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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation seeks to build on the growing research literature concerning the 

intergenerational consequences of paternal imprisonment for their children. The existing 

literature has explored the cumulative process of disadvantage that can result in negative 

outcomes for these children. However, there is little evidence of the mechanisms by 

which this occurs. This dissertation explores the possibility of the mediators outlined by 

Kaplan’s (1986) self-referent theory and Giordano’s (2010) symbolic interactionsist 

approach by which the intergenerational transmission of delinquency occurs using a 

unique dataset with information collected from multiple generations.  This longitudinal 

dataset compiles information from 2,722 adolescents aged 11-18 that report their race, 

gender, level of self-esteem, parental relations, parental deviant behavior/characteristics, 

and peers and teacher stigmatization. The dataset also contains information on their 

fathers, 4,212 of the first generation participants, who report the frequency and causes of 

their own incarceration. Various models were estimated to test whether the association 

between paternal incarceration and delinquency was significant, the mediating effects of 

negative self-feelings, agency, identity, and emotion, and the moderating effect of both 

race and gender. 

The results indicate that the association between paternal incarceration and 

delinquency is significant. The relationship is mediated by negative self-feelings, 

identity, and anger. Race did not moderate the relationship but gender did. These 
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findings were independent of a litany of individual, family, and structural factors. The 

implications and significance of these findings are discussed. 
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CHAPTER I  

INTRODUCTION 

 

The mass incarceration of adults in the United States of America is a well-

documented phenomenon. Until 1972, the United States incarceration rate remained at 

relatively stable rate of 100 inmates per 100,000 residents. Since 1973, due to a change 

in sociodemographic characteristics of the population and attitudes towards sentencing 

practices the incarceration rate has increased exponentially (Garland 2001a). A less 

commonly acknowledged fact is that most of these incarcerated persons are also parents 

(Foster & Hagan 2009). In 1999 one and a half million children under the age of 18 had 

an incarcerated parent in the United States alone (Mumola 2000). Currently, 3% of the 

children in the United States have a parent incarcerated on any given day (Glaze and 

Maruschak 2008; Mumola 2000; Western and Wildeman 2009; Wildeman 2009). The 

Bureau of Justice Statistics estimated that 809,800 of the 1,518,535, or approximately 

2.3%, of prisoners held in our nation’s prisons at mid-year 2007 were the parents of 

children under the age of 18 (Glaze and Maruschak 2008). This report goes on to state 

that 744,200 of those incarcerated parents were fathers and that this number has 

increased by 77% since 1991 (Glaze and Maruschak 2008). The sheer number of 

children impacted by parental incarceration in this nation is unprecedented and 

researchers have taken notice. Much of the research concerning the collateral effect of 

paternal incarceration on their children concludes that these children are uniquely 
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harmed. In other words, these children are more likely to suffer negative consequences 

than comparable peers who do not experience parental incarceration.  

This is evidenced by examples in the literature on the intergenerational 

consequences of parental imprisonment for their children (Hagan and Dinovitzer 1999; 

Travis and Waul 2003), the social exclusion of their children (Foster and Hagan 2007; 

Murray 2007), and the problem behaviors that children of incarcerated persons are 

significantly more likely to become involved in (Farrington et al. 2001; Pears and 

Capaldi 2001). While some evidence of intergenerational transmission from incarcerated 

parent to child exists (Wiesner and Capaldi 2003) it is far from conclusive. Thornberry et 

al. (2009) suggest that a full understanding of the manner in which parents and their 

offspring are behaviorally linked is far more complex than the simple notion that 

children will follow in their parents’ footsteps. 

Making sense of the association between parental incarceration and child well 

being has proven to me a much more challenging task for researchers. There is little 

debate over the presence of an association, however very important methodological and 

conceptual concerns have yet to be resolved. In a thorough summary of the empirical 

and conceptual progress being made in this area, Johnson and Easterling (2012) 

emphasize the persistent issue of selection bias. They claim that the inconsistency in 

research findings make it very difficult to determine whether the research findings 

indicate a real relationship between parental incarceration and child well-being or 

whether the findings are due to peculiarities of the samples. Additionally, we should 

exercise caution when interpreting such research findings because the relationships we 
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observe may exclude important variables from the analyses or aggregate children whose 

parental incarceration vary in terms of frequency, intensity, or duration (Johnson and 

Easterling 2012). Wildeman (2011) terms the issue of determining causal a relationship 

between parental incarceration and poor child outcomes the “elephant in the room” (Pp. 

133). Causal inference, he explains, necessitates more information on factors shaping 

both the incarceration and the child outcomes. These suggestions would also improve the 

confidence in current research findings; however, they do not replace the need for 

experimental design, which is not possible or ethical in these circumstances, for the 

strongest tests of causality. 

Perhaps a more pressing question is why the association between parental 

incarceration and children’s delinquency is so persistent? Going even further, what 

drives the association? Recent findings indicate, unsurprisingly, that children of 

incarcerated fathers fair worse than children with non-incarcerated fathers (Wakefield 

2007; Wakefield and Wildeman 2011). However, it would seem that the racial 

disparities we see in the prison population trickle down to the children of the 

incarcerated as well. Not only are Black children more likely to experience parental 

incarceration than comparable White children, but they also experience more severe 

negative effects on their well being (Wakefield 2007; Wakefield and Wildeman 2011). If 

evidence of these racial disparities in the deleterious effects of parental incarceration 

exists, further investigation is definitely warranted. 

This dissertation seeks to contribute to the existing body of literature by 

investigating social psychological indicators of a child’s well being as one of the 
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potential mechanisms through which having an incarcerated father affects a child’s 

delinquent outcomes.  

The massive increases in the United States incarcerated population since 1974 

may exacerbate social inequality through the long-term consequences of the ex-con 

label. The extent to which parental incarceration exacerbates childhood inequality can 

only be measured once we determine if having an incarcerated parent does harm their 

children. However, the scholarly literature contains very few studies of the inter-

generational transmission process (Giordano 2010). There have been numerous studies 

demonstrating that delinquent youth are more likely than other adolescents to report 

having a parent with a criminal history (Roettger et al. 2010) and several longitudinal 

studies have demonstrated a continuity effect between parent behaviors such as 

substance abuse, aggression, and delinquency in parents and similar behaviors in their 

children (van de Rakt et al. 2012). 

Wildeman (2011) acknowledges that previous studies attempting to determine a 

causal link between parental incarceration and poor childhood outcomes often lack 

adequate control variables.  One of Wildeman’s (2011) major suggestions for improving 

causal arguments is to include factors that shape both the risk of parental incarceration 

and childhood outcomes. These factors include, but are not limited to, improved 

measures of parental criminal justice contact, drug use and abuse and social 

marginalization. Establishing a relationship net of these factors would be a major step in 

the direction of informing future longitudinal study designs. The data I will use allows 
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for me to investigate the association between paternal incarceration and child 

delinquency while controlling for most of these factors. 

The dissertation proceeds as follows. Chapter 2 provides a review of relevant 

literature guided by two well established perspectives on the association between 

parental incarceration and child delinquency. The potential mediating and moderating 

pathways will also be explored. Chapter 3 discusses data, measures, and the analytic 

methods to be used in the analysis. Chapter 4 describes results from a quantitative 

analysis of the effects of father incarceration on children’s self-reported delinquency 

mediated by the latent construct of Kaplan’s negative self-feelings and scales of 

Giordano’s Neo-Median constructs of agency, emotion and identity, using survey data 

from the Deviant Adaptations to Stress Study. Chapter 5 describes results from 

quantitative analysis of the moderating effects of gender and race. Finally, Chapter 6 

concludes with a discussion of the results of the project and describes its implications for 

future research. 
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CHAPTER II  

LITERATURE REVIEW

Two major perspectives in the body of literature guide this dissertation on the 

association between paternal incarceration and child’s delinquency. The first major 

perspective attempts to determine if the evidence is compelling enough to support the 

claim that parental incarceration and child delinquency are strongly associated. The 

second major perspective implies, in light of the association between parental 

incarceration and child delinquency, that having an incarcerated father leads to 

detrimental outcomes for the child that they would otherwise not reasonably expect to be 

exposed to were they unaffected by parental incarceration. 

Consistent with the first perspective is the ongoing debate as to whether the 

association between parental incarceration and child delinquency is a spurious one. The 

main issue is the methodological difficulty of disaggregating paternal criminality from 

parental incarceration. It is very common for fathers who experience incarceration to 

have a criminal past. They may have experienced multiple interactions with the criminal 

justice system, including arrests, charges, and convictions. It may also be the case that 

their children are exposed to this criminal past, despite the parent’s best efforts to shield 

the child from such aspects of their lives. Other family members may directly model 

criminality or the family may engage in criminality cooperatively. This variation in 

exposure raises serious concerns as to whether the association we observe is due to 

paternal criminality or if the incarceration event has an effect above and beyond the 
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criminality (Farrington et al. 2001, Sampson and Laub 1993, Van de Rakt et al. 2008). 

Therefore, it is imperative for current studies to include adequate measures of adult 

criminality as a control variable. 

According to the second perspective, not only is the association non-spurious, but 

parental incarceration causes detrimental outcomes for their children. Craigie (2011) 

demonstrates how paternal incarceration exacerbates externalizing problem behaviors in 

both male and female children, especially children of color. Although no single study 

reviewed provides overwhelming evidence of a true causal relationship, several studies 

go beyond simple association. They suggest that the association is robust and that 

identifying key indicator variables and addressing methodological limitations will allow 

a more compelling case for approaching causal explanation (Roettger et al. 2011, 

Roettger and Swisher 2011, Wildeman 2010, Wakefield and Wildeman 2011). In order 

to perform a true test of causality would involve randomly assigning parental 

incarceration which would be scientifically unethical and therefore impossible under 

these circumstances. The biggest hurdle has been the availability of a dataset containing 

the measures necessary to test the mechanisms theoretically hypothesized to link 

parental incarceration and child outcomes. This dissertation investigates the link between 

paternal incarceration and child delinquency with such a dataset that contains the 

measures necessary to test two such potential theoretical perspectives and their affiliated 

intervening factors.
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Hypotheses 

I followed the suggestions of Murray and Farrington (2008a) by reviewing 

empirical works that sought to establish evidence on the associations between parental 

incarceration and child outcomes. Rates of the outcome must be compared between the 

children of prisoners and a suitable control group in order to test for the association. 

Murray and Farrington (2008a) state three requirements to make such a comparison.  

First, it is necessary to have a control group; the study must include children of prisoners 

and children of non-prisoners. Second, the study needs to apply a consistent measure of 

child outcome; the same measure must be used for both the test and control groups. 

