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This study examined different types of longitudinal associations (i.e., directional links and overlapping
developmental changes) between children’s delinquency and the quality of parent–child relationships
from middle childhood to late adolescence. We used 10-wave interview data of 503 boys, their primary
caregivers, and their teachers. Our first aim was to unravel the direction of effects between parent–child
relationships and children’s offending. Cross-lagged panel models revealed bidirectional links over time
between poorer quality parent–child relationships and boys’ offending across late childhood (age 7–10),
early adolescence (age 10–13) and middle adolescence (age 13–16). Second, we examined the associ-
ations between mean changes in delinquency, on the one hand, and mean changes in relationship quality,
on the other hand. Although parent–child relationships improved during childhood, their quality
decreased in early adolescence and remained stable in middle adolescence. Delinquency increased only
in middle adolescence. In five out of six models, the slope factors of relationship quality and offending
were strongly correlated, indicating that stronger increases in delinquency were associated with stronger
decreases in parent–child relationship quality across childhood, early adolescence, and middle adoles-
cence. The discussion focuses on the theoretical implications of these two types of longitudinal
associations.
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A vast number of youths engage in delinquent acts from child-
hood into adolescence. Many scholars have theorized that a poor
parent–child relationship is a risk factor for the development of
delinquency both in childhood and adolescence (e.g., Glueck &
Glueck, 1950; Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; Loeber & Dishion,
1983; Patterson & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1984; Sampson & Laub,
1993). For instance, social control theory (Hirschi, 1969) posits
that delinquents are relatively free from the commitments to
school, and intimate attachments to peers and parents, that bind
most people to a life within the law. When tempted to commit a
delinquent act, thinking about parents’ responses may inhibit chil-
dren from actually becoming delinquent. The quality of parent–

child relationships thus plays a major role in children’s delin-
quency. Parent– child relationship quality may also affect
delinquency more indirectly, however. Specific parenting practices
such as parental monitoring and control may fail to have the
desired positive effect on children’s wellbeing in lower-quality
relationships, due to children’s lower receptivity to socialization
initiatives (Baumrind, 1991; Darling & Steinberg, 1993) and chil-
dren’s lack of willingness to disclose relevant information to
parents (Keijsers, Branje, Frijns, Finkenauer, & Meeus, 2010;
Kerr, Stattin, & Trost, 1999). There is, moreover, ample empirical
evidence that delinquent children and adolescents have poorer
relationships with parents (e.g., Dishion & McMahon, 1998; Ho-
eve et al., 2009; Keijsers, Frijns, Branje, & Meeus, 2009; Laird,
Pettit, Bates, & Dodge, 2003; Loeber & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1986;
Meeus, Branje, & Overbeek, 2004; Patterson & Stouthamer-
Loeber, 1984).

Nevertheless, the socialization of children into well-behaved
individuals may not be adequately understood as a solely unidi-
rectional phenomenon, with parents affecting their children. In-
stead, socialization may be best understood as a reciprocal, inter-
active process. Under such a conceptualization, both parents and
children are active agents and children’s misbehavior has the
potential to evoke inadequate parenting (Bell, 1968; Kuczynski &
Parkin, 2007; Maccoby, 2007). With respect to the development of
delinquency, perhaps the most influential work in this vein is
Patterson’s coercive family theory. This viewpoint proposes that
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young children’s disobedience and misbehavior may initiate feed-
back loops, consisting of reciprocal negative influences of parents
and children upon one another, resulting in deteriorating parent–
child relationships and increasing child misbehaviors and delin-
quency (e.g., Granic & Patterson, 2006; Patterson, Bank, & Stool-
miller, 1990). The longitudinal relation between poor parent–child
relationships and delinquency from middle childhood to adoles-
cence may thus be understood in terms of a reciprocal process, in
which poorer parent–child relationships precede higher levels of
delinquency, and in which engagement in delinquency evokes
parenting of poorer quality, in turn (review: Lytton, 1990). In the
longer run, these reciprocal relative influences may lead to over-
lapping, mean-level developmental changes in relationship quality
and offending. For example, the increase of a child’s delinquency
during adolescence may be steeper when the deterioration of his
parent–child relationship during adolescence is more pronounced.

Because it is still unclear as to how the linkages between
parent–child relationships and offending unfold during children’s
development, two types of longitudinal associations will be studied
in the present paper. This study takes a bidirectional perspective on
parent–child socialization, and thus the first aim is to test whether
parent–child relationships affect subsequent offending, whether
offending affects subsequent parent– child relationships, or
whether both influences occur, simultaneously in a bidirectional
fashion. The second aim is to examine the overlapping develop-
mental changes in parent–child relationships and changes in de-
linquency. That is, we will test whether the rate of mean-level
changes in parent–child relationships are linked to the rate of
mean-level changes in children’s delinquency.

Bidirectional Longitudinal Effects Between Parent-Child
Relationships and Delinquency

Empirical studies from an interactional and bidirectional per-
spective have generally supported the idea that parent–child rela-
tionships and child problem behaviors affect each other in a
reciprocal nature (e.g., Arim, Dahinten, Marshall, & Shapka, 2011;
Branje, Hale, & Meeus, 2008; Keijsers, Branje, Van der Valk, &
Meeus, 2010; Patterson et al., 1990; Stewart, Simons, Conger, &
Scaramella, 2002; Stice & Barrera, 1995; Willoughby & Hamza,
2010). Such effects have been demonstrated both in middle child-
hood and in adolescence (Pardini, Fite, & Burke, 2008). That is,
not only may poor parent–child relationships precede children’s
engagement in delinquency, but children’s delinquent behavior
may also negatively affect the quality of the parent–child relation-
ship over time.

