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The Impact of Income and Family
Structure on Delinquency

Abstract

Over in the meadow by the old Scotch pine Lives an old mother duck and
her little ducklings nine. “Paddle!” said the mother. ”We paddle!” said the
nine. So they paddled all day by the old Scotch pine.l [In nature there is]
continual fear, and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor,
nasty, brutish and short.2 A society of Sperm Fathers is a society of 14-year-
old girls with babies and 14-year-old boys with guns.3 Together, these three
quotations suggest a critical hypothesis as to the effect of family structure on
the behavior of boys and girls. The first quotation is a contemporary verse for
children and frequently is applied to a large number of animal species. To the
extent that it captures an essential truth about the animal kingdom, it is that
family structures are largely composed of a mother and her children, while the
biological father is nowhere to be seen. While there are surely exceptions to this
rule, that characterization is a common one.
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| nt roducti on

Over in the meadow by the old Scotch pine

Lives an old mother duck and her little ducklings nine.
"Paddle!" said the mother. "We paddle!" said the nine.
So they paddied all day by the old Scotch pine.*

[In nature thereis] continual fear, and danger of violent death; and the life of man,
solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short.?

A society of Sperm Fathersis a society of 14-year-old girlswith babies and 14-year-old
boys with guns.®

Toget her, these three quotations suggest a critical
hypot hesis as to the effect of famly structure on the
behavi or of boys and girls. The first quotation is a
contenporary verse for children and frequently is applied to
a |l arge nunber of animal species. To the extent that it
captures an essential truth about the animl kingdom it is
that famly structures are largely conposed of a nother and
her children, while the biological father is nowhere to be
seen. Wiile there are surely exceptions to this rule, that

characterization is a comrmbpn one.

! Traditional children'sverse. See Foreman, 1992.
2 Hobbes, 1962, p. 100.
3 Blankenhorn, Basic Books, 1995, p. 184.



The second quotation is of course fromone of the great
phi | osophical tracts of the English | anguage, and provides a
characterization of the state of nature. An inportant part
of that state is the absence of fathers fromtheir children
wi th nothers having the sole responsibility for rearing the
young.

And finally, the third quotation is froma current book
that details the consequences for Anerican society of the
| arge and increasi ng absence of many children fromtheir
fathers. To Bl ankenhorn, the Sperm Father is the ultimte
state of absent fatherhood with only the biol ogical factor
remai ni ng. The Sperm Fat her resenbl es the biol ogi cal parent
of the ani mal ki ngdom

These quotations suggest that famly structure, in
particul ar the absence of fathers fromthe hone, may have a
substanti al inpact on the behavior of children. Qur
attention here is directed at crimnal behavior, which is
| argely a mal e phenonenon. As Bl ankenhorn inplies, female
del i nquency takes a different formand is not the subject of
t hi s paper.

There is another factor that is al so enphasized as the
pri mary explanation for delinquent behavior, which is
poverty or low incone |evels.* Poverty, to many observers,

is the source of anti-social behavior, so that if incone

See the foll owing statement from a recent discussion of teenage violence: "Growing up in an
environment of harsh poverty with afeeling that opportunities for success are closed because
of discrimination can lead to hel plessness and rage that find expressing in violence."
Hechinger, 1994, p. 4.



| evel s were raised, and incone distributed nore evenly, this
conduct woul d di ssipate. Because there are two rival thenes
that are commonly used to expl ain delinquency, we explore

the joint inpact of inconme and famly structure.

A Conceptual Franmework

Al t hough econom ¢ agents are typically presunmed to
consider only their own utility, that presunption has never
applied to actions related to famly nenbers.® |n that
setting, altruistic concerns are comonly assumed in which
the actions of sone famly nmenbers affect the utility |evels
of others. One result, Becker wites, is that a nmenber's
"concern about the welfare of other [fam|ly] nenbers provide
each...wi th sonme insurance against disasters."® For this
reason as well, famliar relationships are typically
characterized by overlapping utilities.

In regard to parents and children, however, Becker
suggests a pattern of asymmetric concerns in which the
parent's utility function includes the children's
consunption as well as his or her own, while the child's
utility function depends only on its own consunption.’” This
structure leads to "the rotten-kid theorem" which offers

sone interesting results. One is that if the parent is

° See Bergstrom's discussion of Adam Smith's views on these issues (1996, pp. 1904-5).
6 Becker, 1974, p. 1076
! Becker, 1981, p. 114



sufficiently benevolent towards his or her child, not only
is the child better off but so is the parent. As a result,
altrui smbenefits not only the recipient but also the
provider. To be sure, this conclusion follows only if the
parent is sufficiently benevolent to the child. An
inportant inplication of the theoremis that both parent and
child are better off when the parent is highly altruistic
towards the child, but both parties are worse off when
altruismis |ower or absent.?

VWhile this analysis is franmed in ternms of consunption
| evel s and nonetary transfers, it has broader inplications
than that. Individual and famly objectives involve a
| arger set of concerns that reflect the entire ganut of
activities pursued by famly nmenbers. Wen a child agrees
to sacrifice his private goals for those of his famly, he
does so in return for the broader scope of benevol ence that
follows fromhis parents' concern. Wen a child accepts the
restrictions placed on his conduct by his parents, he does
so with the understanding that ultimately he is better off.
And the parents are willing to make the required effort

because they too are better off.

