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ABSTRACT 

Friends are an important source of social support for adolescents, but there is little research 

on how adolescent offenders’ friendships provide support due to the emphasis on risk factors in 

their friendships, such as the degree of delinquency. This two-study dissertation used a multi-

method approach to provide a multifaceted perspective on adolescent offenders’ friendships. Study 

One was divided into two parts: part A used a longitudinal, multi-level regression to characterize 

the development of and influence on perceived friendship support for male serious adolescent 

offenders and part B, used a cross-sectional logistic regression to assess how perceived friendship 

support related to desistance from delinquency for male serious adolescent offenders. Data for 

Study One came from the Pathways to Desistance study, which interviewed youth adjudicated or 

convicted of felony or misdemeanor weapons, sexual assault, or property offenses. In Study Two, 

we used semi-structured, responsive interviews to explore mothers’ knowledge, perceptions, and 

mechanisms of direct influence on the friendships of their justice-involved sons. A total of eleven 

mothers with a son who had been adjudicated or convicted in the juvenile or adult justice system 

prior to age 18 in the DC metro area participated in Study Two. Findings from Study One showed 

that serious adolescent offenders reported high levels of perceived friendship support, which 

modestly but significantly declined over time. Black and Hispanic youth reported higher levels of 

perceived friendship support than White youth, but their trajectories of support were not 
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statistically different. Higher levels of peer delinquency were associated with fewer perceptions of 

friendship support. Findings from Study Two indicated that mothers had varying degrees of 

knowledgeable about their justice-involved son’s friends. Some mothers had known their son’s 

friends since childhood and others avoided learning about their son’s friends. Additionally, 

mothers held diverse opinions of their son’s friends, even if their son offended with his friends. 

Finally, mothers engaged in multiple ways to directly influence their son’s friendships. The most 

common method mentioned was controlling which friends were allowed in their house. Results 

indicated that adolescent offenders’ friendships are nuanced relationships that cannot be viewed in 

dichotomous terms.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Youth who commit felony offenses, such as armed robbery, or certain misdemeanor sexual 

assault, property, or weapons offenses are classified as serious adolescent offenders (Schubert et 

al., 2004). Although only 28 percent of youth in the juvenile justice system have committed a 

serious offense (Puzzanchera, 2014), they utilize a substantial number of resources (Mulvey et 

al., 2010). For example, youth who commit serious offenses are more likely to be formally 

processed and receive formal sanctions in the juvenile justice system than youth who commit 

less serious offenses (Mulvey et al., 2004; Sickmund & Puzzanchera, 2014). Serious offenders 

also have high recidivism rates (Brame, Mulvey, Schubert, & Piquero, 2018) and are held in 

residential placement longer than less serious offenders (Office of Juvenile Justice and 

Delinquency Prevention [OJJDP], 2017; Sickmund & Puzzanchera, 2014). They are also more 

likely to be transferred to the adult criminal justice system than less serious offenders (Sickmund 

& Puzzanchera, 2014). Policymakers and practitioners are concerned with the frequent and 

extended use of system resources in addition to the community harm caused by serious 

offenders.   

The majority of serious adolescent offenders cease or reduce offending over time, leading 

researchers to question what factors promote the offending changes (Moffitt, 1993; Mulvey et al., 

2010; Shulman, Steinberg, & Piquero, 2013). The age-crime curve, which has been extensively 

replicated, demonstrates that offending rates increase during adolescence, peak around age 15 to 

19, and then continuously decrease thereafter (Loeber & Farrington, 2014; Sweeten, Piquero, & 

Steinberg, 2013). Although there is variation in the trajectory of decline, even serious adolescent 

offenders cease or reduce offending, which is also known as desistance from delinquency. 

Understanding the factors associated with desistance from delinquency would allow policymakers 
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and practitioners to support and implement programs to promote such influences (Mulvey et al., 

2010; Welsh et al., 2013). 

One factor associated with desistance from delinquency is social support (see Martí, Albani, 

Ibàñez, & Cid, 2019). Social support has been operationalized as the tangible benefits (e.g., 

financial assistance) or affective functions (e.g., sharing frustrations) provided by informal sources 

(i.e., individuals) or by formal organizations, such as government agencies (Cullen, 1994; Lin, 

Dean & Ensel, 1986). The tangible benefits are considered instrumental forms of support and the 

affective functions are considered expressive forms support.  For example, receiving a subsidy 

from a government agency is an instrumental form of support provided by a formal organization; 

whereas, talking about a difficult day to a family member is an expressive form of support 

provided by an informal source. The present study focused on informal sources of social support, 

specifically, support from friends.  

The age-graded theory of informal social control is one of the most studied theoretical 

explanations of how informal support encourages desistance from delinquency. According to the 

theory, offending occurs when one has weak or nonexistent bonds to society (Sampson & Laub, 

2003). Informal relationships, such as friends or romantic partners, create societal bonds (e.g., 

connections between an individual and their community) that inhibit the impulse to offend because 

offending could break the bonds. At any point individuals can gain or reinterpret their bonds to 

society and desist from delinquency (Sampson & Laub, 2003, 2005). For example, marriage is 

associated with desistance from delinquency. According to the age-graded theory of informal 

social control, that is because married individuals have more societal bonds than unmarried 

individuals, which suggests they have more to lose by offending (Sampson & Laub, 2005).   
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 Friends are a key source of informal social support for adolescents. Friendships are voluntary 

and generally egalitarian relationship (Poulin & Chan, 2010; Rubin, Oh, Menzer, & Ellison, 

2011). Although young children often identify friends out of their peers, it is not until adolescence 

that peer relationships resemble adult-like friendships (Brown, 2004; Erwin, 1998). The majority 

of adolescents report at least one close friend (Brown, 2004) and these friendships become 

important sources of support. Adolescents’ report that support from friends are on par with or 

greater than perceptions of support from parents (Collins & Steinberg, 2008).  

Adolescents are usually friends with youth who are similar to themselves. According to the 

homophily principle, people socialize with friends that are similar to themselves in 

sociodemographic, behavioral, and intrapersonal factors (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 

2001). In line with the homophily principle, youth associate with friends that have similar levels 

of delinquency as them (Chung & Steinberg, 2006), but there has been extensive debate about if 

that finding can be attributed to peer selection or peer socialization effects. Specifically, youth’s 

deviant behavior may influence their decision to associate with antisocial friends (peer selection) 

or their antisocial friends could spur changes in a youth’s deviant behavior (peer socialization) 

(Monahan, Steinberg, & Cauffman, 2009). One longitudinal study of serious adolescent 

offenders showed both peer socialization and peer selection effects were present, but these 

effects operated differently according to developmental stages (Monahan et al., 2009). In middle 

adolescence (age 14 to 15), peer socialization and peer selection influenced offending; for late 

adolescents (age 16 to 20), only peer socialization influenced offending, and; for young adults 

(age 20) the association between delinquent peers and offending was non-significant (Monahan 

et al., 2009). Regardless, the end result of peer socialization and/or peer selection effects is clear 
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that serious adolescent offenders are likely to spend most of their socialization time with friends 

who offend at similar levels to themselves.  

There is a consensus that delinquent friends are a risk factor for the onset of adolescent 

delinquency (e.g., Cottle, Lee, & Heilbrun, 2001; Heilbrun, Lee, & Cottle, 2005). Risk factors for 

delinquency are variables that, when present, predict a higher likelihood of engaging in offending 

behavior (Farrington, Loeber, & Ttofi, 2012). Adolescents are more likely than adults to commit 

crimes in groups, which may be facilitated or spurred by delinquent peers (Reiss & Farrington, 

1991). The significant link between peer delinquency and offending is one of most frequently 

studied and consistent findings in delinquency research (Haynie, 2001), so peer delinquency is an 

established risk factor for offending.  