Distinct changes occur in children’s lives and the relationships
with their parents from middle childhood to adolescence, however,
and the reciprocal associations between parent–child relationships
and offending may therefore vary by age. As children enter high
school, hanging around with friends and peers becomes a more
preferable way of spending leisure time than being at home with
their parents (Berndt, 1982; Brown, 2004). As a result, an increas-
ing number of hours of adolescents’ daily lives are consumed by
activities that go unsupervised by parents (Csikszentmihalyi, Rat-
hunde, & Whalen, 1993; Keijsers et al., 2009; Larson, Richards,
Moneta, Holmbeck, & Duckett, 1996; Patterson & Stouthamer-
Loeber, 1984). In addition, parental authority and the legitimacy of
parental involvement and decision making decrease during the

adolescent years (Smetana, 1988), with teenagers desiring and
claiming an increasing say in their personal lives, behaviors, and
activities (Bosma et al., 1996; Smetana & Asquith, 1994). Given
these expansions of children’s social worlds, and the declining
authority of parents in adolescence, it might be that parent–child
relationships affect children’s problem behaviors more profoundly
during childhood than during adolescence (Loeber, Slot, &
Stouthamer-Loeber, 2008; Patterson, DeBaryshe, & Ramsey,
1989; Reid & Patterson, 1989). Monitoring of adolescents’ where-
abouts and friendships becomes increasingly important for pre-
venting problem behaviors (Reid & Patterson, 1989), however, and
monitoring may only be effective in families with high levels of
involvement, low levels of coercion, and high levels of support
(Dishion & McMahon, 1998; Keijsers, Branje, Van der Valk et al.,
2010; Keijsers et al., 2009; Kerr et al., 1999) — hence, in higher-
quality relationships. As such, it could also be that parent–child
relationships and delinquency remain bidirectionally linked during
adolescence.

Empirical studies do not give consistent results with regard to
the age-dependent reciprocal association between parent–child
relationships and offending. Some studies seem to confirm the idea
that associations between parenting and offending are stronger in
childhood than in adolescence (meta-analysis: Hoeve et al., 2009).
Others, however, have stressed that the quality of parent–child
interactions remains predictive of offending in adolescent years,
and that monitoring-related qualities of the parent–child relation-
ship and parental involvement, in particular, may be more strongly
related to problem behaviors in adolescence than in childhood
(Fite, Colder, Lochman, & Wells, 2006; Frick, Christian, & Woot-
ton, 1999; Keijsers, Branje, Van der Valk et al., 2010; Kerr &
Stattin, 2000; Laird et al., 2003; Pardini et al., 2008). There is a
relative paucity of studies comparing the strength of reciprocal
longitudinal effects between the quality of parent–child relation-
ships and delinquency in different age periods. The first aim of the
current study is to examine whether reciprocal linkages between
the quality of parent–child relationships and children’s offending
are present in, and differ between, the periods of middle childhood,
early adolescence, and middle adolescence.

Developmental Linkages Between Parent-Child
Relationships and Delinquency

Although the aforementioned studies examining these relative
longitudinal effects have enhanced our understanding of poten-
tially mutual associations between poorer parent–child relation-
ships and delinquency, they do not reveal anything about the
absolute level of offending or relationship quality over time (Con-
ger, Lorenz, & Wickrama, 2004). Coercive family process theory
(Granic & Patterson, 2006) also explicitly describes the co-
occurring, mean-level developmental changes in family relation-
ships and offending that may result from negative reciprocal
influences between children and their parents. Studying these
overlapping developmental processes can provide valuable infor-
mation about the downward spiral that can occur when the level of
delinquency increases and the quality of parent–child relationships
decreases (Granic & Patterson, 2006).

Previous studies have shown that mean-level developmental
changes occur both in parent–child relationships and in delin-
quency. Empirical findings have demonstrated a normally occur-
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ring pattern of changes in parent–child relationships: Parent-child
communication decreases during the adolescent years and parents
become less knowledgeable on their child’s leisure time activities
over time (Keijsers, Branje, Frijns et al., 2010; Keijsers et al.,
2009; Laird et al., 2003; Loeber et al., 2000; Masche, 2010;
Smetana, Crean, & Daddis, 2002). It is therefore not surprising that
the quality of the parent–child relationship (temporarily) decreases
in middle and late adolescence (De Goede, Branje, & Meeus,
2009; Loeber et al., 2000). In addition to these changing family
dynamics, many youths engage in delinquent acts during their
adolescent years (Moffitt, 1993). Delinquent acts peak sharply
around age 16, and drop precipitously in young adulthood (i.e., an
age-crime curve takes place; e.g., Farrington, 1986; Loeber, Far-
rington, Stouthamer-Loeber, & Raskin White, 2008; Sampson &
Laub, 1993; Tremblay & Nagin, 2005).

Much less is known about the association between these mean-
level developmental changes in parent–child relationships and the
development of juvenile delinquency (Granic & Patterson, 2006).
The majority of empirical studies examining such associations
have focused on the development of delinquency, and have pre-
dicted it from parent–child relationships measured at one occasion
(e.g., Deković, Buist, & Reitz, 2004; Duncan, Duncan, & Strycker,
2000; Galambos, Barker, & Almeida, 2003; Jang, 1999). Such a
strategy holds the implicit assumption that parent–child relation-
ships are stable. Studies linking mean-level development of delin-
quency to mean-level development of parenting are more scarce.
Two studies on adolescents have shown that a stronger decline of
parental knowledge (Laird et al., 2003) and a stronger decline of
adolescent disclosure (Keijsers et al., 2009) are related to stronger
increases in adolescent delinquency. We are not aware, however,
of studies testing these correlated mean-level developmental
changes between offending and the quality of the parent–child
relationship, nor of studies testing this across the span of childhood
and adolescence. The second aim of the current study is therefore
to address these issues.

