  0.500  0.519  0.500  0.511  0.500  0.490  0.500 

Teenage mother  0.040  0.196  0.138  0.345  0.145  0.353  0.178  0.383 

Maternal dating  0.020  0.138  0.251  0.434  0.244  0.430  0.322  0.468 

Maternal education  4.921  1.942  4.698  1.889  4.843  1.751  4.621  1.755 

Poverty status  0.082  0.275  0.169  0.375  0.204  0.403  0.233  0.423 

Non-Hispanic white  0.754  0.430  0.625  0.484  0.666  0.472  0.705  0.456 

Non-Hispanic black  0.091  0.288  0.213  0.409  0.186  0.389  0.171  0.377 

Non-Hispanic other  0.046  0.209  0.038  0.191  0.040  0.196  0.030  0.171 

Hispanic  0.108  0.311  0.125  0.331  0.109  0.311  0.093  0.291 

Neighborhood economic disadvantage  -0.429  1.560  -0.064  1.914  -0.036  1.916  -0.318  1.618 

Neighborhood family disadvantage  -0.398  1.467  0.134  1.719  0.184  1.779  0.079  1.675 

Maternal happiness  0.975  0.156  0.966  0.182  0.936  0.244  0.910  0.287 

Maternal bonds  22.514  2.780  22.443  3.014  22.242  2.971  22.038  3.351 

Parental control   2.052  1.550  2.051  1.643  1.873  1.425  2.067  1.605 

Intergenerational closure  1.803  0.511  1.755  0.559  1.734  0.568  1.804  0.496 

Deviant peers  1.063  0.595  1.099  0.600  1.158  0.635  1.226  0.646 

Family structure at birth                 

     Married at birth  0.898  0.303  0.508  0.500  0.691  0.462  0.575  0.495 

     Single mother at birth  0.093  0.290  0.453  0.498  0.302  0.459  0.418  0.494 

     Cohabiting at birth  0.009  0.094  0.038  0.191  0.004  0.060  0.006  0.079 

Note:  n=7,570.Sample includes only respondents with complete data on family structure history, delinquency, sexual debut, and teenage 

cohabitation. Mean age at sexual debut includes only respondents who reported having debuted by wave III (n = 6,788). Means and standard 

deviations reflect weighted data. 
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(Table 1c continued)         

  No transitions  One transition  Two transitions  Three or more 

Variable  Mean  S.D.  Mean  S.D.  Mean  S.D.  Mean   S.D. 

Family structure during adolescence                 

     Biological, married  0.873  0.333  0.252  0.435  0.090  0.287  0.048  0.215 

     Single mother  0.101  0.301  0.399  0.490  0.325  0.469  0.453  0.498 

     Cohabiting  0.009  0.097  0.128  0.335  0.157  0.364  0.169  0.375 

     Stepfamily  0.014  0.118  0.176  0.381  0.403  0.491  0.286  0.453 

     Widowed (single)  0.003  0.053  0.044  0.205  0.021  0.142  0.043  0.203 

Age at most recent transition                 

     Early childhood (0-5 years)  .  .  0.334  0.472  0.350  0.477  0.239  0.427 

     Middle childhood (6-12 years)  .  .  0.053  0.224  0.112  0.315  0.118  0.323 

     Late childhood (13 years or older)  .  .  0.342  0.474  0.352  0.478  0.598  0.491 

Cumulative duration of years in family 

forms                

     Number years in married household  16.629  5.559  8.445  6.381  9.808  6.334  8.127  4.904 

     Number years in single-mother household 2.194  5.332  9.393  6.052  8.130  6.038  9.721  4.888 

     Number years in cohabiting household  0.163  1.698  1.157  3.297  1.053  2.270  1.151  2.210 

Age at sexual debut  16.662  2.207  16.102  2.109  16.110  2.140  15.848  2.074 

Early sexual debut (age 14 or younger)  0.148  0.355  0.208  0.406  0.212  0.409  0.205  0.404 

Delinquency  3.030  3.898  3.389  4.572  3.264  4.296  3.461  4.687 

Teenage cohabitation  0.176  0.381  0.226  0.418  0.242  0.428  0.234  0.424 

                 

  n = 4,735  n = 1,522  n = 878  n = 435 

                                  

Note:  n=7,570. Sample includes only respondents with complete data on family structure history, delinquency, sexual debut, and teenage 

cohabitation. Mean age at sexual debut includes only respondents who reported having debuted by wave III (n = 6,788). Means and standard 

deviations reflect weighted data. 
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Table 2. Hazard Ratios from Cox Proportional Hazard Models Estimating Risk of Sexual Debut 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Adolescent age 0.974* 0.974* 0.974* 0.947*** 0.921*** 
Adolescent sex (1=female; 0=male) 1.042 1.040 1.040 1.007 1.013 
Teenage mother 1.283*** 1.277*** 1.269*** 1.296*** 1.303*** 
Maternal dating 1.260*** 1.260*** 1.248*** 1.228** 1.213** 
Maternal education 0.967*** 0.970*** 0.969*** 0.961*** 0.962*** 
Poverty status  1.011 1.010 1.019 1.008 

Race/Ethnicity (baseline White)      
  Non-Hispanic Black 1.165** 1.115* 1.113* 1.162** 1.202** 
  Non-Hispanic Other 0.785*** 0.774*** 0.774*** 0.790*** 0.799*** 
  Hispanic 0.913 0.898† 0.897† 0.922 0.919 
Neighborhood disadvantage      
  Economic disadvantage  1.008 1.008 1.013 1.011 

  Family disadvantage  1.015 1.015 1.018 1.017 

Family structure at birth (baseline married)      
  Single mother 1.029 1.024 1.036 1.014 1.015 
  Cohabiting  0.846 0.836 0.881 0.930 0.902 
Family structure during adolescence)      
  Single mother  1.131 1.119 1.093 1.084 1.090 
  Cohabiting  1.216* 1.205† 1.180† 1.116 1.132 
  Stepfamily  1.259*** 1.258*** 1.183** 1.198*** 1.206*** 
  Widowed (single) 1.349** 1.331** 1.297** 1.304** 1.325** 
Cumulative duration in family structure      
  Number years in married household 0.973 0.974 0.974 0.969† 0.968† 
  Number years in single-mother household 0.972 0.972† 0.971† 0.969† 0.967* 
  Number years in cohabiting household 0.983 0.983 0.981 0.979 0.975 
Frequency of family structure transitions   1.035 1.029 1.022 

Timing of most recent transition (baseline 0-5)      
  Middle childhood (age 6-12)   1.119 1.131 1.125 

  Late childhood (age13 and older)   0.975 0.980 0.993 

Maternal happiness    0.970 0.974 
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(Table 2 continued)      

Maternal bonds    0.964*** 0.969*** 

Parental control     0.935*** 0.936*** 

Intergenerational closure    1.162*** 1.156*** 

Deviant peers     1.247*** 

F 12.65 10.64 8.99 15.11 16.94 
Chi-Square 309.53 313.16 318.50 450.51 552.69 
Note: n=7,957. Hazard ratios are presented. Data are weighted to correct for oversampling and clustered sampling design. Chi-square values should 

be regarded with caution: they rely on non-weighted data, as these estimations cannot be obtained using svy commands in Stata. † p<.10,* p< 0.05, 

** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001 

 

 