Third, they require the reporting of effect sizes or enough numerical information for the 

calculation of effect sizes. 

Based on these criteria described by Murray and Farrington (2008a), several 

studies examine the association between parental imprisonment and child antisocial 

behavior. They placed these studies into three different groupings: general population 

studies, studies with matched control groups, and clinic and court-based studies. The 

first group drew samples from the general population of children. The second group used 

control groups who were at risk for reasons other than parental incarceration (i.e. 

children were separated from parents due to divorce). The third group used retrospective 

designs, recruiting children of prisoners and controls from clinics or courts.   

Previous studies show that children of prisoners are at an increased risk for delinquent 

behavior throughout the life course (Huebner and Gustafson 2007; Murray and 

Farrington 2005). This increase of risk has been implicated in a variety of other negative 
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outcomes including health (Massoglia 2008), marriage rates (Western and Wildeman 

2009), earnings (Western 2006), civic engagement (Manza and Uggen 2006), and 

education (Hagan and Foster 2012a; 2012b). So, not only is there an ever increasing 

great prevalence of children experiencing parental incarceration at some point during 

childhood, but there is evidence of consistent associations with negative child outcomes 

linked to having had an incarcerated father or mother (Western and Wildeman 2009, 

Foster and Hagan 2007; 2009, Hagan and Foster 2012a; 2012b). Research has also 

shown that children of fathers with many criminal convictions are at greater risk of 

developing persistent criminal behavior than children with noncriminal or marginally 

criminal fathers (van de Rakt et al. 2008). 

Moving beyond association, it is important to establish how parental 

imprisonment influences these adverse outcomes. Strong association does not 

immediately imply causality. Rather than a cause, parental imprisonment might predict 

these outcomes because of an association with the disadvantaged populations these 

children also belong to (Murray and Farrington 2008a). This idea relates back to the 

selection perspective described above that Hagan and Dinovitzer (1999) referred to.  

Any future study that addresses this topic must make a clear distinction when making a 

causal argument. 

Empirical studies considering the effects of parental imprisonment on children 

also examine whether the factors mediate or moderate the relationship. Mediators refer 

to “mechanisms through which parental incarceration might harm children” (Murray and 

Farrington 2008a:14). These variables account for the relationship between an 
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independent and a dependent variable (Baron and Kenny 1986). Moderators refer to 

factors that alter how parental imprisonment affects children (Baron and Kenny 1986; 

Murray 2007). 

However, netting out these mechanisms through which parental incarceration 

might influence children has proven to be a difficult task and there has been debate over 

to what extent the incarceration of parents can be said to cause poor outcomes for their 

children (Murray and Farrington 2008a, Wakefield and Uggen 2010, Wildeman and 

Western 2010, Wakefield and Wildeman 2011). Although these obstacles to determining 

causality still exist, researchers have made important contributions to the body of work 

in identifying how having an incarcerated parent influence a variety of child outcomes. 

Findings suggest that not only do incarcerated parents exacerbate preexisting problem 

behaviors for children, but the risk of having an incarcerated parent seems to be 

moderated by race (Wildeman 2009). 

Most of the theoretical perspectives reviewed above would be considered 

mediating the relationship between parental imprisonment and children’s outcomes. 

Murray and Farrington (2008a) suggest several other mediating factors, although they 

clearly state that the empirical evidence is limited. However, there is evidence linking 

paternal imprisonment to the development of criminal behavior children in the 

Netherlands (van de Rakt et al 2012). 

Identifying moderating variables can help explain why some children have 

adverse outcomes after parental imprisonment while other children do not (Murray and 

Farrington 2008a). There seems to be disagreement in the existing body of literature 
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pertaining to which parent’s incarceration is most damaging to children. Some research 

has suggested that maternal imprisonment is more damaging for children than paternal 

imprisonment (Hagan and Dinovitzer 1999) while other findings suggest that paternal 

incarceration is associated with aggression in boys but not girls (Wildeman 2010). 

Future study is necessary to address this issue. There are several reasons why this might 

be the case. First, children are more likely to live under the mother’s care prior to 

incarceration (Mumola 2000), and this prior care arrangement might lead to a stronger 

bond between mother and child than father and child. Second, when mothers are 

imprisoned, children are more likely placed in foster care than placed with the other 

parent (Mumola 2000). Third, there are fewer women’s facilities across the country, 

increasing the likelihood that mothers are held further away from home and making 

visitation more difficult (Mumola 2000). However, maternal imprisonment is usually 

shorter than paternal which may help with coping for their children (Murray and 

Farrington 2008a). Murray and Farrington (2008a) were unable to find any studies that 

tested the hypothesis that maternal imprisonment is more harmful than paternal 

imprisonment. Emerging research provides evidence that not only does gender of the 

parent have a differential effect on children, but the maternal incarceration effect spills 

over to children with non-incarcerated mothers in schools (Hagan and Foster 2012a). 

Other moderating variables considered include demographic variables and 

various social factors of the child, family, and wider society. The results are inconclusive 

as to whether child sex, child social class, and child race play a moderating role and have 

received differing amounts of attention in the literature. Murray and Farrington (2008a) 
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also suggest possible moderators that have yet to be tested empirically. No studies have 

tested interactions between parental incarceration and potential resilience factors in 

predicting child outcomes. Parent-child relationships and parenting practices prior to 

imprisonment may influence how children react to the event. These effects could also 

vary by type of crime, neighborhood context, and cross-national region (Murray and 

Farrington 2008a). There is much to be learned about the moderating effects of parental 

imprisonment on children. Future studies need to investigate these possible interactions 

with appropriate samples and statistical tests. 

Giordano and colleagues (2010) conducted a long-term follow up of women 

incarcerated for delinquency. When the women began having children of their own, 

qualitative interviews were conducted with both the mothers and their adolescent 

children. These data provided a unique opportunity to investigate the process of how 

delinquency is transmitted from parent to child. 

Giordano develops a theory intergenerational transmission in the social learning 

tradition. This approach extends the social learning tradition put forth by Sutherland 

(1947) and others. While the focus of social learning theory is on the communicative 

exchange of definitions favorable to deviance and delinquency, this theory goes beyond 

the direct transmission of learned behavior (Giordano 2010). Although direct 

transmission may occur on occasion, Giordano (2010) applies a grounded theory 

approach to the qualitative interviews between mothers and their children. What 

emerged from this approach is a revised theoretical framework within the social learning 

tradition. In what Giordano (2010) terms a neo-Median approach to understanding the 
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transmission process, parents have more opportunities to indirectly influence the 

definitions their children subscribe to in a variety of ways. From the perspective of the 

child, three potential mechanisms are proposed – agency, identity, and emotion.  

Taken together, this revision of traditional social learning theory in the symbolic 

interactionism perspective places the children as active participants in the social 

exchange that occurs during the learning process (Giordano 2010). In respect to agency, 

Giordano (2010) acknowledges that children are more than a collection of definitions 

passed down from parent to child. However, the idea is that if parents are more closely 

aligned with deviant status, the child is less likely to have less agency, or fewer prosocial 

definitions to call upon. As for identity, Giordano emphasizes that children are never 

exact replicas of their parents. However, children of the incarcerated do have to contend 

with the “legacy” of their parents (Giordano 2010). Others interpret their actions within 

the context of being similar to that of a deviant parent. That idea of a “reflected 

appraisal” occurs by others as well as within the child themselves (Matsueda 1992). 

Therefore, while developing their identities, these children are in a constant state of self-

evaluation of behaviors both similar and dissimilar to those of their parents. Finally, 

Giordano explains how within the symbolic interactionist perspective emotions are both 

developed and managed within a social context.  

In this dissertation, the concept of anger and the possible association between 

anger and delinquency is explored. Anger is a central component to Agnew’s general 

strain theory, a foundational explanation for crime and deviance. Strain results from a 

social context in which individuals cannot achieve monetary success through 
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conventional means (Merton 1938). General strain theory posits that anger is the factor 

that links strain and deviant behavior. The strain individuals experience results in an 

emotional response, such as anger. This response, in turn, leads to deviant modes of 

adaptation, such as deviant or criminal behavior (Agnew 1992).  

This is an important step in our understanding of the transmission process 

because Giordano’s research has demonstrated that the social learning process is 

complex. By incorporating symbolic interactionism we can gain a greater understanding 

of the transmission process from the perspective of the child. That distinction will be of 

the utmost importance for multiple children in the same household. Placing the symbolic 

meaning at the forefront may provide insight into the range of perspectives children 

possess in respect to having an incarcerated parent. 

A vital component of the proposed study involves taking into consideration 

Kaplan’s (1986) theory of self-referent behavior. The most important feature of this 

general theory of deviant behavior relates to the causal implications of negative attitudes 

for the subsequent adoption of deviant patterns. So, more broadly, this theory explains 

what motivates one to engage in deviance over conformity. The theoretical model is 

based on the idea that self-esteem motivates persons, universally and characteristically, 

to behave in ways that maximize the experience of positive self-attitudes, and to 

minimize the experience negative self-attitudes (Kaplan 2009). Self attitudes refer to the 

person’s more or less intense positive and negative emotional experiences on perceiving 

and evaluating his or her own attributes and behavior (Kaplan and Lin 2005). According 

to the general theory (Kaplan 1986) intense self-rejecting attitudes are the end result of a 
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history of membership group experiences in which the person was unable to defend 

against, adapt to, or cope with, circumstances having self-devaluing implications. These 

experiences include perceptions of devalued attributes and behaviors and perceived 

negative evaluations by valued others. Because self-devaluing experiences in 

membership groups affect the development of intrinsically distressful negative self-

attitudes, the individual is hypothesized to come to associate in his or her own mind 

those experiences with the development of derogatory self-attitudes (Kaplan and Lin 

2005). Using data from the first generation of the Adaptations to Stress Study, early life 

incarceration was found to result in employment problems and reduced income which in 

turn induces negative self-feelings (Kaplan and Stiles 2008). 

Summary 

This study attempts to fill a gap in the literature by empirically testing theoretical 

mechanisms outlined in the above literature. As stated previously, incarceration data 

from the Adaptations to Stress Study has an established precedent in the existing body of 

literature.  I expect that the results of this dissertation will inform a conservative estimate 

of intergenerational transmission considering the small number of ever-incarcerated 

parents. Most importantly, empirical evidence of potential mechanisms and the 

moderating role of gender will help to inform intervention efforts in the future. 

This chapter has reviewed research and theoretical perspectives on the ways in 

which parental incarceration may influence the delinquent outcomes of children. In 

particular, it has argued that research on crime has historically focused on the individual 
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and neighborhoods and that the addition of parental incarceration is important for 

researchers studying the crime. In the next chapter, I describe the analytical methods 

used in the dissertation to address these hypotheses. 