The Present Study

Taken together, the aims of the current study are twofold. First,
we take an interactional and bidirectional perspective to examine
the longitudinal directionality of effects between offending and
parent–child relationships. We expect to find T1 associations
between poorer parent–child relationships and delinquency. We
also predict bidirectional longitudinal effects, with relatively
poorer parenting preceding relatively higher levels of delinquency,
and relatively higher levels of delinquency preceding poorer par-
enting. Second, we examine whether there is an overlap between
the mean-level development of offending and the mean-level de-
velopment of parent–child relationship quality. We hypothesize
significant associations between stronger changes toward higher
levels of delinquency and stronger changes toward poorer parent–
child relationship quality. For both research aims, we will study
differences between middle childhood, early adolescence and mid-
dle adolescence. Moreover, because parents and adolescent chil-
dren may live in the same environment but in separate realities
(Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1984), the present study uses reports
on parent–child relationships from the perspective of both boys
and parents.

Method

Sample

This study uses data from the Pittsburgh Youth Study, a large
ongoing longitudinal study on inner-city boys. Three cohorts of
boys in Grade 1, 4, and 7 were screened on antisocial behavior.
Based on a composite score of parental, teacher, and participant
information, 30% most antisocial boys were identified as high-risk
and the remainder as lower risk (see for a detailed description of
this procedure: Loeber, Farrington, Stouthamer-Loeber, & Van
Kammen, 1998).

The current study is based on data of the youngest cohort (n �
503; 256 high risk and 247 lower risk). At the first follow-up, four
months after the screening, the average age of participants was 6.9
years. Just over half of this sample was African American (57.8%),
and the remainder was Caucasian. The primary caretaker, the
persons who claimed to have main responsibility for the boy, was
almost exclusively female (96.8%; of which 92.2% was the bio-
logical mother).1 Demographics of this sample were representative
for the school sample it was drawn from (Loeber et al., 1998).

Procedure

Data collection took place by interviewing the primary care-
taker, boy, and teacher. The first eight follow-ups were done at
6-month intervals, and the subsequent six assessments were done
with an annual time interval. For the purpose of consistency of
presentation, half-year waves were merged into yearly scores in
the present study, leading to 10 annual waves of delinquency and
parent–child relationship quality (age 7 to 16). The cooperation
rate throughout the study was high (average 82.3%; and 83.2% on
the final assessment; Loeber et al., 2002).

Measures

The General Delinquency Seriousness Classification (Loeber et
al., 1998), based on combined reports of parents (CBCL, Lifetime
scale), teacher (TRF), and the child itself (SRA or SRD) was used
to classify delinquent behaviors into four levels: Level 0 repre-
sented absence of delinquency; Level 1 consisted of minor delin-
quency at home, such as minor vandalism and stealing at home, or
minor delinquency outside home, such as minor vandalism and fire
setting with insignificant damage, or shoplifting; Level 2 was
comprised of moderately serious delinquent acts, including pick
pocketing, stealing from a car, using illegal checks, and carrying
weapons; Level 3 represented serious delinquency, including mur-
der, rape, robbery, and selling hard drugs; and two or more serious
level 3-offenses were assessed as level 4. Boys were classified as
belonging to the category matching the most serious delinquent act
they had committed in the last year, and 6-month waves were
combined by placing a youth at the highest level attained across
the two waves (for a more detailed description, see Loeber, Far-
rington et al., 2008). Previous studies have shown adequate psy-
chometric properties and predictive validity of this measure (Far-
rington, Loeber, Stouthamer-Loeber, Van Kammen, & Schmidt,

1 When fathers were the primary caretaker, boys’ reports on fathers were
included in the scale-score.
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1996; Loeber, Farrington et al., 2008). One-year stabilities ranged
between .36 and .54 (see also Appendix 1).

Parent-child relationship quality. Using the relationship
with primary caretaker questionnaire (Stouthamer-Loeber, Loeber,
Wei, Farrington, & Wikstrom, 2002), the affective quality of the
parent–child relationship was assessed in terms of negative and
positive aspects of the relation. Boys filled in 13 items (e.g., “How
often have you liked being your mother’s/ father’s child?”) and
parents 16 items (e.g., “How often have you enjoyed spending time
with your son?”). Answers were rated on a 3-point Likert scale:
1 � Almost never, 2 � Sometimes, and 3 � Often, and were
recoded so that higher levels represent poorer relationship quality.
Internal consistency of this scale was high in the current study
(ranging between � � .83 and � � .90 for parental reports and
between � � .73 and � � .87 for children’s reports). Previous
studies have shown that this scale has adequate construct and
convergent validity in the prediction of delinquency (e.g., Hoeve et
al., 2008; Stouthamer-Loeber et al., 2002). One-year stabilities
ranged between .46 and .82 (see also Appendix 1). Correlations
between reports of children and parents ranged between .12 and
.34 (p � .05).