Table 2 (continued). Hazard Ratios from Cox Proportional-Hazards Models Predicting Sexual Debut: Sex 

Interactions, All Other Predictors Included in Models but Not Shown  

 (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) 

Single mother at birth*Female 0.949     
Cohabiting at birth*Female 0.759     
Single mother during adolescence*Female  1.049    
Cohabiting during adolescence*Female  1.036    
Stepfamily during adolescence*Female  1.234*    
Widow during adolescence*Female  0.849    
Frequency of transitions*Female   1.030   
Maternal bonds*Female    0.968***  
Parental control*Female    0.993  
Deviant peers*Female     1.082 

F 15.72 14.56 16.25 15.02 16.13 
Chi-square 555.27 556.69 553.31 566.08 553.29 
Notes: n= 7,957. All interaction models include adolescent age, adolescent sex, teenage mother, maternal dating, maternal education, 

poverty status, race/ethnicity, neighborhood disadvantage, family structure at birth, family structure during adolescence, duration in 

family structures, frequency of transitions, age at most recent transition, family process variables, and deviant peers.Data are weighted 

to correct for oversampling and clustered sampling design. Chi-square values should be regarded with caution: they rely on non-

weighted data, as these estimations cannot be obtained using svy commands in Stata. † p<.10,* p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001 
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Table 2 (continued). Hazard Ratios from Cox Proportional-Hazards Models Predicting 

Sexual Debut: Maternal Bond Interactions, All Other Predictors Included in Models 

but Not Shown 

 (11) (12) 
Bonds*Teenage mother  1.007** 1.009* 
Bonds*Maternal dating 1.013 1.013 
Bonds*Cohabiting mother 1.060** 1.061** 
Bonds*Teenage mother*Female  0.996 

Bonds*Maternal dating*Female  1.001 

Bonds*Cohabiting mother*Female  1.005 

F 15.71 14.47 
Chi-square 559.78 562.80 

Notes: n= 7,957. All interaction models include adolescent age, adolescent sex, teenage mother, 

maternal dating, maternal education, poverty status, race/ethnicity, neighborhood disadvantage, family 

structure at birth, family structure during adolescence, duration in family structures, frequency of 

transitions, age at most recent transition, family process variables, and deviant peers. Data are weighted 

to correct for oversampling and clustered sampling design. Chi-square values should be regarded with 

caution: they rely on non-weighted data, as these estimations cannot be obtained using svy commands in 

Stata * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. 
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Table 3. Cox Proportional-Hazards, Negative Binomial Regression, and Logistic Regression Models 

Predicting Adolescent Role Exits among Adolescents from Stable Households 
 Sexual Debut 

Proportional- 

Hazards  

Delinquency 

Negative  

Binomial 

Teenage Cohabitation 

Logistic 

Adolescent age 0.970* -0.034* 0.857*** 

Adolescent sex (1=female; 0=male) 0.994 -0.200*** 1.688*** 

Teenage mother 1.573*** -0.318* 1.888* 

Maternal dating 1.266 0.316* 1.481 

Maternal education 0.971** 0.011 0.835*** 

Poverty status 1.025 -0.028 1.322 

Race/Ethnicity (baseline White)    

   Non-Hispanic Black 1.282** -0.195* 0.284*** 

   Non-Hispanic Other 0.745** 0.083 0.665 

   Hispanic 0.845* 0.220** 0.666 

Neighborhood disadvantage    

   Economic disadvantage 1.002 -0.006 1.000 

   Family disadvantage 1.027 0.008 1.160** 

Family structure at birth    

   Single mother 1.156 0.165 1.290 

   Cohabiting  0.677 -0.070 0.278 

Family structure during adolescence    

   Single mother  0.944 -0.080 0.950 

   Cohabiting  1.338 -0.252 1.585 

   Stepfamily  1.291* 0.111 1.939* 

   Widowed (single) 1.067 -0.020 0.855 

F 10.71 2.92 6.51 

N 5,015   6,049 5,052 

Notes: Sexual debut, teenage childbearing and teenage cohabitation models present exponentiated coefficients (hazards ratios for sexual 

debut; odds ratios for teenage childbearing and teenage cohabitation). Single-mother coefficients are highlighted to emphasize the non-

significance of single motherhood among stable households in predicting adolescent role exits. Stepfamily coefficients reflect data from 

144 respondents who have lived in a stable stepfamily household since birth. In these households, the mother married the stepfather 

during pregnancy or in the same year of the child’s birth. Data are weighted to correct for oversampling and clustered sampling design. 

* p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001. 
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Table 4. Odds Ratios from Logistic Regression Models Estimating Risk of Sexual Debut by Age 14 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Adolescent age 0.973 0.972 0.967 0.911* 0.860*** 
Adolescent sex (1=female; 0=male) 1.026 1.020 1.020 0.948 0.949 
Teenage mother 1.514* 1.487* 1.475* 1.454* 1.488* 
Maternal dating 1.593** 1.603** 1.554** 1.501* 1.498* 
Maternal education 0.954 0.966 0.965 0.960 0.963 
Poverty status  1.103 1.098 1.141 1.129 

Race/Ethnicity (baseline White)      
   Non-Hispanic Black 1.583** 1.359* 1.375* 1.428* 1.561** 
   Non-Hispanic Other 0.877 0.823 0.821 0.796 0.791 

   Hispanic 1.072 1.019 1.024 1.049 1.061 
Neighborhood disadvantage      
   Economic disadvantage  1.028 1.031 1.035 1.036 

   Family disadvantage  1.049 1.047 1.052 1.049 

Family structure at birth (baseline married)      
   Single mother 1.221 1.202 1.207 1.165 1.181 
   Cohabiting  1.429 1.445 1.492 1.444 1.467 
Family structure during adolescence      
   Single mother  1.791*** 1.721** 1.676** 1.620** 1.598** 
   Cohabiting  1.254 1.208 1.139 1.061 1.048 
   Stepfamily  1.559** 1.546** 1.468* 1.432* 1.431* 
   Widowed (single) 1.487 1.426 1.338 1.332 1.375 
Cumulative duration in family structure      
   Number years in married household 0.945 0.947 0.948 0.946 0.945 
   Number years in single-mother household 0.921 0.923 0.921 0.920 0.919 
   Number years in cohabiting household 0.933 0.933 0.933 0.936 0.929 
Frequency of family structure transitions   1.042 1.046 1.035 

Timing of most recent transition (baseline 0-5)      
   Middle childhood (age 6-12)   0.838 0.851 0.850 

   Late childhood (age13 and older)   1.124 1.163 1.173 

      

      



 

 

213 

 

(Table 4 continued)      

Maternal happiness    1.770* 1.820* 

Maternal bonds    0.928*** 0.937*** 

Parental control     0.869*** 0.869*** 

Intergenerational closure    0.914 0.903 

Deviant peers     1.550*** 

F 7.82 6.75 5.82 8.02 9.06 
BIC -309755.68 -329264.04 -336896.08 -501907.84 -608093.09 
Note: n=7,957. Exponentiated coefficients (odds ratios) are presented. Data are weighted to correct for oversampling and clustered 

sampling design.  † p<.10, * p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001 

 

Table 4 (continued). Odds Ratios from Logistic Regression Models Estimating Risk of Sexual Debut by Age 14: Sex 

Interactions, All Other Predictors Included but Not Shown 

 (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) 