The standard research perspective assumes that delinquency is the only or most salient feature 

in adolescent offenders’ friendships. Much of the literature on adolescent offenders’ friendships 

has focused on risk factors, such as the number of delinquent peers. Such a view assumes that 

offenders’ friendships are inherently negative and fails to acknowledge that the friendships could 

have both risk factors, such as delinquency, and protective factors, such as support. Protective 

factors are variables that buffer against risk factors to offend or predict a low probability of 

offending (Farrington et al., 2012). The presence of risk factors does not negate the presence of 

protective factors, and vice versa. So, serious adolescent offenders’ friendships may be 

characterized by both delinquency and support, but it is unclear based on the existing research.   

Adolescent offenders and parents of adolescent offenders can offer more nuanced perspectives 

on their friendships and on their child’s friendships, respectively. Adolescents’ perceptions are 

important to consider because they have direct insight into their friendships. Further, adolescent 

perceptions influence their behaviors (see Way, Greene, & Mukherjee, 2007). However, it is 
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arguably also important to understand parental perspectives because parents’ behaviors influence 

their child’s friendships (Chung & Steinberg, 2006). Adolescents’ reports of their parents 

behaviors are often inadequate substitutes for parents’ reports because their views are not always 

concordant with parents’ views of their own behavior (Paulson & Sputa, 1996; Teubert & 

Pinquart, 2010). For example, in one study parents scored themselves higher on measures of 

parental involvement than their adolescent children scored them on the same measures (Paulson & 

Sputa, 1996). Youth reports may also not fully capture the reasoning behind parents’ action or 

inaction. As such, both adolescent and parental perspectives can offer important, distinct insights 

into adolescent offenders’ friendships.    

Adolescents’ perspectives on their friendships and parents’ perspectives on their child’s 

friendships are important to understand for justice system interventions. Justice system 

interventions frequently address youth association with delinquent peers and attempt to change 

parental behaviors. At present, these interventions are based on evidence that offenders’ friends 

are exclusively or overwhelmingly negative. They also attempt to change parental perspectives 

without a baseline understanding of the perceptions that underlie the behaviors. Research from 

health behavior psychology and systems change theories, suggest that if interventions do not align 

with existing perceptions or shift the perceptions to align with the intervention then individuals are 

unlikely to change their behavior in the long-term (Ferrer & Klein, 2015; Stroh, 2015). Thus, 

justice interventions should first understand a more nuanced depiction of offenders’ friendships 

and parental perceptions about their child’s friends before attempting to change their behaviors.    

This dissertation addresses clear gaps in the literature on adolescent offenders’ friendships. 

Specifically, there are gaps in our knowledge of the development of and influences on support in 

serious adolescent offenders’ friendships, the relationship between friendship support and 
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desistance from delinquency for serious adolescent offenders, and the knowledge, perceptions, and 

influence on offenders’ friendships. This dissertation used two studies to address these gaps. Study 

one quantitatively analyzed the development of and influences on serious adolescent offenders’ 

perceptions of friendship support from mid-to-late adolescence and analyzed if friendship support 

related to desistance from delinquency. Given the expansive literature on sex-based differences in 

friendships (see Gorrese & Ruggieri, 2012; Way & Silverman, 2012) and the increased likelihood 

that males are serious adolescent offenders (Puzzanchera, 2014), the present study exclusively 

focused on male adolescents. Study two qualitatively analyzed maternal knowledge and 

perceptions about their justice-involved son’s friends and how, if at all, they attempted to 

influence the friendships. In addition to addressing the gaps in the literature, these two studies 

contributed a nuanced perspective of adolescent offenders’ friendships.  

Literature Review 

Social support from friends is an important predictor of well-being in adolescence and young 

adulthood. Higher levels of peer support in adolescence have been correlated with more frequent 

positive affect (Weinstein, Mermelstein, Hedeker, Hankin, & Flay, 2006) and supportive 

friendships have been shown to buffer against psychological distress with youth who 

experienced poor parental relationships (Bachar, Canetti, Bonne, De-Nour, & Shalev, 1997). 

Social support continues to be predictive of well-being at the end of adolescence and into 

adulthood (Chu, Saucier, & Hafner, 2010; Siedlecki, Salthouse, Oishi, & Jeswani, 2014). For 

example, increased perceptions of support significantly predicted increased satisfaction and 

significantly decreased negative affect for young adults (Siedlecki et al., 2014).  

A growing body of longitudinal research suggests that support precedes adolescent outcomes. 

Higher growth rates of support predicted reduced emotional and behavioral problems for early 
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adolescents in a two-year longitudinal study (Dubois et al., 2002). Similarly, higher levels of 

support from one’s middle-school classmates predicted fewer emotional symptoms (e.g., anxiety, 

depression) one year later (Demaray, Malecki, Davidson, Hodgson, & Rebus, 2005). Although 

there may be bi-directional influences (i.e., emotional symptomology may simultaneously 

predict the level of support in friendships), the existing longitudinal evidence highlights that 

support can precede adolescent well-being.  

Perceptions of Support 

Perceptions of support change during adolescence and young adulthood. The terms 

perceptions of support or perceived support refer to the anticipation of support, even if that support 

has not been provided (Siedlecki et al., 2014). Most research suggests that adolescents’ 

perceptions of support from friends increases from childhood to adolescence (Way & Greene, 

2006). During adolescence, friendships become more supportive and meaningful relationships. For 

example, one early adolescent boy said, “[My best friend and I] love each other…that’s it…you 

have this thing that is deep, so deep…” (Way, 2012, p. 116). Another boy said, “If I’m having 

problems at home, they’ll like counsel me, I just trust them with anything, like deep secrets, 

anything” (Way, 2012, p. 122). As males approach the end of adolescence though, there is a loss 

of intimacy in their friendships attributed to gender socialization and norms of masculinity (Way, 

2012; Way et al., 2014; Way & Silverman, 2012). For instance, at the end of adolescence males 

increasingly diminish the support and intimacy in their close friendships with phrases such as “no 

homo” (Way, 2012) to emphasize their masculinity and distance their identity from effeminate 

characteristics (Way et al., 2014). At the end of adolescence males also report their closeness and 

time spent with friends decreases compared to the start of adolescence (Way, 2012). As such, it is 

expected that perceptions of support decrease at the end of adolescence and start of young 
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adulthood. At the very least, young adults have a smaller social network than adolescents (Wrzus, 

Hänel, Wagner, & Neyer, 2013). However, it is unclear if young adults decreased social network 

size relates to decreased perceptions of support.  

Racial and Ethnic Differences in Perceptions of Support  

Research suggests that baseline perceptions of support vary across racial and ethnic groups, 

but that the developmental trajectory of support is similar across racial and ethnic groups (Way & 

Greene, 2006; Way & Pahl, 2001). In a longitudinal study on friendship support of Black, 

Hispanic, and Asian male and female adolescents (age 14 to 17), Black youth reported higher 

initial levels of friendship support than Asian adolescents (Way & Greene, 2006). Initial levels of 

support did not significantly differ between Black and Hispanic adolescents. The trajectory of 

support (i.e., perceptions of support over time) did not significantly differ among Black, Hispanic 

and Asian youth, meaning that across races, friendships generally became more supportive during 

adolescence. Although no studies have directly compared the development of support among 

White, Black, and Hispanic youth, Black youth may have higher levels of support than White 

youth. Black adolescent males share more personal disclosures to their friends than White 

adolescent males (DuBois & Hirsch, 1990; Jones, Costin & Ricard, 1994), which may indicate 

that Black adolescent males foster a greater sense of support in their friendships. Black and 

Hispanic youth have been shown to have similar perceptions of support (Way & Greene, 2006), so 

Hispanic youth may also have higher levels of friend support than White youth.  

Friendship Continuity and Support  

Although the relationship between support and friendship continuity is likely bidirectional 

(Flannery & Smith, 2017), there is generally a positive association between continuous 

friendships in adolescence and perceptions of support (Bukowski, Hoza, & Boivin, 1994; Poulin 
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& Chan, 2010). We characterize continuous friendships as friends who are maintained over time 

and discontinuous friendships as friend who are not maintained over time. Some scholars argue 

that youth have more time and opportunities to develop supportive friendships with continuous 

friends (Furman, 1996; Poulin & Chan, 2010). For example, youth have more time to share self-

disclosures that increase the emotional depth and quality of friendships with continuous friends 

(Furman, 1996). Other scholars argue the reverse effect and have found that the emotional depth 

of the friendship, as measured by friends’ validation and caring, predicted stability (Marengo, 

Rabaglietti, & Tann, 2018; Poulin & Chan, 2010). Regardless of the direction of effects, it 

appears that continuous friendships positively relate to perceptions of support (Bukowski et al., 

1994; Poulin & Chan, 2010).  