Analyses

Our first aim was to test the (bi)directional associations over
time between poor parent–child relationships and offending. To
this end, we tested cross-lagged panel models, including relative
stability, correlated changes, and cross-lagged effects (Kline,
2005). To test for age differences, we constrained the correlated
changes and cross-lagged effects to be equal across time intervals
(i.e., 7–10, 10–13, and 13–16 years) and compared the fit of such
a constrained model with an unconstrained one. Our second re-
search aim was to test associations between mean-level changes in
parent–child relationship quality and mean-level changes in delin-
quency. For this purpose, we used univariate latent growth curve
modeling to examine the mean-level changes in offending and the
mean-level changes in parent–child relationship quality, per age
interval (i.e., 7–10, 10–13, and 13–16 years). We then used mul-
tivariate latent growth curve modeling (Duncan, Duncan, Strycker,
Li, & Alpert, 1999) to examine whether these developmental

changes were linked to each other. In these models, links between
relationships and offending are evaluated at the level of the growth
trajectories, as a whole, and not at the level of the repeated
measures from one time point to the next, as is done in cross-
lagged panel models. Age differences were tested by examining
the overlap in confidence intervals of the correlation between
changes in delinquency and relationship quality. In all models,
missing data were included in model estimations using an EM
algorithm (Allison, 2003). All models were analyzed separately for
parent-reports and boys’ reports of relationship quality.

Results

Reciprocal Effects

Descriptive statistics and correlations, on which the structural
equation models are based, are presented in Table 1. The full
correlation matrix can be found in Appendix 1. To test whether
bidirectional linkages existed between poor parent–child relation-
ships and offending, we examined a cross-lagged panel models.
We first tested whether the cross-lagged effects and/or correlated
change varied between childhood, early adolescence and middle
adolescence, but did not find such age effects. That is, freely
estimating the cross-lagged effects per age group did not improve
the fit of a model in which the cross-lagged effects were con-
strained to be invariant across age groups: child-reported: ��2 �
5.69, df � 4, p � .16; parent-reported: ��2 � 4.73, df � 4, p �
.36. The same was found for correlated changes: child-reported:
��2 � 2.56, df � 2, p � .28; parent-reported: ��2 � 3.98, df �
2, p � .14. Two models ranging from age 7 to 16, with correlated
changes and cross-lagged effects constrained across time, were
thus reported. As presented in Table 2, these models had good
model fit statistics.

In line with our expectations, there were significant T1 associ-
ations between poorer parent–child relationship quality and higher
levels of offending in these models (rchild � .23, p � .001;
rparent � .31, p � .001). These associations were also found at each
subsequent measurement wave (i.e., correlated changes ranged
between .05 and .14, p � .001).

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Measurement

1. Offending (multi-
informant)

2. Bad relationship
quality (parent)

3. Bad relationship
quality (child) Correlations

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 1.-2. 1.-3. 2.-3.

Age 7 0.62 0.69 22.52 4.39 18.33 3.53 .31�� .23�� .12��

Age 8 0.57 0.67 22.45 4.68 17.79 3.46 .26�� .24�� .18��

Age 9 0.55 0.67 22.38 4.82 17.58 3.57 .37�� .22�� .17��

Age 10 0.68 0.87 22.14 4.98 17.45 3.57 .33�� .21�� .14��

Age 11 0.71 0.92 22.50 5.42 17.74 4.23 .29�� .27�� .19��

Age 12 0.74 0.96 22.55 5.50 18.50 4.24 .23�� .29�� .17��

Age 13 0.84 1.03 22.75 5.88 19.05 4.37 .31�� .26�� .20��

Age 14 0.83 1.08 22.26 5.64 19.22 4.31 .33�� .26�� .20��

Age 15 0.83 1.07 22.35 5.69 19.41 4.54 .27�� .34�� .28��

Age 16 0.75 1.10 22.27 5.75 19.07 4.32 .34�� .23�� .34��

Note. The informant is indicated between parentheses.
� p � .05. �� p � .01.
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With respect to the longitudinal cross-lagged effects between
poor parent–child relationships and delinquency, clear bidirec-
tional effects were found. Both for mothers’ and for boys’ re-
sponses, and across the different developmental periods, poorer
parent–child relationship quality preceded higher relative levels of
delinquency one year later (range of effects: � � .04 - .07, p �
.001), and higher levels of delinquency also preceded relatively
poorer parent–child relationships (range of effects: � � .06 - .13,
p � .001).

Inspection of the 95%-confidence intervals of the unstandardized
values revealed slightly stronger T1 associations with parent-reported
data, but no significant differences between the parent- and child-
reported longitudinal cross-lagged effects or correlated changes.
Hence, significant and bidirectional cross-lagged effects between poor
parent–child relationships and children’s delinquency were found for
children, early adolescents, and middle adolescents, with different
informants. Figure 1 presents these significant bidirectional longitu-
dinal associations for both informants.

Overlapping Development

The second aim of this study was to examine whether mean-
level developmental processes in offending overlapped signifi-
cantly with mean-level development of parent–child relationships.
Therefore, we first examined the univariate development of of-
fending, and of parent–child relationship quality, between age 7 to
16 (see Table 3 for growth factors). Figure 2 shows an overall

increase in seriousness of delinquency between age 10 and 13,
followed by stabilization at this higher level between age 13 and
16. Figures 3 and 4 show the development of parent–child rela-
tionships according to boys and their primary caretakers. Between
ages 7–10, boys and parents both reported that their relationship
improved. This was followed by a decreasing quality between ages
10–13, and stabilization between ages 13–16. Although there was
significant change in the perception of the parent–child relation-
ships for both parents and boys, boys’ reports generally revealed
more pronounced changes.

These mean-level growth factors of offending and parent–child
relationships were then correlated in multivariate latent growth
models, to test for the overlapping developmental changes between
poor parent–child relationships and delinquency. Table 4 displays
these correlations. For both reporters, and for each age group, we
found significant associations between the intercepts of delin-
quency and intercepts of parent– child relationship quality
(rparents � .45–.52, p � .001; rchildren � .42–.48, p � .001),
showing that poorer parent–child relationships at ages 7, 10, and
13 related moderately strongly to higher involvement in delin-
quency at ages 7, 10, and 13, respectively.