Single mother at birth*Female 0.564**     
Cohabiting at birth*Female 0.518     
Single mother during adolescence*Female  0.935    
Cohabiting during adolescence*Female  1.047    
Stepfamily during adolescence*Female  2.055**    
Widow during adolescence*Female  0.853    
Frequency of transitions*Female   1.103   
Parental bonds*Female    0.916**  
Parental control*Female    0.900  
Deviant peers*Female     1.220 

F 9.98 9.02 8.55 7.92 8.59 
BIC -633224.11 -630575.40 -612455.00 -650854.46 -614692.65 
Notes: n=7,957. All interaction models include child age, child sex, teenage mother, maternal dating, maternal education, poverty status, 

race/ethnicity, neighborhood disadvantage, family structure at birth, family structure during adolescence, duration in family structures, 

frequency of transitions, age at most recent transition, family process variables, and deviant peers. Data are weighted to correct for 

oversampling and clustered sampling design. † p<.10, * p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001 
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Table 4 (continued). Odds Ratios from Logistic Regression Models Estimating Risk of 

Sexual Debut by Age 14: Maternal Bond Interactions, All Other Predictors Included but Not 

Shown 

 (11) (12) 

Bonds*Teenage mother  0.988 0.985 
Bonds*Dating mother 1.056 1.057 
Bonds*Cohabiting mother 1.026 1.026 
Bonds*Teenage mother*Female  0.977† 

Bonds*Dating mother*Female  1.012 

Bonds*Cohabiting mother*Female  0.996 

F 7.95 7.38 
BIC -616818.98 -628795.53 
Notes: n= 7,957. All interaction models include child age, child sex, teenage mother, maternal dating, 

maternal education, poverty status, race/ethnicity, neighborhood disadvantage, family structure at birth, 

family structure during adolescence, duration in family structures, frequency of transitions, age at most 

recent transition, family process variables, and deviant peers. Data are weighted to correct for 

oversampling and clustered sampling design.  † p<.10, * p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001 
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Table 5. Negative Binomial Regression Models Predicting Delinquency at Wave II 
   (1)      (2)   (3)  (4)   (5) 

Adolescent age  -0.037** -0.038** -0.039** -0.070*** -0.095*** 

 (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.015) (0.016) 

Adolescent sex (1=female) -0.230*** -0.231*** -0.231*** -0.306*** -0.305*** 

 (0.033) (0.034) (0.033) (0.035) (0.035) 

Teenage mother -0.002 -0.054 -0.069 -0.072 -0.083 

 (0.003) (0.057) (0.055) (0.055) (0.053) 

Maternal dating 0.021* 0.077 0.068 0.079 0.070 

 (0.010) (0.082) (0.083) (0.084) (0.084) 

Maternal education -0.037** 0.016 0.016 0.008 0.008 

 (0.014) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) 

Poverty status  -0.068 -0.077 -0.103 -0.097 

  (0.072) (0.072) (0.074) (0.073) 

Race/ethnicity (baseline white)      

  Non-Hispanic Black -0.176** -0.173* -0.163* -0.120† -0.079 

 (0.061) (0.069) (0.067) (0.063) (0.062) 

  Non-Hispanic Other 0.122 0.122 0.124 0.114 0.097 

 (0.099) (0.098) (0.096) (0.092) (0.087) 

  Hispanic 0.221*** 0.226*** 0.234*** 0.266*** 0.267*** 

 (0.063) (0.064) (0.063) (0.062) (0.062) 

Neighborhood disadvantage      

  Economic disadvantage  0.008 0.010 0.013 0.013 

  (0.014) (0.014) (0.013) (0.014) 

  Family disadvantage  -0.008 -0.009 -0.006 -0.007 

  (0.013) (0.013) (0.012) (0.012) 

Family structure at birth (baseline bio/married)      

  Single mother -0.028 -0.013 -0.001 -0.012 -0.003 

 (0.068) (0.070) (0.068) (0.064) (0.064) 

  Cohabiting  -0.151 -0.122 -0.061 -0.006 -0.003 

 (0.238) (0.237) (0.245) (0.267) (0.267) 

Family structure during adolescence      

  Single mother  0.174** 0.168* 0.126† 0.083 0.075 

 (0.063) (0.070) (0.067) (0.064) (0.063) 

  Cohabiting  0.229* 0.198† 0.148 0.094 0.094 
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(Table 5 continued)      

 (0.092) (0.115) (0.112) (0.109) (0.107) 

  Stepfamily  0.101† 0.112* 0.036 0.025 0.032 

 (0.056) (0.055) (0.058) (0.059) (0.060) 

  Widowed (single) 0.363** 0.351** 0.297* 0.306* 0.322* 

 (0.126) (0.127) (0.128) (0.125) (0.126) 

Cumulative duration in family structure      

  Number years in married household -0.062** -0.062** -0.060** -0.062*** -0.062*** 

 (0.021) (0.020) (0.020) (0.018) (0.018) 

  Number years in single-mother household -0.059** -0.059** -0.060** -0.060** -0.061** 

 (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.018) (0.018) 

  Number years in cohabiting household -0.070** -0.071** -0.072** -0.073** -0.075*** 

 (0.025) (0.024) (0.024) (0.022) (0.022) 

Frequency of family structure transitions   0.051† 0.050 0.042 

   (0.027) (0.032) (0.032) 

Timing of most recent transition (baseline 0-5)      

  Middle childhood (age 6-12)   0.036 0.020 0.022 

   (0.110) (0.109) (0.111) 

  Late childhood (age13 and older)   -0.003 0.007 0.015 

   (0.062) (0.062) (0.060) 

Maternal happiness    -0.149† -0.127 

    (0.089) (0.085) 

Maternal bonds    -0.080*** -0.074*** 

    (0.006) (0.006) 

Parental control    -0.040** -0.037** 

    (0.013) (0.013) 

Intergenerational closure    0.068† 0.069† 

    (0.039) (0.038) 

Deviant peers     0.206*** 

     (0.028) 

Constant 2.777*** 2.755*** 2.738*** 5.161*** 5.156*** 

 (0.443) (0.424) (0.424) (0.458) (0.462) 

F 7.82    6.18 5.50   13.21 17.86 

BIC -296371.89 -301373.83 -316639.72 -808095.63 -916868.43 

Note: n = 9,878. Table presents unstandardized coefficients. Standard errors are in parentheses. Data are weighted to 

correct for oversampling and clustered sampling design. † p< 0.10, * p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001 
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Table 5 continued. Negative Binomial Regression Models Predicting Delinquency at Wave II: Sex Interactions, All 

Other Predictors Included in Models but Not Shown 

   (6)    (7)   (8)   (9)  (10) 

Single mother at birth*Female -0.118     

 (0.105)     
Cohabiting at birth*Female 0.768*     

 (0.308)     
Single mother during adolescence*Female  -0.074    

  (0.100)    
Cohabiting during adolescence*Female  -0.116    

  (0.152)    
Stepfamily during adolescence*Female  -0.034    

  (0.119)    
Widow during adolescence*Female  -0.635*    

  (0.243)    
Frequency of transitions*Female   -0.062†   

   (0.032)   
Maternal bonds*Female    -0.018†  

    (0.010)  
Parental control*Female    0.007  

    (0.023)  
Deviant peers*Female     -0.116* 

     (0.053) 

