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REVIEW
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involvement of adolescents: a systematic review
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ABSTRACT
Many studies have investigated the relation between growing up in
single-parent families and crime. However, an up-to-date overview
of the literature on this topic is lacking. To fill this gap, this article
reviews the empirical literature regarding the effects of being
raised in a single-parent family on criminal behavior of adolescent
offspring, and additionally focusses on whether the effects
depend on how single-parent families were constituted (by
parental divorce or separation, by parental decease, or by being
born to a single parent). A systematic search in five electronic
databases (Web of Science, PsycINFO, Scopus, SocINDEX, and
EconLit) is conducted to identify empirical studies on this topic,
resulting in 48 studies that conform to a range of substantive and
methodological selection criteria. The results suggest that growing
up in single-parent families is associated with an elevated risk of
involvement in crime by adolescents and that more research is
needed to determine the effects of the different constituting
events of single-parent families.
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Many children grow up in a single-parent family, meaning that often children grow up in a
family with only one biological parent present. The percentage of single-parent families
has been consistently high over the past few decades in western countries. In the Euro-
pean Union and the United States, respectively 15 and 27% of the children grow up in
a single-parent family (Eurostat, 2016; Vespa et al., 2013). Growing up in a single-parent
family results from parental divorce or separation, from parental decease, or from being
born to a single parent. Although the proportion of single-parent families seems to
remain quite stable, a clear shift is visible in the causes of single parenthood. Over the
last decades, single-parent families have increasingly been constituted by parental
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divorce or separation and by births to unattached women, and decreasingly by parental
decease (Ambert, 2006).

Since it appears that the rate of single parenthood will not decrease in the coming
years, it is important to carefully consider the consequences of growing up in a single-
parent family. Research suggests, amongst others, that growing up in a single-parent
family has negative effects on children’s emotional well-being, cognitive development,
and school performance (e.g. Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; Chapple, 2013; De Lange et al.,
2014; DiPrete & Eirich, 2006; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994). Moreover, research suggests
that children in different types of single-parent families show different types of poor
school adjustment (i.e. children from divorced parents have significantly more acting-
out problems than children from deceased parents or controls, and the children with his-
tories of parental death show a higher level of shyness and anxiety than the other children;
Felner et al., 1981b). Furthermore, divorce in particular is significantly related to increased
levels of family stressors for children (Felner et al., 1981a). Thus, many studies demonstrate
that growing up in a single-parent family entails risks that jeopardize adolescents’ future
life chances. Involvement in criminal behavior is another important risk factor for adoles-
cents’ future life chances. Involvement in crime during adolescence is associated with
negative life outcomes such as lower income, worse health outcome, lower well-being,
and a higher probability of adult crime involvement (Apel & Sweeten, 2010; Gilman
et al., 2015; Massoglia, 2008). Since the monetized social burden of juvenile crime is
also substantial (Welsh et al., 2008), attention to the relationship between growing up
in single-parent families and criminal involvement of adolescents is warranted.

Prior literature reviews consistently show positive relations between single-parent
families and crime. However, these literature reviews are either rather outdated (Wells &
Rankin, 1991), limited in scope by only focusing on divorce (Price & Kunz, 2003) or
status offenses (Buehler et al., 1997), or very broad by focusing on parental attachment
(Savage, 2014) or well-being in general (Rodgers, 1996). This means that the effects of
growing up in a single-parent family on serious delinquency by adolescents thus far
have not been investigated in a literature review. This is unfortunate, because adolescents
tend to show more delinquent behavior than both younger children and adults (i.e. age-
crime-curve; Moffitt, 1993). Moreover, adolescents have more contact with their parents
than adults because they often live with their parent(s), increasing their exposure to the
direct effects of this particular family structure.

Theoretical background

A number of theoretical models have been proposed to explain the relation between
single-parent families and a range of youth outcomes, including crime.