Additionally, and in line with our hypotheses, slope factors were
strongly correlated in five out of six models (rparents � .51–.68,
p � .05; rchildren � .60–.79, p � .05), indicating that stronger
increases in delinquency are associated with stronger deterioration
of parent–child relationships. In the child-reported model for mid-

Figure 1. Significant bidirectional effects and concurrent associations in cross-lagged panel model including
either parent- or child-reported bad relationship quality and offending between ages 7 and 16.

Table 2
Standardized Parameter Estimates of Cross-Lagged Panel Models Including Bad Relationship
Quality and Offending

Parameter Parent-reports Child-reports

T1 associations
T1 bad relationship 7 T1 offending .31��� .23���

Cross-lagged effects
T bad relationship 3 T � 1 offending .04–.06��� .05–.07���

T offending 3 T � 1 bad relationship .10–.13��� .06–.08���

Correlated change
T bad relationship 7 T offending .05–.10��� .07–.14���

Note. All values indicate the range of standardized effects (�s) across childhood, early adolescence, and middle
adolescence. These models also included one and 2-year stability, but these values are not displayed. Models fit
statistics revealed good model fit for both models: CFI � .97; TLI � .96; RMSEA � .04. These results are
graphically presented in Figure 1.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.

882 KEIJSERS, LOEBER, BRANJE, AND MEEUS



dle adolescents, this slope-slope association was marginally sig-
nificant (rchildren � .37, p � .08). Inspection of 95% confidence
intervals around the unstandardized values revealed no significant
differences between the slope-slope associations of the different
models, indicating that these associations were invariant across
childhood, early adolescence, and middle adolescence, and also
invariant across reporters.

To summarize, in addition to the reciprocal influences between
poorer parenting and higher relative levels of offending that were
found with cross-lagged panel modeling, we also found that the
developmental changes toward poorer parent–child relationships
and changes toward higher levels of delinquency were signifi-
cantly associated.

Discussion

Poor parent–child relationships have been a key component in
theories on the etiology of delinquency for several decades
(Glueck & Glueck, 1950; Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; Patterson
& Reid, 1982; Sampson & Laub, 1993), and empirical findings
give consistent support for this notion (e.g., Dishion & McMahon,
1998; Hoeve et al., 2009; Keijsers, Branje, Van der Valk et al.,

2010; Loeber & Dishion, 1983; Loeber & Stouthamer-Loeber,
1986; Patterson & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1984). Nevertheless, it is
still not clear how the association between poor parent–child
relationships and delinquency unfolds over time. Coercive family
process theory (Granic & Patterson, 2006; Patterson & Reid, 1982;
Reid & Patterson, 1989) suggests that negative day-to-day inter-
actions are reflected in an overtime pattern, consisting of circular
causality with parents and children negatively and bidirectionally
affecting one another. These ongoing family dynamics then am-
plify the overlapping developmental changes toward increasing
problem behaviors and decreasing quality of the relationship, in
the long run. Hence, two types of longitudinal associations may be
observed. The first type is reciprocal causality, in which poor
parent–child relationships precede delinquency and delinquency
precedes poorer relationships. The second type concerns overlap-
ping mean-level developmental changes, in which changes in
relationship quality and delinquency co-occur over the course of
development. This longitudinal study extends the existing litera-
ture by examining both types of longitudinal associations between
parent–child relationships and offending, using data covering an
age-range from middle childhood (age 7) to middle adolescence
(age 16).

Figure 2. Development of boys’ offending between ages 7 and 16.

Table 3
Univariate Growth of Bad Relationship Quality and Delinquency in Childhood, Early Adolescence, and Middle Adolescence

Model

Mean level Mean change

Age 7 Age 10 Age 13 Age 7–10 Age 10–13 Age 13–16

Offending (multi-informant) 0.59 0.67 0.85 .00 .05�� �.02
Bad relationship quality (child) 18.20 17.39 19.14 �.27�� .53��� .03
Bad relationship quality (parent) 22.55 22.18 22.64 �.14� .21��� �.09

Note. Using univariate growth models we estimated the level at age 7, 10 and 13 and linear change over each age period (positive slope values indicate
an increase and negative values a decrease). Values represent unstandardized estimates. All mean levels (intercepts) were significant. The informant is
indicated between parentheses. All models had adequate fit statistics: CFI � .95; TLI � .94; RMSEA � .08. These univariate developmental changes are
graphically displayed in Figures 2, 3 and 4.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.

Figure 3. Development of parent-reported bad relationship quality be-
tween ages 7 and 16.
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First, this study examined whether poor parent–child relation-
ships precede a child’s involvement in delinquent behaviors or
whether children’s bad behaviors (also) affect the quality of the
parent–child relationship over time. Findings revealed bidirec-
tional effects between parent–child relationships and delinquency,
with poorer parent–child relationships preceding children’s en-
gagement in delinquency and delinquency preceding poorer
parent–child relationships. These bidirectional effects were con-
sistently found in childhood, early adolescence, and middle ado-
lescence.

Second, this study examined developmental changes in coercive
processes (Granic & Patterson, 2006), in which it is proposed that
mean-level development of parent–child relationship quality and
mean-level development of delinquency go hand-in-hand. In line
with the perspective that parent–child socialization occurs in the
context of changing family dynamics, both mean levels of parent–

child relationship quality and mean levels of delinquency changed
between childhood and middle adolescence. Specifically, parent–
child relationships improved in childhood and worsened in ado-
lescence, while delinquency increased during early adolescence.
Furthermore, these developmental changes in delinquency and
parent–child relationships were significantly associated in five out
of six models. Across age groups and informants, stronger changes
toward poorer relationships were correlated with stronger in-
creases in delinquency. These main findings and their theoretical
implications will be discussed further.