8 See al'so Bergstrom, 1989.



Furthernore, the analysis is equally cogent when
famlies disintegrate. Becker wites that "altrui smcan
benefit altruists only when there is substantial interaction
bet ween them and the beneficiaries."® Wen interactions
bet ween parent and child dimnish, as a result, say, of
di vorce and the father's absence fromthe honme, an
anticipated result is that the parent's benevol ence for the
child declines fromwhat it would be otherwise. |If the
decline is sufficient, the child wll accept its
inplications and nove to a nore selfish outcone; and both
parent and child are worse off. A direct inplication of the
rotten-kid theoremis that increased altrui smencourages
good behavi or even on the part of a selfishly notivated
child, while reduced or absent altrui smencourages poor
behavior. The child' s conduct turns on the antici pated
benevol ence of the parent.

When a famly dissolves, a direct effect is |ost
proximty between the non-custodial parent and the child.

As a result, "the psychic returns fromchildren" for that
parent are greatly reduced; and even if they are not, both

the tinme and nonetary costs of maintaining close contact are

° Becker, 1977, p. 507. See also Becker, Landes and Michael, 1972, pp. 1152-3.



substantially increased.” |In either case, there is reduced

concern by the absent parent for the child. ™

Sone Hypot heses on Parental Behavi or

An essential feature of parental behavior is the desire
to influence the choices or actions of their children.
Parents believe that the child alone will not nake the
"right" decisions, so they nust step in for the "child s own
good." At its essence, parents believe that while the child
may mexim ze current utility, he or she will often not
understand the eventual inplications for many of the choices
whi ch are made, and parental intervention is therefore
needed. An inportant elenent of parental control is that it
leads to lower child utility when these actions are taken.

Consi der an action d that a child can take and which
offers himpositive utility. However, the parent believes
that the action will eventually have a negative inpact on
the child so that it inposes negative utility for the
parent. The parent is concerned about the child's
prospective choice, and will endure lower utility if the

child takes the conpl ai ned-about action. 1In this

10 See Weiss and Willis, 1985, pp. 268-292. In asecond paper, these authors find that because of

agency problems, "it costs the husband $5 to raise expenditures on his child by $1." Reduced

benevol ence by an absent father follows directly. Weiss and Willis, 1993, p. 665.
u A father's absence from the home typically leads him to have little contact with his child. Fully
58 percent of absent fathers saw their child fewer than several times a year, while only about one-
guarter had contact more than once aweek. Furthermore, parent-child contact diminished over
time. While 28 percent of absent fathers, separated for two years or less, saw their child fewer
than several times ayear, that percentage increased to 42 percent between three and five year
post-separation, to 62 percent for Six to ten years following the father's separation, and to fully 72
percent at eleven years or more. Seltzer, 1991, Tables 1 and 4, pp. 86, 91.



formulation, d enters the child s utility function with a
positive effect but the parent's utility function with a

negative effect. Therefore, we can wite

Uk (Ck. d) Uk(d) >0
(1)
Up( Cp, Ck. d) Up(d) <0

Note that here the parent is altruistic towards the child in
that the child' s consunption | evel enters positively in the
parent's utility function; so that Cb and C¢ are the
consunption | evels of the parent and child respectively. On
t he other hand, the parent's consunption | evel does not
enter into the child s utility function.

|f the parent is present and assunes his or her
parental responsibilities, he or she can inpose a cost on
the child since the child' s consunption level is set by the
parents. In that case, they can reduce the child's
consunption | evel whenever certain actions cross a
predet erm ned threshol d; whenever d > d* where the threshold
d* is also set by the parent. In these circunstances, the
child' s consunption level C¢ is reduced by an anpbunt x to
(C - x). The value of x is determ ned by the parent and
can be increased until it is no |onger beneficial for the
child to carry out the particular action. In other words, x

can be increased until:



Uk (Ck-x, d>d*) < U(C, d<d*) (2)

In effect, the child is penalized by reducing his or her
consunption level until it is no longer utility enhancing to
engage in the prohibited activity. Wen the prior condition
is net, the child sets d < d*; and the parent is also

pl eased because:

Up(Cp. Gk, d<d*) > Up(Cp+x, Cg- X, d>d*) (3)

To be sure, this process requires the active
participation of the parent. Consider two alternative
descriptions of parental behavior. First, let the parent be
absent and have little concern for the child. 1In that case,
the latter two argunents of the parental utility function
fromexpression (1) are renoved, and the child is free to
maxi m ze his or her own utility function free of parental
control

A second alternative is suggested by the visiting
parent syndrone which arises when the parent sees the child
infrequently and is thereby unwilling to bear the child's
di spl easure at facing reduced utility levels. In that case,
di sciplinary actions are not taken; and the child remains
free to select |levels of d which maxi mze his or her
utility. While d remains positive in both these cases, the
child' s consunption level is higher in the latter

alternative. And then, whether d is higher in the second



alternative than the first turns on whether d and C¢ are
substitutes or conplenents in the child s utility function
In either case, d < d* with parental control, but not

wi t hout .

In the enpirical analysis below, we exam ne the inpact
of famly structure on the delinquent behavior of young
boys. Wiere fathers are present in the honme, we |let there
be sufficient benevol ence so that boys follow famly norns
and do not respond to the tenptations of |awl essness. On
t he ot her hand, where fathers are absent, we assume there is
not sufficient altruismso that boys nore frequently search
for their own pleasures without regard to famly strictures,
and are then nore likely to cone into contact with | aw
enforcenment officials. Follow ng Becker's suggestion that
altruismdeclines with the |ost proximty between altruist
and beneficiary, we let famly structure be a proxy for a
parent's altruistic conduct toward his or her child.