First, social control theory suggests that adolescents participate in crime because they
(1) lack strong affective attachments to their parents, (2) lack a development of a stake
in conformity that increases commitment to conventional norms, (3) do not engage in
conventional activities, and (4) do not develop a belief that conventional norms deserve
respect (Hirschi, 1969). Hirschi originally argued that the strength of the attachment of
the children to their parents is the most important factor in increasing or decreasing
the chances of children showing criminal behavior. For instance, weaker attachment
bonds to their parents might stimulate children to spend more time in criminogenic
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settings instead of with their parents. This could imply that children in single-parent
families might show more delinquency because they possibly have a less strong attach-
ment to one or both parents. However, this theory also states that a child in a two-
parent family with weak attachments to its parents might show more delinquency than
a child in a single-parent family with strong attachments to its parents.

Second, Hirschi revised his position in the social control/parental absence model (fitting
within self-control theory) that single-parent families may be just as effective in producing
positive child outcomes as two-parent families. This model proposes that single-parent
families are, by their very nature, social settings that hamper the establishment of confor-
mity because one of the parents is absent, and therefore unable to provide proper control,
supervision, and socialization of the child. This deficit would result in a higher likelihood of
engagement in criminal behavior (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990). In this revised version of
social control theory, Gottfredson and Hirschi suggest that strong levels of attachment
are difficult to maintain when one of the parents is absent. They also stress that the mul-
tiple demands single parents have to cope with make it more difficult for them to spend
time with their children, increasing the opportunities for the children to engage in nega-
tive behaviors, such as criminal activities.

Third, the economic strain model focuses on how the lack of resources may mediate the
effects that single-parent families have on adolescent criminal behavior (see Amato &
Keith, 1991; Biblarz & Raftery, 1999). For instance, single parents may not have sufficient
resources for extracurricular activities and other opportunities that help children to
focus on positive activities instead of criminal behaviors. Furthermore, reduced income
may force single-parent families to move to lower-income neighborhoods, exposing the
children to potentially contagious higher levels of peer delinquency than in higher-
income neighborhoods (Damm & Dustmann, 2014).

Fourth, the family crisis model focuses on the processes involved in family disruptions
rather than on the family structure itself (see Biblarz & Raftery, 1999; Chen & Kaplan,
1997; Felner et al., 1981b; Wells & Rankin, 1986). This model suggests that family disrup-
tions are important determining factors of the well-being of the children. For instance,
the family crisis model suggests that experiencing a parental divorce or separation
causes psychological distress, emotional resentment, and social tension in children. The
emotional resentment of the children towards their parents may decrease the level of
family attachment and increase the children’s criminal behavior. In contrast, the model
suggests that experiencing parental death causes anxiety, emotional distress, and
depression. This event of losing a parent generally does not involve the same level of
emotional resentment as parental divorce or separation (Felner et al., 1981b). Therefore,
this model suggests that children are more likely to display criminal behavior in response
to parental divorce or separation than in response to parental death. Children in two-
parent families and children born to a single parent are expected to show less criminal
behavior, because these children do not experience a family disruption crisis.

While most theoretical frameworks suggest that adolescents in single-parent families
(in particular single-parent families that result from parental divorce or separation) are
more likely to get involved in criminal behavior, up to this moment we lack a systematic
overview of empirical evidence. In particular, it is not clear (1) whether there is a relation
between growing up in a single-parent family and crime by adolescents, and (2) whether
there is a different effect for different constituting events of single-parent families: parental

PSYCHOLOGY, CRIME & LAW 3



divorce or separation, parental decease, or being born to a single-parent family. Since an
overview of the relation between (different types of) single-parent families and crime of
adolescents is lacking, we perform a systematic review to fill this knowledge gap.

Method

A systematic database search was conducted to find studies on the relation between
being raised in a single-parent family and criminal involvement of adolescents. The
electronic databases Scopus, Web of Science, PsycINFO, SocINDEX, and EconLit were
used to give a full overview of the existing research from different research fields.
The search string consisted of keywords related to (1) single-parent families or the con-
stituting event of single parenthood itself (divorce/separation, decease, and out-of-
wedlock birth); (2) parents; (3) adolescents; and (4) crime. By way of example, the
Appendix includes the full search-string used in Scopus, including synonyms and spel-
ling variations. The systematic search took place on January 9, 2018, and was updated
on October 29, 2018.