Reciprocal Effects Between Poor Parent-Child
Relationships and Delinquency

Coercive family process theories (Granic & Patterson, 2006;
Patterson et al., 1990) and interactional reinterpretations of chil-
dren’s socialization by parents (Bell, 1968; Lollis & Kuczynski,
1997) have stressed that bidirectional influences between poorer
parent–child relationships and delinquency may occur, in which
poorer parenting not only precedes delinquency in time, but in
which offending may also negatively affect the affective qualities
of parent–child relationships. The current study builds onto these
understandings by demonstrating longitudinal reciprocal effects
between poorer quality parent–child relationships and delinquency
in childhood, early adolescence, and middle adolescence. Notably,
the strength of these bidirectional effects did not differ between the
different age groups. In contrast to suggestions that parenting may
more profoundly affect the misbehavior of children (e.g., Hoeve et
al., 2009), our findings suggest that parent–child relationship
quality and delinquency are bidirectionally and continuously re-
lated from childhood to middle adolescence.

Although parent–child relationships transform during adoles-
cence (Collins, 1990), with children becoming more autonomous
and independent from their parents (Smetana & Asquith, 1994),
the affective tie between parents and children seems to remain
important. New interpretations of the literature on parental moni-
toring of adolescents have shown that open communication and
high levels of adolescent disclosure, which are very strongly

Figure 4. Development of child-reported bad relationship quality be-
tween ages 7 and 16.

Table 4
Standardized Associations Between Levels and Change of Bad Relationship Quality and Levels
and Change of Delinquency in Childhood, Early Adolescence, and Middle Adolescence

Offending

Bad relationship quality

Child-reported Parent-reported

Childhood Level age 7 Change 7 to 10 Level age 7 Change 7 to 10
Level at age 7 .48��� �.29�� .46��� .06
Change between 7–10 �.42�� .79��� �.09 .60���

Early adolescence Level age 10 Change 10 to 13 Level age 10 Change 10 to 13
Level at age 10 .42��� .19 .52��� �.12
Change between 10–13 �.14 .60� �.04 .68���

Middle adolescence Level age 13 Change 13 to 16 Level age 13 Change 13 to 16
Level at age 13 .44��� �.09 .45��� �.15
Change between 13–16 �.22 .37 �.07 .51�

Note. All models had excellent fit statistics with CFI � .97; TLI � .96; RMSEA � .05.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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rooted in the quality of the parent–child relationship (Keijsers,
Branje, Frijns et al., 2010; Kerr et al., 1999), are essential for
parents’ knowledge about adolescents’ daily activities, and predict
lower levels of delinquency (Keijsers, Branje, Van der Valk et al.,
2010; Kerr et al., 1999; Stattin & Kerr, 2000). Moreover, in line
with the bidirectional associations found in this study, open com-
munication by adolescents affects—and is affected by—adolescent
delinquency in a bidirectional fashion (Frijns, Keijsers, Branje, &
Meeus, 2010; Keijsers, Branje, Van der Valk et al., 2010). Hence,
a high quality relationship, in which children feel free to disclose
relevant information to parents and feel supported, may last as an
important predictor and result of delinquency during adolescent
years.

Overlapping Developmental Changes

Coercive family process theory (Granic & Patterson, 2006) also
stresses that parents’ and children’s continual reinforcement of
each others’ behaviors (as shown in the cross-lagged panel mod-
els) may amplify the developmental trajectories of child misbe-
havior, and may worsen the quality of the relationship. The bidi-
rectional dynamics between parent– child relationships and
offending may thus result in correlated development, in the direc-
tion of poorer quality relationships and higher mean levels of
offending. Studies to substantiate this idea that relative influences
may result in overlapping mean-level changes are currently scarce
and focus only on adolescents.

Our results revealed that, on average, parent–child relationships
improved between ages 7 and 10, but worsened between 10 and 13
(see also De Goede et al., 2009; Loeber et al., 2000). The mean
level of delinquency increased in early adolescence, with a peak at
age 13. Although this increase was expected, its timing was
somewhat earlier than what is typically reported in other studies.
The type of delinquency, the risk profile of the participants, and
the cohort may cause high variation in this peak (Farrington, 1986;
Loeber, Farrington et al., 2008; Moffitt, 1993; Steffensmeier,
Allan, Harer, & Streifel, 1989), and it is therefore not surprising
that the peak occurred earlier in our sample of boys who were at
relatively high risk for antisocial behavior.

In line with our hypotheses, and in addition to bidirectional
linkages between offending and quality of parent–child relation-
ships, we showed associations between mean-level changes in
parent–child relationships and mean-level development of delin-
quency. This suggests that there is a continuous interplay between
the development of parent–child relationships and offending that
cannot be explained by associations at initial levels. Previous
studies on adolescents had shown that stronger decreases in pa-
rental knowledge and adolescent disclosure were related to a
stronger increase in the mean levels of delinquency (Keijsers et al.,
2009; Laird et al., 2003). The present findings add to this existing
literature by showing that these overlapping developmental
changes are present in the linkage of poor parent–child relation-
ships and delinquency from middle childhood to adolescence, as
well as across informants.