Constant 5.144*** 5.149*** 5.132*** 4.943*** 5.082*** 
 (0.466) (0.465) (0.464) (0.462) (0.464) 

F 17.15 17.64 17.95 17.17 16.96 
BIC -938351.76 -930748.00 -926419.84 -923071.79 -926648.28 
Note: n = 9,878. All interaction models include child age, child sex, teenage mother, maternal dating, maternal education, poverty 

status, race/ethnicity, neighborhood disadvantage, family structure at birth, family structure during adolescence, duration in family 

structures, frequency of transitions, age at most recent transition, family process variables, and deviant peers. Table presents 

unstandardized coefficients. Standard errors are in parentheses. Data are weighted to correct for oversampling and clustered 

sampling design. † p< 0.10, * p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001. 
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Table 6. Odds Ratios from Logistic Regression Models Estimating Risk of Teenage Cohabitation 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Adolescent age 0.856*** 0.855*** 0.853*** 0.827*** 0.802*** 
Adolescent sex (1=female; 0=male) 1.848*** 1.852*** 1.852*** 1.773*** 1.774*** 
Teenage mother 1.591*** 1.525** 1.489** 1.495** 1.509** 
Maternal dating 1.147 1.143 1.118 1.120 1.108 
Maternal education 0.833*** 0.860*** 0.860*** 0.858*** 0.860*** 
Poverty status  1.378* 1.373* 1.353* 1.345* 

Race/Ethnicity (baseline White)      
   Non-Hispanic Black 0.486*** 0.350*** 0.353*** 0.359*** 0.377*** 
   Non-Hispanic Other 0.952 0.819 0.815 0.801 0.802 

   Hispanic 0.726 0.645* 0.650* 0.648* 0.651* 
Neighborhood disadvantage      
   Economic disadvantage  1.019 1.023 1.025 1.025 

   Family disadvantage  1.138*** 1.134*** 1.135*** 1.134*** 

Family structure at birth (baseline married)      
   Single mother 1.274 1.240 1.261 1.225 1.227 
   Cohabiting  0.696 0.662 0.715 0.740 0.746 
Family structure during adolescence      
   Single mother  1.670** 1.489* 1.424* 1.359† 1.351† 
   Cohabiting  1.411 1.257 1.188 1.130 1.136 
   Stepfamily  1.595*** 1.551*** 1.409* 1.400* 1.402* 
   Widowed (single) 1.715 1.536 1.429 1.389 1.410 
Cumulative duration in family structure      
   Number years in married household 0.964 0.967 0.968 0.967 0.967 
   Number years in single-mother household 0.945 0.948 0.947 0.948 0.947 
   Number years in cohabiting household 0.968 0.970 0.968 0.967 0.963 
Frequency of family structure transitions   1.096 1.091 1.085 

Timing of most recent transition (baseline 0-5)      
   Middle childhood (age 6-12)   0.694 0.691 0.691 

   Late childhood (age13 and older)   0.957 0.954 0.958 

Maternal happiness    0.739 0.750 

      



 

 

219 

 

(Table 6 continued)      

Maternal bonds    0.953*** 0.958*** 

Parental control     0.946† 0.947† 

Intergenerational closure    0.995 0.991 

Deviant peers     1.260** 

F 12.38 11.11 9.99 9.62 10.03 
BIC -690086.52 -795444.74 -808055.62 -864412.92 -894993.75 
Note: n=8,019. Exponentiated coefficients (odds ratios) are presented. Data are weighted to correct for oversampling and clustered 

sampling design. † p<.10, * p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001 

 

Table 6 (continued). Odds Ratios from Logistic Regression Models Estimating Risk of Teenage Cohabitation: Sex 

Interactions, All Other Predictors Included but Not Shown 

 (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) 

Single mother at birth*Female 0.748     
Cohabiting at birth*Female 0.502     
Single mother during adolescence*Female  1.002    
Cohabiting during adolescence*Female  1.293    
Stepfamily during adolescence*Female  3.101***    
Widow during adolescence*Female  1.384    
Frequency of transitions*Female   1.032   
Parental bonds*Female    0.934*  
Parental control*Female    1.001  
Deviant peers*Female     1.326* 

F 10.56 9.19 9.80 10.00 10.92 
BIC -903147.79 -946599.35 -895484.03 -914926.45 -908005.97 
Notes: n= 8,019. All interaction models include child age, child sex, teenage mother, maternal dating, maternal education, poverty status, 

race/ethnicity, neighborhood disadvantage, family structure at birth, family structure during adolescence, duration in family structures, 

frequency of transitions, age at most recent transition, family process variables, and deviant peers. Data are weighted to correct for 

oversampling and clustered sampling design. † p<.10, * p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001. 
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Table 6 (continued). Odds Ratios from Logistic Regression Models Estimating Risk of 

Teenage Cohabitation: Maternal Bond Interactions, All Other Predictors Included but Not 

Shown 

 (11) (12) 

Bonds*Cohabiting mother 1.108* 1.108* 
Bonds*Cohabiting mother*Female  1.008 

F 9.91 9.50 
BIC -906315.96 -907100.91 
Notes: n= 8,019. All interaction models include child age, child sex, teenage mother, maternal dating, 

maternal education, poverty status, race/ethnicity, neighborhood disadvantage, family structure at birth, 

family structure during adolescence, duration in family structures, frequency of transitions, age at most 

recent transition, family process variables, and deviant peers. Data are weighted to correct for 

oversampling and clustered sampling design.  † p<.10, * p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001.
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model 
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Figure 2. Kaplan-Meier Survival Estimates for Sexual Debut, by Family Structure during 

Adolescence 
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Figure 3. Smoothed Hazard Estimates for Sexual Debut, by Family Structure during 

Adolescence
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APPENDIX
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Appendix A 

Description of Measures 

Variable  Description 

Age at sexual debut  Self-reported age in years: 

(wave III interview)  "How old were you the first time you had vaginal intercourse?" 

   

Delinquency                         

(wave II interview)                              Self-reported delinquency coded as follows: 

  

0 = "never"; 1 = "1 or 2 times"; 2 = "3 or 4 times"; 3 = "5 or more 

times" 

   

  Responses are summed to create delinquency scale (α=.795). 

  "In the past 12 months, how often did you…                                  

  

     …paint graffiti on someone else’s property or public     

property?" 

       …deliberately damage property that didn’t belong to you?" 

  

     …lie to your parents about where you were or who you were 

with?" 

       …take something from a store without paying for it?" 

       …run away from home?"  

       …drive a car without permission from its owner?" 

       …steal something worth more than $50?"  

       …go into a house or building to steal something?"  

       …use or threaten to use weapon to get something?" 

       …sell marijuana or other drugs?" 

       …steal something worth less than $50?" 

       …act loud, rowdy, or unruly in a public place?" 

       …get into a serious fight?" 

       …been initiated into a named gang?" 

Teenage cohabitation            

(wave III interview)  Binary variable teenage cohabitation = 1 if age in years at first 

  

cohabitation is less than 20. Teenage cohabitation = 0 if 

respondent did not cohabit before age 20. Age at first 

cohabitation is calculated by subtracting the respondent’s birth 

year from the year of first reported cohabitation. 

  

     "Have you ever lived with someone in a marriage-like 

relationship for one month or more?” 

       "In what year did you begin living with this person?" 