Al t hough famly structure may reflect other matters as well,
we assune that the critical factor for altruistic behavior
towards a child is continued contact.®

To be sure, other factors may be inportant as well.
Anmong these additional factors is the level of famly

incone. To the extent that famly inconmes are higher, boys

12 An alternate argument is that the critical factor is aboy's opportunity to copy or imitate his father

which requires continued contact between the two; and that thisislost when the father is absent.
This hypothesis suggests, however, that a substitute father would do nearly aswell in limiting
delinquent behavior, which istested in the empirical analysis below.



may see less need for crimnal activity to achieve their
goals. The suggestion here is not that boys in higher
inconme famlies are nore likely to pronote joint famly
obj ectives but rather that they will have |l ess need to
engage in crimnal activity to attain their individual
goals. As a result, higher famly inconmes should be
associated with lower rates of crimnal activity.

Finally, there is the question of age and the prospect
that ol der boys wll have nore opportunity to run afoul of
the crimnal justice system W anticipate that age wl|
al so have a positive inpact on delinquency. In the analysis
that follows, we test these propositions for a sanple of
nearly five thousand boys between the ages of fourteen and

t went y- t wo.

Dat a

The data used in this study is the National
Longi tudi nal Survey of Youth (NLSY) which is collected
annual ly by the Center for Human Resource Research at Chio
State University. [In 1979, 12,6686 young people of both
genders were surveyed on a wi de range of topics that
included famly structure. And in 1980, these respondents
wer e asked about their involvement with the crimnal justice
system for the period ending in 1979.

The survey questions introduced in 1980 asked the
respondents to indicate their exposure to the crim nal

justice systemby using three neasures. The first neasure

-10-



is whether or not the respondent had ever been stopped by
the police (for other than mnor traffic offenses) but not
taken into custody or arrested. The second neasure is
whet her or not the respondent had ever been booked or
charged with breaking the law, and the third neasure is
whet her or not the responded had ever been convicted. O
the 6,084 boys in the sanple who responded, 28.5 percent had
been stopped, 17.4 percent had been charged, and 10.1
percent had been convicted. O those who had been stopped,
t he percentage charged was 36.3 percent; while of those who
had been charged, the percentage convicted was 50.4 percent.

The youths were al so asked with whomthey were |iving
at age fourteen. Anong the boys who responded, 67.8 percent
lived with their father and nother; the second nost common
category was nother and no other man present at 16.7
percent. The next | argest category was nother and
stepfather at 6.42 percent. Only 1.67 percent of the boys
included in the sanple lived with their father and
stepnother, and only 1.31 percent lived with their father
and no worman present. At the outset, we conpress famly
structure into three categories insofar as a father's
presence is concerned: (a) father present in the hone; (b)
anot her man, not the father, present in the hone; and (c) no
man present.

For conparison, we al so investigate the inportance of
the nother present in the hone when the nmal e respondent was

age fourteen. However, there was far less variability on

-11-



this account. Mthers were present in 92.3 percent of the
cases. To investigate this factor, we therefore consider
only two categories: (a) nother present in the househol d;
and (b) nother absent.

In terns of ethnicity, the sanple is conposed of 15.6
percent Hispanics, 25.2 percent Blacks, and 59. 2 percent
non- H spani ¢, non-Black youths. Froman entire sanple of
6, 403 boys, data on incone was available for 4,937 of them
Average famly incone was $17,402 and ranged fromnothing to
$75,001. The logarithmof famly incone was approxi mately
normal ly distributed in the range from-2 to +2 deviations
around the nmean; however there was nore weight in the tails,
especially for very |ow incones.

As reported in Table I, there were 4,869 boys about
whom i nformati on was avail able on the three delinquency
measures, famly inconme and famly structure. As indicated
there, Black youths canme fromfamlies wth an average
i ncome of approximately two-thirds of that for famlies of
non- H spani ¢, non-Bl ack youths. The percentage of famlies
with a father present when the boys were fourteen was 79.9
percent for non-Hi spanic, non-Blacks; 71.9 percent for
Hi spani cs; and 54.7 percent for Blacks. The correspondi ng
figures for nother present were 93.6 percent for non-

Hi spani ¢, non-Bl acks; 93.7 percent for Hi spanics; and 90.8
percent for Blacks. Cearly, there was greater variability
anong all three ethnic groups for the presence of fathers

than for nothers.
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Sample Characteristics for Three Ethnic Groups

Ever Stopped (%)
Ever Charged (%)
Ever Convicted (%)

Ever Charged Given
Ever Stopped (%)

Ever Convicted Given
Ever Charged (%)
Average Age (Years)
Proportion Ages 20-22 (%)
Proportion Ages 19-22 (%)

Average Family Income ($)
Father Present (%)

Mother Present (%)

No. of Observations

TABLE |

Hispanic
27.7
181

9.3
38.7

46.9

17.7

25.9
38.7

15,591
71.9
93.7

719

-13-

40.5

17.7
25.9
37.7

13,412

54.7
90.8

1174

Non-Hispanic,
Non-Black

27.8
18.1
11.0
37.4

53.3

18.0

334
47.0

19,510
79.8
93.6

2976



Note that the fractions of male youths reporting ever
bei ng stopped are conparable for the three ethnic groups.
However, a smaller fraction of Black youths report ever
bei ng charged and ever being convicted. Black youths also
report |lower conditional |ikelihoods for ever being charged
given that they have been stopped and for ever being
convicted given their being charged.