H1:  Experiencing paternal incarceration is positively associated with 

increased delinquency in adolescence, net of other risk factors. 

H2: Experiencing paternal incarceration is positively associated with negative 

self-feelings, which increases delinquency in adolescence, net of other 

risk factors. 

H3: Experiencing paternal incarceration is negatively associated with agency, 

which increases delinquency in adolescence, net of other risk factors. 

H4: Experiencing paternal incarceration is negatively associated with identity, 

which increases delinquency in adolescence, net of other risk factors. 

H5: Experiencing paternal incarceration is positively associated with 

happiness, which decreases delinquency in adolescence, net of other risk 

factors. 

H6: Experiencing paternal incarceration is positively associated with anger, 

which increases delinquency in adolescence, net of other risk factors. 

H7: The association of paternal incarceration with delinquency varies by race. 

H8: The association of paternal incarceration with delinquency varies by 

gender. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODS 

This chapter has three main objectives; first, to describe the characteristics and 

composition of the sample used in this study. Second, to describe the measures used to 

operationalize paternal incarceration, juvenile delinquency, negative self feelings, 

agency, identity, emotion, and the control variables that were part of the proposed 

models described in the previous chapter; and third, to present the rationale behind the 

choice of analytic techniques used to address the main research questions of this study. 

Sample 

The sample consisted of multigenerational panel study data that was specifically 

designed to (1) determine the effects of stress on people’s lives, (2) explore the 

mechanisms people use to cope with stressful events, and (3) understand why some 

people commit crimes, use drugs, or dropout of school. 

The original respondents for this study were surveyed in 1971. Participants were 

seventh grade students who junior high school in the Houston Independent School 

District. Of the 36 schools in the district a random sample of 18 schools were selected to 

participate in the study (Kaplan, Liu and Kaplan 2005; Kaplan 1980; Kaplan and Lin 

2005; Pals and Kaplan 2013). This group of respondents was re-interviewed up to six 

times in 1972, 1973, 1982-1989, 1988-1990, and 1994-1998. Once these original 

respondents reached adulthood (ages 35-39), they were asked about the number, ages, 
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sex, and addresses of their biological, step, adopted, and foster children. Their 

permission was then obtained to interview their children who were subsequently 

contacted to participate in a second-generation study (G2). These second generation 

participants were first interviewed between 1994 and 2002 (Time 1). They were re-

interviewed up to two times during the periods between 1997-1999 (Time 2) and 2003-

2008 (Time 3). A total of 7,519 second-generation participants had been interviewed. 

Although it was initially planned to re-interview all participants, due to funding 

limitations only 2,224 subjects were re-interviewed three years later (Time 2). 

Both the first-generation and second-generation panels have been the source of 

data for several studies addressing the association between self-derogation and deviant 

behavior and the variables that mediate and moderate this relationship (see for example, 

Halim 2005; Kaplan and Johnson 2001; Kaplan and Lin 2000, 2005; Kaplan and Tolle 

Jr. 2006). 

For the present purposes, I relied on both data from both first-generation 

participants (G1) at Time 7 and second-generation participants (G2) at Time 1. I 

specifically looked at those individuals from the first generations that had: (1) children in 

the (G2) sample and (2) ever been incarcerated during any point in their adult lives. 

There are 4212 fathers of (G2) children in the G1-T7 wave. Of those 4212 fathers, 784 

(19 percent) report having ever been incarcerated, closely approximating the prevalence 

of paternal incarceration found in similar studies (Hagan and Foster 2012a; Western and 

Wildeman 2009; Wildeman 2009). 
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Of the 2722 children with fathers in the (G1) Time 7 wave, 471 (17 percent) have 

fathers who were ever incarcerated. In order to investigate the potential moderating 

effect of gender I will run separate models for boys and girls. There are 1414 boys and 

1308 girls. To investigate the moderating effect of race I will run separate models for 

White, Black, and Hispanic children. Due to the low prevalence, all other 

races/ethnicities will be excluded from the analyses. There are 1558 White children, 825 

Black children, 339 Hispanic children. 

 

Data Collection 

Face-to-face interviewing, conducted at the respondent’s home or some other 

convenient location, was used to obtain information from both first-generation and 

second-generation participants. In general, the interview lasted about two hours and 

included a variety of topics such as school (when age appropriate), family relationships, 

drug and alcohol consumption, and personal relationships. 

A structured questionnaire was used to collect the data contained around 

170 items. Some parts of it, such as those inquiring about personal feelings, and coping 

mechanisms, were self-administered, unless the participant decided otherwise. Other 

questions aimed to gather personal data (i.e. age, educational level, among others), and 

information related to deviant behavior/characteristics (both personal and parental), were 

directly elicited by the interviewer. In several instances, participants were given a card 

containing a list of all possible choices and were asked to respond with only the 

number/letter of the choice that described their own behavior or traits and/or the 
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behavior or traits of their parents. The same questionnaire was used to collect the data 

for both waves. All participants were assured confidentiality and informed of their right 

to not answer a question or questions without prejudice. Participants received 

remuneration of $25, regardless of their willingness to complete all questions. 

Measures 

Dependent Variable 

This measure was modeled after the delinquency scale constructed by Liu and 

Kaplan (1999). The dependent variable of this study was juvenile delinquency (mean age 

= 13.29). This variable was modeled as a scale composed of responses to the following 

question: “When you were doing this, what was the most that you ever did it?” Response 

choices were reversed coded so that higher numbers indicate higher frequency (1=Only 

once or sporadically, 2=A few times a year or less often, 3=A few times a month, 

4=About once a week, and 5=About everyday). In order to make the scales comparable, 

the variable was scaled to range from 0 to 1. The scale consisted of sixteen both violent 

and non-violent items (α = .88) as follows: (1) Took things worth between $2 and $50 

that didn’t belong to you? (2) Took little things worth less than $2 that didn’t belong to 

you? (3) Sold marijuana, grass or hashish? (4) Sold narcotics, drugs, dope, or heroin? (5) 

Started a fistfight? (6) Took part in gang fights? (7) Used force to get money or 

valuables from another person? (8) Broke into and entered a home, store, or building? 

(9) Purposely damaged or destroyed public or private property that didn’t belong to you? 

(10) Took things from someone else’s desk or locker at school without permission? (11) 
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Took a car for a ride without the owner’s knowledge? (12) Beat up on someone who had 

done not done anything to you? (13) Took things worth $50 or more that didn’t belong 

to you? (14) Used alcohol on other than religious occasions? (15) Smoked marijuana? 

(16) Used other illegal drugs? The range was from 0 to 0.70 with a mean of 0.04 and a 

standard deviation of 0.08. 

 

Independent Variable 

Independent variables are the presumed influences on a dependent variable. The 

independent variable of this study was paternal incarceration. This variable was 

measured during generation 1 Time 7 (G1T7). Biological fathers indicated how old they 

were the last time they “were sentenced to prison, jail, or juvenile detention.” Using 

responses this question and the child’s age I was able to employ the Century Month 

Code to determine temporal order of the last paternal incarceration event. A Century 

Month Code (CMC) is the number of the months since the start of the century. The CMC 

for a date is calculated from the month and year as follows:  

 

CMC = (YY * 12) + MM for month MM in year 19YY.  

 

To calculate the month and year from the CMC I used the following formulae:  

 

YY = int((CMC - 1) / 12)  
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MM = CMC - (YY * 12) 

 

Based on this code I created four mutually exclusive categories for paternal 

incarceration: (1) Biological father’s last incarceration occurred prior to birth, (2) 

Biological father’s last incarceration occurred after birth but before age twelve, (3) 

Biological father’s last incarceration occurred after age 12, and (4) a reference category 

of respondents whose fathers were never incarcerated. 

 

Mediator Variables 

Mediator refers to the mechanisms through which paternal incarceration might 

affect children’s delinquency. A variable that functions as a mediator should (1) 

demonstrate covariance between the presumed mediator and independent variable, (2) 

account for variation in the dependent variable, and (3) “when the indirect paths through 

the mediating variable are controlled, a previously significant relations between the 

independent and dependent variables is no longer significant, with the strongest 

demonstration of mediation occurring when the direct path between the independent and 

dependent variables is zero” (Baron and Kenny 1986:1176). Mediators should be 

investigated by testing whether, when the mediator in question is controlled for, the 

association between paternal incarceration and the child’s delinquency is reduced (Baron 

and Kenny 1986). This study examined the mediating roles of child’s negative self-

feelings, agency, identity, and two emotional constructs (happiness and anger). 
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Negative Self-Feelings 

This was a latent variable operationalized by three observed scales: anxiety, 

depressive affect, and self-derogation (Kaplan, Martin, and Johnson 1986). Each score 

was a separate sum of a set of dichotomous indicator variables (1=True, 0=False) 

divided by the number of indicators in the scale in order to obtain a single score ranging 

from 0 to 1. Anxiety was reflected in positive responses to being bothered by bad 

dreams, sweaty hands, headaches, mind wandering, being often angry, having 

difficulties in keeping his or her mind on things, sitting still, and sleeping. Depression 

was reflected in three items: not feeling in good spirits, not being a happy person, and 

not getting fun out of life (Pals and Kaplan 2013). Self-derogation was reflected in 

positive responses to three items, some of which were originally used by Rosenberg 

(1989) in his self-esteem scale: feeling useless, feeling no good, and not having respect 

for oneself. 

Agency 

This measure was developed to reflect the qualitative theme developed by 

Giordano (2010). This variable was composed of ten self-reported, dichotomous 

(1=True, 0=False) indicator variables. I divided each score by the total number of 

indicators in order to obtain scores ranging from 0 to 1, with a mean of 0.81, a standard 

deviation of 0.19, and a Kuder-Richardson coefficient of reliability of 0.65. The scale 

was coded so that higher numbers indicate higher levels of agency. An asterisk (*) 

indicates an item that was reverse-coded. The items were as follows: (1) My parents 
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hardly ever trust me to do something on my own*. (2) My family tries to run my life*. 

(3) My family can’t give me the chance to succeed that most kids have*. (4). I doubt if I 

will get ahead in life as far as I would really like*. (5) There isn’t much chance that a kid 

from my neighborhood will ever get ahead* (6) I would do a lot better in life if the 

society didn’t have the cards stacked against me*. (7) When I do something wrong, it’s 

almost like it’s someone else doing it, not me*. (8) It’s mostly luck if one succeeds or 

fails*. (9) You can do very little to change your life*. (10) Often I feel that I don’t have 

enough control over the direction my life is taking*. 