To be included in the systematic review studies sequentially had to meet the following
criteria:

(1) Full-text. The full-texts of the studies have to be available on the internet.
(2) Language. The studies have to be written in English, German, French, or Dutch, to

ensure that we are able to read the studies.
(3) Empirical studies. The studies have to be empirical studies. Conference abstracts, edi-

torials, books, article reviews, or literature reviews are excluded from the systematic
review.

(4) Quantitative relation. The relation between growing up in a single-parent family and
the criminal involvement of adolescents has to be presented in a quantitative way.

(5) Study population. The age range of the adolescents is between 10 and 17 years. A
lower age limit starting at age 6 is allowed when children up to at least the age of
13 are included in the study population. A higher upper age limit of age 21 is
allowed when children starting at minimally age 14 are included in the study popu-
lation. Studies including a broader age range than between 10 and 17 are accepted,
as long as a group in this specific age range is also tested separately.

(6) Outcome measure. The outcome measure has to include criminal involvement of ado-
lescents (e.g. stealing, using illegal drugs, being physically cruel to people). This
means that (1) the study population clearly has to have a criminal record (e.g.
because the studied group is a prison sample) or that (2) in the questionnaire asses-
sing the outcome measure, at least 50% of items have to address criminal behavior
instead of merely juvenile delinquency items (e.g. truancy, smoking cigarettes). When
there are two or more sets of items about different types of criminal behavior in the
same study, the items of the sets are cumulated and it is checked whether at least
50% of the items concern criminal behavior. In these instances, the publication
must include a list of the items to be able to check the items into more detail. For
example, if 0 out of 7 items about status offenses, 6 out of 7 items about property
offenses, and 6 out of 7 items about violent offenses include criminal behavior, we
include (≈57%) the study in the systematic review.

4 J. KROESE ET AL.



(7) Exposure measure. The adolescents have to be raised in a single-parent family,
meaning that children grow up in a family with only one biological parent present.
If the study only looks at single-parent families in general (i.e. no distinction
between single-parent families with and without an additional caregiver, such as a
stepparent), the study is included as well. No lower limit to the amount of time ado-
lescents have spent in a single-parent family is imposed.

(8) Study design. The study could either be designed as a (longitudinal) cohort study
(used to study incidence, causes, and prognosis), a cross-sectional study (used to
determine prevalence), or a case–control study (used to compare groups retrospec-
tively), including control groups.

(9) Correct relation. The study has to assess the relation between growing up in a single-
parent family and the criminal involvement of adolescents.

(10) Aggregation level. The constructs have to be measured at the individual level instead
of at a supra-individual level (e.g. municipalities), to ensure that the actual relation is
measured at the appropriate level of analysis and to prevent aggregation bias, which
can lead to the ‘ecological fallacy’, the conclusion that what is true for the group must
be true for the sub-group or individual (Robinson, 1950).

After duplicates were removed, studies were independently screened for eligibility by
two researchers. First, titles and abstracts were scanned to check whether studies seemed
to match the topic of the systematic review. The two researchers (the first author and a
research assistant) discussed the results and in case of disagreements tried to reach con-
sensus. If consensus could not be reached, the final decision was made by a third
researcher (the second author). In case of doubt, the full-text of studies was retrieved.
Second, the full-text of the studies were scanned to check whether studies met the eligi-
bility criteria, and if not, what the reason for exclusion was, in the order of the criteria men-
tioned earlier. Disagreements were again discussed between the two researchers (the first
author and a research assistant) and if no consensus could be reached, a third researcher
made the final decision (the second author). In the case of the Dutch, German, and French
studies, the process of study screening was comparable. However, one of the original
researchers (the first author) screened these studies together with two different research-
ers (the second author screened the Dutch and German studies and the third author
screened the French studies). Cross-references of the included studies were also screened,
which means that reference lists of the included studies were checked to identify
additional relevant studies, and these studies were also included if they met the above-
mentioned criteria.