These |l ast results raise concerns about the NLSY sanple
of Bl ack youth since they have a nmuch hi gher chance of being
in prison by age 25 than others. According to nore recent
Department of Justice figures, the probability of this
happening to a Black male is 15.9 percent, to an Hispanic
male is 6.3 percent, and to a Wiite male is 1.7 percent.*
Because Bl ack youths in jail or otherw se involved with the
crimnal justice systemmay be under-represented in this
sanpl e, we anal yze del i nquency separately for the three
et hni ¢ groups.

Furthernore, as reported bel ow, our delinquency
measures are closely linked to age. |In particular, for
ol der boys there are nore years during which he may have
done sonet hing wong. Accordingly, age should be positively
related to the three delinquency neasures. Although the
non- H spani ¢, non-Bl ack sub-sanple has only a slightly
hi gher age on average than the other two groups, it does

have far higher proportions of boys aged twenty to twenty-

! Bonczar and Beck, 1997, Table 3, p. 2.
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two and aged nineteen to twenty-two. The latter conparison
is particularly striking for it includes 47 percent of the
non- H spani ¢, non-Bl ack sanple but only 37.7 percent of the
Bl ack sanple and 38.7 percent of the H spanic sanple.
Because of these sanpling disparities, we expect to find

hi gher reported rates of delinquency anong the non-H spani c,

non- Bl ack sanpl e.

Do Fathers Make A Difference?

In Table I'l, we report the logit paranmeters which
estimate the inpact of famly structure on the three
measur es of delinquent behavior, controlling for famly
income, age, and ethnicity. W interpret the relevant
values as reflecting the probabilities of ever being
st opped, ever being charged, and ever being convicted, and
hypot hesi ze that the inpact of famly structure is greater
for the nore serious neasures of delinquency.

Ever Stopped

As can be seen, the only significant variable in the
first equation reported in Table Il is the father's presence
in the household when the boy was age fourteen. This
presence reduced the likelihood that the youth would be

st opped by police.
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TABLE Il

Logit Estimates for Three Measures of Delinquency

Ever Ever Ever
Stopped Charged Convicted
Intercept -0.718** -2.062** -2.918**
(2.64) (6.27) (7.00)
Age 0.00440 0.0801** 0.0815**
(0.32) (4.78) (3.87)
Family Income -0.00000028 -0.0000144** -0.0000150**
(0.12) (4.57) (3.75)
Father Present -0.387** -0.781** -0.465**
(3.75) (6.89) (3.21)
No Man Present -0.073 -0.381** -0.232
(0.61) (2.84) (1.34)
Higpanic -0.0293 -0.0499 -0.223
(0.32) (0.45) (1.56)
Black -0.0493 -0.452** -0.533*
(0.62) (4.48) (4.09)
No. of Observations 4869 4869 4868
Log Likelihood -2871.4 -2172.5 -1545.6

t valuesin parentheses
** ggnificant at the 1% level
* dgnificant at the 5% level

-16-



Ever Charged

The second equation deals with the nore serious
i ncident of a boy being charged with a crinme. Note that the
explanatory variables in this case are nore generally
statistically significant. Wth this neasure as well, the
nost inportant factor is the father's presence in the hone;
the inpact here is the largest of all. Note also that
famly structure is grouped into three categories: father
present; another man present who may be a nale relative, a
stepfather, or sinply the nother's boyfriend; and al so no
man present. A variable indicating the third category is
al so included in this equation, and we can note that it also
has a negative coefficient although smaller in magnitude
than that neasuring the effect of the father's presence.
Apparently, a boy is more |ikely to be charged wwth a crine
if there is some other man present in the house as conpared
with no man present,? al though of course the father's
presence has the largest salutary effect.

The coefficients reflecting the effects of age and
famly income have the expected signs. O der boys have an
i ncreased chance of being charged with a crine, and famly
i ncone nmakes one less likely to be charged. The inportance
of these factors is described in Figure 1, which represents
all three ethnic groups. It presents the estinmated

probabilities of being charged with a crinme at the average

2 This finding conflicts with the copying or imitation hypothesis suggested earlier.
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Probability

Figure 1: Probability of Being Charged and Family Income
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age of the sanple and for the reported percentages of

Hi spani cs and Blacks in the sanple. Only at an additi onal
fam |y income of $54,286 does that factor counter the inpact
of a father's absence fromthe hone.?

Anot her conclusion fromthese results follows fromthe
total effect of a father's absence, including its inpact on
famly incone. |In the subsanple of 3826 boys used in Table
| V bel ow, * average fam |y incone for the 3004 boys with
fathers present is $19, 793, while average famly inconme for
the 822 boys with fathers absent is $13,102. A father's
absence is therefore associated with a lower famly inconme
of about one-third.> Including both factors together raises
the predicted probability of being charged with a crine from

0.138 to 0.222, or by over 60 percent.

Ever Convicted

The final measure of delinquency is the nost serious
one for it concerns the conviction of a crine by the age of
twenty-two. Note that the estimated coefficients are
simlar to those reported in the previous equation, although
here, the coefficient reflecting the role of no man present

in the household is not statistically significant at

Thisvalue rests on the estimated coefficients from the second column in Table I, and has a
gstandard deviation of $15,072.

We use this equation because the family structure variable there is limited to father present or
absent.

From alarger and more inclusive sample, Hoffman and Duncan report that the average declinein
family income following divorce is about 47 percent (1988, p. 643).
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conventional levels. Only if we were willing to reject
hypot heses at a two-tail significance |evel of 0.18 would
this variable be statistically significant. Again the nost
inportant factor is the father's presence in the household
when the boy was fourteen, and again age and famly incone

have the expected signs.