   

Family structure at birth  

Series of binary variables coded based on reported maternal 

residential  

(wave I maternal interview)  relationship status at time of birth: 

  • Married-parent family  

  • Single-mother family 

  • Cohabiting-mother family 

   

Family structure during adolescence Series of binary variables coded based on reported maternal 

(wave I maternal interview)  residential relationship status at time of interview: 
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     • Married, biological-parent family 

     • Mother/stepfather family 

     • Mother/cohabiting partner family 

       • Single-mother family 

       • Widowed-mother family (single) 

   

Family structure transitions  Cumulative frequency of transitions occurring between birth of  

(wave I maternal interview)   adolescent and wave I interview.  

   

Age at most recent transition  Coded as: 

(wave I maternal interview)       • Early childhood (age 0 to 5) 

       • Middle childhood (age 6 to 12) 

       • Late childhood (age 13 and older) 

   

Duration of years in particular   

Cumulative number of years spent in family type since birth of 

adolescent. 

family forms       • Number years in married-parent family 

(wave I maternal interview)       • Number years in cohabiting-parent family  

       • Number years in single-mother family  

   

Maternal happiness  Coded 1 for yes; 0 for no: 

(wave I maternal interview)       "In general, are you happy?" 

   

Maternal bonds                    

(wave I adolescent interview)  

Responses from five questions are summed to create a scale (α = 

.860). 

  

"How close do you feel to your mother?" 1=not at all...5=very 

much 

  

"How much do you think she cares about you?" 1=not at 

all...5=very much 

  

"Most of the time your mother is loving and warm." 1=strongly 

agree…5=strongly disagree (reverse coded) 

  

"You are satisfied with the way your mother and you 

communicate with each other." 1=strongly agree... 5=strongly 

disagree (reverse coded) 

  

"You are satisfied with your relationship with your mother." 

1=strongly agree...5=strongly disagree (reverse coded) 

   

Parental control over daily activities  

Responses from seven questions, coded 1 if no and 0 if yes, are 

summed  to create a reverse-coded scale (α = .608). 

(wave I adolescent interview)       "Do your parents let you make your own decisions about… 

       …the time you must be home on weekend nights?" 

       …the people you hang around with?" 

       …the what you wear?" 

       …how much television you watch?" 

       …which television programs you watch?" 

       …what time you go to bed on weeknights?" 

       …what you eat?" 

   

Intergenerational closure  

Summed responses to two questions, coded 1 if yes and 0 if no (α 

= .627). 

(wave I maternal interview)  "Have you met [child's best friend] in person?" 

  "Have you met [child's best friend]'s parents?" 
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Deviant peers  

Mean level of deviance in respondent's friendship send-network. 

Based on reported friends' responses to four questions (α = .722). 

(social network data from wave I       "During the past 12 months, how often did you… 

in-school interviews)       …smoke cigarettes?" 

       …get drunk?" 

       …lie to your parents or guardians?" 

       …skip school without an excuse?" 

   

Adolescent age  Age in years  

(wave I adolescent interview)   

   

Adolescent sex  1 = female; 0 = male 

(wave I adolescent interview)   

   

Teenage mother  

Coded 1 if gave birth to adolescent respondent at age 19 or 

younger; coded 0 otherwise 

(wave I maternal interview)   

   

Maternal dating  Binary variable coded 1 if yes and 0 if no: 

(wave I maternal interview)  "Are you currently dating or seeing anyone?" 

   

Maternal education  

Responses range from 1 = never went to school to 8 = 

professional training beyond 4-year college or university 

(wave I maternal interview)   

   

Poverty status  

If the wave I household income is below the 1994 federal poverty 

line (by family size), poverty status is coded 1; if not, poverty  

(wave I maternal interview)  status is coded 0.  

  

"About how much total income, before taxes did your family 

receive in 1994? Include your own income, the income of 

everyone else in your household, and income from welfare 

benefits, dividends, and all other sources.” 

   

Race/ethnicity  

Adolescent report of race/ethnicity; primary racial identification 

used when adolescent identified as multiracial. 

(wave I adolescent interview)       • Non-Hispanic white 

       • Non-Hispanic black 

       • Non-Hispanic other race 

       • Hispanic 

   

Neighborhood economic  

Summed standardized values of block-level characteristics (α = 

.733): 

disadvantage       • Median household income 

(wave I census data)       • Proportion households living below the poverty line 

       • Total unemployment rate 

       • Proportion Black/African-American 

   

Neighborhood family  

Summed standardized values of block-level characteristics  (α = 

.582): 

disadvantage       • Proportion ever-married men who are divorced or separated 

(wave I census data)       • Proportion households that are female-headed 

 



 

 

228 

 

Appendix B 

 

Hazard Ratios from Cox Proportional-Hazards Models Estimating Risk of Sexual Debut, 

Examination of Maternal Dating 

 (1) (2) 

Adolescent age 0.973* 0.974* 

Adolescent sex (1=female; 0=male) 1.039 1.040 

Teenage mother 1.272*** 1.266*** 

Maternal education 0.969*** 0.969*** 

Poverty Status 1.018 1.013 

Race/ethnicity (baseline White)   
   Non-Hispanic Black 1.139* 1.115* 

   Non-Hispanic Other 0.775*** 0.775*** 

   Hispanic 0.894* 0.901† 

Neighborhood disadvantage   
   Economic disadvantage 1.008 1.009 

   Family disadvantage 1.015 1.014 

Family structure at birth (baseline married)   
   Single mother 0.991 1.004 

   Cohabiting  0.907 0.953 

Family structure during adolescence   
   Single mother  1.141** 1.084 

   Cohabiting  1.428*** 1.215* 

   Stepfamily  1.186*** 1.198*** 

   Widowed (single) 1.315** 1.276** 

Frequency of transitions 1.039* 1.031 

Maternal dating  1.248*** 

F 11.36 11.35 

Chi-square 298.76 313.69 
Note: n=7,957. Hazard ratios are presented. Data are weighted to correct for oversampling and clustered 

sampling design. Chi-square values should be regarded with caution: they rely on non-weighted data, as these 

estimations cannot be obtained using svy commands in Stata. † p<.10 * p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001
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Appendix C 

 

Hazard Ratios from Cox Proportional-Hazards Models Estimating Risk of Sexual Debut, 

Examination of Instability 

 (1) (2) (3) 

Adolescent age 0.973* 0.974* 0.974* 
Adolescent sex (1=female; 0=male) 1.038 1.040 1.040 
Teenage mother 1.282*** 1.277*** 1.269*** 
Maternal dating 1.308*** 1.260*** 1.248*** 
Maternal education 0.968*** 0.970*** 0.969*** 
Poverty status 1.028 1.011 1.010 
Race/Ethnicity (baseline White)    
  Non-Hispanic Black 1.123* 1.115* 1.113* 
  Non-Hispanic Other 0.773*** 0.774*** 0.774*** 
  Hispanic 0.901† 0.898† 0.897† 
Neighborhood disadvantage    
  Economic disadvantage 1.009 1.008 1.008 
  Family disadvantage 1.016 1.015 1.015 
Family structure at birth (baseline married)    
  Single mother  1.024 1.036 

  Cohabiting   0.836 0.881 

Family structure during adolescence)    
  Single mother   1.119 1.093 

  Cohabiting   1.205† 1.180† 

  Stepfamily   1.258*** 1.183** 

  Widowed (single)  1.331** 1.297** 

Cumulative duration in family structure    
  Number years in married household  0.974 0.974 

