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Does Gender Matter:  Parental Absence verses Parental Gender
Introduction 

In an attempt to explain community differences in crime rates, social disorganization theorists have sought to identify characteristics common among communities with higher rates of crime (Shaw and McKay 1942; Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls 1997; Bursik and Grasmick 1993).  According to their research, factors such as the socio-economic status of the community, rates of residential mobility, multiunit housing, ethnic diversity, and family disruption (e.g., single-parent homes), all have a bearing on the frequency of crime within a community.  Crime is said to be more affluent when a community is impoverished, has a high rate of residential mobility, is ethnically diverse, and has a high rate of family disruption (Kubrin and Weitzer 2003; Morenoff, Sampson, and Raudenbush 2001).  These factors are said to contribute to crime rates because they “reduce the ability or willingness of community residents to exercise effective social control, that is, to exercise direct control, provide young people with a stake in conformity, and socialize young people so that they condemn delinquency and develop self-control” (Robert Agnew 2008:1).  Thus, the higher the degree of concentrated disadvantage, the weaker the social ties among members of a community and the greater the likelihood of crime within that community.  
It is easy to see some of the linkages between concentrated disadvantage and a decrease in informal controls.  Residents who live in communities with higher rates of crime typically do not own their own property.  A lack of ownership lowers an individual’s investment in their community (Rodney Stark 1987).  Moreover, higher rates of concentrated disadvantage increase the undesirability of a community.  Discontent with the state of a community motivates individuals to move out of the community, as soon as they are able. This desire to move out lowers community investment even more.  Fluctuating residency makes neighbors less likely to know each other.  Consequently, residents are less apt to intervene in external community affairs such as monitoring the behaviors of neighborhood youth and other residents (Rodney Stark 1987:900).   
According to social control theorists, communities with high crime rates are often poor and inundated with single parent families struggling to get by.  Single-parent status is said to be conducive to deviance among minors because juveniles within single-parent homes receive less supervision.  Less supervision results in a parent’s failure to adequately socialize their children against crime and provide them with a stake in conformity (Rodney Stark 1987:897).  Moreover,  plagued with financial burden and family responsibilities, experts posit that single parents in poor neighborhoods are too busy to adequately look after their own kids, much less their neighbors children (Rodney Stark 1987).   
Social disorganization research has been able to establish a correlation between crime rates and clusters of single parent homes, but is it merely a supervisory issue?  More specifically, is it single parent status, in and of itself, which contributes to delinquency among minors? Or are there other subtle nuances within the structure of a single parent home which contributes to delinquency among minors within that home?  The purpose of this research is to look at the familial processes within single-parent homes and determine the degree to which (if any) the gender of a single-parent influences delinquency.  Thus, the question that my research seeks to address is: whether it’s the absence of a parent in general or the gender of the parent in particular that tends to contribute to higher levels of delinquency among juveniles in single-parent homes? 
Family Structure and Delinquency
Looking at the family structure as a potential cause of delinquency is not a new phenomenon.  In 1932, Shaw and McKay conducted a study which assessed the significance of broken homes on juvenile delinquency (Shaw and McKay 1932).  Unlike earlier research that regarded the broken home as a direct causal factor in juvenile delinquency, Shaw and McKay felt that it was unclear as to whether broken homes caused delinquency.  They concluded their broken home research by stating, 

[T]his [study] should not be interpreted to mean that family situations are 

not important factors in cases of delinquent boys. If these situations are 

important influences in cases of delinquency among boys, the foregoing

 data suggest that we must look for these influences in the more subtle aspects

 of family relationshipsrather than in the formal break in the family organization.