As adolescents age, they increasingly have continuous friendships (Poulin & Chan, 2010). In 

early adolescence, the majority of friendships are discontinuous. This discontinuity is often 

attributed to contextual changes, such as entering a new middle or high school, and 

developmental changes, such as evolving preferences (Lessard & Juvonen, 2018; Poulin & Chan, 

2010). As adolescents develop an independent identity and increasingly seek friendships 

characterized by emotional depth, friendship continuity increases (Crone & Dahl, 2012; Poulin & 

Chan, 2010). One study with a racially and ethnically diverse sample of approximately 6,000 

male and female middle schoolers found that two-thirds of friends were either lost or gained over 

the course of a year (Lessard & Juvonen, 2018). In another study, approximately 50% of high 

school youth reported the same friends over the course of a year (Değirmencioğlu, Urberg, 

Tolson, & Richard, 1998). The rates of discontinuity were comparable between male and female 

adolescents (Değirmencioğlu et al., 1998; Lessard & Juvonen, 2018). However, the relationship 

between age and friendship continuity is weak and inconsistent, and one meta-analysis 
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concluded that age did not significantly predict friendship continuity (Meter & Card, 2016). 

Thus, friendships are likely to change throughout adolescence.  

To summarize, perceptions of support change from adolescence into young adulthood and 

are influenced by contextual factors. In general, support in adolescent males’ friendships 

increases at the beginning of adolescence and then drops off at the end of adolescence (e.g., 

(Way & Greene, 2006; Way, 2012). Baseline levels of support differ by race and ethnicity, with 

Black youth reporting similar levels of support as Hispanic youth, but friendship support develop 

similarly across racial and ethnic groups during adolescence (Way & Greene, 2006). Friendships 

become slightly more continuous as youth age, but discontinuity still dominates during 

adolescence (Poulin & Chan, 2010). It is unclear how perceptions of support shift from the end 

of adolescence to young adulthood. The developmental and contextual factors associated with 

transitioning to adulthood suggests that perceptions of friendship support are likely dynamic 

during that developmental period as well.  

Gaps in the Literature  

Research on supportive friendships predominantly comes from youth recruited from public 

schools in mainstream classes; these settings are not likely to have high numbers of serious 

adolescent offenders. Community schools can refer serious adolescent offenders to alternative 

schools, and/or serious adolescent offenders may decide to drop out of school following 

adjudication or conviction for a serious offense (Department of Education, 2016). For example, 

youth who had been placed in secure confinement facilities were more likely than non-

institutionalized youth to be classified as status dropouts, which are individuals between the ages 

of 16 and 24 who are not in school and have not received a diploma or GED (Sickmund & 

Puzzanchera, 2014). Further, rates of educational disabilities for male justice-involved youth are 
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much higher than other students (Eggleston, 2008; National Council on Disability, 2003), which 

indicates that these students are not likely to be in mainstream classes even if they are in 

community schools. Thus, the practice of sampling from mainstream classes further limits the 

likelihood of recruiting serious offenders from community schools. 

Additionally, the use of predominantly or exclusively White samples in research on friendship 

support limits the generalizability of the existing research to Black and Hispanic youth who are 

disproportionately represented in the justice system (OJJDP, 2018; Way & Greene, 2006). A 

literature review of journal articles on peer relations and friendships from childhood to 

adolescence in the past 30 years showed only eight percent of articles identified race and ethnicity 

as keywords (Graham & Echols, 2018). When the same literature search was limited to the last 

decade, only six percent of articles identified race and ethnicity as keywords (Graham & Echols, 

2018). So, even if the articles had diverse samples of youth, most did not explore racial and ethnic 

differences that have been shown to impact reported levels of friendship support (e.g., Way & 

Greene, 2006). This is important when thinking about generalizing the literature to youth in the 

justice system because there are a disproportionate number of Black and Hispanic youth at every 

point of system involvement. Black youth are arrested at much higher rates for drug, property, and 

violent crimes compared to White youth (Armour & Hammond, 2009; OJJDP, 2018) and have the 

highest rate of placement in secure confinement facilities, followed by Hispanic, and then non-

Hispanic white juveniles (OJJDP, 2018). Consequently, research on friendship support that uses 

diverse samples is necessary for serious adolescent offenders involved in the juvenile justice 

system who are likely to come from minority racial and ethnic backgrounds.  

Finally, there are no studies in the literature on the development of supportive friendships for 

adolescent offenders that track support over multiple years. The developmental changes in 
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adolescence warrant a longitudinal approach.  For example, during adolescence structural and 

functional neurological changes heighten the salience of social relationships (Blakemore & Mills, 

2014) concurrent with the expansion of youths’ social networks from strictly or principally family-

focused to peer-focused contexts (Brown & Larson, 2009). Cross-sectional studies from early 

adolescence may not generalize to later adolescence and they may not represent the full 

development of support in friendships.  

In summary, most research on friendship support may not generalize to serious adolescent 

offenders, which creates a critical gap for policy and practice. Most research on adolescents’ 

friendships is not based in an ecologically valid lifespan approach that recognizes the role of 

contextual factors, such as race and ethnicity. Additionally, research on friendship support that 

does not explicitly sample serious adolescent offenders likely gets youth with low levels of 

offending that have no contact with the justice system to youth with high levels of offending with 

repeat contact with the justice system. When research is not concentrated to the sub-group of 

serious adolescent offenders it can be unclear to policymakers or practitioners what supports are 

best for this concentrated population of high-risk, high-needs adolescents (Mikytuck, Woolard, & 

Umpierre, 2019). Focusing on the population of youth that commit serious offenses is important 

given the likelihood of frequent and long-term use of juvenile and adult criminal justice resources 

(Brame et al., 2018; OJJDP, 2017; Sickmund & Puzzanchera, 2014).  

What about Serious Adolescent Offenders? 

Researchers debate whether adolescent offenders form supportive friendships. The social 

disability, or social inability, model argues that youth who offend are likely to have short-lived 

friendships (Hansell & Wiatrowski, 1980) characterized by weak bonds, which contributes to their 

offending (Hirschi, 1969; Sampson & Laub, 2003, 2005). Other scholars disagree and argue that 
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offenders have supportive friendships (Brezina & Azimi, 2018) characterized by intimate rapport 

(Thrasher, 1963). This competing theory is known as the social ability model.  

In line with the social ability model, empirical evidence has generally found that offenders 

have supportive friendships. Offending is associated with relationship difficulties, such as conflict 

(Baerveldt et al., 2004; Marcus, 1996), but offenders report having quality friendships (Baerveldt 

et al., 2004) with similar levels of continuity as non-delinquent youth (Giordano, Cernkovich, & 

Pugh, 1986; Snijders & Baerveldt, 2003). Additionally, offenders disclose more confidences to 

their friends than non-offenders (Giordano et al., 1986), suggesting an exceptional degree of 

intimacy. These studies capture a wide spectrum of offending though, so it is unclear whether or 

not serious adolescent offenders’ friendships are similar to youth who self-report minor acts of 

delinquency. Some evidence suggests that as the degree of antisocial behaviors increases, social 

competence decreases (Piehler & Dishion, 2007; Sørlie, Hagen, & Ogden, 2008), so it is possible 

that the social ability model does not generalize to serious adolescent offenders.  