  Number years in single-mother household  0.972† 0.971† 

  Number years in cohabiting household  0.983 0.981 

Frequency of family structure transitions 1.068***  1.035 

Timing of most recent transition (baseline 0-5)    
  Middle childhood (age 6-12)   1.119 

  Late childhood (age13 and older)   0.975 

Maternal happiness    
Maternal bonds    
Parental control     
Intergenerational closure    
Deviant peers    
F 14.96 10.64 8.99 
Chi-Square 280.41 313.16 318.50 
Note: n=7,957. Hazard ratios are presented. Data are weighted to correct for oversampling and clustered 

sampling design. Chi-square values should be regarded with caution: they rely on non-weighted data, as these 

estimations cannot be obtained using svy commands in Stata. † p<.10,* p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001
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Appendix D 

 

Hazard Ratios from Cox Proportional Hazard Models Predicting Sexual Debut, with 

Categorical Transition Variables 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Adolescent age 0.973* 0.973* 0.974* 0.974* 

Adolescent sex (1=female; 0=male) 1.040 1.040 1.041 1.041 

Teenage mother 1.282*** 1.282*** 1.271*** 1.271*** 

Maternal dating 1.300*** 1.300*** 1.248*** 1.248*** 

Maternal education 0.967*** 0.967*** 0.970*** 0.970*** 

Poverty status 1.027 1.027 1.010 1.010 

Race/Ethnicity (baseline white)     

   Non-Hispanic Black 1.125* 1.125* 1.118* 1.118* 

   Non-Hispanic Other 0.774*** 0.774*** 0.776*** 0.776*** 

   Hispanic 0.900† 0.900† 0.898† 0.898† 

Neighborhood disadvantage     

   Economic disadvantage 1.009 1.009 1.008 1.008 

   Family disadvantage 1.016 1.016 1.015 1.015 

Family structure at birth (baseline married)     

   Single mother   1.025 1.025 

   Cohabiting    0.848 0.848 

Family structure during adolescence     

   Single mother    1.111 1.111 

   Cohabiting    1.199† 1.199† 

   Stepfamily    1.240*** 1.240*** 

   Widowed (single)   1.317** 1.317** 

Cumulative duration in family structure      

   Number years in married household   0.974 0.974 

   Number years in single-mother household   0.972† 0.972† 

   Number years in cohabiting household   0.983 0.983 

Frequency of family structure transitions     

   No transitions (baseline) 0.890* (baseline) 1.011 

   One transition 1.072 0.954 0.990 1.001 

   Two transitions 1.124* (baseline) 0.989 (baseline) 

   Three or more transitions 1.291*** 1.149† 1.144† 1.157* 

F 13.27 -- 9.72 -- 
Chi-square 285.00 -- 319.22 -- 
Notes: n = 7,957. Exponentiated coefficients (hazard ratios) are presented. Data are weighted to correct for 

oversampling and clustered sampling design. Chi-square values should be regarded with caution: they rely on 

non-weighted data, as these estimations cannot be obtained using svy commands in Stata.  † p<.10, * p< 0.05, 

** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001 
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Appendix E 

 
Negative Binomial Regression Models Predicting Delinquency at Wave II, with Categorical 

Frequency of Family Structure Transition Variables 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Adolescent age -0.039** -0.039** -0.038** -0.038** 

 (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) 

Adolescent sex (1=female) -0.232*** -0.232*** -0.230*** -0.230*** 

 (0.033) (0.033) (0.033) (0.033) 

Teenage mother -0.065 -0.065 -0.063 -0.063 

 (0.057) (0.057) (0.055) (0.055) 

Maternal dating 0.112† 0.112† 0.078 0.078 

 (0.067) (0.067) (0.080) (0.080) 

Maternal education 0.016 0.016 0.016 0.016 

 (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) 

Poverty status -0.058 -0.058 -0.075 -0.075 

 (0.069) (0.069) (0.072) (0.072) 

Race/ethnicity (baseline white)     

   Non-Hispanic Black -0.152* -0.152* -0.167* -0.167* 

 (0.069) (0.069) (0.068) (0.068) 

   Non-Hispanic Other 0.121 0.121 0.119 0.119 

 (0.095) (0.095) (0.095) (0.095) 

   Hispanic 0.245*** 0.245*** 0.234*** 0.234*** 

 (0.062) (0.062) (0.063) (0.063) 

Neighborhood disadvantage     

   Economic disadvantage 0.010 0.010 0.010 0.010 

 (0.015) (0.015) (0.014) (0.014) 

   Family disadvantage -0.006 -0.006 -0.008 -0.008 

 (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) 

Family structure at birth      

   Single mother   -0.011 -0.011 

   (0.068) (0.068) 

   Cohabiting    -0.082 -0.082 

   (0.250) (0.250) 

Family structure during adolescence     

   Single mother    0.138* 0.138* 

   (0.067) (0.067) 

   Cohabiting    0.169 0.169 

   (0.113) (0.113) 

   Stepfamily    0.091 0.091 

   (0.065) (0.065) 

   Widowed (single)   0.318* 0.318* 

   (0.134) (0.134) 

Duration in family structures     

   # years in married household   -0.061** -0.061** 

   (0.020) (0.020) 

   # years in single-mother household   -0.059** -0.059** 

   (0.020) (0.020) 
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(Appendix E continued)     

   # years in cohabiting household   -0.071** -0.071*** 

   (0.024) (0.024) 

Frequency of transitions     

   Zero transitions (baseline) -0.061 (baseline) 0.023 

  (0.057)  (0.067) 

   One transition 0.077† 0.016 0.002 0.025 

 (0.046) (0.059) (0.051) (0.062) 

   Two transitions 0.061 (baseline) -0.023 (baseline) 

 (0.057)  (0.067)  

   Three or more transitions 0.316** 0.255* 0.213* 0.236* 

 (0.101) (0.107) (0.098) (0.108) 

Constant 1.616*** 1.677*** 2.747*** 2.724*** 

 (0.215) (0.219) (0.421) (0.418) 

F 7.44 7.44 5.37 5.37 

Notes: n= 9,828. Table presents unstandardized coefficients. Standard errors are in parentheses. Data 

are weighted to correct for oversampling and clustered sampling design. * p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** 

p< 0.001. 
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Appendix F 

 

Negative Binomial Regression Models Predicting Delinquency at Wave II, 

Examining Maternal Dating 

 (1) (2) 

Adolescent age -0.039** -0.039** 
 (0.014) (0.014) 

Adolescent sex (1=female) -0.230*** -0.230*** 
 (0.034) (0.034) 

Teenage mother -0.063 -0.066 
 (0.056) (0.056) 

Maternal education 0.015 0.015 
 (0.011) (0.011) 

Poverty status -0.077 -0.079 
 (0.073) (0.072) 

Race/ethnicity (baseline white)   
   Non-Hispanic Black -0.164* -0.167* 
 (0.067) (0.067) 

   Non-Hispanic Other 0.122 0.122 
 (0.097) (0.096) 

   Hispanic 0.237*** 0.239*** 
 (0.062) (0.062) 

Neighborhood disadvantage   
   Economic disadvantage 0.008 0.008 
 (0.015) (0.015) 

   Family disadvantage -0.007 -0.007 
 (0.013) (0.013) 

Family structure at birth    
   Single mother -0.010 -0.004 
 (0.049) (0.050) 

   Cohabiting  -0.184 -0.177 
 (0.174) (0.173) 

Family structure during adolescence   
   Single mother  0.141** 0.121* 
 (0.053) (0.056) 

   Cohabiting  0.141 0.085 
 (0.092) (0.104) 

   Stepfamily  0.035 0.037 
 (0.057) (0.057) 

   Widowed (single) 0.304* 0.295* 
 (0.122) (0.123) 

Frequency of transitions 0.053* 0.052* 
 (0.023) (0.023) 
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(Appendix F continued)   

Maternal dating  0.074 

  (0.085) 

Constant 1.603*** 1.598*** 
 (0.217) (0.217) 

F 6.91 6.57 
BIC -291796.53 -294556.22 
Notes: n= 9,828. Table presents unstandardized coefficients. Standard errors are in parentheses. 