(Shaw and McKay 1932:524)
Thus, Shaw and McKay posited that researchers should look beyond mere breakdowns in a family’s configuration, and consider other subtle nuisances within broken homes that may influence delinquency.
In 1958, Ivan Nye revisited the family structure argument (Nye 1958).  By examining familial factors of high school students, Nye sought to determine whether there was a relationship between delinquent behavior, family structure, and parent-child interpersonal relationships. His research found that children within single-parent homes engaged in a higher frequency of delinquency (Nye 1958).  He attributed this higher level of delinquency to a decrease in parent-child attachments and a reduction in direct supervision.  
Since Nye, there have a plethora of studies that have consistently shown that children from broken homes engage in a higher rate of delinquency (Rollins and Thomas 1979; Gove and Crutchfield 1982; Rankin and Kern 1994; Demuth Brown 2004).  However, these studies tend to focus primarily on a lack of supervision, socioeconomic status, and a lack of parental attachment, when analyzing the influences of family structure on delinquency (Van Voorhis, Cullen, Mathers, and Garner 1988).  Moreover, when evaluating the effects of family structure, past research has concentrated on the distinction between juveniles living within single-parent homes and juveniles living in duel-parent households.  These studies tend to lump single-mothers and single-fathers into the same single-parent category (Wojtkiewicz 1993; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994; Biblarz and Raftery 1999). This is partially attributed to the fact that there is limited data on single-father households.  However, by clustering single-parents into the same category, researchers run the risk of overlooking familial processes that may be unique to a particular genders’ parenting style.  Given the newfound research on the influence of fathers on their children, it is crucial for family-delinquency researchers to make a distinction between single mothers and single fathers.  The growing research on the influence of fathers has focused primarily on two issues: (1) the significance of fathers for the well-being of children residing with married parents and (2) the role of nonresident fathers in promoting child well-being (Demuth and Brown 2004:63).  Current findings suggest that fathers make a unique contribution to a child’s well-being (King 1994; Amato 1998; Harris, Furstenberg, and Marmer 1998).  It’s these unique characteristics, or an absence thereof, which may play a role in a child’s propensities toward delinquency.  This assertion is buttressed by prior research which found that there were characteristics unique to single-mother families that have a negative impact on a child’s well-being.  Erratic disciplinary techniques and diminished supervision were found to be prominent characteristics among single-mother households (McLanahan and Booth 1989; Downey 1994).
In 2004, Demuth and Brown extended preexisting family-delinquency research by distinguishing between single-mother and single-father families.  Demuth and Brown sought to determine “whether the family structure effect documented by prior research is predominantly a function of parental absence or the gender of the resident parent” (Demuth and Brown 2004:64).  More specifically, they sought to determine whether it was simply the absence of a parent (i.e., a broken home) that influenced higher levels of adolescent delinquency, or if it was the gender of the single parent that influenced delinquent behavior (Demuth and Brown 2004:62). Unlike previous studies, Demuth and Brown’s study acknowledges the diverse living arrangements among American families, and as such, operationalizes the term broken home to encompass single-mothers, single-fathers, mother-stepfather and father-stepmother.  
Their research also accounted for characteristics that are unique to nonresidential parent-child relationships, such as nonresidential parental involvement and closeness.  By accounting for nonresidential characteristics, they believed that they could isolate the negative effects that nontraditional family arrangements have on delinquency.  As expected, delinquency levels were lowest among adolescents living with two biological married parents.  Interestingly, parental absence was not found to be a statistically significant predictor of adolescent delinquency after taking into account differences in child and parent characteristics and family processes across various family arrangements (Demuth and Brown 2004:21).  Child characteristics pertained to race, gender, and age. Parental characteristics pertained to educational attainment, average income, household size and nationality. Parental involvement, parental closeness, parental monitoring, and parental supervision measured Family Processes.  Of all the family process measures, closeness was found to have the greatest effect on delinquency in all family arrangements.  

[P]arent closeness (1) exhibits the largest effect on delinquency second only 

to child gender and (2) has a considerably larger effect on delinquency than 

the direct controls of parent involvement, supervision, and monitoring.