Ethnicity

Al t hough the Hispanic ethnic variable has a negative
signin all three equations, it is never statistically
significant. That is not so for the variable indicating
Bl ack youths, where the coefficient is highly significant
for both of the latter neasures of delinquency. However, as
reported in Table I, both mnority ethnic groups were
apparently sanpled differently fromthe | arger non-Hi spani c,
non- Bl ack popul ation. The two mnority groups have nuch
| ower proportions of older boys in the sanple as conpared
with the majority group, so in effect, the coefficients
reflecting ethnicity are confounded by the factor of age.
In effect, we are conparing younger Hispanic and Bl ack
youths with ol der, non-H spanic, non-Black youths. Although
we incorporate an age variable in these equations, that
factor changes the intercept of the resulting equation but
does not correct for different slope coefficients.

We explore the question of different slope coefficients
in ternms of our second neasure of delinquency, Ever Charged.

For two of the ethnic groups, H spanics and non-Hi spani c,
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non- Bl acks, separate coefficients were estimated for an
equation containing intercept, age, famly incone, and
father's presence. Constraining these coefficients to be
the sane for the two ethnic groups did not significantly
reduce the likelihood function for this sanple of 3,695
observations. Consequently, this group was | abel ed non-

Bl acks and estimated separately fromthe Bl ack ethnic group.

The enmpirical results are reported in Table I1l1. As
reported there, we estimate a constrai ned equati on where the
effects of famly incone and famly structure are presuned
to be equal as well as an unconstrained equation. |In these
equations, famly structure is represented by only two
categories, indicating the presence or absence of the father
fromthe hone.

Note that constraining the coefficients for famly
incone and famly structure to be the sane for Bl acks and
non- Bl acks did not significantly reduce the |ikelihood
function for this sanple of 4,869 observations. However,
the effect of the age variable on the probability of ever
being charged is clearly larger for Blacks than for non-

Bl acks. This difference is illustrated in Figure 2 which
rests on the estimated |l ogit equation evaluated at the neans
for famly inconme and famly structure for each ethnic
group. As indicated, the probabilities of ever being
charged with crimnal activity increase nore rapidly for

Bl acks than for non-Bl acks as the boy's age increases.
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TABLE Il

Logit Estimates for the Delinquency Measure of
Ever Charged, Blacks and Non-Blacks

Unconstrained Congrained

Intercept, Black -4.16%* -4.22%*

(6.04) (6.14)

Age, Black 0.156** 0.161**

(4.16) (4.29)

Family Income -0.0000199** -0.0000145**
Blacksin Uncongtrained eq. (2.26) (4.59)
Both groupsin Congtrained eg.

Father Present -0.366* -0.561**
Blacksin Uncongtrained eq. (2.10) (6.58)
Both groupsin Congtrained eg.

Intercept, Non-Blacks -1.95** -1.95**

(5.56) (5.59)

Age, Non-Blacks 0.063** 0.062**

(3:39) (3.32)
Family Income, Non-Blacks -0.0000136

(4.01)
Father Present, Non-Blacks 0.619**

(6.37)
No. of Observations 4869 4869
Log Likelihood -2172.92 -2173.80

t valuesin parentheses
** ggnificant at the 1% level
* dgnificant at the 5% level
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Probability

Figure 2: Probability of Ever Being Charged, at Means for Family Income and
Father Present
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The Endogeneity of a Father's Presence

To this point, we have assuned that the father's
presence or absence fromthe hone is exogenous to the extent
that it is not influenced by his child s delingquency. Yet,
fathers are present or absent for a reason which may be
related to the child' s delinquent behavior. For exanple,
jailed fathers are absent, but it may be their crimnality
rather than their absence that has inplications for the
son's delinquency. |In this case, the enpirical results
present ed above woul d reflect not so nuch the father's
presence or absence fromthe hone as nmuch as the tendency of
both parent and child towards crim nal behavior. The
father's absence would then be nmerely a proxy for this
effect. In this scenario, delinquent children and absent
fathers are the joint result of other, nore basic, causal
factors.

In addition to the hypothesis of jointly determ ned
effects, there is the possibility of explicit reverse
causality. After reviewing the literature on crim nal
behavior and famly structure, WIlson and Herrnstein wite
that "this [evidence] does not nean that problemchildren
will always weck marriages...but we do nean that the child
can be as nuch the cause as the consequence of famly

patterns, including broken hones and even abusive ones."®

6 Wilson and Herrnstein, 1985, p. 253.
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To the extent that this supposition is correct, the
estimated coefficients are biased because they do not
account for the essential endogeneity of the famly
structure vari abl es.

For both sets of reasons, we exam ne the endogeneity
i ssue specifically in terns of its possible effects on the
famly structure coefficients. Although we do not estimte
a conplete nodel with equations for both famly structure
and chi |l dhood del i nquency, we do consi der whet her
endogeneity led to biased estimates in our regression
coefficients. Qur approach is to test whether our basic
results were influenced very nuch by the admtted
endogeneity of the famly structure vari abl es.

Before proceeding to the enpirical tests, recall an
i nportant characteristic of the data which is enployed. The
relevant famly structure variable is to the child s living
situation when he is age fourteen, while our neasures of
del i nquency refer to the child' s subsequent conduct, between
the ages of fourteen and twenty-two. The variables are
therefore specified to provide a recursive nodel in which
there is no reverse causality. And of course, as is well
known, the structural coefficients estimated in recursive
nodel s are unbi ased.