Support in serious adolescent offenders’ friendships may increase the risk of offending if it 

comes from friends who offend. According to the differential support theory, social support from 

legitimate (i.e., non-offending) sources reduce offending, but social support from illegitimate (i.e., 

offending) sources increase offending levels (Cullen, 1994). Although the terms legitimate and 

illegitimate have been used to differentiate between delinquent and non-delinquent source of 

support in the literature, hereafter we use the terms non-offending and offending because of the 

negative connotation associated with characterizing individuals as legitimate or illegitimate. There 

is some empirical evidence, generally focused on romantic relationships, that supports the notion 

that the source of support (offending or non-offending) differentially impacts offending levels 

(Sampson, Laub, & Wimer, 2006). For example, marriage to a non-offending (i.e., non-convicted) 
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spouse reduced offending significantly more than marriage to an offending (i.e., convicted) spouse 

(Andersen, Andersen, & Skov, 2015). Research has consistently shown that youth who offend are 

more likely to be friends with other youth who offend (Chung & Steinberg, 2006), so supportive 

friendships may be detrimental for serious adolescent offenders. 

There is limited empirical evidence to assess whether support from offending friends is 

significantly associated with offending. One study found that as expressive support from offending 

friends increased, adolescents were significantly more likely to offend, controlling for prior levels 

of offending, proportion of peers who offend, moral beliefs, age, and sex of the youth (Brezina & 

Azimi, 2018). However, the study used data from the 1977 National Youth Survey (NYS), which 

may not generalize to the concentrated population of contemporary serious adolescent offenders 

due to societal and contextual differences. Additionally, the study did not include a comparative 

sample of youth who reported their friends did not engage in delinquency, so it could not compare 

how support from offending and non-offending sources related to youth offending. Finally, the 

study focused on expressive support and other types of support may impact adolescent offending 

differently. At present, there is not enough research on how support from adolescents’ friends 

influence on offending to draw definitive conclusions. 

Parental Influence on their Adolescents’ Friendships  

Parents are a potentially important influence on adolescents’ friendships and offer unique 

insight into their child’s friendships through their knowledge and perceptions. Parents, whether 

intentionally or not, influence their children’s friendships (Rubin & Sloman, 1984). Parental 

influence can be direct and/or indirect. Direct influence occurs when parents engage in an explicit 

action to affect their child’s friendships (Ladd & Pettit, 2002; Parke & Buriel, 2006). For example, 

parents may prohibit their child from seeing certain friends or they may enroll their child on a 
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sports team to meet new friends to directly influence their friendships. Indirect influence occurs 

when parents engage in an action that is not directed at influencing their child’s friendships but 

nevertheless does (Ladd & Pettit, 2002; Parke & Buriel, 2006). For example, parental hostility has 

been associated with lower quality friendships for youth; whereas, parental support has been 

associated with higher quality friendships for youth (Cui, Conger, Bryant, & Elder, 2002). 

Although parental hostility and support towards youth were not directed at influencing their 

friendships, they still did. Thus, parents may directly or indirectly influence their child’s 

friendships through their choices and behavior.  

Mechanisms of Influence  

The present study focused on direct influence methods that parents use to encourage or 

discourage their child’s friendships. Research suggests direct parental influence occurs even as 

children become increasingly autonomous in adolescence. For example, one study found that 

mothers of early adolescents met other parents, facilitated proximity to peers, encouraged 

activities with peers, and talked to their child to encourage friendship formation (Vernberg, Beery, 

Ewell, & Absender, 1993). Although mothers were less likely to engage in facilitation strategies 

for sons than daughters (Vernberg et al., 1993), they still used these techniques to encourage 

friendships for their sons. Parents also directly intervened to discourage friends’ influence. For 

example, Mounts (2000) asked mothers how, if at all, they prevented their adolescent son or 

daughter from being influenced by peers. Approximately 19% of parents reported no attempts to 

influence the friendship, but the rest engaged in one of seven techniques: talking with their child 

about the consequences of their actions (24%), inviting friends into their house (18%), limiting the 

amount of time their child could spend with certain kids (11%), talking about values with their 

child  (9%), spending more time with their child (9%), giving their opinions about their friends 
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(8%), and praising their child’s choices (2%). Mounts found no difference in direct influence 

method utilized based on child’s gender (Mounts, 2000). These findings highlight that parents use 

various direct influence methods to promote or discourage their child’s friendships even in 

adolescence when their child is growing increasingly independent.  

Parental Knowledge of their Child’s Friends 

Parents ability to directly influence their child’s friendships depends, in part, on their 

knowledge of their child’s friends. Parental awareness of their child’s whereabouts, activities, and 

friends is referred to as parental knowledge (Stattin & Kerr, 2000). Parental knowledge can be 

gained through a child’s voluntary disclosure, parental solicitation (i.e., asking about friends), 

and/or parental control (i.e., controlling where and with whom adolescents are allowed to go; 

Stattin & Kerr, 2000). Children’s voluntary disclosures were the biggest predictor of parental 

knowledge for a sample of Swedish adolescents (Kerr & Stattin, 2000; Stattin & Kerr, 2000). 

Some researchers have taken these findings to indicate that parental knowledge has more to do 

with the child’s actions than the parents’ actions. However, research has shown that parental 

action is important for both fostering a relationship with their child that facilitates disclosure 

(Willoughby & Hamza, 2011) and in actively seeking information from their child (Fletcher, 

Steinberg, & Williams-Wheeler, 2004). In sum, parental knowledge comes from the parent and the 

adolescent.  

Evidence suggests that parents tailor how they get information about their child’s friends 

compared to their child’s whereabouts and activities. In a study of mostly White parents of 

adolescents between the ages of 15 to 18, parents reported four mechanisms to learn about their 

child’s friends: interacting with their child’s friends, receiving information from the adolescent 

(through both voluntary disclosure and solicitation), asking second-hand sources (i.e., the friends 
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or other parents), and making assumptions about the friends based on interactions with the friends’ 

parents (Bourdeau, Miller, Duke, & Ames, 2011). Just as with general parental knowledge, parents 

played a role in gaining information about their child’s friends and youth played a role in revealing 

information. Parents may actively seek information (e.g., directly interacting or asking for 

information) and/or they may passively receive information (e.g., listening to their child’s 

voluntary disclosures) to learn about their child’s friends.  

Parents’ knowledge about their child’s friends decreases from childhood to adolescence. In 

adolescence, parents were less likely to accompany and directly monitor their activities and they 

were less likely to visit the places their child hangs out (Feiring & Lewis, 1992; Kerr, Stattin, & 

Burk, 2010; Tilton-Weaver & Galambos, 2003). Adolescents disclosed less to their parents and 

had more friends for their parents to keep track of (Lionetti et al., 2019; Stattin & Kerr, 2000). 

Consequently, parents knew a smaller percentage of their child’s friends (Feiring & Lewis, 1992) 

and their parental knowledge decreased (Lionetti et al., 2019; Feiring & Lewis, 1992). However, 

parents of adolescents could accurately identify most of their child’s best friends and they knew a 

higher percentage of their child’s best friends than they knew in childhood (Feiring & Lewis, 

1992). So, while parents’ knowledge of their child’s broad group of friends decreased, they still 

maintained some meaningful information about their child’s closest friends.  

Maternal Knowledge and Influence 

Research has found that mothers were more likely than fathers to be knowledgeable about and 

exert direct influence on their child’s friendships (Crouter, Bumpus, Davis, & McHale, 2005; 

Tilton-Weaver & Galambos, 2003; Updegraff, Kim, Killoren, & Thayer, 2007; Updegraff, 

McHale, Crouter, & Kupanoff, 2001). For example, mothers were more knowledgeable than 

fathers about their early adolescent child’s friends and mothers were more likely than fathers to 
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restrict contact between their child and friends they perceived to be antisocial (Updegraff et al., 

2007). Fathers were more likely to rely on mothers to get information about their child’s friends in 

general (Updegraff et al., 2001). However, mothers were more likely to rely on fathers for 

information about sons than daughters and fathers were more likely to rely on mothers for 

information about daughters than sons (Updegraff et al., 2001). The findings of gender differences 

on parental knowledge are based on research that either used two-parent households or had 

information from both mothers and fathers, so it is unclear how the findings may shift for single 

parents, households with an uninvolved parent, or same-sex parents. For example, mothers who 

act as the sole or primary caregiver may know more about their son’s friends than mothers in two 

parent households or mothers who have a child with an involved father. Research with diverse 

household compositions will help clarify if and how maternal knowledge of son’s friends differs 

based on family structure.  

