“Environmental
changes that
co-occur with
family instability
may have
distinct and
far-reaching
consequences

for adolescents.”
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Abstract

Adolescents who experience repeated change in family structure as parents begin and end romantic unions are more likely than adolescents
in stable family structures to engage in aggressive, antisocial, or delinquent behavior. This paper examines whether the link between family
structure instability and behavior in adolescence may be explained, in part, by the residential and school mobility that are often associated
with family structure change. Nationally-representative data from a two-generation study are used to assess the relative effects of instability
and mobility on the mother-reported externalizing behavior and self-reported delinquent behavior of adolescents who were 12 to 17 years
old in 2006. Results reveal residential and school mobility explain the association of family structure instability with each outcome, and these

factors, in turn, are explained by children’s exposure to poor peer networks.
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The experience of family structure
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of the social context that shapes

children’s and adolescents’ behavior,

extrafamilial relationships that

youth establish with other adults

and with peers also have a significant influence on the
likelihood of engaging in behaviors that are prosocial

or carry some risk to overall well-being (Bearman &
Brueckner, 2001; Ryan, 2000). In addition, evidence
indicates that residential mobility can be detrimental

for adolescents outside of two-parent families. More
broadly, the experience of simultaneous or closely-spaced
transitions in school, family, and developmental domains
is associated with lower self-esteem and poorer school
engagement among young adolescents compared to the
experience of sequenced, more widely-spaced transitions
(Simmons et al., 1987).

Data and Methods
This study includes two-generation data from NLSY79
and CNLSY, 1986-2006. Together, data include

i attachment

................

information on mother’s union transitions; children’s
history of residential and school mobility; children’s peer
relationships; and children’s externalizing behavior and
delinguent behavior. Descriptive, multivariate research
methods are used, including ordinary least squares
regression and negative binomial regression.

Outcome measures at each wave of the CNLSY include
child externalizing behavior for adolescents aged 12-14
and delinquent behavior for adolescents aged 12-17 in
2006. The analysis is constrained to consider the effects
of family structure change and mobility since 1998.
Different interview protocols are used for respondents
classified as young adolescents (<15) or as older
adolescents (15+). The analytic sample includes 527
young adolescents and 800 older adolescents.
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Data Source

1979 National Longitudinal
Survey of Youth and Children
of NLSY79 (N=1327).

Key findings:

* Among teens, the effect
of family instability
on externalizing and
delinquent behavior
is explained by co-
occurring residential and
school changes.

e The negative effect of
residential and school
change is explained by
mobile adolescents’
entry into high pressure

peer groups.
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Two indicators of behavioral adjustment are used,
including mother- and self-reports. Key independent
variables include family structure instability, residential
mobility, school mobility, and peer network quality.
Explanatory variables include income, social capital,
school quality, and behavior problems.

data limitation is the lack of information on the timing
of local residential moves. Family structure instability
and mobility may coexist as expressions of a parent’s
underlying behavioral traits.
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Policy Implications
Adolescents fare better if they can maintain their social
environment following a change in family structure, that
is, stay in the same school and neighborhood. For those
adolescents who do experience social and family structure
change, schools can help students foster friendships by
creating peer-to-peer programs (e.g., matching a new
student to someone with similar interests who can show
the student around) and keeping track of new students’
participation in organized school activities.
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Results

Adolescents who have experienced a family structure
change since 1998 have also made more residential
and school transitions and are relatively disadvantaged
compared to those children in stable family structures.
Adolescents facing family instability have moved more
than twice as often and have attended 3.69 schools
on average, compared to 3.25 schools for other

adolescents’ motivation, engagement,
and achievement in school
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adolescents. Almost twice as many young adolescents

report experiencing peer pressure from friends when

they have experienced family structure

instability (15 percent vs. 8 percent

for young adolescents in stable families).

While the groups are similar in their

Table 1

Unweighted descriptive statistics, overall and by whether adolescent has

experienced any family structure change.

Source: 1979 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth and Children of NLSY, 1979-2006
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structure affect the health and
wellbeing of families, adults,
children and communities and
to inform policy development
and programmatic responses.

completeness of available data for
family structure transition history and
school mobility, whereas an important

N
Between-group differences significant at *p<.05, "p<.10
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