We conducted a systematic review instead of a meta-analysis because the selected
studies show too much heterogeneity with regard to the outcome variable (e.g. incarcer-
ated or not, item scales about different types of crime), resulting in constructs with
different measurement levels that cannot be reliably compared and would potentially
give rise to inaccurate or even misleading findings.

Results

Figure 1 presents a flow chart of the study selection process. The database search ident-
ified 3,102 studies, of which 45 studies were included (containing 3 extra studies because 3
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of the 42 articles included 2 studies). By means of cross-referencing, 3 more studies were
included in the systematic review. From these 48 studies, relevant data were extracted
with regard to study design, study population, sample size, assessment of exposure and

Figure 1. Flow chart of the study selection process.

6 J. KROESE ET AL.



outcome, and statistical analysis. A full list of all included studies and their main features is
presented in Table 1.

The 48 included studies covered information on 36 distinct datasets. All studies were
written in English. The oldest studies covered the period from 1939 to 1948 and the
newest studies the period from 2012 to 2014. The data were obtained by (a combination
of) self-report by the adolescent, other-report by a parent/guardian, from census data,

Table 1. Overview of the studies included in the systematic review.

Author (year) N Country Design Results
Only included

bivariate analyses

Adlaf and Ivis (1997) 964 USA CS 0 X
Banyard et al. (2006) 980 USA CS +
Brown (2006) 11,201 USA CS +
Brown (2006) 11,201 USA C 0
Bryant et al. (1995) 180 USA CS 0
Champion et al. (2008) 13,422 USA CS +
Chilton and Markle (1972) 8944 USA CC + X
Conseur et al. (1997) 51,960 USA C +
Coughlin and Vuchinich (1996) 194 USA C 0
Crawford and Novak (2008) 10,704 USA C +
Demuth and Brown (2004) 16,304 USA C 0
Erdelja et al. (2013) 200 Croatia CC +
Foster et al. (2010) 1319 USA C 0
Gibson (1969) 411 UK C + X
Goldstein (1984) 6768 USA CS + X
Gregory (1965) 11,329 USA C + X
Hay et al. (2006) 1423 USA C + X
Hoffmann (2002) 11,749 USA CS +
Hoffmann (2002) 11,749 USA C +
Hollist and McBroom (2006) 15,455 USA C +
Isir et al. (2007) 232 Turkey CC + X
Juby and Farrington (2001) 411 UK C +
Keller et al. (2002) 67 USA C 0
Kierkus and Hewitt (2009) 3499 USA CS +
Knoester and Haynie (2005) 16,910 USA CS +
Laub and Sampson (1988) 1000 USA CC 0
Leiber et al. (2009) 9636 USA CS 0
Mack et al. (2007) 9636 USA CS 0
Margari et al. (2015) 93 Italy CC + X
Mützell (1995a) 527 Sweden CC + X
Mützell (1995b) 528 Sweden CC + X
Neumann et al. (2010) 4597 UK C +
Offord et al. (1979) 118 Canada CC + X
Offord et al. (1978) 146 Canada CC + X
Pagani et al. (1999) 497 Canada C +
Pagani et al. (1998) 427 Canada C 0 X
Pedersen (2000) 2436 Norway C +
Pitt-Aikens and McKinnon (2000) 120 UK CC + X
Rankin (1983) 2242 USA CS 0 X
Rebellon (2002) 1725 USA CS +
Rebellon (2002) 1725 USA C +
Salts et al. (1995) 1192 USA CS 0
Smith and Walters (1978) 330 USA CC + X
Spohn and Kurtz (2011) 4023 USA CS +
Vanassche et al. (2014) 1688 Belgium CS +
Voorhis et al. (1988) 152 USA CS 0
Wubishet and van Leuween (2016) 179 Ethiopia CC +
Zimmerman et al. (1995) 254 USA CS 0 X

Note: C, cohort study; CS, cross-sectional study; CC, case-control study; +, positive relation; 0, no statistically significant
relation.
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from criminal records, or from official institutions. As described in Table 2, the 48 studies
contained 18 studies based on a longitudinal cohort design, 18 studies based on a cross-
sectional design, and 12 studies based on a case–control design. Respectively 36 and 11 of
the 48 included studies were conducted in North America and Europe; only one study was
conducted in a non-western country. One study only included girls, 14 studies only
included boys, 30 studies included girls and boys, and three studies did not describe
the sex distribution of the sample.