Perceptions of Adolescents’ Friends 

Different parents may not interpret or react to the same knowledge about their child’s friends 

in the same manner. It is important to consider the distinction between parental knowledge and 

parental perceptions because parental desire to influence friends not only depends on their 

knowledge about the friends, but also their perceptions that the friendships should be influenced 

(Tilton-Weaver & Galambos, 2003). For example, the more concerned mothers were about their 

child’s friends’ deviancy, the more likely they were to express disapproval of the friendships to 

their child, which suggests parents differentiate if and how to influence their child’s friendship 

based on their perceptions about their child’s friends (Tilton-Weaver & Galambos, 2003). Thus 

far, researchers have only assessed parents’ negative perceptions of their child’s friends’ 

delinquency (Tilton-Weaver & Galambos, 2003), but it is also possible that parents know that 



 19 

their child’s friends offend and yet have positive perceptions of the friends/friendships. In this 

case, parents might not directly influence the friendships. However, the possibility that a parent 

could positively perceive their child’s friends who are delinquent has not been empirically 

assessed.  

     To summarize, parents learn information about and directly influence their child’s friendships 

even as youth develop into adolescents. Parents can learn about their child’s friends from their 

child or parents can learn about their child’s friends through other sources, such as their child’s 

friends’ parents or their child’s friends (Bourdeau et al., 2011). Mothers are more likely than 

fathers to be knowledgeable about their child’s friendships, and they often use that knowledge to 

influence their child’s friendships (Tilton-Weaver & Galambos, 2003; Updegraff et al., 2007). If 

and how mothers’ influence the friendships is likely related to their perceptions of the friendships 

as positive or negative for the youth, which is why it is important to distinguish among 

knowledge, perceptions, and influence.  

Gaps in the Literature 

Parents with adolescent offenders are likely to face unique challenges and be different from 

parents of non-offenders in influencing, learning about, and assessing their child’s friends. This is 

important because parents’ willingness to engage in justice interventions are critical for the 

success of many interventions. Currently, justice interventions are based on limited information in 

the literature, which may undermine the effectiveness of the interventions. The limited information 

is likely to be particularly noticeable for non-White parents because of the lack of racial and ethnic 

diversity in research.  

     Based on the existing research, it is unclear how much or what parents know about adolescent 

offenders’ friends. Adolescents who self-report higher levels of delinquent activity and substance 
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use report their parents know less because they are less likely to disclose information to their 

parents than youth with lower levels of delinquency (Willoughby & Hamza, 2011). For example, 

in one study youth who engaged in delinquent behavior were significantly more likely to keep 

secrets or not disclose information to their parents (Smetana, Villalobos, Rogge, & Tasopoulos-

Chan, 2010). However, adolescents’ reports of their parents’ knowledge may not adequately 

capture how much parents know. For example, adolescents may believe that because they hid or 

did not disclose information to their parents that their parents were uninformed. But, parents do 

not exclusively rely on their child’s disclosure to learn about their friends (Fletcher et al., 2004; 

Willoughby & Hamza, 2011), so parents of adolescent offenders may know more about their 

child’s friends than their child reports. Additionally, quantifying parents’ knowledge (i.e., as more 

or less than) does not capture what parents know about their child’s friends. It is important to 

understand what parents of adolescent offenders know because it illuminates if they are familiar 

with key information about their child’s friends (i.e., the degree of peer delinquency) that may 

impact their child’s risk to offend. Understanding how much and what parents know about their 

child’s friends are crucial pieces of information for justice agencies because agencies have the 

potential to build upon that knowledge to inform effective interventions for justice-involved youth.  

Additionally, the existing research problematically assumes that parents do not have positive 

perceptions of their child’s delinquent friends. The literature is full of research on the negative 

consequences of delinquent friends for adolescents (e.g., Chung & Steinberg, 2006), so the 

connection between delinquency and negative parental perceptions is logical. However, it is 

misguided to assume that parents’ perceptions of their child’s friends reflect the findings in the 

literature. That assumption limits the scope of inquiry to focus on how their child’s friends’ 

delinquency is related to parental concern or restriction (Tilton-Weaver & Galambos, 2003; 
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Updegraff et al., 2007). Peer delinquency may be correlated with other parental influence (e.g., 

encouragement behavior), particularly if parents do not view their child’s friends who engage in 

delinquent activity negatively. Until questions such as these are addressed empirically, researchers 

cannot be sure that parents only negatively react to peer delinquency and restrict their child’s 

involvement with such peers. That assumption also has the potential to limit the effectiveness of 

justice interventions because interventions that do not align with or shift existing perceptions are 

unlikely to change individuals behavior in the long-term (Ferrer & Klein, 2015; Stroh, 2015). To 

address this gap in the literature and aid justice intervention efforts, researchers could employ 

quantitative methods that assess both positive and negative elements or utilize qualitative 

assessments that allow parents to freely describe their opinions. 

Cultural norms influence parenting practices, so the use of predominantly White samples 

limits the generalizability of the existing research to other races and ethnicities (Mounts, 2004; 

Updegraff et al., 2007). The lack of racial and ethnic diversity in psychological studies has been a 

noted gap in the field for decades (Graham, 1992), but research on diverse samples is still lacking. 

The research that has looked at non-White samples or included diverse samples has found racial 

and ethnic differences in parenting practices. For example, some research has shown that parents 

of Black adolescents discouraged non-familial friendships, and the parents of Asian youth allowed 

significantly less time with friends than White youth (Way, Cowal, Gingold, Pahl, & Bissessar, 

2001; Way et al., 2007). Thus, the use of research with non-White and/or racially and ethnically 

diverse samples has the potential for large practical implications given that justice agency 

interventions frequently occur with families of color (OJJDP, 2018).   

In sum, the existing research provides an incomplete depiction of adolescent offenders’ 

friendships. Research from adolescent offenders has predominantly focused on the risk in their 
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friendships and potential for negative outcomes without simultaneously acknowledging that their 

friendships could be supportive and/or associated with positive outcomes as well. Research on 

the parents of adolescent offenders has similarly assumed that parents have negative perceptions 

of their child’s friends and resultingly attempt to limit their child’s contact with delinquent 

friends. However, parents’ perceptions may be more multifaceted than this research has 

acknowledged. This dissertation will provide a more complete framework of adolescent 

offenders’ friendships, and by doing so, it fills an important gap in the literature relevant to 

theoretical models and social policy interventions.  

Research Aims 

     The aims of this dissertation were threefold – (1) characterize the development of and influence 

on supportive friendships for serious adolescent offenders, (2) assess how support related to 

desistance from delinquency, and (3) explore the knowledge, perceptions, and mechanisms of 

direct influence of mothers on a justice-involved son.  



 23 

STUDY ONE, PART A: INFLUENCES ON SUPPORT IN SERIOUS ADOLESCENT 
OFFENDERS’ FRIENDSHIPS 

 
Research Questions 

Part A of Study One answered three research questions that followed from the overall 

research aims.  

1) Does development (i.e., aging) relate to perceptions of friendship support? 

a. Are there baseline racial and ethnic differences in perceptions of friendship 

support? 

2) Does degree of peer delinquency relate to perceptions of friendship support? 

3) Does friendship continuity relate to perceptions of friendship support? 

Hypotheses 

1) Youth perceptions of support in friendships would decrease as male youth aged (Way & 

Silverman, 2012; Way, 2012; Way et al., 2014). 

a. The level of support would differ at baseline (i.e., the intercept would differ) by 

race and ethnicity (Way & Chen, 2000; Way & Greene, 2006). 

2) We tested the conflicting social ability (Hansell & Wiatrowski, 1980; Thrasher, 1963) 

and social disability (Hansell & Wiatrowski, 1980; Hirschi, 1969) models through 

exploratory analysis to assess if, and how, reported peer delinquency influenced 

perceptions of support.  