 

Identity 

This measure was developed to reflect the qualitative theme developed by 

Giordano (2010). This variable was composed of twelve self-reported, dichotomous 

(1=True, 0=False) indicator variables. I divided each score by the total number of 

indicators in order to obtain scores ranging from 0 to 1, with a mean of 0.76, a standard 

deviation of 0.17, and a Kuder-Richardson coefficient of reliability of 0.63. The scale 

was coded so that higher numbers indicate higher levels of identity. An asterisk (*) 

indicates an item that was reverse-coded. The items were as follows: (1) I openly show 

affection to my parents. (2) My parents always expect a lot of me. (3) My parents try to 

understand my point of view. (4) I find it easy to discuss problems with my parents. (5) 

As long as I can remember, my parents have put me down*. (6) I have never been able 

to accomplish as much as my family wanted me to*. (7) My parents do not like me very 

much*. (8) It is very important to me what my parents think of me. (9) I want to be like 
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my parents when I am an adult. (10) My parents and I often talk about my future 

educational and job plans. (11) My experiences outside my house make me wonder 

whether my parents’ ideas are right or not*. (12) My family and I have the same views 

on what is right and wrong. 

 

Happiness 

This variable was composed of three self-reported, dichotomous (1=True, 

0=False) indicator variables. I divided each score by the total number of indicators in 

order to obtain scores ranging from 0 to 1, with a mean of 0.56, a standard deviation of 

0.39, and a Kuder-Richardson coefficient of reliability of 0.72. The scale was coded so 

that higher numbers indicate higher levels of happiness. The items were as follows: (1) 

My life is a lot more satisfying now than it used to be. (2) I like myself a lot better now 

than I used to. (3) I am a better person now than I used to be. 

 

Anger 

This measure was developed to reflect the anger identity measure constructed by 

Giordano and colleagues as closely as possible (Giordano, Schroeder and Cernkovich 

2007). This variable was composed of nine self-reported, dichotomous (1=True, 

0=False) indicator variables. I divided each score by the total number of indicators in 

order to obtain scores ranging from 0 to 1, with a mean of 0.25, a standard deviation of 

0.21, and a Kuder-Richardson coefficient of reliability of 0.68. The scale was coded so 

that higher numbers indicate higher levels of anger. The items were as follows: (1) If 
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someone insulted me, I would probably hit him. (2) If someone insulted me, I would 

probably insult him back. (3) If someone insulted me, I would probably feel very angry 

but not do anything about it. (4) All in all, I’m inclined to feel that I am a failure. (5) I 

feel I do not have much to be proud of. (6) I don’t like myself as much as I used to. (7) I 

used to be a better person than I am now. (8) I worry a lot more now than I used to. (9) I 

often feel downcast and dejected. 

Moderator Variables 

Moderators refer to factors that alter how paternal incarceration affects children 

(Baron and Kenny 1986; Murray 2007). According to Baron and Kenny (1986:1174), 

moderators are variables that affect the direction and/or strength of the relationship 

between an independent variable and a dependent variable. Moderators should be 

identified by testing for statistical interactions between paternal incarceration and 

potential moderators in predicting child outcomes (Baron and Kenny 1986). This study 

examined the moderating role of child’s gender and race (described below). 

Control Variables 

A control variable can be defined as a factor, affecting the relationship between 

an independent and a dependent variable, which is kept constant as to minimize its 

effects on the outcome. In this study five control variables were analyzed at the father 

level: race, prior deviance, drug use, educational attainment, and family income. Sixteen 

additional individual and family control variables were analyzed at the child level: age, 
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race, sex, school performance, school attachment, religious attendance, history of sexual 

abuse, low self-control, time spent with friends, mother’s binge drinking, contact with 

father, father’s involvement, living with both parents, parent closeness, parent 

supervision and socioeconomic status. 

 

Father’s Race 

Race was a nominal variable with the categories (1) White, (2) Black, (4) 

Hispanic, (5) Asian, and (6) Native Americans. Respondents were asked the following 

question: “Which one of the following groups do you belong to?” For the purposes of 

this study, three mutually exclusive categories were created for White, Black, and 

Hispanic fathers. All others were excluded from the analyses. 

 

Prior Deviance 

This measure of deviance is modeled on the scale of general deviance used by 

Kaplan and Lin (2005). This variable was modeled as a scale composed of responses to 

the following question: “When you were doing this, what was the most that you ever did 

it?” Response choices were reversed coded so that higher numbers indicate higher 

frequency (1=Only once or sporadically, 2=A few times a year or less often, 3=A few 

times a month, 4=About once a week, and 5=About everyday). In order to make the 

scales comparable, the variable was scaled to range from 0 to 1. The scale consisted of 

twelve both violent and non-violent items (α = .73) as follows: (1) Took things worth 

between $2 and $50 that didn’t belong to you? (2) Took little things worth less than $2 
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that didn’t belong to you? (3) Carried a razor, switchblade or gun? (4) Sold illegal 

drugs? (5) Started a fistfight? (6) Took part in gang fights? (7) Used force to get money 

or valuables from another person? (8) Broke into and entered a home, store, or building? 

(9) Purposely damaged or destroyed public or private property that didn’t belong to you? 

(10) Took a car for a ride without the owner’s knowledge? (11) Beat up on someone 

who had done not done anything to you? (12) Took things worth $50 or more that didn’t 

belong to you? The range is from 0 to 0.77, with a mean of 0.10 and a standard deviation 

of 0.10. 

 

Drug Use 

This measure of drug use is modeled after the scale of drug use constructed by 

Kaplan, Tolle, and Yoshida (2001). This variable was modeled as a scale composed of 

responses to the following question: “When you were using this, what was the most that 

you ever used it?” Response choices were reversed coded so that higher numbers 

indicate higher frequency (1=Only once or sporadically, 2=A few times a year or less 

often, 3=A few times a month, 4=About once a week, and 5=About everyday). In order 

to make the scales comparable, the variable was scaled to range from 0 to 1. The scale 

consisted of nineteen substances (α = .86) as follows:  (1) tobacco (2) beer, (3) wine, (4) 

hard liquor, (5) steroids without a prescription, (6) inhalants, (7) stimulants without a 

prescription, (8) sedatives or barbiturates without a prescription, (9) tranquilizers without 

a prescription, (10) non-prescription drugs to get high, (11) marijuana or hashish, (12) 

psychedelics or hallucinogens, (13) powdered coke or cocaine, (14) alcahist or albatrixt, 
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(15) crack cocaine, (16) heroin, (17) opiates or pain killers without a prescription, (18) 

PCP, phencyclidine, angel dust, (18) designer drugs. The range is from 0 to 0.76, with a 

mean of 0.17 and a standard deviation of 0.12. 

Educational Attainment 

This variable was measured as how many years of formal schooling the 

respondent completed: (1) some junior high, (2) graduated junior high, (3) some high 

school, (4) some vocational or technical school, (5) completed GED, (6) graduated high 

school, (7) graduated vocational or technical school, (8) some college, (9) graduated 

college, (10) some post-graduate education, (11) a post-graduate degree. The range is 

from 1 to 11, with a mean of 6.92 and a standard deviation of 2.31. 

Family Income 

Family income was a categorical variable measured as the value that best 

represents the respondent’s total household income in the last twelve months before 

taxes for everyone in the household. The respondents selected a numerical code ranging 

from 1 to 14 with that corresponded to their household income. I converted these values 

so that number on the scale represented the median value in dollars: (1) $1500, (2) 

$3500, (3) $4500, (4) $5500, (5) $6500, (6) $7500, (7) $8500, (8) $12000, (9) $17500, 

(10) $22500, (11) $29500, (12) $42500, (13) $62500, (14) $7500, (15) $1500. The range 

is from $1500 to $75000, with a mean of 48632.64 and a standard deviation of 21501.27. 
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Child’s Age 

Age was a continuous variable measured as years of age at the time the 

respondent was first interviewed. The range is from 11 to 18, with a mean of 13.29 and a 

standard deviation of 1.89. Older people tend to be associated with higher self-

derogation and depression. Specifically, research has indicated that self-esteem levels 

are high in childhood, tend to drop during adolescence, rise gradually throughout 

adulthood and decline sharply in old age (Robins et al. 2002). 

 

Child’s Race 

Race was a nominal variable with the categories (1) White, (2) Black, (4) 

Hispanic, (5) Asian, and (6) Native Americans. Respondents were asked the following 

question: “Which one of the following groups do you belong to?” For the purposes of 

this study, three mutually exclusive categories were created for White, Black, and 

Hispanic adolescents. All others were excluded from the analyses. White adolescents 

have been found to have higher rates of self-derogation (Gray-Little and Hafdahl 2000; 

Twenge and Crocker 2002) and depression (Riolo et al. 2005). Also, research has shown 

that being labeled as “deviant”, tends to a greater effect on the self-concept of males and 

whites, specifically because both groups tend to be less involved in delinquent activity 

(Bartusch and Matsueda 1996; Kaplan 2000; Koita and Tripplet 1998). 
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Child’s Gender 

Gender was a dichotomous variable measured and coded by the interviewer; the 

categories were as follows 1=respondent is a male, and 0=respondent is a female. The 

study sample was equally distributed, 52 percent of the respondents were males, and 48 

percent were females. According to previous research, female gender tends to be 

associated with higher levels of both self-derogation (Polce-Lynch et al. 2001) and 

depression (Murakumi 2002). However, with regard to self-derogation, it should be 

noted that some studies have found that the impact of gender differs across racial groups, 

with Black, Native American and Asian women having lower levels of self-derogation 

than their male counterparts (Martinez and Dukes 1991). Although studies addressing 

the effects of gender in the self-esteem and levels of depression of individuals bearing 

stigmatizing illnesses are inconclusive at best, controlling its effect allowed supporting 

previous research in this area. 

 

School Performance 

This variable was composed of an additive scale of responses to the following 

questions: “On average, what were your grades in math, science, reading or English, and 

in school overall?” The responses were coded so that higher numbers indicated higher 

grades: (1) mostly F’s, (2) D’s and F’s, (3) Mostly D’s, (4) C’s and D’s, (5) Mostly C’s, 

(6) B’s and C’s, (7) Mostly B’s, (8) A’s and C’s, (9) A’s and B’s, (10) Mostly A’s. The 

variable was scaled to range from 0 to 1. The range is from 0.13 to 1, with a mean of 

0.78 and a standard deviation of 0.16. 
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School Attachment 

This variable was composed of seven dichotomous (1=True, 0=False) indicator 

variables. The questions are as follows: (1) It is very important to me what my teachers 

think of me, (2) I have been happy in school, (3) I think it is important to get good 

grades. (4) I do get along with the kids at school,  (5) Most of the kids at school like me 

very much, (6) I feel welcome in school clubs/extracurricular activities, and (7) I belong 

to school clubs, teams, or activities either in or outside of school. The range is from 1 to 

7, with a mean of 6.07 and a standard deviation of 1.10. 