There was homogeneity regarding the exposure measure, which means that ‘single-
parent family’ is often measured in the same way. Most studies made a general compari-
son between adolescents from intact and non-intact families.1 However, there was con-
siderable heterogeneity with regard to the outcome variable. Adolescents’ engagement
in criminal behavior was assessed via different measurement tools, including different
types of crime over varying age ranges. Often composite measures of crime were used,
making it impossible to assess associations with different types of crime.

To answer the first research question, we examined in general whether a relation exists
between growing up in a single-parent family and crime by adolescents. The assessment
of the data showed that 34 studies reported a statistically significant positive relation
between single-parent families and crime (i.e. growing up in a single-parent family is
related to a higher level of crime by adolescents), while 14 studies showed no statistically
significant relation. No studies reported a statistically significant negative relation. The
assessment of the data without other covariates (i.e. the studies that performed bivariate
analyses) showed that 27 studies reported a positive relation between single-parent
families and crime, 4 showed no statistically significant relation, 0 studies showed a nega-
tive relation, while 17 studies did not report results without covariates. The assessment of
the data including the covariates (i.e. the studies that performed multivariate analyses)
showed that 21 studies reported a positive relation between single-parent families and
crime, 10 showed no statistically significant relation, 0 studies showed a negative relation,
and 17 studies did not report results including covariates.

Table 2. Comparison between studies with and without statistically significant positive results.

Variable Variable labels N studies
% of studies with statistically
significant positive results

Continent North America 36 61.11
Europe 11 100.00
Other 1 100.00

Study design Cohort 18 72.22
Cross-sectional 18 55.56
Case–control 12 91.67

Year(s) of data collection Before 2000 32 71.88
2000 and later 5 100.00
Unknown 11 54.55

Sex Boys 14 71.43
Girls 1 100.00
Mixed 30 66.67
Unknown 3 100.00

Sample size 0–499 17 70.95
500–999 4 75.00
1000 or more 27 70.37

Total 48 70.83
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To examine whether specific characteristics of the studies can explain the different out-
comes of the studies, the studies were checked in more detail (see Table 2 for a compari-
son between the studies with and without a statistically significant positive relation). In
Europe, all studies showed a statistically significant positive relation, while in North
America, results were mixed. Regarding the design of the study, most studies with a
case–control design showed a statistically significant positive relation. This was true to a
lesser extent for studies with a cohort design. Studies with a cross-sectional design
showed the lowest percentage of statistically significant positive relations. Studies with
datasets from the year 2000 and later showed statistically significant positive relations
only, whereas studies before the year 2000 also showed some non-significant relations.
The sex distribution of the sample did not affect the results. Studies that only focused
on boys and studies that had a mixed-sex sample showed approximately the same
amount of significant and non-significant results (the studies with only girls or a
missing sex distribution, did not include enough studies to be able to draw comparative
conclusions). The percentage of studies with statistically significant positive relations were
evenly distributed across the different categories of sample sizes, meaning that the sample
size of a study did not seem to affect the results.

Moreover, we checked whether the covariates parental resources, parental attachment,
and parental resentment (in line with the four theoretical models explaining the relation
between (the different types of) single-parent families and crime) were considered in the
31 studies that included multivariate analyses. In respectively 77 and 84% of the studies
indicators of parental resources and parental attachment were included. Parental resent-
ment was not considered in any study.

To answer the second research question, we checked whether the likelihood of criminal
behavior differed between the three different constituting events of single-parent families
(i.e. parental divorce or separation, parental decease, or being born to a single-parent
family). It turned out that hardly any studies on differences in criminal behavior by type
of single-parent families have been conducted. Only one study reported on the issue.
Based on reports on juvenile convictions, Juby and Farrington (2001) found that families
disrupted by disharmony (i.e. divorce or separation) were more criminogenic than families
disrupted by parental death. However, no statistically significant results between these
two types of single-parent families were found when delinquency was self-reported.