3) As the proportion of continuous friends increased the perceptions of support would 

increase (Bukowski et al., 1994; Poulin & Chan, 2010).  
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Method 

Participants  

The Pathways to Desistance dataset is composed of 1,354 youth who were adjudicated 

delinquent or found guilty of a serious offense (Schubert et al., 2004). Serious offenses included 

felony offenses or certain misdemeanor property, weapons, or sexual assault offenses (Schubert et 

al., 2004). The proportion of males with a drug offense in the sample was capped at 15% to 

maintain offending heterogeneity in the sample (Schubert et al., 2004). Youth who met the 

offending eligibility criteria and were at least 14 years old and under 18 years old at the time of 

their committing offense were invited to participate in the study (Schubert et al., 2004). 

Participants were interviewed on a wide array of topics over the course of seven years; every six 

months for the first three years and annually thereafter (Schubert et al., 2004). The present study 

focused on the first three years of data collection; including baseline data, this gave us seven time 

points of data collection.  

Similar to prior research, current analyses were restricted to a sample of exclusively male 

adolescent offenders who had at least three completed follow-up interviews out of the possible six 

(Mulvey et al., 2010), which excluded 49 participants (see Figure 1 for a flow diagram of the 

sample selection). Additionally, we excluded youth categorized in the “other” racial and ethnic 

category (n = 50) because of the small group sample size. We also excluded one 19-year-old who 

lied about his age at baseline. Finally, we excluded two youth who never reported at least one 

friend over all data collection. Study retention was excellent (Schubert et al. 2004), and an average 

of 94% of the resulting sample completed all interviews. 
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Procedure 

Data collection began between November 2000 and January 2003 in Phoenix, Arizona and 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and concluded in 2010. Data were collected by trained interviewers in 

participants’ homes, libraries (or other public meeting spaces), or in confinement facilities. 

Interviewers read each survey item aloud and participants could choose to answer verbally or on a 

computer keypad for privacy. Skip patterns were pre-programmed into computers based on 

participants’ answers (e.g., if they did not report a friend the computer was programmed to skip 

the friend support questions). Most items relied on youth self-report, and honesty was encouraged 

with confidentiality protections provided by the Department of Justice for research (Schubert et 

al., 2004). Data collection relied on a life-calendar approach (Belli, 1998; Caspi et al., 1996) 

common to longitudinal data analysis. For each recall period, participants were given a calendar 

that contextualized the recall of data by anchoring information to salient events, such as birthdays 

or other holidays. The life calendar approach is highly regarded because anchoring events prompts 

participants to remember more completely and accurately compared to traditional, standardized 

interviewing methods (Belli, 1998).  

Data Storage 

The Pathways dataset is divided into public use and restricted use files, depending on the 

level of identifying or sensitive information provided. Some of the measures used in this project 

are classified as restricted use data and managed by the Inter-university Consortium for Political 

and Social Research (ICPSR). We applied for and received approval from the Georgetown 

Institutional Review Board (IRB), Georgetown University Information Services (UIS), and ICPSR 

to use the restricted use files. Public and restricted use data files used for this study were stored on 

a non-networked, password protected computer in a locked office. 
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Measures 

Dependent Variable  

     Perceptions of Friendship Support. Youth perceptions of global support across their five 

closest friends were derived from the Quality of Relationships Inventory (Pierce, Sarason, 

Sarason, Solky-Butzel, & Nagle, 1997). For each of the ten items included in the scale, 

participants rated their perceptions of support from their five closest friends on a one to four 

scale, with higher scores corresponding to higher ratings of support. For example, one item 

asked, “How much do you depend on these friends” from one (not at all) to four (very much). 

The variable used in analyses was the average score of the ten items in the scale, which ranged 

from 1.3 to four. The average score was only calculated for participants who indicated they had 

at least one friend and who provided at least seven valid answers. This variable was measured at 

baseline and months six through 36.  

Level-one Variables 

Level one variables captured intra-individual change, so unless otherwise indicated these variables 

were measured at baseline and months six through 36. 

     Months from Baseline. A continuous measure of time from baseline interview. Recorded as 

zero for baseline interviews, and six, 12, 18, 24, 30 and 36 months for the subsequent follow-up 

interviews. 

     Number of Friends. A continuous measure of the total number of close friends the participants 

reported out of four. Given that we excluded youth who never reported a close friend, I person-

mean centered this variable for ease of interpreting the intercept. Person-mean centering subtracts 

the adolescent’s mean number of friends from the reported number of friends at each time wave so 

that the zero value (i.e., the intercept) represented the person’s average number of friends.  
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      Peer Delinquent Behavior. The peer delinquency behavior score measured the average 

number of friends that engaged in 12 antisocial behaviors (e.g., sold drugs or carried a gun). For 

each item in the scale, participants responded using a Likert scale from one (none of them) to 

five (all of them) to indicate how many of their friends engaged in the behavior. Nine out of the 

12 measures needed to contain valid data to be included in the calculated score, which was 

recoded to range from zero to four for ease of interpreting the intercept. 

      Proportion of Community Time. A proportional measure of how much time in a recall 

period a youth was in the community (i.e., not in any secure confinement facility). Scores ranged 

from zero to one, where zero indicated none of an adolescent’s time during recall was spent in 

the community and one indicated all of an adolescent’s time during recall was spent in the 

community. Baseline interviews did not include retrospective information about the amount of 

time a youth was in the community, so community time was set to one at baseline (Monahan & 

Piquero, 2009; Nagin, 2005). 

     Friendship Continuity. A proportional score that measured how many friends were the same 

friends as the prior interview divided by the total number of friends reported (i.e., three out of 

four friends were the same friends from the last interview). Friendship continuity was tracked 

from interview to interview and not over the course of the entire study. This meant that 

interviewers at the six-month follow-up asked adolescents if the friends they reported were the 

same friends they named at the baseline interview. Then, at the 12-month follow-up, interviewers 

asked if the friends adolescents reported were the same friends named at the six-month follow-up 

interview (and so on). Scores ranged from zero to one, where zero indicated none of an 

adolescent’s friends were the same as the prior interview and one indicated all of an adolescent’s 

friends were the same as the prior interview. Baseline interviews did not include retrospective 
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information about the continuity of friendships, so it was set to one at baseline (Monahan & 

Piquero, 2009; Nagin, 2005). 

Level-two Variables 

 Level two variables captured inter-individual change and did not vary over time, so unless 

otherwise indicated these variables were measured at baseline only.  

Age. A continuous measure of participant’s age truncated to whole numbers, which ranged 

from 14 to 18. 

Ethnicity. Participants’ self-reported race/ethnicity, which was coded into three categories: 

White, Black, or Hispanic. 

Gang Involvement. A dichotomous measure that reflected if the participant had ever been in 

a gang (1) or never been in a gang (0).  

Resistance to Peer Influence. A measure to indicate participant’s autonomy or 

independence from peers derived from the Resistance to Peer Influence scale (Steinberg, 2000). 

The scale contained ten items with two scenarios that depicted either autonomy or peer influence 

and participants picked the scenario that best represented their behavior with their friends. Then, 

they rated if the statement was “sort of true” or “really true” of their behavior. Researchers 

combined the scenario and degree of statement accuracy to create a resistance to peer influence 

score for each measure ranging from one to four, where higher scores indicated more autonomy 

and lower scores indicated more peer influence. Items were rescaled to range from zero to three 

for ease of interpreting the intercept value. 

Proportion of Male Friends. A proportional score that measured the number of male friends 

the participant reported divided by the total number of friends the participant reported. Scores 

ranged from zero to one, where zero indicated no male friends and one indicated all male friends. 
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Maternal Hostility. A measure of maternal hostility that was converted to a Z-score to 

indicate a youth’s risk, relative to the sample, of maternal hostility. Hostility scores were the 

summed scores of a 21-items scale from the Quality of Parental Relationships Inventory 

(Conger, Ge, Elder, Lorenz, & Simons, 1994). Maternal scores were used because of the high 

number of missing paternal hostility scores. 