 

Religious Attendance 

This variable was composed of a single indicator response to the following 

question: “At present, about how often do you attend religious services?” Responses 

were reverse coded so that higher numbers indicate greater frequency: (1) Hardly ever or 

never, (2) A few times a year, as on important holidays or special occasions, (3) About 

once a month, (4) About two or three times a month, and (5) About once a week or 

more. The range is from 1 to 5, with a mean of 3.83 and a standard deviation of 1.43. 

 

History of Sexual Abuse 

This variable was composed of a single indicator response to whether the 

respondent was ever forced, in any way, to have a sexual experience they did not want 

with a relative. This was a dichotomous variable (1=Yes, 0=No). The range is from 0 to 

1, with a mean of 0.01 and a standard deviation of 0.09. 
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Low Self-Control 

This measure was constructed based on the self-control measure developed by 

Gottfredson and Hirshi (1990). This variable was composed of a scale constructed from 

the sum of four dichotomous indicators (1=Yes, 0=No). The indicators are as follows: 

(1) I often act without stopping to think, (2) Often I feel that I don’t have enough control 

over the direction my life is taking, (3) I become deeply disturbed when someone laughs 

at me or blames me for something I have done wrong, and (4) I lie often. Higher 

numbers indicate less self-control. The range is from 0 to 4, with a mean of 1.35 and a 

standard deviation of 1.11. 

 

Time Spent with Friends 

This variable was composed of two continuous indicators of the number of hours 

spent with friends on weekdays and on the weekends. These indicators were scaled as 

follows: (1) 0 to 9 hours, (2) 10 to 19 hours, and (3) 20 or more hours. The original 

researchers did not include any responses greater than 35 hours. The range is from 1 to 

3, with a mean of 1.62 and a standard deviation of 0.49. 

 

Mother’s Binge Drinking 

This variable was composed of a single indicator response to whether the mother 

regularly drank alcohol excessively over a long period of time (1=Yes, 0=No). The range 

is from 0 to 1, with a mean of 0.07 and a standard deviation of 0.25. 
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Contact with Father 

This variable was composed of a single indicator of contact with the respondent’s 

biological father (1= Contact, 0=No Contact). The range is from 0 to 1, with a mean of 

0.06 and a standard deviation of 0.24. 

Father’s Involvement 

This variable was composed of eleven indicators of how often the respondent did 

any of the following with their father: (1) discuss personal problems, (2) openly shows 

affecting towards you, (3) discusses his problems with you, (4) you show affection 

towards him, (5) you discuss things that happened at school with him, (6) talks to your 

teachers to find out how you are doing at school, (7) helps you with your school work, 

(8) attends the parent open house to meet your teachers, (9) volunteers to help out at 

your school, (10) encourages you to become involved in extracurricular activities in 

school, and (11) encourages you to do better in school. Responses are coded as (1) 

hardly ever or never, (2) sometimes, and (3) often. These scores were added and scaled 

from 0 to 1. The range is from 0.33 to 1, with a mean of 0.66 and a standard deviation of 

0.14. 

Both Parents 

This variable is composed of a single, dichotomous indicator of whether the child 

lives with both parents (1=Yes, 0=No). The range is from 0 to 1, with a mean of 0.94 

and a standard deviation of 0.24. 
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Parent Closeness 

This variable was composed of a single dichotomous indicator of how close the 

child feels to their parents (1=Close, 0=Not Close). The range is from 0 to 1, with a 

mean of 0.89 and a standard deviation of 0.31. 

Parent Supervision 

This variable is composed of ten dichotomous indicators (1=Yes, 0=No). The 

series of questions asks whether the respondents parents have definite rules about: (1) 

helping around the house, (2) eating dinner with the family, (3) homework, (4) time 

spent watching television, (5) dress and hair, (6) time for being in at night, (7) not 

hanging around with certain kinds of kids, (8) not smoking, (9) not drinking alcohol, and 

(10) not using drugs. Higher scores indicate more supervision. The range is from 0 to 10, 

with a mean of 7.48 and a standard deviation of 1.98. 

Socioeconomic Status 

The nominal variable for social class was used as a proxy for the respondents’ 

socioeconomic status. Adolescents were asked the following question: “People often 

think of themselves in terms of social class depending on their job, education or family 

background. Please look at this card and tell me the number which best describes the 

social class you think you are in. For the purposes of this study, the responses were 

reversed coded so that 1 = Lower class, 2 = Working class, 3 = Lower-middle class, 4 = 

Middle class, 5 = Upper-middle class, and 6 = Upper class. The values of this variable 
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ranged from 1 to 6, with a mean of 4.21 and a standard deviation of 0.96. The majority 

of the sample (44.5 percent) reported that they were middle class. Although there is not 

specific evidence indicating a link between the self-esteem and/or negative affect of 

those bearing stigmatizing characteristics with their socioeconomic status, some other 

studies have pointed out that socioeconomic status is related to both self-derogation 

(Twenge and Campbell 2002) and depression (Link, Lennon, and Dohrenwend 1993). 

Data Analysis 

A variety of descriptive, bivariate and multivariate analyses were conducted in 

order to address the research questions. This section presents in a detailed manner the 

different strategies utilized to analyzing the data. 

Descriptive Analysis 

Descriptive analyses were conducted in order to examine each variable’s 

distribution and variability in the study sample. In addition to providing lower and 

maximum values for each of the variables under study, this analysis included means and 

standard deviations, as well as indicators of skewness and kurtosis. This information 

allowed me to understand why the different variables under study perform the way they 

did in multivariate analysis. 

As Table 1 indicates, the variables showing the largest amount of skewness and 

kurtosis are the juvenile delinquency, violence and property offense variables as well as 

the depression variable, whereas the demographic and control variables appear to be 
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normal. According to Lewis-Beck (1995) if skewness exceeds 0.8 in absolute value, in 

either direction, the distribution of the data can be said to be skewed. With regard to 

kurtosis, Acock (2006) indicates that if its value is greater than 20, there may be a 

serious problem with the data. 

Table 1. Distribution of Study Variables 
Variables N Range Mean SD Skew. Kurt. 
Juvenile Delinquency 2889 0-1 0.04 (0.08) 2.82 8.19 

Property Offenses 2889 0-1 0.04 (0.09) 2.78 7.54 

Violent Offenses 2894 0-1 0.03 (0.09) 2.32 3.67 

Self Derogation  2842 0-1 0.31 (0.35) 0.76 -0.76 

Anxiety 2821 0-1 0.32 (0.26) 0.59 -0.56 

Depression  2837 0-1 0.11 (0.24) 2.32 4.86 

Agency 2689 0-1 0.81 (0.19) -1.12 0.83 

Identity 2726 0-1 0.76 (0.17) -0.86 0.83 

Anger 2748 0-1 0.25 (0.21) 0.92 0.57 

Happiness 2815 0-1 0.56 (0.39) -0.22 -1.46 

No Incarceration  2894 0-1 0.79 (0.41) -0.41 -0.02 

Incarceration Before Birth 2894 0-1 0.07 (0.26) 0.32 0.01 

Incarceration Before Age 12 2894 0-1 0.09 (0.28) 0.94 0.64 

Incarceration Between Ages 12-18 2894 0-1 0.02 (0.14) 0.98 0.78 

Child White  2852 0-1 0.56 (0.50) -0.26 -1.94 

Child Black 2852 0-1 0.31 (0.46) 0.83 -1.31 

Child Hispanic  2852 0-1 0.13 (0.33) 0.22 0.93 

Child Age 2894 11-18 13.29 (1.89) 0.14 0.11 

Gender (Male = 1) 2894 0-1 0.52 (0.50) -0.07 -2.00 

Child Religious Attendance 2651 1-5 3.83 (1.43) -0.87 -0.74 

Child Sexual Abuse 2894 0-1 0.01 (0.09) 0.63 1.96 

Child School Performance 2701 0-1 0.78 (0.16) -0.73 -0.01 

Child School Attachment 2716 1-7 6.07 (1.10) -1.37 1.86 

Time with Friends 1993 1-3 1.62 (0.49) 0.45 -0.52 

Child Low Self Control 2818 0-4 1.35 (1.11) 0.54 -0.47 

Family SES 2555 1-6 4.21 (0.96) -0.65 1.16 

Mother's Binge Drinking 2894 0-1 0.07 (0.25) 0.48 1.09 

Both Parents 2894 0-1 0.94 (0.24) -0.72 1.81 

No Contact 2894 0-1 0.06 (0.24) 0.60 1.99 

Parent Closeness 2894 0-1 0.89 (0.31) -0.55 0.50 

Parent Supervision  2724 0-10 7.48 (1.98) -1.05 1.31 
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Father White 2841 0-1 0.57 (0.50) -0.27 -1.93 

Father Black 2841 0-1 0.31 (0.46) 0.81 -1.34 

Father Hispanic 2841 0-1 0.12 (0.33) 0.32 0.41 

Family Income 2782 1500-75000 48632.64 (21501.27) -0.38 -1.03 

Father Involvement  2028 0-1 0.66 (0.14) -0.11 -0.64 

Father Prior Deviance 2883 0-1 0.10 (0.10) 0.82 0.72 

Father Drug Use 2886 0-1 0.17 (0.12) 0.49 1.47 

Father Education  2894 1-11 6.92 (2.31) -0.62 0.10 

Correlational Analysis 

Correlation analyses were conducted in order to determine the strength and 

direction of the relationships among the different variables analyzed in this study. 

Zero order correlations matrixes provide also a general picture to support the reviewed 

literature, and the hypotheses under study. The inter-correlations among the study 

variables were compared in order to determine whether the pattern of inter-correlations 

among study variables show any signs of multicollinearity (Kaplan and Lin 2000). 

Structural Equation Model Analysis 

Structural equation modeling (SEM) represents a theory-driven data analytical 

approach for the evaluation of a priori specified hypotheses about causal relations among 

measured and/or latent variables. SEM is an analytical process involving model 

conceptualization, parameter identification and estimation, data-model fit assessment, 

and potential model respecification. Ultimately, this process allows for the assessment of 

fit between correlational data and one or more competing causal theories specified a 

priori (Hancock and Mueller 2010).  