(Demuth and Brown 2004:71)
The results also found delinquency to be the highest among adolescents living in single father households.  Family processes within single father homes fully accounted for the increased frequency of delinquency. Thus, Demuth and Brown concluded that the higher levels of delinquency among adolescents in single father households was largely a function of weaker direct and indirect controls exerted by the father as opposed to single status in and of itself (Demuth and Brown 2004:77).  
In sum, studies have varied as to which parental gender has the most negative impact on an adolescent’s well-being.  However, what remains consist is that familial processes play a huge role in a child’s propensities toward delinquency.  Whether we are dealing with single mothers or single fathers, evidence suggests that a stronger relationship exists between indirect social controls and delinquency than between direct social controls and delinquency (Cernkovich and Giordano1987; Demuth and Brown 2004).  My research seeks to expand existing family-delinquency research by focusing on the relationship between parental gender, familial processes, and delinquency. 
Methods
National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health 

 
I used data from the 1995 National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health).   Add Health is a longitudinal study of a nationally representative sample of adolescents in grades 7-12 in the United States.  Add Health data is designed to examine both adolescent health and adolescent behavior.  The study began with an in-school questionnaire administered to a nationally representative sample of students in 1994, and was followed up with a series of 
in-home interviews conducted in 1994-95, 1996, 2001-02, and 2007-08 (Bearman, Jones, and Udry 1997).  Add Health respondents were selected using a stratified, multistage, school-based cluster sampling procedure (Demuth and Brown 2004:65).  The survey was implemented in four waves.  Wave I and Wave II were analyzed in this study.  Wave I yielded 20,745 adolescent interviews and 17, 670 parental interviews (Bearman,Jones, and Udry 1997).  Wave II consisted of 14,738 adolescent interviews and no parental interviews (Id.).  My research analyzed both in-school questionnaires and in-home interviews of respondents living within a single-parent home.  My research also includes single-parent responses to in-home questionnaires.  In this study, I examine the responses of 4,317 adolescents who reside in single mother families (n = 3,792) and single father families (n = 525).  As with any secondary analysis, there is the potential for validity issues (Babbie 2006).  However, Add Health is the optimal tool for secondary quantitative analysis because: 
it contains a sufficiently large, national sample of adolescents in 

various family types, extensive measures of delinquency that range

widely in seriousness, and several dimensions of family processes.






(Demuth and Brown 2004:66)
In-school questionnaires included such topics as household structure, social and demographic characteristics of respondent, and risk behaviors.  Respondents who were selected for in-home interviews were all asked the same questions.  Their interviews covered such topics as family composition and dynamics, criminal activities, decision-making processes, and peer networks.  In Wave I, parents were issued questionnaires inquiring about neighborhood characteristics, education and employment, household income and economic assistance, parent-adolescent communication and interaction, and parent's familiarity with the adolescent's friends and friends' parents (Bearman, Jones, and Udry 1997).  Thus, Add Health has a plethora of questions which address specific topics of interest to my research and are phrased in the same manner as I would have phrased them.  
Independent Variables
Family structure. Family structure is measured by two categories: single-father and single-mother.  Excluding biological two-parent married families, mother-stepfather families, and father-stepmother family structures allows me to isolate parenting styles associated with a particular gender. 
Direct Parental Controls. Direct parental controls are measured in the same manner as Demuth and Brown’s (2004) study.  I used a three-item supervision index to gauge how often (1) the parent was at home when the child left for school, (2) the parent was at home when the child returned from school, and (3) the parent was at home when the child went to bed. Values for each item range from never (0) to always (5).

Direct control was also measured by using a four-item parent involvement index.  The index measures the degree to which the parent and child had (1) worked on homework together, (2) played a sport, (3) engaged in intimate communication, and/or (4) gone to a movie, play, museum, concert, or sports event within in the past four weeks. Intimate communication refers to the sharing of private feelings or thoughts (Cernkovich and Giordano 1987).  In addition to direct controls on behavior, intimate communication between a parent and child has also been found to have an impact on parent-child closeness and attachment (Hirschi 1969). The range of scores for the involvement index is 0 to 4.