Limitations

Despite a number of strengths in this study, such as the use of
several informants, multiple data points, and a large sample size,

there are a number of limitations that should noted. First, the
findings are limited to boys’ relationships with mothers, and can-
not be generalized to girls and to relationships with their fathers.
Fathers and mother differ in their relationships with their sons and
daughters, with mother spending more time with their children and
having a more intimate bond (Youniss & Smollar, 1985). Boys’
delinquency is, moreover, higher than that of girls. Given these
differences, it is unclear whether the associations could generalize
to other parent–child dyads. Second, the cross-lagged models
yielded relatively small effect sizes. This might be due to the fact
that these models not only control for temporal relative stability of
each construct, but also for the T1 association and the association
at each subsequent measurement occasion. In fact, it is quite
common that the effects are of smaller magnitude (Raaijmakers,
Engels, & Van Hoof, 2005). Finally, this study focused on the
developmental associations from middle childhood to middle ad-
olescence, but not on the day-to-day, coercive interactions which
comprise the poor relationship and that may underlie these recip-
rocal influences and developmental changes (Granic & Patterson,
2006). In order to study such short-term interactions, future ob-
servational studies are needed.

Conclusion

Despite these limitations, we believe this study offers a solid
first attempt to investigate how linkages between poor parent–
child relationships and delinquency unfold during the development
from middle childhood to middle adolescence. Consistent across
childhood, early adolescence, and middle adolescence, and across
parent- and child-reports, this research revealed bidirectional link-
ages between poor parent–child relationships and offending. It
also showed that the development of parent–child relationships
and the development of delinquency are associated processes from
middle childhood to middle adolescence, with stronger mean-level
changes toward poor relationships going hand-in-hand with stron-
ger increases in delinquency.
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Appendix

Table A1
Full Correlation Tables (Standardized Coefficients)

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

1. Delinquency � age 7 1.000 .475�� .371�� .325�� .248�� .289�� .275�� .189�� .191�� .158�� .310�� .271�� .292�� .270�� .296��

2. Delinquency � age 8 .475�� 1.000 .492�� .360�� .292�� .326�� .308�� .249�� .221�� .178�� .246�� .260�� .313�� .315�� .320��

3. Delinquency � age 9 .371�� .492�� 1.000 .456�� .322�� .282�� .316�� .253�� .243�� .177�� .234�� .276�� .366�� .351�� .303��

4. Delinquency � age 10 .325�� .360�� .456�� 1.000 .361�� .427�� .326�� .356�� .241�� .216�� .213�� .266�� .280�� .329�� .309��

5. Delinquency � age 11 .248�� .292�� .322�� .361�� 1.000 .537�� .490�� .454�� .439�� .315�� .153�� .155�� .195�� .192�� .291��

6. Delinquency � age 12 .289�� .326�� .282�� .427�� .537�� 1.000 .506�� .473�� .383�� .263�� .252�� .231�� .248�� .224�� .220��

7. Delinquency � age 13 .275�� .308�� .316�� .326�� .490�� .506�� 1.000 .503�� .509�� .325�� .224�� .261�� .291�� .259�� .299��

8. Delinquency � age 14 .189�� .249�� .253�� .356�� .454�� .473�� .503�� 1.000 .475�� .482�� .202�� .223�� .215�� .267�� .254��

9. Delinquency � age 15 .191�� .221�� .243�� .241�� .439�� .383�� .509�� .475�� 1.000 .453�� .205�� .187�� .227�� .230�� .240��

10. Delinquency � age 16 .158�� .178�� .177�� .216�� .315�� .263�� .325�� .482�� .453�� 1.000 .200�� .220�� .249�� .282�� .295��

11. Bad relationship
parent-report � age 7 .310�� .246�� .234�� .213�� .153�� .252�� .224�� .202�� .205�� .200�� 1.000 .745�� .722�� .687�� .612��

12. Bad relationship
parent-report � age 8 .271�� .260�� .276�� .266�� .155�� .231�� .261�� .223�� .187�� .220�� .745�� 1.000 .786�� .748�� .656��

13. Bad relationship
parent-report � age 9 .292�� .313�� .366�� .280�� .195�� .248�� .291�� .215�� .227�� .249�� .722�� .786�� 1.000 .819�� .733��

14. Bad relationship
parent-report � age 10 .270�� .315�� .351�� .329�� .192�� .224�� .259�� .267�� .230�� .282�� .687�� .748�� .819�� 1.000 .758��

15. Bad relationship
parent-report � age 11 .296�� .320�� .303�� .309�� .291�� .220�� .299�� .254�� .240�� .295�� .612�� .656�� .733�� .758�� 1.000

16. Bad relationship
parent-report � age 12 .252�� .274�� .275�� .247�� .227�� .226�� .311�� .260�� .237�� .265�� .569�� .639�� .709�� .704�� .779��

17. Bad relationship
parent-report � age 13 .206�� .336�� .234�� .228�� .239�� .212�� .314�� .301�� .210�� .254�� .488�� .553�� .561�� .601�� .710��

18. Bad relationship
parent-report � age 14 .227�� .222�� .275�� .235�� .217�� .178�� .257�� .330�� .255�� .281�� .524�� .561�� .589�� .628�� .638��

19. Bad relationship
parent-report � age 15 .181�� .209�� .215�� .188�� .179�� .120� .224�� .322�� .269�� .293�� .466�� .502�� .525�� .598�� .594��

20. Bad relationship
parent-report � age 16 .194�� .259�� .248�� .200�� .169�� .196�� .249�� .316�� .262�� .338�� .493�� .511�� .562�� .579�� .593��

21. Bad relationship
child-report � age 7 .226�� .154�� .063 .053 .090 .064 .095� .043 .061 .126�� .122�� .106� .110� .056 .085

22. Bad relationship
child-report � age 8 .227�� .235�� .128�� .141�� .087 .071 .084 .116� .050 .088 .173�� .182�� .184�� .173�� .181��

23. Bad relationship
child-report � age 9 .174�� .208�� .217�� .217�� .210�� .124�� .130�� .069 .075 .125�� .152�� .168�� .171�� .182�� .194��

24. Bad relationship
child-report � age 10 .085 .163�� .130�� .206�� .167�� .145�� .135�� .139�� .059 .082 .076 .116� .104� .137�� .145��

25. Bad relationship
child-report � age 11 .095� .180�� .182�� .226�� .271�� .190�� .201�� .135�� .164�� .126�� .022 .092� .108� .108� .194��

26. Bad relationship
child-report � age 12 .113� .174�� .154�� .165�� .286�� .291�� .269�� .199�� .182�� .076 .113� .078 .113� .114� .157��

27. Bad relationship
child-report � age 13 .083 .152�� .199�� .227�� .310�� .265�� .255�� .249�� .184�� .237�� .060 .168�� .161�� .139�� .175��

28. Bad relationship
child-report � age 14 .057 .196�� .235�� .132�� .255�� .276�� .248�� .255�� .261�� .154�� .107� .097� .116� .105� .114�

29. Bad relationship
child-report � age 15 .042 .148�� .173�� .160�� .249�� .221�� .280�� .258�� .343�� .245�� .185�� .225�� .252�� .229�� .206��

30. Bad relationship
child-report � age 16 .052 .186�� .184�� .184�� .068 .108� .165�� .142�� .183�� .231�� .156�� .183�� .222�� .233�� .203��

� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30

.252�� .206�� .227�� .181�� .194�� .226�� .227�� .174�� .085 .095� .113� .083 .057 .042 .052

.274�� .336�� .222�� .209�� .259�� .154�� .235�� .208�� .163�� .180�� .174�� .152�� .196�� .148�� .186��

.275�� .234�� .275�� .215�� .248�� .063 .128�� .217�� .130�� .182�� .154�� .199�� .235�� .173�� .184��

.247�� .228�� .235�� .188�� .200�� .053 .141�� .217�� .206�� .226�� .165�� .227�� .132�� .160�� .184��

.227�� .239�� .217�� .179�� .169�� .090 .087 .210�� .167�� .271�� .286�� .310�� .255�� .249�� .068

.226�� .212�� .178�� .120� .196�� .064 .071 .124�� .145�� .190�� .291�� .265�� .276�� .221�� .108�

.311�� .314�� .257�� .224�� .249�� .095� .084 .130�� .135�� .201�� .269�� .255�� .248�� .280�� .165��

.260�� .301�� .330�� .322�� .316�� .043 .116� .069 .139�� .135�� .199�� .249�� .255�� .258�� .142��

.237�� .210�� .255�� .269�� .262�� .061 .050 .075 .059 .164�� .182�� .184�� .261�� .343�� .183��

.265�� .254�� .281�� .293�� .338�� .126�� .088 .125�� .082 .126�� .076 .237�� .154�� .245�� .231��

.569�� .488�� .524�� .466�� .493�� .122�� .173�� .152�� .076 .022 .113� .060 .107� .185�� .156��

.639�� .553�� .561�� .502�� .511�� .106� .182�� .168�� .116� .092� .078 .168�� .097� .225�� .183��

.709�� .561�� .589�� .525�� .562�� .110� .184�� .171�� .104� .108� .113� .161�� .116� .252�� .222��

.704�� .601�� .628�� .598�� .579�� .056 .173�� .182�� .137�� .108� .114� .139�� .105� .229�� .233��

.779�� .710�� .638�� .594�� .593�� .085 .181�� .194�� .145�� .194�� .157�� .175�� .114� .206�� .203��

1.000 .687�� .664�� .638�� .619�� .090 .170�� .154�� .126�� .154�� .174�� .178�� .135�� .189�� .178��

.687�� 1.000 .720�� .635�� .626�� .048 .155�� .152�� .144�� .147�� .135�� .196�� .177�� .174�� .233��

.664�� .720�� 1.000 .728�� .654�� .062 .136�� .138�� .097� .138�� .161�� .155�� .200�� .186�� .194��

.638�� .635�� .728�� 1.000 .714�� .054 .148�� .138�� .070 .088 .168�� .216�� .206�� .281�� .269��

.619�� .626�� .654�� .714�� 1.000 .009 .120� .064 .044 .064 .160�� .215�� .205�� .265�� .339��

.090 .048 .062 .054 .009 1.000 .463�� .396�� .318�� .213�� .179�� .194�� .211�� .102� .072

.170�� .155�� .136�� .148�� .120� .463�� 1.000 .583�� .492�� .315�� .311�� .239�� .228�� .144�� .118�

.154�� .152�� .138�� .138�� .064 .396�� .583�� 1.000 .598�� .481�� .417�� .386�� .363�� .245�� .195��

.126�� .144�� .097� .070 .044 .318�� .492�� .598�� 1.000 .558�� .499�� .393�� .376�� .274�� .230��

.154�� .147�� .138�� .088 .064 .213�� .315�� .481�� .558�� 1.000 .610�� .479�� .441�� .395�� .268��

.174�� .135�� .161�� .168�� .160�� .179�� .311�� .417�� .499�� .610�� 1.000 .561�� .567�� .456�� .369��

.178�� .196�� .155�� .216�� .215�� .194�� .239�� .386�� .393�� .479�� .561�� 1.000 .598�� .523�� .428��

.135�� .177�� .200�� .206�� .205�� .211�� .228�� .363�� .376�� .441�� .567�� .598�� 1.000 .592�� .516��

.189�� .174�� .186�� .281�� .265�� .102� .144�� .245�� .274�� .395�� .456�� .523�� .592�� 1.000 .526��

.178�� .233�� .194�� .269�� .339�� .072 .118� .195�� .230�� .268�� .369�� .428�� .516�� .526�� 1.000
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