Table 1. Continued____________________________________________________
Variables                                                            N                   Range                 Mean              SD                   Skew.         Kurt.___
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The computer program Mplus was employed to obtain path estimates, using 

maximum likelihood (ML) estimation, and to evaluate the overall fit of the models 

tested. SEM allows for measurement error of a given latent construct and tests the entire 

model in the same analysis. In order to model measurement error of a given construct, 

however, the latent construct must be measured by more than one parceled variable 

(Bollen, 1989). For each latent variable in the model, therefore, the author identified at 

least two indicators. By using maximum likelihood estimation, all parameters are 

estimated simultaneously so that error in any given parameter is reflected in all other 

parameters estimated (Muthén 1984). Therefore the analyses performed assess both the 

measurement models and the structural models simultaneously via the maximum 

likelihood estimates. The variances of the exogenous control variables are allowed to 

correlate freely. The measurement errors of the intervening variables are assumed to be 

random and thus uncorrelated in the estimation. A consensus has been reached among 

structural equation modeling experts that model fit should be assessed by multiple fit 

indices that take into account the testing situation (Hu and Bentler, 1995). Aside from 

Chi Square, Hu and Bentler (1995) suggests the following fit index cut off value guide 

for good models with continuous outcomes: Tucker Lewis index (TLI) > .95, 

comparative fit index (CFI) > .95 and root mean square error of approximation 

(RMSEA) < .06.  

When a model does not fit well, a modification can be guided by modification 

indices. For the case where all dependent variables are continuous and multivariate 

normal, Sörbom (1989) proposed an index called, modification index (MI). It is a 
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measure of how poorly a particular parameter constraint is chosen. For a parameter that 

is not freely estimated but either fixed or constrained to be equal to another parameter, 

MI gives the expected drop in the likelihood ration chi-square statistic when this 

parameter is freed. An expected parameter change (EPC) statistic is also useful in 

evaluating possible model modifications (Saris et al. 1987). Parameters are clearly in 

need of being freed only when the MI values are large and the EPC values are large. 

Model Comparisons 

When two models, say Model 1 and Model 2, are nested (such as when the 

estimated parameters in the former are a proper subset of those associated with the latter) 

fit comparisons can be accomplished with a formal χ2 difference test also referred to as a 

likelihood ratio test (Hancock and Mueller 2010). That is, if Model 1 (with df1) is nested 

within Model 2 (with df2), their χ2 fit statistics may be statistically compared by Δ χ2
(df1 -

df2) =  χ2
(df1) - χ2

(df2), which itself follows a χ2 distribution with df = df1 - df2 (under 

conditions of multivatiate normality and reasonable models). 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

This chapter presents the main findings obtained by this study. The first section 

outlines the descriptive statistics of the independent variables, including a comparison 

between racial and gender groups. The second section establishes an association between 

paternal incarceration and delinquency. The third section presents the results of the 

baseline structural model analyzing the hypothesized relationship between paternal 

incarceration and their children’s level of self-reported delinquency. To conclude, the 

fourth section examines the outcomes of the mediation analysis. 

Descriptive Findings 

I computed means and standard deviations for all the variables used in the 

analysis for the total sample differentiated by gender. In addition, this section presents 

the results of t-tests aimed at determining group differences according to gender. As 

indicated by Table 2, the sample consists of about 56 percent White children, 30 percent 

Black children, and 14 percent Hispanic children. The sample is 52 percent male and 48 

percent female. 

Boys in the sample reported significantly higher mean levels of delinquent 

behavior than girls for total delinquency, property offenses and violent offenses. Girls in 

the sample reported significantly higher levels of depression and sexual victimization. 
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics by Child Gender 
 Boys  Girls  

Variables Mean SD Mean SD 
Dependent Variables     
Juvenile Delinquency 0.05 (0.09) > 0.02** (0.05) 
Property Offenses 0.05 (0.10) > 0.03** (0.06) 
Violent Offenses 0.05 (0.10) > 0.02** (0.07) 
Mediating Variables     
Self Derogation  0.30 (0.34)    0.32 (0.36) 
Anxiety 0.32 (0.26)    0.31 (0.27) 
Depression  0.11 (0.24)    0.11 (0.24) 
Agency 0.79 (0.20) < 0.82* (0.19) 
Identity 0.76 (0.17)    0.76 (0.17) 
Anger 0.26 (0.21)    0.24 (0.21) 
Happiness 0.58 (0.39)    0.53 (0.40) 
Independent Variables     
No Incarceration  0.79 (0.41)    0.78 (0.41) 
Incarceration Before Birth 0.07 (0.26)    0.07 (0.26) 
Incarceration Before Age 12 0.09 (0.29)    0.08 (0.28) 
Incarceration Between Ages 12-18 0.02 (0.13)    0.02 (0.15) 
N 1414  1308  
*p < .05 **p < .01 	 	 	 	
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Table 2. (continued) 
Boys Girls 

Variables Mean SD Mean SD 
Control Variables 
Child Age 13.24 (1.86)    13.34 (1.92) 
Child Race 
   White  0.57 (0.50)    0.56 (0.50) 
   Black 0.31 (0.46)    0.31 (0.46) 
   Hispanic 0.12 (0.33)    0.13 (0.34) 
Child Religious Attendance 3.79 (1.45)    3.88 (1.40) 
Child Sexual Abuse 0.00 (0.06) < 0.01* (0.12) 
Child School Performance 0.76 (0.17) < 0.81** (0.15) 
Child School Attachment 5.99 (1.14) < 6.16** (1.04) 
Time with Friends 1.65 (0.51)    1.58 (0.48) 
Child Low Self Control 1.76 (1.13) > 1.30* (1.09) 
Family SES 4.18 (1.00)    4.25 (0.92) 
Mother's Binge Drinking 0.07 (0.25)    0.07 (0.25) 
Both Parents 0.94 (0.25)    0.95 (0.23) 
No Contact 0.06 (0.23)    0.07 (0.25) 
Parent Closeness 0.90 (0.30) > 0.88* (0.32) 
Parent Supervision  7.41 (2.05)    7.55 (1.89) 
Father Race 
   White  0.57 (0.50)    0.56 (0.50) 
   Black 0.31 (0.46)    0.32 (0.46) 
   Hispanic 0.12 (0.33)    0.12 (0.33) 
Family Income 48627.34 (21364.59)    48638.33 (21655.16) 
Father Involvement  0.67 (0.15)    0.66 (0.14) 
Father Prior Deviance 0.10 (0.10)    0.10 (0.11) 
Father Drug Use 0.17 (0.13)    0.17 (0.12) 
Father Education  6.91 (2.29)    6.93 (2.33) 
N 1414 1308 
*p < .05 **p < .01

I also computed means and standard deviations for all of the study variables 

differentiated by father’s history of incarceration. In addition, this section presents the 

results of t-tests aimed at determining group differences according to incarceration. 

Table 3 indicates that 17 percent of the children in the sample have experienced paternal 
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incarceration.  The first column includes children whose fathers reported never being 

incarcerated in jail or prison while the children in the second column includes children 

whose fathers did report having been incarcerated. As Table 3 shows, these two groups 

differ significantly on several parameters. Children with incarcerated fathers report 

higher mean levels of delinquency, both violent and property offenses. They also report 

higher levels of depression and anger as well as lower levels of agency. On the other 

hand, children with never incarcerated fathers report significantly greater mean levels of 

self-control, a greater likelihood that they live with both parents, higher family income, 

lower paternal deviance, and higher paternal educational attainment. 

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics by Father's History of Incarceration 
No Incarceration Incarceration 

Variables Mean SD Mean SD 
Dependent Variables 
Juvenile Delinquency 0.03 (0.07) < 0.06* (0.10) 
Property Offenses 0.03 (0.07) < 0.06* (0.12) 
Violent Offenses 0.03 (0.08) < 0.06* (0.11) 
Mediating Variables 
Self Derogation  0.30 (0.35)    0.34 (0.35) 
Anxiety 0.31 (0.26)    0.34 (0.27) 
Depression  0.10 (0.22) < 0.14* (0.28) 
Agency 0.82 (0.18) > 0.75** (0.21) 
Identity 0.77 (0.17)    0.73 (0.18) 
Anger 0.23 (0.20) < 0.30** (0.22) 
Happiness 0.55 (0.39)    0.59 (0.40) 
N 2251 471 
*p < .05 **p < .01
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Table 3. (continued)  
 No Incarceration Incarceration  

Variables Mean SD Mean SD 
Control Variables     
Child Male 0.52 (0.50)    0.51 (0.50) 
Child Age 13.14 (1.80)    13.84 (2.10) 
Child Race     
   White  0.61 (0.49)    0.39 (0.49) 
   Black 0.27 (0.44)    0.45 (0.50) 
   Hispanic  0.12 (0.33)    0.16 (0.37) 
Child Religious Attendance 3.91 (1.40) > 3.56** (1.48) 
Child Sexual Abuse 0.01 (0.08) < 0.02* (0.13) 
Child School Performance 0.79 (0.16) > 0.73** (0.16) 
Child School Attachment 6.12 (1.08) > 5.88** (1.15) 
Time with Friends 1.60 (0.49)    1.67 (0.52) 
Child Low Self Control 1.30 (1.09) < 1.54** (1.16) 
Family SES 4.28 (0.92) > 3.98* (1.08) 
Mother's Binge Drinking 0.05 (0.22) < 0.13** (0.34) 
Both Parents 0.96 (0.21) > 0.88** (0.32) 
No Contact 0.05 (0.21)    0.12 (0.33) 
Parent Closeness 0.90 (0.30)    0.87 (0.34) 
Parent Supervision  7.57 (1.92)    7.13 (2.18) 
Father Race     
   White  0.62 (0.49)    0.37 (0.48) 
   Black 0.27 (0.45)    0.46 (0.50) 
   Hispanic 0.11 (0.31)    0.18 (0.38) 
Family Income 52293.24 (19761.81) >34172.60** (22012.28) 
Father Involvement  0.67 (0.14)    0.64 (0.15) 
Father Prior Deviance 0.08 (0.08) < 0.17** (0.13) 
Father Drug Use 0.15 (0.11) < 0.24** (0.15) 
Father Education  7.27 (2.20) > 5.63** (2.26) 
N 2251  471  
*p < .05 **p < .01 	 	 	 	
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Bivariate Analysis 

This section presents zero-order correlations between all variables included in the 

analysis. As indicated at the bottom of the Table 4 the zero-order correlations reported in 

this section were significant at levels p < .05, or .01 (two-tailed test). Table 4 presents 

correlations between study variables.  