To be sure, this argunment does not deflect the bias
resulting fromjointly determned variables. If there is
sonme underlying factor, call it "bad genes," that inpacts on

bot h dependent and expl anatory vari abl es, then biased

- 25-



coefficients still result notw thstanding the recursive
nature of the nodel

Qur first neans to explore this issue is to re-estimate
our basic equation by neans of two-stage |east squares,
where the relevant structural variable is the sinple
distinction by the father's presence or absence fromthe
home. These results are presented in Table IV.

In this table, the first colum reports the ordinary
logit equation for the "Ever Charged" variable that is
simlar to what was presented above, while the second col umm
provi des the estimated coefficients for a second stage
structural logit equation for the sane dependent vari abl e.
To estimate this equation, we use a reduced formlogit
equation for the "Dad Present" variable which includes the
followng instrunments: the Black and Hi spani ¢ dummy
vari ables, the boy's age in 1980, and famly income. These
vari ables al so are present in the structural equation. W
al so include the follow ng additional instrunments: a dummy
vari abl e indicating whether the dad was alive or dead in
1980, and dunmy vari abl es indicating religious
affiliation wwth the first one denoting the absence of
religious affiliation and the second indicating that the
child is Roman Catholic. There is also a variable

i ndicating the presence or absence of ol der siblings.’

In an earlier version, we also included the parents education levels, by the highest grade in
school completed by father and mother. However, neither variable was statistically significant in
the reduced form equation for Father Present.
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TABLE IV

Ordinary and Two-stage Logit Equations
for the Delinquency Measure of Ever Charged

Ordinary Logit
Intercept -2.251**
(6.07)
Age 0.0692**
(3.58)
Family Income -0.00000952**
(2.79)
Father Present -0.521**
(4.99)
Higpanic -0.0992
(0.75)
Black -0.499**
(4.02)
No. of Observations 3826
Log Likelihood -1642.8

t valuesin parentheses
** ggnificant at the 1% level
* dgnificant at the 5% level
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Two-Stage Loqgit

-2.128%*
(5.12)

0.0703**
(3.53)

-0.00000883*
(2.25)

-0.696*
(1.75)

-0.1004
(0.76)

-0.521**
(3.73)

3826

-1653.2



Except for the dummy variable representing Catholic
religious affiliation, all of the variables are significant
in the reduced form equati on.

Conparing the two structural equations, we see that the
| argest difference is for the Dad Present variable where the
absol ute value of the coefficient rises fromO0.521 to 0.696
al though the t value drops from4.99 to 1.75. Wile the
coefficient remains statistically significant, it is no
| onger highly so. However, what may be nore inportant, the
structural coefficient is now one-third | arger which
suggests a greater inpact of a father's presence on his
son's prospects for delinquent behavior. Furthernore, the
i ncome coefficient declines somewhat from 0.00000952 to
0.00000883, indicating a slightly |lower inpact of famly
incone. Wiile these equations hardly provide conclusive
evi dence on the endogeneity question, the effect of a
father's absence is supported here even despite the
endogenous nature of this variable. Furthernore, and what
may be nore inportant, the previous results, if anything,
may understate the inpact of the father's absence rel ative
to that of famly incone.

Wil e this approach uses various instrunents to renove
t he endogeneity of a father's presence or absence fromthe
home, our second nethod uses only one. What is required is
a variable that affects the father's presence but does not
directly influence the child' s delinquency. To this end, we

di stingui sh between fathers whose absence is due to their
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premature death and those who remain alive though absent.
Unfortunately, this instrunment is only partially

sati sfactory because sone fathers nmay have di ed because of
their involvenent in crimnal activity. A better instrunent
woul d have been those fathers whose deaths were unrelated to
any crimnal activity, but unfortunately that degree of
detail is mssing fromour data set. However, to the extent
that nost of the fathers absent because of death died from
i1l ness or other extraneous causes, this variable permts a
clear test of the endogeneity factor.

The relevant data are presented in Table V, where the
first figure in each cell is the probability of a boy being
charged with a crinme, and so is conparable to the variable
used above. Before proceeding, note the apparent anonaly
that there are 106 cases in which the father is present when
the boy was fourteen but dead in 1980. These cases arise
because the father's presence or absence refers not to a
specific year but rather to a point in the boy's life. For
boys age 22 in 1980, their father may have been present
ei ght years earlier but had died in the intervening years.

It is evident fromthis table that the probability of a
boy being charged with a crine where his father was absent
at an early age, does not differ between those whose father
was dead or alive when the sanple was taken. In either

case, these probabilities are substantially greater than
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TABLEV

Probabilities of Boys Being Charged
With A Crime Between Ages 14 and 22

Father Alive In
1980
Father Absent 0.211
at Age 14 (0.015)
667
Father Present 0.142
at Age 14 (0.007)
2898

Father Dead In
1980

0.213
(0.034)

155

0.208
(0.043)

106

Figuresin parentheses are standard deviations of the estimated values, which are
determined under the assumption of independence. The number of casesin each cell isthe

third figure given.
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where the father is alive and present. |If we assune that
their fathers' deaths were unrelated to any crim nal
activity, then these results provide a further test of the
endogeneity factor. They indicate that the father's absence
is the critical determ nant of delinquent behavior and not
sone ot her unspecified factor.

There is also corroborating evidence fromthose cases
where the father was present at age fourteen but dead in
1980. The reported probability here is essentially the sane
as that found where the father was absent, for whatever
reason, at age fourteen. At the sane tine, the probability
of delinquent behavior is significantly | ower when the
fat her was present at age fourteen and renmai ned so through
1980. Only a father's continued presence had the desired
ef fect of reducing the prospects of delinquency.