Discussion

This systematic review provides an overview of 48 empirical studies on single-parent
families and crime of adolescents. Two general conclusions can be drawn. First, the
results suggest that growing up in a single-parent family and adolescent involvement in
crime are related since a large majority of the studies shows a positive relation between
single-parent families and the level of crime. Second, since only one study reports on
the effects of the different constituting events of single-parent families on crime, it is
clear that more research is needed.

With respect to the first research question, the results of the systematic review strongly
suggest the existence of a positive association between growing up in a single-parent
family and crime by adolescents. This is in accordance with previous literature reviews con-
ducted a couple of decades ago (e.g. Wells & Rankin, 1991), or that were more limited or
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broader in scope (e.g. Price & Kunz, 2003; Savage, 2014). The majority of the studies con-
taining multivariate analyses also controlled for parental resources and parental attach-
ment, but adding these constructs did not alter the results. This implies that the social
control theory, the social control/parental absence model, and the economic strain
model cannot (fully) explain the results of this review.

The second research question involved the different constituting events of single par-
enthood. Juby and Farrington (2001) showed that reports on juvenile convictions suggest
that the adolescents in families disrupted by divorce/separation displayed higher levels of
crime than adolescents in families disrupted by parental decease. This finding is in line
with expectations from the family crisis model (although parental resentment was not
included as a control variable in the analyses, so it cannot be checked whether resentment
toward the parents after the divorce is a relevant factor increasing crime). However, no
relationships were found in this study when delinquency was self-reported. Since there
is only one study on this topic and this study also shows contradictory results, it is impor-
tant to investigate this issue in more detail in future research.

This systematic review also has revealed some limitations of the included literature.
First, almost all adolescent behavioral data were self-reported. These data are likely to
involve underestimation of true levels of crime because of social desirability. Second, in
almost 30% of the studies, only boys were included as participants, although it is poss-
ible that boys and girls respond differently to growing up in single-parent families.
Third, the same datasets were used a couple of times in different studies. Five datasets
were used twice, one dataset was used three times, and one dataset was used six
times. When the duplicate datasets were removed, however, the results stayed
approximately the same.

There are several suggestions for future research. First, because the majority of the
included studies were conducted in the USA, research should also be conducted in
other cultural contexts. Second, this review contains many studies that were conducted
a couple of decades ago. It is possible that the effects in more recent time periods
differ from those found a couple of decades ago because of new regulations, such as
co-parenting regulations after a divorce. However, since the studies conducted after the
year 2000 show only positive relations, it has to be investigated in more detail why the
recent studies more often displayed a higher level of crime by adolescents from single-
parent families. Third, this review only contains studies looking at the environmental
effects of the family on the criminal behavior of the adolescents. However, it may also
be interesting to look at the genetic influences.

Concluding, this systematic review provides insights into the positive relation between
single-parent families and crime by adolescents. However, this systematic review also
shows that research is lacking regarding the consequences of growing up in different
types of single-parent families. Therefore, we recommend researchers to expand these
results and policy makers to wait for those results before making programs that
target all children in single-parent families, while maybe these increased levels of crime
were only caused by adolescents of one type of single-parent family. Given the fact that
a relatively high percentage of western children grow up in a single-parent family and
that the consequences of crime are detrimental, it is important to investigate into more
detail how this relation between single-parent families and crime works to ensure that
criminal behavior by adolescents is minimized.
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Note

1. Some studies made additional distinctions, e.g. by including stepparents. Of the 48 included
studies, 26 studies did not report on including or excluding single-parent families with an
additional caregiver. In the remaining 22 studies, we checked whether adolescents in
single-parent families and the adolescents in single-parent families including an additional
caregiver differed with regard to their level of criminal behavior. Seven studies showed no
differences between the two types of single-parent families, and the other studies showed
mixed results.
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