Family Context. The following variables were converted to Z-scores and summed to create a 

continuous family context score, where higher scores indicated more advantaged contexts: 

maternal socio-economic status (SES), parental monitoring, parental knowledge, and maternal 

warmth. Maternal SES was used due to the high quantity of missing paternal data and came from 

the Index of Social Position (ISP) scale (Hollingshead, 1971). If maternal education or 

occupation was missing, the unknown variable was imputed by Pathways researchers based on 

the known variables. Lower scores indicate more skilled professions and/or higher levels of 

education. Parental monitoring was the average score of a four item sub-scale of the Parental 

Inventory measure (Steinberg, Lamborn, Dornbusch, & Darling, 1992). The scale was 

administered to participants who reported living with a supervising adult. Parental knowledge 

was the average score of a five item sub-scale of the Parental Inventory scale (Steinberg et al., 

1992). Maternal warmth was the average score of the 21-items scale that was adapted from the 

Quality of Parental Relationships Inventory (Conger et al., 1994). 

Neighborhood Risk. A measure of the physical and social disorder in a youth’s 

neighborhood (e.g., “there are prostitutes on the street” or “there is graffiti or tags”) derived from 

the Neighborhood Conditions scale (Sampson & Raudenbush, 1999). A mean score of the 21-

items scale was used to create a global neighborhood risk score, where higher scores indicated 

more disorder (16 out of the 21 items needed to have valid data to have a mean score calculated). 



 30 

Mean scores were converted to Z-scores to indicate a youth’s neighborhood risk, relative to the 

sample. 

Arrest History. A measure of the number of times participants reported they were arrested 

prior to the offense that made them eligible for study participation. Youth reported from zero to 

36 times previously arrested. 

Incarceration History. A measure of the number of times participants reported they were 

locked up prior to the offense that made them eligible for study participation. Youth reported 

from zero to 35 times previously incarcerated. 

Aggressive Offending Variety at 36 Months. A proportional score of the number of 

endorsed acts within the aggressive category divided by the total number of aggressive offenses 

the youth was questioned about out of ten (excluding offenses for which the youth replied, "don't 

know", refused to answer, or was not asked). This sub-scale came from the self-reported 

offending scale (Huizinga, Esbensen, & Weiher, 1991) and measured aggressive offending in the 

recall period. Scores ranged from zero to one, with higher scores corresponding to a higher 

number of aggressive offenses endorsed.  

Income Offending Variety at 36 Months. A proportional score of the number of endorsed 

acts within the financial category divided by the number of financial offenses the youth was 

questioned about out of ten (excluding offenses for which the youth replied, "don't know", 

refused to answer, or was not asked). This sub-scale came from the self-reported offending scale 

(Huizinga et al., 1991) and measured financial offending in the recall period. Scores ranged from 

zero to one, with higher scores corresponding to a higher number of financial offenses endorsed.  
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Romantic Partners at 36 Months. The total number of unique romantic relationships the 

participant reported that lasted one month or more in the recall period. Scores ranged from zero 

to three.  

Data Analysis  

     Standard OLS regression models assume independence of observations (Robson & Pevalin, 

2016). In the Pathways dataset, observations are recorded at different time periods from the same 

individual, meaning that observations are clustered by individual (Rabe-Hesketh & Skrondal, 

2012). This violates the assumption of independence, which can lead to incorrect degrees of 

freedom and standard error estimates (Robson & Pevalin, 2016). Multi-level modeling (MLM) is 

an extension of OLS regression that does not require an assumption of independence of 

observations and allows observations to be measured at multiple levels to acknowledge the nested 

structure of the data (Robson & Pevalin, 2016). In order to assess the proportion of variation in the 

outcome, friendship support, attributed to the grouping variable (i.e., the individual), I ran an 

unconditional MLM.  

The unconditional model provides the intra-class correlation coefficient (ICC), or rho ("), by:  

" = 	&/(& + )) 
Where:  

& = variance of the random intercept  

) =	variance of *!", the within-subject residuals  

(Hicks, 2012). 

MLM models are recommended when " is greater than 0.10 (Lee, 2000). In the present model, " 

equaled 0.412, which indicates that 41.2% of the variation in friend support can be attributed to 

measurements from the same adolescents over time. Additionally, a visual inspection of the data 

led me to believe that solely focusing on inter-individual growth would miss important intra-
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individual change in levels of friendship support over time (see Figure 2). So, I used a two-level 

MLM where level-one factors indicated within-person change and level-2 factors indicated 

between-person change (Singer & Willett, 2003).  

MLM helps researchers avoid an interpretative fallacy known as the ecological fallacy 

(Curran & Baur, 2018). With the ecological fallacy, group characteristics are incorrectly 

attributed to the individual level. For example, heavier animals, like whales, tend to live longer 

than lighter animals, like dogs. However, within species lighter animals tend to live longer than 

heavier animals (i.e., lighter dogs live longer than heavier dogs; Curran & Baur, 2018). An 

ecological fallacy would be to say that heavier animals live longer because it does not 

acknowledge the within-species difference. The application of the ecological fallacy to the 

present study can be illustrated with a hypothetical example. Assume friendship support 

increased over time for youth as a whole. However, within youth those who had higher initial 

friendship support scores reported decreases in support scores over time. It would be an 

ecological fallacy to say that friendship support increased during adolescence because it would 

fail to acknowledge the intra-individual difference. With the two levels structure of MLM, 

researchers are able to separate between and within group differences. Thus, in the present study 

MLM analysis was used to separate between-adolescent differences in trajectories of friendship 

support and within-adolescent variation in friendships support.   

Specifying Models 

The age-period-cohort effect is a potential concern when assessing individuals’ trajectories 

over time through MLM (Bell & Jones, 2015). For example, friendships may change as 

individuals age, meaning as they get older and progress through the life course. Friendship may 

change over a period, or over time regardless of the age of the individual. Finally, they may 
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change between cohorts if friendships differ for younger compared to older sets of people due to 

societal differences (Bell & Jones, 2015). Failing to acknowledge the presence of each of these 

time effects can conflate results and lead to erroneous interpretations of time trends; however, 

they cannot all be controlled for simultaneously due to collinearity (Bell & Jones, 2015). Bell 

(2020) recommends using theory to guide the modeling of time in longitudinal MLM models so 

that either age, period, or cohort is implicitly set to zero and the remaining two time 

measurements are explicitly included in the data. Given that youth in the Pathways to Desistance 

dataset are from approximately the same cohort, we did not include cohort as a measure of time 

in the model. Instead, we included months from baseline as a level-one variable to capture 

effects related to the passage of time. We controlled for age at baseline and interacted months 

from baseline with age at baseline to curtail the confounding of time and age effects. We also 

assessed if there was a curvilinear effect of time by including a quadratic term for months from 

baseline in the model. The quadratic term was non-significant, so it was not used in the final 

analyses.  

In model one, we assessed if friendship support significantly varied over time (i.e., months 

from baseline) and if there were baseline racial and ethnic differences in friendship support 

levels. In model two, we added an interaction term for age at baseline and months from baseline 

to assess if the trajectory differed for youth based on their age. We also added variables for the 

interaction between race/ethnicity categories and months from baseline to assess whether the 

trajectory of friendship support differed by race/ethnicity. These two models addressed 

objectives one and one(A); specifically, if development was related to perceptions of friendship 

support and if there were racial/ethnic differences in perceptions of support at baseline.  
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We compared a random intercept only model, where only the intercepts were allowed to vary 

across individuals, with a random coefficient model, which allowed for the intercepts and slopes 

to vary across individuals (Hicks, 2012; see Figure 3 and Figure 4 for a visualization of the 

differences between random intercept and random coefficient models). A likelihood ratio test 

indicated that a random coefficient model with months from baseline as a random slope was a 

better fit than a random intercept only model (χ2
(2) = 76.04, p < 0.001). 

The random intercept model estimates 
 

+!" =	,# + 	,$-!" +	.$" +	.%"-!" +	*!" 
where: 

+!" = friendship support for person i at month from baseline j  

,# = fixed intercept  

,$-!" = fixed slope  

.$" = random intercept  

.%"-!" =	random slope  

*!" = within-subject residuals  

      In model three, we added in a measure of peer delinquency to test if it related to friendship 

support. In model four, we added in a measure of friendship continuity to test if the proportion of 

continuous friendships predicted friendship support. These two models addressed objectives two 

and three, respectively.  