Anot her approach to Table Vis to assune alternatively
that those fathers who had died by 1980 were either bad
parents or had inparted bad genes to their offspring. 1In
that context, we should |look only to cases where this parent
is alive to determi ne the inpact of his absence. Doing so,
we find that a father's absence sharply increases the
probability that his son will be charged with a crine by age
22.

Wil e these tests separately do not offer concl usive
evi dence of the inportance of the endogeneity factor,
toget her they suggest there is sonething nore at work.

These findi ngs together support the critical inportance of
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the father's presence or absence fromthe honme as a | eading
determ nant of his son's subsequent delinquent behavior.

Do Mot hers Make A Difference?

We also estimated | ogit equations for the three
measures of delinquency but where famly structure is
represented by the presence or absence of the boy's nother.
The results are reported in Table VI. Before review ng
these results, recall that there is far less variability in
this factor than with the presence or absence of the boy's
father; and that for all ethnic groups, over 90 percent of
the boys in the sanple lived wwth their nothers at age
fourteen.

As can be seen, none of the variables included in the
first equation, representing the probability of ever being
stopped for crimnal activity, are statistically
significant. This finding contrasts with the results
reported in Table Il where the father's presence was
statistically significant.

Turning to the second neasure of delinquency, both age
and famly inconme are significant here, as was reported in
the earlier equation. Simlarly, the coefficient
representing the Black ethnic group is negative and
statistically significant. The only difference here is that
the nother's presence is not significant, which stands in

sharp contrast to the significant effect of the father's
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TABLE VI

Logit Estimates for Three Measures of Delinquency

Ever Ever
Stopped Charged
Intercept -0.9177** -2.289**
(3.26) (6.75)
Age -0.0007 0.071**
(0.05) (4.28)
Family Income -0.000002 -0.000018**
(1.06) (5.66)
Mother Present 0.024 -0.204
(0.19) (1.44)
Hispanic -0.014 -0.029
(0.15) (0.26)
Black 0.02 -0.355**
(0.25) (3.62)
No. of Observations 4869 4869
Log Likelihood -2871.61 -2176.48

t valuesin parentheses
** ggnificant at the 1% level

* dgnificant at the 5% level

- 33-

Ever
Convicted

-3.036**
(7.09)

0.076**
(3.05)

-0.000017**
(4.26)

-0.145
(0.81)

-0.210
(1.48)

-0.478**
(3.76)

4868
-1546.46



presence. Additional famly incone of $11,631 is sufficient
to counter the beneficial effect of a nother's presence.?
And for the third equation, which deals with our fina
measur e of delinquency, we have the sane results. The only
di fference fromwhat was reported before is again that the
not her's presence is not statistically significant.
Apparently, the nother's inpact on delinquency, as conpared
generally with the effect of another woman, is not
different, which stands in sharp relief to the distinctive
i npact of a father's presence as conpared with another man.
Returning to our original hypothesis, these findings do
not suggest that nothers are less altruistic towards their
sons than are fathers, but rather that the altruistic
conduct shown by another woman in the house is nearly as
great, so there is little differential inpact of notherhood.
In contrast, there is no indication of altruistic conduct by
any other man, so the differential effect of fatherhood is

much greater.

A Closer Look at Fam |y Structure

Wi |l e the anal ysis above explores the influence
separately of a father's or nother's presence, we now
consi der these effects together. Although this approach
permts a nore detailed exam nation of the role of famly
structure, it suffers fromthe relatively small nunber of

observations in sonme of the relevant cells. For this

8 The standard deviation of this etimate is $8,400.
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reason, we do not here carry out an econonetric analysis but
rather only present cell neans. There is thus the danger of
confounding these results with other factors that may al so

i npact on delinquency patterns. Wth that qualification, we
exam ne the rel evant data.

There are twenty-five categories of famly structure
reported in the National Longitudinal Survey. Five of these
categories were selected, that together account for nearly
95 percent of the observations, and the rest were aggregated
into a category of "other" famly structures. These
categories are noted in Table VII. A striking feature of
the results presented there is that the reported patterns
are generally consistent for the three neasures of
del i nquency. Qur conclusions therefore do not depend on
whi ch measure is used.

The nost interesting conparisons presented in Table VI
are those for famly structures in which one parent is
absent fromthe home or wth a step-parent. Note the
striking differences between the "Mt her-Stepfather" and
"Fat her- St epnot her" categories: for the latter two neasures
of delinquency, the reported probabilities are twice as high
in the "Mther-Stepfather” case as in the "Father-

Stepnot her" case; and there is even a difference of nearly
ten percentage points for the first nmeasure. These findings
are thus consistent with the earlier enpirical results that
stress the inpact of a father's presence at hone on his

son's conduct. To be sure, the first case has a | ower
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TABLE VII

Delinquency by Family Structure

Percentages
Family No. of Ever Ever Ever Average Family
Structure Cases Stopped Charged  Convicted Income
Father-Mother 3,405 26.1 15.0 9.2 $19,511
Mother-No Man 789 32.2 19.6 10.5 11,550
Mother-Stepfather 315 35.2 28.9 13.7 14,995
Father-Stepmother 89 25.8 12.4 6.7 17,567
Father-No Woman 62 33.9 22.6 129 14,784
Other structures 267 315 24.7 135 11,492
Chi-Square coefficient N/A 24.35%* 58.69** 12.68*
N/A
Total number of cases 4,927 4,9242 4,927 4,927
4,922b

a Data for three cases are not available, including two in the first category and onein

the second.
b Data for an additional two cases are not available, onein first category and onein

the second.

* Statigtically sgnificant at the 1% level.
*x Statigtically sgnificant at the 5% level.