Of the study variables, most were found to be significantly associated with the 

dependent variable juvenile delinquency, namely the focal bivariate association with 

paternal incarceration as well as all of the mediators under investigation. No 

incarceration is not associated with all delinquency (r = -0.136, p < .01). Incarceration 

before birth is associated with violent offenses (r = 0.041, p < .05). Incarceration before 

age 12 is associated with property offenses (r = .054, p < .01). Incarceration after age 12 

is associated with all delinquency (r = .161, p < .01). All of these associations are 

statistically significant. Also, there are no strong associations among any of the predictor 

variables. 
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Baseline Model Findings 

The conceptual model is presented in Figure 1. This demonstrates the direction of 

the associations observed in this study. 

 
 
 

Figure 1. Conceptual Model 
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The results of this model are presented in Figure 2 and Table 5. While all paths are 

estimated, only those that are statistically significant (p <.05) are presented. 

The baseline model is a test of H1: 

H1:  Experiencing paternal incarceration is positively associated with 

increased delinquency in adolescence, net of other risk factors. 

The unmediated path model is presented in Figure 2. The goodness of fit indices 

demonstrate a good fit of the model to the data. The coefficient for incarceration is (β = 

.06). This suggests that paternal incarceration when the child is 12 years or older predicts 

juvenile delinquency only modestly. Still the effect remaining is noteworthy since it 

remains, independent of control variables and in spite of the long period of the 

conservative incarceration estimate.  

As expected several other variables are significantly related to the reporting of 

juvenile delinquency. Boys (β = .02) and older children (β = .04) are significantly more 

likely to report higher delinquency. Children who feel experience less parental 

supervision (β = .-0003), have mothers who binge drink (β = .02), and spend more time 

with their friends (β = .02) also report higher delinquency. Those with lower school 

attachment (β = -.007), lower self-control (β = .005), do worse in school (β = -.06), and 

who do not feel close to their parents (β = -.02) also report higher delinquency. This is 

evidence that H1 is supported. 
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Figure 2. Baseline (Unmediated) Model 
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Table 5. Standardized Structural Coefficients on Delinquency 
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Table 5. (continued) 
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Table 5. (continued) 
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Table 5. (continued) 
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Table 5. (continued) 

Mediation Analysis Findings 

The first mediated model tests the effects of children’s negative self-feelings on 

the relationship between paternal incarceration and children’s delinquency, net of 

controls. Adding negative self-feelings to the model allows us to begin decomposing the 

relationship between paternal incarceration and children’s delinquency. Figure 3 

includes the negative self-feelings latent variable composed of self-derogation, anxiety, 

and depression. The same control variables are included as in the baseline model in 

Figure 2. 

The Kaplan mediation model is a test of H2: 
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H2: Experiencing paternal incarceration is positively associated with negative 

self-feelings, which increases delinquency in adolescence, net of other risk 

factors. 

The coefficient for the association between incarceration and delinquency has 

been reduced to (β = 0.046). Including negative self-feelings in the model accounts for a 

23 percent reduction in the association between paternal incarceration and delinquency. 

This association remains modest but consistent net of controls. Age (β = 0.18) and 

mother’s binge drinking (β = 0.09) are positively associated with negative self-feelings. 

Lower self-control (β = -0.014) is also associated with negative self-feelings. There is a 

direct association between father’s education (β = -0.029) and delinquency. The path 

through negative self-feelings (β = 0.15) is significant and coefficients are positive in the 

hypothesized direction. The coefficients presented in the box at the bottom of Figure 3 

summarize the direct, indirect, and total effects for the model. The procedures outlined 

by Bollen (1987) were used to calculate these coefficients. This is evidence that H2 is 

supported. 



 

 66 

Figure 3. Kaplan Mediation Model 
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H5: Experiencing paternal incarceration is positively associated with 

happiness, which decreases delinquency in adolescence, net of other risk 

factors. 

H6: Experiencing paternal incarceration is positively associated with anger, 

which increases delinquency in adolescence, net of other risk factors. 

The coefficient for the association between incarceration and delinquency is now 

reduced to (β = 0.035). Including these new mediating variables accounted for 42 

percent of the original association between paternal incarceration and delinquency. Of 

the four variables included in this model, only coefficients for anger and identity are 

significant. Incarceration is associated with increased anger (β = 0.06) and decreased 

identity (β = -0.027). Both anger (β = 0.13) and identity (β = 0.09) are positively 

associated with delinquency. The negative association between father’s education and 

delinquency (β = -0.029) remains. Therefore, there is evidence that H4 and H6 are 

supported but there is not evidence to supported H3 or H5. 
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Figure 4. Giordano Mediation Model 
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0.027). Negative self-feelings (β = 0.15), anger (β = 0.11), and identity (β = 0.08) are all 

associated with delinquency. This provides further evidence that H2, H4, and H6 are 

supported by the data. 

Figure 5. Full Mediation Model 
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The results indicate partial support for the hypothesized mediating pathways between 

paternal incarceration and children’s delinquency. The association between negative 

self-feelings, identity, and anger are all statistically significant and in the hypothesized 

directions. However, the relationship between incarceration and delinquency mediated 

by agency and happiness were not statistically significant. The implications of these and 

other findings will be discussed in Chapter VII. 
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CHAPTER V  

SUBGROUP ANALYSIS 

Subgroup analyses were conducted to get a more complete examination of the 

association between paternal incarceration and delinquency. This analysis allows me to 

test whether the mediating pathways investigated in the previous chapter are contingent 

on characteristics of the child, namely race and gender. 

Mplus implements an option called “grouping” analysis, which allows 

researchers to estimate interactive effects especially when the conditional variables are 

nominal (Muthén and Khoo 1998). Researchers can investigate models of interest across 

multiple groups that are believed to reflect different values of a moderator variable. The 

analyses are conducted with the particular parameters of interest in the models to be 

estimated and constrained to be equal alternately. The χ2 values produced by the models 

with and without constraint are then compared. If the model without constraint has 

significantly reduced χ2 values compared to the model with constraint of equality, it is 

concluded that a significant interactive effect is observed (Muthén and Muthén 2012). 

The grouping option is used in this study to estimate whether the influences of mediating 

variables on delinquent outcomes differ for males and females as well as Whites, Blacks 

and Hispanics.  
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Moderation Analysis 

Race 

To test for racial differences in the measures, a series of models were estimated 

for Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics. This is a test of H7: 

H7: The association of paternal incarceration with delinquency varies by race. 

Initially unconstrained models were specified in which all parameters were freely 

estimated across race. Then, based on the Modification Indices from Mplus, a model 

was estimated in which all factor loadings were constrained to be equal for Whites, 

Blacks, and Hispanics. Table 6 presents the coefficients for these tests. Chi-square 

difference tests were used to compare the fit of each unconstrained model with that of 

the respective constrained model. Table 7 shows the results of goodness of fit indices 

and Chi-square tests. Results indicated that the constrained models did not have 

significantly reduced Chi-square values for any of the models. Consistent with recent 

studies 

(Roettger and Swisher 2011, Wakefield and Wildeman 2011), this is an indication that in 

this data there is no evidence of an interaction effect with race. Therefore, H7 is not 

supported and the association between paternal incarceration and delinquency applies 

equally across racial groups. 
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Table 7. Goodness of Fit Indices and Chi-Square Difference by Race 
Models CFI/TFI RMSEA Chi Square (df) 
White 
   Baseline 0.79/0.75 0.06 387.01 (58) 
   Kaplan 0.72/0.74 0.07 411.99 (69) 
   Giordano 0.77/0.71 0.08 698.03 (87) 
   All 0.76/0.74 0.07 985.02 (161) 

Black 
   Baseline 0.80/0.78 0.07 385.07 (58) 
   Kaplan 0.70/0.73 0.06 402.23 (69) 
   Giordano 0.77/0.73 0.09 697.15 (87) 
   All 0.76/0.75 0.08 983.15 (161) 

Hispanic 
   Baseline 0.77/0.78 0.06 386.09 (58) 
   Kaplan 0.69/0.71 0.07 397.27 (69) 
   Giordano 0.75/0.70 0.08 699.45 (87) 
   All 0.71/0.73 0.08 985.17 (161) 

Gender 

To test for racial differences in the measures, a series of models were estimated 

for males and females separately. This is a test of H8: 

H8: The association of paternal incarceration with delinquency varies by 

gender. 

Initially unconstrained models were specified in which all parameters were freely 

estimated across gender. Then, a model was estimated in which all factor loadings were 

constrained to be equal for males and females. Table 8 provides the coefficients for these 

tests.  
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Chi-square difference tests were used to compare the fit of each unconstrained 

model with that of the respective constrained model. Table 9 presents the model fit 

indices and Chi-square results. The results indicated that the constrained models did 

have significantly reduced Chi-square values. This is an indication that H8 is supported. 

In other words, there is evidence of interactive effect of gender on the association 

between paternal incarceration and delinquency. 

Based on these findings, I conducted subsequent analyses separately for males 

and females. For males, the partial mediation model (Figure 6) provides the best fit for 

the data on delinquency. It may be observed that there is a chi-square difference of 85.89 

(p < .05) between models shown in Figures 6 and 5 for males. The direct association 

between incarceration and delinquency (β = 0.029) is significant. Contrary to the full 

mediation model (Figure 5), the relationships between paternal incarceration and 

delinquency are not fully mediated by all of the social psychological mediators. The 

pathway through negative self-feelings (β = 0.16) remains significant, as does the 

pathway through anger (β = 0.09). Negative self-feelings (β = 0.13) and anger (β = 0.08) 

are both positively associated with delinquency. 
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Figure 6. Boys Only 
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with identity (β = -0.025). Both negative self-feelings (β = 0.13) and identity (β = 0.08) 

are positively associated with delinquency. 

 
 
 
Figure 7. Girls Only 
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Table 9. Goodness of Fit Indices and Chi-Square Difference by Gender 
Models CFI/TFI RMSEA Chi Square (df) 
Males    
   Baseline 0.84/0.89 0.12 413.19 (53)** 
   Kaplan 0.86/0.84 0.11 414.55 (60)** 
   Giordano 0.87/0.84 0.10 724.36 (93)** 
   All 0.90/0.91 0.02 1055.53 (175)* 

    
Females    
   Baseline 0.86/0.87 0.11 411.67 (53)** 
   Kaplan 0.88/0.90 0.07 413.67 (60)** 
   Giordano 0.87/0.88 0.10 721.34 (93)** 
   All 0.91/0.91 0.06 1054.09 (175)* 
*p < .05 **p < .01    

 
 
 

To summarize, models analyzing the moderating effect of race did not yield the 

hypothesized results. The Chi-square difference tests indicated that the models apply 

equally to children of different races. Models analyzing the moderating effect of gender 

did yield results in support of the hypothesized relationship. The Chi-square difference 

tests demonstrated support for an interactive effect of gender. Specifically it was 

demonstrated that negative self-feelings mediates the association between paternal 

incarceration and delinquency for both boys and girls. However, anger is only a 

significant mechanism for boys and identity is only a significant mechanism for girls. 