A third measure of direct parental control is parental monitoring.  I used Demuth and Brown’s (2004) seven-item parent-monitoring index that gauges the number of decisions that a parent makes for their child.  The index includes decisions about (1) weekend curfews, (2) the people whom the child hangs around, (3) what a child wears, (4) how much television the child is permitted to watch, (5) which television programs are permissible, (6) what time the child goes to bed on week nights, and (7) what the child is or isn’t allowed to eat. A response of no is coded 0 and a response of yes is coded as 1. The range of scores for the index is 0 to 7 (Demuth and Brown 2004:67).
Indirect Parental Control.  I used Demuth and Brown‘s (2004) four-item scale of parental closeness to measure indirect parental controls on delinquency.  The closeness scale measured the respondents in-home interview reports of the following:  (1) how close do you feel to your parent (1 = not at all to 5=very much), (2) most of the time, your parent is warm and loving to you (1= strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree), (3) you are satisfied with the way your parent and you communicate with each other (1 = strongly disagree to 5= strongly agree), (4) overall, you are satisfied with your relationship with your parent (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The range of scores for the scale is 4 to 20 (Demuth and Brown 2004:67).

Dependent Variable


Delinquency involvement was measured by using a modified version of Cernkovich and Giordano’s (1987) self-reporting delinquency scale.  Fifteen delinquent behaviors were represented in the scale, each with varying degrees of severity.  Coding was based on an adolescent’s frequency of delinquent involvement. Responses were ranked as follows: Never = 0, once or twice a year = 1, once every 2-3 months = 2, once a month = 3, once every 2-3 weeks = 4, once a week =5, and 2-3 times a week or more = 6.  The range of scores for the scale is 0 to 90.
Control Variables

I controlled for child and parental characteristics which are related to adolescent delinquency.  Adolescent gender was controlled for because boys tend to be more delinquent than girls (Downey, Ainsworth-Darnell, and Dufur. 1998; Demuth and Brown 2004).  Males were coded as 1 and females were coded as 0.  I also controlled for ethnicity.  My decision to control for ethnicity was premised on studies which have found delinquency to be more prevalent among minority children living within a single-mother household, as opposed to their White counterparts (Matsueda and Heimer 1987).  Ethnicity is made up of four categories: non-Hispanic Black, non-Hispanic White, non-Hispanic other, and Hispanic.

The parental characteristics that I controlled for were family income, household size, and educational attainment.  Similar to Denuth and Brown’s coding methods, family income is coded in thousands of dollars (Demuth and Brown 2004:68).  Household size was also controlled because evidence suggest that family size has an impact on delinquency (Nye 1958; Demuth and Brown 2004).  Educational attainment was coded using four categories: less than high school, high school graduate, some college, and college graduate.  
Lastly, I controlled for criminality among members of the household.  There is evidence which suggest that delinquency among parents and/or siblings increases a juveniles propensities for deviance (Offord 1982; Robins 1981; Hawkins and Catalano 1992).  Coding was based on a parent or siblings frequency of criminal involvement. Responses were ranked as follows: Never = 0, once in the past month = 1, once in the past 3 months = 2, once in the past six months = 3, once in the past year = 4, two or more times within the past year =5.  The range of scores for the scale is 0 to 5.

Analytic Strategy

Because I am dealing with five independent variables and controlling for numerous child and parent characteristics, I will be using multivariate regression analysis.  According to Babbie (2006), multivariate analysis is the optimal method when a researcher is trying to explain a dependent variable using two or more independent variables. The effects of indirect and direct controls on delinquency will be the focus of this study. I will also test gender interaction effects.  Evidence suggests that children who reside with a single parent of the same sex, fare better than children who reside with a parent of the opposite sex (Demuth and Brown 2004:69).  Therefore, I will test the degree to which the gender of the parent and the gender of the child positively interact to effect delinquency.
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