Data are weighted to correct for oversampling and clustered sampling design. * p< 0.05, ** p< 

0.01, *** p< 0.001. 

 

 



 

 

235 

 

Appendix G 

 

Odds Ratios from Logistic Regression Models Estimating Risk of Teenage Cohabitation, 

Examination of Maternal Dating 

 (1) (2) 

Adolescent age 0.856*** 0.856*** 

Adolescent sex (1=female; 0=male) 1.857*** 1.857*** 

Teenage mother 1.503** 1.496** 

Maternal education 0.859*** 0.859*** 

Poverty Status 1.388** 1.384** 

Race/ethnicity (baseline White)   
   Non-Hispanic Black 0.355*** 0.351*** 

   Non-Hispanic Other 0.810 0.813 

   Hispanic 0.644* 0.647* 

Neighborhood disadvantage   
   Economic disadvantage 1.022 1.023 

   Family disadvantage 1.135*** 1.135*** 

Family structure at birth (baseline married)   
   Single mother 1.012 1.019 

   Cohabiting  0.699 0.712 

Family structure during adolescence   
   Single mother  1.267* 1.230 

   Cohabiting  1.234 1.131 

   Stepfamily  1.366* 1.372* 

   Widowed (single) 1.293 1.268 

Frequency of transitions 1.066 1.062 

Maternal dating  1.125 

F 13.17 12.38 

BIC -788484.40 -790025.99 
Note: n=8,019. Exponentiated coefficients (odds ratios) are presented. Data are weighted to correct for 

oversampling and clustered sampling design.† p<.10 * p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001. 
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Appendix H 

 
Odds ratios from Logistic Regression Models Estimating Risk of Teenage Cohabitation, 

with Categorical Frequency of Family Structure Transition Variables 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Adolescent age 0.854*** 0.854*** 0.852*** 0.852*** 

Adolescent sex (1=female) 1.864*** 1.864*** 1.852*** 1.852*** 

Teenage mother 1.499** 1.499** 1.486** 1.486** 

Maternal dating 1.077 1.077 1.094 1.094 

Maternal education 0.859*** 0.859*** 0.859*** 0.859*** 

Poverty status 1.404** 1.404** 1.376* 1.376* 

Race/ethnicity (baseline white)     

   Non-Hispanic Black 0.354*** 0.354*** 0.354*** 0.354*** 

   Non-Hispanic Other 0.806 0.806 0.818 0.818 

   Hispanic 0.643* 0.643* 0.646* 0.646* 

Neighborhood disadvantage     

   Economic disadvantage 1.026 1.026 1.023 1.023 

   Family disadvantage 1.134*** 1.134*** 1.136*** 1.136*** 

Family structure at birth      

   Single mother   1.253 1.253 

   Cohabiting    0.728 0.728 

Family structure during adolescence     

   Single mother    1.373† 1.373† 

   Cohabiting    1.141 1.141 

   Stepfamily    1.321† 1.321† 

   Widowed (single)   1.351 1.351 

Duration in family structures     

   # years in married household   0.967 0.967 

   # years in single-mother household   0.944 0.944 

   # years in cohabiting household   0.965 0.965 

Frequency of transitions     

   Zero transitions (baseline 0.709* (baseline) 0.796 

   One transition 1.282* 0.908 1.195 0.952 

   Two transitions 1.411* (baseline) 1.256 (baseline) 

   Three or more transitions 1.499* 1.062 1.327 1.057 

F 16.37 -- 9.84 -- 

BIC -778788.68 -- -804354.85 -- 

Notes: n= 8,019. Table presents exponentiated coefficients (odds ratios). Data are weighted to correct 

for oversampling and clustered sampling design. * p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001. 
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Appendix I 

Summary Table of Results 

 

Hypothesis Sexual debut Delinquency

Teenage 

cohabitation

Family structure at birth hypothesis - - -

Adolescent family structure hypothesis + + +

Duration hypothesis - + -

Instability hypothesis +/- +/- +/-

Socioeconomic-stress hypothesis - - +/-

Family process hypothesis +/- + +/-

Intergenerational transmission hypothesis + n.a. +

Deviant peer hypothesis +/- +/- +/-

Father absence hypothesis - +/- -

Level-of-control hypothesis - - -

Magnitude-of-control hypothesis - - -

Magnitude-of-attachment hypothesis - - -

Gendered deviant peer hypothesis - + +

Gendered intergenerational transmission hypothesis - n.a. -

Dependent variable

Notes: + indicates support; +/- indicates partial support; - indicates no support; n.a. indicates that the 

hypothesis is not applicable to the dependent variable  
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Appendix J 

Correlation Matrix 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

1. Adolescent age 1.000

2. Adolescent sex -0.071 1.000

3. Teenage mother 0.037 0.001 1.000

4. Maternal dating -0.032 0.020 0.088 1.000

5. Maternal education -0.057 -0.028 -0.154 -0.050 1.000

6. Poverty status 0.006 0.026 0.112 0.199 -0.253 1.000

7. Non-Hispanic white -0.059 -0.007 -0.074 -0.111 0.162 -0.173 1.000

8. Non-Hispanic black -0.012 0.032 0.080 0.207 0.037 0.167 -0.602 1.000

9. Non-Hispanic other 0.038 -0.012 -0.034 -0.049 0.054 -0.019 -0.293 -0.125 1.000

10. Hispanic 0.070 -0.019 0.034 -0.048 -0.297 0.061 -0.506 -0.215 -0.105 1.000

11. Economic disadvantage 0.016 0.041 0.083 0.126 -0.060 0.177 -0.444 0.518 -0.001 0.028 1.000

12. Family disadvantage 0.002 0.031 0.100 0.165 -0.158 0.211 -0.374 0.399 -0.004 0.068 0.515 1.000

13. Married at birth 0.022 -0.022 -0.196 -0.211 0.104 -0.186 0.243 -0.311 0.030 -0.003 -0.223 -0.244 1.000

14. Single mother at birth -0.020 0.029 0.195 0.189 -0.090 0.167 -0.226 0.299 -0.033 -0.004 0.214 0.226 -0.959 1.000

15. Cohabiting at birth -0.023 -0.019 0.023 0.096 -0.060 0.085 -0.083 0.073 0.008 0.027 0.053 0.082 -0.213 -0.062 1.000

16. Bio/married in adol. 0.002 -0.030 -0.158 -0.414 0.089 -0.247 0.179 -0.234 0.057 -0.020 -0.164 -0.221 0.424 -0.394 -0.134