The implications of these and other substantive findings are discussed in the next 

chapter. 
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CHAPTER VI  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Summary of Results and Future Research Plans 

The main goal of this dissertation was to determine if an association exists 

between paternal incarceration and their children’s delinquency. A secondary goal was 

to determine whether parental incarceration leads to deleterious outcomes for their 

children. The final goal was to investigate the potential mechanisms by which paternal 

incarceration influences their children’s delinquent outcomes. 

With respect to the first goal, the analysis supports the claim that children’s 

delinquency is associated experiencing paternal incarceration, net of other relevant 

factors that precede both delinquency and paternal incarceration. With respect to the 

second goal, children who experienced paternal incarceration are worse off than 

similarly situated peers who did not experience paternal incarceration. And finally, the 

analyses suggest that paternal incarceration is associated with children’s delinquency 

through a variety of mechanisms including negative self-feelings, identity, and anger. 

Also noteworthy, the results indicate evidence that some of these mechanisms are 

generic across gender and some are gender specific (Hagan and Foster 2003; Foster 

2012). Though none of this work with observational data can approximate a controlled 

experiment, the results are remarkably consistent across models. In every model paternal 

incarceration was associated with increasing delinquency. Though none of this work 

with observational data can approximate a controlled experiment, the results are 
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remarkably consistent across models. In every model paternal incarceration was 

associated with increasing delinquency.  

A growing number of large-scale, quantitative studies are focusing on the effects 

of parental incarceration. Prior qualitative studies have been invaluable for developing 

the concepts necessary to test the most likely mechanisms responsible for deleterious 

effects. Still, very few studies have overcome the significant methodological difficulty of 

selection bias. Many of the datasets used are unable to disaggregate the effects of 

parental incarceration on children from the significant disadvantages these children face 

prior to the incarceration event. While the findings presented here do not make a case for 

causality, several methodological issues outlined in the existing body of literature have 

been addressed. Therefore a case can be made that the association between paternal 

incarceration and children’s delinquency is quite robust. 

The results also support the hypothesized relationship between incarceration and 

delinquency, via the mediating effects of negative-self feelings. The link between 

negative self-feelings and deviant adaptations is informed by a general theory of deviant 

adaptations to self-derotation (Kaplan 1975, 1980, 1986). According to Kaplan’s general 

theory of deviant behavior (1980), the experience of negative self-feelings motivates one 

to reduce negative feelings and restore self-esteem. In the absence of effective 

conventional patterns, the person adopts deviant patterns that have the potential for 

avoiding, attacking, or substituting new deviant patterns for the conventional patterns 

that generated the distressful self-rejecting feelings (Kaplan 1975, 1980, 1986; Kaplan 

and Johnson 2001; Kaplan, Martin and Johnson 1986; Rosenberg and Kaplan 1982; 
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Rosenberg, Schooler and Schoenbach 1989). Thus, the experience of negative self-

feelings resulting from a father’s incarceration has salience during adolescence. 

There is a long tradition of studying parent-child relationships and adolescent 

delinquency. However, the association between incarcerated parent-child relationships 

and delinquency during adolescence is less well understood (Johnson et al. 2011). 

Identity in this study primarily focused on identity’s content areas rather than on global 

evaluative dimensions such as self-esteem or self-efficacy. As Matsueda (1992) 

demonstrated, those who believe that others see them as delinquents or troublemakers 

were more likely to evidence higher levels of delinquency, even after the initial levels of 

delinquency had been taken into account. The result supporting the hypothesized 

relationship between incarceration and delinquency, via the mediating effects of identity, 

is an important finding. It supports the view that identity issues are a more dominant 

preoccupation for young people trying to avoid a replay of their parents’ problem 

lifestyles. Although this study does not provide enough evidence to completely unpack 

this relationship, this seems to be a significant source of stress in these children’s lives. 

Giordano’s (2010) symbolic interactionist perspective also highlights that emotions are 

an important dimension of the self’s content. This idea is supported by this study by 

demonstrating that anger mediates the association between paternal incarceration and 

delinquency. It has been suggested that the angry self has meaning, incorporating aspects 

of social experiences, past circumstances, and emotional attitude taking into an imagined 

future (Giordano et al. 2007). The angry self can, for example, take care of itself in new 

and potentially frightening social situations. During adolescence, delinquent acts come 
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to be associated with excitement or thrills (Giordano et al. 2007). Yet this heightened 

positive emotionality can be difficult to sustain, and for those with chronic patterns of 

delinquency, may be left with later feelings of sadness and regret. This relationship may 

be more complex than the evidence in this study can explain, but negative emotions may 

directly inhibit the actor’s ability to see a way out or make a concrete move away from 

delinquency. This was the first quantitative investigating operationalized scales of the 

qualitatively derived theoretical concepts developed by Giordano and colleagues 

(Giordano 2010).  

Consistent with recent studies (Braman 2002, Giordano 2010, Wakefield and 

Wildeman 2011), the results indicate a father’s incarceration has similar associations 

with delinquency for White, Black, and Hispanic adolescents. Thus, the findings suggest 

that a father’s incarceration places children similarly “at risk” for increased delinquency, 

regardless of race. Similar to recent work in the area (Foster and Hagan 2013, Wildeman 

2010), these findings also provide some evidence that mass imprisonment may 

contribute to a system of stratification based on child’s gender. One possible explanation 

for the findings that boy’s delinquency is mediated by anger and girl’s delinquency is 

mediated by identity is that expressions of emotion can be gendered by parental controls 

and role expectations (Hagan and Foster 2003). This could result in females internalizing 

their distress in their identity and allow males to further externalize their distress through 

anger. Robins and Martin (1993) similarly suggest that differences in styles of deviant 

expression result from socialization experiences for males and females. 
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While this research demonstrates that the average effect of paternal 

imprisonment is harmful, much remains to be done. First, though the effects of paternal 

imprisonment are overwhelmingly negative for the average child, qualitative research is 

needed to determine the characteristics that may reduce or exacerbate this effect and the 

magnitude of the estimates is relatively small. Obtaining data that has more information 

on the reasons behind incarceration (such as crime type or a more detailed measure of 

criminal history) would significantly advance the research presented here and provide a 

more realistic point estimate of the effect of incarceration on children’s delinquency. 

Lacking these data, we are left with a number of hypotheses regarding mediating or 

conditioning factors and fewer avenues with which to explore them.  

Second, because of the small number of children with a mother incarcerated in 

the dataset, the effects of maternal incarceration were not assessed in this dissertation. 

Yet, research and theory suggest that maternal incarceration may have very different 

effects on children. Unlike the first problem raised above, more data on maternal 

incarceration has recently become available. While not analyzed here, I would like to 

include maternal incarceration data collection in my future research plans. 

Finally, while this dissertation examines the effect of paternal incarceration on 

delinquency during childhood and adolescence, I would like to introduce longitudinal 

data analysis with the remaining two waves of second-generation data. I plan to explore 

the effect of paternal incarceration on children’s contact with the criminal justice system 

and subsequent incarceration. I would also like to explore several other outcome 

variables, such as educational, economic, and familial outcomes. 
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Limitations 

Although the present study has yielded findings that have theoretical 

implications, its design is not without flaws. The first limitation concerns my assessment 

of the Giordano neo-median constructs. The measure of agency used by this research 

does not reflect how the child aligns with certain family members more than others; 

rather it reflects the individual’s conception of being a person who is more or less 

constrained by their family in general. Only these items were available in the dataset and 

thus the construct validity might therefore be lower than one would hope for. It is also 

important to point out that the happiness measures were quite limited.  

Another limitation has to do with the issue of timing. The G1T7 survey was 

collected from 1993-1998. The G2T1 survey was collected from 1993-2003. The timing 

and nature of how questions were asked make it difficult to fully capture paternal 

imprisonment as a family event. One issue deals with the circumstances surrounding the 

incarceration. The data does not provide any context about the type of crime or duration 

of the incarceration. Nor is there any information about the family relationship during 

this period. Another issue has to do with the timing of the outcome measure. The 

question is phrased to gauge when the child was doing these behaviors most, how often 

were they doing them. It would be ideal to have a measure of delinquency before and 

after the incarceration during childhood and adolescence in order to better assess the 

impact of the incarceration. Also, the significance of the effect during late adolescence 

might have to do with children being aware of the incarceration. Future research will 

address whether this is due to adolescent experiences or lagged effects. 
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Finally, the measures related to child educational performance and temperament 

are all measured subjectively from the child’s point of view. It would be preferable to 

have official grade point average data but those school records were not available during 

the analysis of this study. In reference to the temperament measures, there is something 

to be said about the child’s perception of parent, teacher, and peer attitudes towards 

them. However it would be ideal to have firsthand measures as well. Hence this study 

has an exploratory component to it that can be used to guide future data collection efforts 

and study designs.  

Conclusion and Policy Implications 

The results of this dissertation emphasize the importance of incorporating social 

psychological theory in a criminological context. It is clear that the drastic growth in the 

U.S. prison population has collateral consequences not only for individuals, but also for 

their families and communities in which they live. It is of the utmost importance to 

acknowledge these complex relationships when formulating policies and programs to 

address the needs of the formerly incarcerated and their significant others. It may very 

well be the case that those needs come into conflict with one another. It is also important 

to note that these findings may not generalize to all policy environments. The children in 

this study were at least 11 years of age and are all from the Houston metropolitan area. 

The experiences of rural children or younger children may be very different and those 

children may have different programmatic needs.  
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Interventions should be designed for children that decrease the link between 

paternal incarceration and delinquency. This can be done, in part, by changing the 

negative self-feelings for boys and girls as a consequence of the incarceration. The 

research presented here can only demonstrate that paternal incarceration is stressful for 

children; it cannot present evidence on whether children would be better off with more 

or less contact with their incarcerated fathers. It does suggest, however, that the answer 

to this question will vary substantially across children at different developmental life 

stages. It is equally important to note that programming designed to help families 

experiencing paternal incarceration must develop a better understanding of the protective 

factors that lead to resilience for children. For instance, future studies that seek to inform 

policy should not disrupt or attempt to replace the positive role models or custodial 

relationships that develop in the absence of an incarcerated father. If the issue is to be 

framed as a matter of child well being it is imperative that the child’s positive 

development is paramount. 
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