N/A  Not applicable
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average famly incone than the second, although given the
previous enpirical findings, this factor is hardly likely to
account for these differences.

Just as interesting is the conparison with the nother
present, between cases where there is no man present and
where there is a stepfather. Again, as reported earlier,
having a stepfather present only increases the prospects for
del i nquency. On the other hand, |ooking at the
correspondi ng conparison with the father present, a
stepnot her has an inportant salutary effect. These results
suggest that a step-parent's gender is critically inportant.
For boys, a stepnother's presence reduces the prospects of
del i nquency but not so for a stepfather's presence.’

We also carried out a contingency table analysis for
each of the three measures. As indicated by the Chi-Square
val ues reported in Table VI, there is a statistically
significant relationship for each of the three neasures with
famly structure. In addition, the residuals for each nean
val ue were cal cul ated as the observed frequency m nus the
expected frequency under the assunption of independence,

di vided by the square root of the expected frequency. Since
the sum of squares of these residuals is the Chi-Square

statistic, we can determ ne which cells contri buted nost to

Although our hypotheses rest on differencesin atruistic behavior between parents and step-
parents, there are also differences in abusive behavior which could account for our findings.
After reviewing the evidence on thisissue, Daly and Wilson find that "Stepparenthood per se
remains the single most powerful risk factor for child abuse that has yet been identified" (1989,
pp. 87-88). Unfortunately these writers do not distinguish between stepmothers and stepfathers.
[We thank Ted Bergstrom for this reference.]
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the significant association between famly structure and the
t hree neasures of delinquency.

For all three nmeasures, the Mot her-Stepfather category
represented significantly nore involvenment with the crim nal
justice systemthan predicted under the assunption of
i ndependence. In contrast, the Father-Mther category had
significantly | ess involvenent than projected. These two
structures together accounted for a major share of the
significant Chi-Square val ues.

Recall that these results are designed to indicate the
role of altruismwthin the famly. These findings are
generally consistent with those reported in the logistic
equations. Again, we see the critical inportance of the
father's presence in the honme. However, there is now an
indication that the salutary effects of his presence are
particularly likely when a nother or stepnother is also

present .

Concl usi ons

These enpirical results are striking. Overall, the
nmost critical factor affecting the prospect that a nmale
youth will encounter the crimnal justice systemis the
presence of his father in the home. Al other, even

including famly income, are nuch |less inportant.?

10 While Wilson and Herrnstein review the evidence that delinquency isrelated to broken

homes, they find it to be mixed (1985, p. 245). Their concluson may be due to the various
measures used to indicate delinquency. See also Loury, 1987.
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There are significant policy inplications that follow
fromthese results. Currently, nobst discussions of teenage
vi ol ence look first at famly income. An exanple is the
Progressive Policy Institute report on "Putting Children
First.""™ |Its primary proposals deal with tax credits and
exenptions for children, and for collecting greater child
support paynents from absent fathers. \Whatever the
useful ness of these proposals to achieve other objectives,
our findings suggest that they will have little effect on
t he probl em of teenage delinquency. Both neasures tacitly
accept the father's absence fromthe honme and seek to
aneliorate its consequences by increasing the inconme
avail able to nother and child. However, as reported above,
the trade-off here is too steep; it requires an increased
fam |y income of approxi mately $50,000 to counter the
father's absence, and none of these proposals can hope to
achi eve that neasure of incone replacenent. The enpirical
results reported above indicate that policy neasures
directed at incone replacenent cannot succeed.

Furthernore, efforts to find "replacenent"” fathers for
t eenage boys may be equally unsuccessful. Wile we have no
results on the inpact of male role nodels outside the hone,
we find that replacenment nmen within the hone offer little
hope for inprovenent in teenage delinquency, and nmay even

make matters worse. Recall our finding with regard to the

u Kamarck and Galston, 1990.
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nmeasure, Ever Charged, that the absence of a man fromthe
home was a nore salutary factor than the presence of another
man who is not the boy's father. Wile there may be
exanpl es where repl acenent fathers have desirable effects,
we cannot anticipate that policy actions taken in this area
wi |l have much effect.

Fathers play a critical role in the rearing of boys and
young nen. As one psychol ogi st concludes, "rejecting a son
turns out to be the nost denoralizing thing a father can do
to his son."* Wiile this rejection can surely take pl ace
within the home as outside, these findings suggest that
rejection is nore conmon or has a l|larger inpact when the
father is absent fromthe honme. Policy nmeasures shoul d be
directed first at inproving the prospect that boys wll grow
up in homes with their fathers as well as their nothers.

One approach would be to change the divorce | aws such
that they treat divorce petitions between parents
differently than those between couples w thout children.
Wiere children are involved, divorces should be nore
difficult to obtain. To be sure, any change in this
direction will have little inpact on the |arge and grow ng
proportion of births that occur outside of nmarriage. 1In the
past, these births were Iimted by an overwhel m ng soci al
di sapproval, which unfortunately has dissipated in recent

years. How to replace that disapproval with sonething el se

12 Heath, 1991, p. 282.
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such that boys grow up in the sane households as their
fathers is a difficult task for which we have no
suggestions. Still, it is an effort that deserves society's
attention.

Becker's nodel of altruistic behavior within the famly
has inportant inplications for public policy. It concludes
that both parent and child benefit fromaltruistic actions
taken by the parent on behalf of the child. The goal of
public policy should be to pronote and encourage this
conduct, which can be done best by finding ways to support

cl ose and continued rel ati onshi ps between fathers and sons.
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