17. Single mother in adol. -0.013 0.018 0.047 0.279 -0.022 0.236 -0.174 0.211 -0.037 0.025 0.161 0.166 -0.348 0.331 0.094

18. Cohabiting in adol. -0.012 -0.003 0.095 0.498 -0.086 0.122 -0.066 0.083 -0.028 0.015 0.068 0.129 -0.192 0.143 0.187

19. Stepfamily in adol. 0.021 0.013 0.099 -0.115 -0.021 -0.026 0.061 -0.044 -0.031 -0.014 -0.050 -0.007 -0.062 0.072 -0.043

20. Widow in adol. 0.011 0.006 -0.023 0.041 -0.026 0.038 -0.076 0.090 0.023 -0.011 0.052 0.048 -0.008 0.008 0.001

21. Duration in married hhd 0.039 -0.007 -0.164 -0.356 0.103 -0.232 0.253 -0.304 0.032 -0.026 -0.222 -0.263 0.765 -0.718 -0.228

22. Duration in single hhd -0.039 0.011 0.148 0.261 -0.073 0.196 -0.237 0.292 -0.030 0.016 0.209 0.234 -0.734 0.740 0.047

23. Duration in cohabit hhd -0.011 -0.005 0.084 0.355 -0.099 0.155 -0.102 0.112 -0.016 0.024 0.089 0.134 -0.253 0.095 0.576

24. Frequency of transitions 0.037 0.012 0.145 0.289 -0.024 0.131 -0.056 0.107 -0.039 -0.017 0.057 0.123 -0.277 0.279 0.015

25. Early childhood transition -0.023 0.016 0.083 0.079 -0.032 0.055 -0.031 0.062 -0.035 -0.005 0.028 0.069 -0.134 0.115 0.080

26. Mid-childhood transition -0.004 -0.011 0.039 0.061 -0.012 0.030 -0.005 0.011 -0.021 0.009 0.007 0.004 -0.059 0.051 0.006

27. Late childhood transition 0.100 -0.006 0.061 0.231 0.005 0.096 -0.043 0.070 0.003 -0.023 0.032 0.074 -0.263 0.274 -0.016

28. Maternal happiness -0.014 -0.008 -0.019 -0.024 0.086 -0.109 0.063 -0.030 0.017 -0.064 -0.047 -0.060 0.051 -0.050 -0.009

29. Maternal bonds -0.122 -0.116 -0.021 -0.020 0.022 -0.016 -0.003 0.027 -0.020 -0.014 0.010 0.016 0.001 0.003 -0.012

30. Parental control -0.283 -0.015 0.013 -0.026 -0.055 0.053 -0.075 0.050 -0.017 0.058 0.056 0.032 -0.012 0.015 0.001

31. Intergenerational closure -0.059 0.001 -0.046 -0.052 0.160 -0.114 0.182 -0.102 -0.043 -0.106 -0.100 -0.123 0.076 -0.067 -0.039

32. Deviant peers 0.320 -0.016 0.020 0.015 -0.057 0.022 0.061 -0.114 0.007 0.040 -0.058 -0.033 0.011 -0.014 0.001

33. Age at first intercourse 0.134 -0.001 -0.081 -0.124 0.087 -0.066 0.057 -0.121 0.067 0.015 -0.095 -0.102 0.106 -0.095 -0.054

34. Early sex (by age 14) -0.033 0.000 0.048 0.093 -0.046 0.061 -0.056 0.078 -0.029 0.008 0.069 0.073 -0.074 0.062 0.053

35. Delinquency -0.038 -0.094 -0.023 0.015 0.032 -0.017 -0.002 -0.057 0.031 0.046 -0.011 -0.012 0.016 -0.010 -0.020

36. Teenage cohabitation -0.113 0.121 0.065 0.041 -0.120 0.068 0.067 -0.077 0.001 -0.006 -0.018 0.045 -0.025 0.029 -0.010  
Notes: n = 7,109. Sample includes only respondents with complete data on all variables.  
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16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30

16. Bio/married in adol. 1.000

17. Single mother in adol. -0.591 1.000

18. Cohabiting in adol. -0.292 -0.132 1.000

19. Stepfamily in adol. -0.416 -0.189 -0.093 1.000

20. Widow in adol. -0.159 -0.072 -0.036 -0.051 1.000

21. Duration in married hhd 0.634 -0.562 -0.295 0.014 -0.101 1.000

22. Duration in single hhd -0.584 0.591 0.102 0.015 0.114 -0.940 1.000

23. Duration in cohabit hhd -0.275 0.034 0.620 -0.085 -0.014 -0.364 0.051 1.000

24. Frequency of transitions -0.573 0.253 0.223 0.351 0.085 -0.423 0.397 0.167 1.000

25. Early childhood transition -0.315 0.145 0.045 0.266 0.072 -0.204 0.176 0.126 0.313 1.000

26. Mid-childhood transition -0.179 0.083 0.026 0.164 0.004 -0.097 0.087 0.043 0.229 -0.067 1.000

27. Late childhood transition -0.265 0.151 0.202 0.079 0.044 -0.338 0.343 0.059 0.524 -0.149 -0.074 1.000

28. Maternal happiness 0.093 -0.093 -0.023 0.003 -0.021 0.069 -0.056 -0.045 -0.069 -0.021 -0.018 -0.050 1.000

29. Maternal bonds 0.038 -0.027 -0.030 -0.013 0.019 -0.001 0.009 -0.023 -0.041 -0.024 -0.011 -0.019 0.048 1.000

30. Parental control -0.003 0.000 -0.004 -0.003 0.004 -0.025 0.028 -0.003 -0.018 0.020 0.017 -0.068 -0.022 0.041 1.000

31. Intergenerational closure 0.079 -0.062 -0.045 0.003 -0.009 0.093 -0.081 -0.057 -0.022 0.002 0.007 -0.009 0.041 0.047 -0.032

32. Deviant peers -0.040 0.013 0.033 0.030 -0.008 -0.009 -0.001 0.030 0.067 0.024 0.019 0.059 -0.025 -0.146 -0.118

33. Age at first intercourse 0.149 -0.075 -0.098 -0.044 -0.025 0.127 -0.104 -0.092 -0.116 -0.080 -0.034 -0.054 0.017 0.076 0.007

34. Early sex (by age 14) -0.108 0.070 0.053 0.023 0.021 -0.092 0.075 0.066 0.080 0.057 0.010 0.053 0.006 -0.057 -0.032

35. Delinquency -0.015 0.001 0.016 0.006 0.025 -0.003 0.000 0.000 0.023 0.019 -0.005 0.017 -0.014 -0.156 -0.013

36. Teenage cohabitation -0.073 0.025 0.041 0.052 0.006 -0.034 0.027 0.022 0.062 0.032 0.000 0.031 -0.031 -0.050 0.009

31 32 33 34 35 36

31. Intergenerational closure 1.000

32. Deviant peers -0.005 1.000

33. Age at first intercourse 0.022 -0.095 1.000

34. Early sex (by age 14) -0.041 0.072 -0.652 1.000

35. Delinquency 0.008 0.091 -0.164 0.113 1.000

36. Teenage cohabitation -0.023 0.032 -0.224 0.150 0.080 1.000  
Notes: n = 7,109. Sample includes only respondents with complete data on all variables. 