     For models three and four, a likelihood ratio test revealed that a random coefficient model 

with months from baseline and peer delinquency as random slopes was a better fit than a random 

intercept only model (χ2
(2) = 47.79, p < 0.001).  
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Sensitivity Analyses 

MLM modeling assumes the residuals are normally distributed and homoscedastic (Snijders 

& Bosker, 2012). We tested if we should use a heteroscedastic error structure by allowing the 

addition of each time term in the model (i.e., an intercept for baseline, six months, 12 months, 

etc.) or if I should use the assumed homoscedastic error structure. An inspection of the estimates 

on the residuals for each time term and a likelihood ratio test that compared the heteroscedastic 

and homoscedastic models suggested that a homoscedastic error structure fit the data equally 

well (χ2
(6) = 12.49, p = 0.05) as a heteroscedastic error structure (Snijders & Bosker, 2012). For 

parsimony, we adopted a homoscedastic error structure.  

MLM models can be assessed through maximum likelihood estimation (MLE) or restricted 

maximum likelihood estimation (REML). The MLE estimates treat fixed effects as known, 

whereas REML estimates lose one degree of freedom in the fixed effects to account for sampling 

from the population (Snijders & Bosker, 2012). Essentially, the MLE estimates assume the 

sample mean is equivalent to the population mean, whereas the REML estimates acknowledge 

the use of sample means by reducing the degrees of freedom (Snijders & Bosker, 2012). MLE 

and REML estimates converge with a large enough sample size (Snijders & Bosker, 2012). We 

compared the coefficients between the two models and examined Akaike’s Information Criteria 

(AIC) as well as Bayesian Information criteria (BIC) estimates, which measure goodness of fit. 

The coefficients were qualitatively the same for the two models and the MLE models had 

smaller AIC and BIC values (i.e., indicated a better fit) than the REML models, so MLE was 

adopted for all analyses.   
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Results 

Descriptive Results (Table 1 and Table 2).  

Youth were approximately 16 years old (M = 15.97, SD = 1.17) and reported high levels of 

friendship support (M = 3.35, SD = 0.46) when the study began. Friendship support remained 

fairly high throughout the 36-month study period (36-month M =3.28, SD = 0.52). The sample 

was ethnically diverse; approximately 21% of youth identified as White, 43% identified as 

Black, and 36% identified as Hispanic. Youth reported that very few of their friends engaged in 

delinquency on average (M =1.37, SD = 0.92) at the baseline interview and, youth reported that 

almost none of their friends engaged in delinquency on average (M = 0.63, SD = 0.72) at the 36-

month follow-up interview. In the first follow-up interview, youth reported that less than half of 

their friends were continuous from baseline (M = 0.42, SD = 0.36). The proportion of continuous 

friendships stayed roughly the same throughout the follow-up interviews.  

Multilevel Modeling (Table 3). 

Research Question One: Aging and Support  

Model one showed a small, but statistically significant negative impact of months from 

baseline on friendship support (, = -0.002, p < 0.01); so that as months from baseline increased 

friendship support decreased. The random effects parameters of model one showed that 95% of 

adolescents had friendship support values (i.e., intercepts) between 2.61 and 3.83 (3.22 +/- 

1.96*0.31) at baseline, conditional on the covariates. It also showed that 95% of adolescents had 

time slopes (i.e., months from baseline) between -0.02 and 0.02 (-0.002 +/- 1.96*0.01). The 

correlation between months from baseline and friendship support was negative, which indicated 

that adolescents with higher levels of friendship support at baseline had stronger negative slopes 

over time (/%	= -0.001; r = -0.25), conditional on the covariates.  
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Model two had interaction terms for months from baseline and age at baseline. It displayed 

no significant effect of months from baseline, no significant effect of age at baseline, and no 

significant interaction between the months from baseline and age at baseline. This indicated that 

friendship support started high (, = 3.19, p < 0.001) and did not significantly vary by age.   

Research Question One, A: Racial and Ethnic Differences 

 Across all models, Black and Hispanic youth reported higher levels of friendship support at 

baseline compared to White youth (p’s < 0.05). We did not hypothesize that the trajectory of 

support would vary by race/ethnicity, but to ensure proper model specification we included 

interaction terms for months from baseline with the racial/ethnic categories. The results indicated 

that Black and Hispanic trajectories did not differ from White youth (p > 0.05). This meant that 

friendship support started higher for Black and Hispanic youth at baseline compared to White 

youth, but the levels of support did not differ over time among the three racial/ethnic groups. 

Given that we did not specify a hypothesis related to the interaction, we removed it from 

subsequent models for parsimony and to recover degrees of freedom (Grace-Martin, n.d.).  

Research Question Two: Peer Delinquency 

As peer delinquency increased, the level of friendship support decreased (, = -0.02, p < 0.05; 

model three). The random effects parameters of model three showed that 95% of adolescents had 

time slopes (i.e., months from baseline) between -0.02 and 0.02 (-0.001 +/- 1.96*0.01) and peer 

delinquency slopes between -0.22 and 0.18 (-0.02 +/- 1.96*0.10). The correlation of peer 

delinquency and friendship support was negative, which indicated that adolescents with higher 

levels of friendship support at baseline had stronger negative peer delinquency slopes (/%	=          

-0.01; r = -0.41), conditional on the covariates. The relationship between peer delinquency and 
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friendship support remained statistically significant in the final model with the full set of 

predictor and control variables (, = -0.03, p < 0.05; model four). 

Research Question Three: Friendship Continuity 

As the proportion of continuous friendships increased, the level of friendship support 

increased (, = 0.05, p < 0.001; model four). 

Discussion 

 The descriptive results provided a unique depiction of serious adolescent offenders’ 

friendships that contradicted many generalizations found in the literature. Serious adolescent 

offenders displayed remarkably high levels of friendship support throughout the study 

involvement, which contradicts the idea that adolescent offenders cannot form meaningful 

friendships with other youth (Hirschi, 1969; Sampson & Laub, 2003, 2005). It also contradicts the 

notion that empirical investigations of adolescent offenders’ friendships should be solely focused 

on delinquency; clearly, perceptions of support exist in their friendships. Even if the perceptions 

of support were one sided, meaning the friends would not have similarly reported high levels of 

support from the offenders, the high levels reported suggest that adolescent offenders perceived 

meaningful bonds with their friends. Furthermore, serious adolescent offenders reported that very 

few of their friends engaged in delinquency throughout study involvement. At the start of the 

study when peer delinquency was at the highest average, adolescents most frequently reported that 

none to very few of their friends engaged in delinquency. Given that the degree of delinquency in 

offenders’ friendships has been a large focus of the literature (e.g., Haynie, 2001), the high levels 

of support and low levels of delinquency emphasized to us that the existing evidence on serious 

adolescent offenders’ friendships often incompletely representants their friendships.  
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Development of Friendship Support  

We found that perceptions of friendship support decreased over time. Youth who started 

with higher levels of friendship support reported a faster decrease in perceptions of support over 

time. Age at baseline did not significantly predict perceptions of friend support, meaning that 

there were no significant differences based on the age in which the youth started the study. 

Further, the interaction between age at baseline and months from baseline was not statistically 

significant, meaning there was no detectable difference in the trajectory based on youth age. 

Thus, perceptions of friend support appeared to modestly decrease for younger and older 

participants over time.   

These findings are in line with the literature on perceptions of friendship support for 

community samples of male adolescents, which suggests that gender norms alter males’ 

friendships (Way & Silverman, 2012; Way, 2012; Way et al., 2014). Research has shown that the 

end of adolescence is related to a loss of intimacy, closeness, and time spent with friends for 

males (Way, 2012; Way et al., 2014). This decrease is likely to be particularly noticeable in 

same-sex friendships as male youth deemphasize the support and intimacy from their close male 

friends to emphasize their masculinity (Way et al., 2014). It makes sense then, that perceptions 

of support from friends decrease. Future research should explore perceptions of support in male-

male (same-sex) and male-female (cross-sex) friendships in late adolescence when males shift 

from predominantly same-sex friendships to a higher proportion of cross-sex friendships (Poulin 

& Pedersen, 2007).   

The decreased perceptions of friend support could also signify that male youth shift from 

receiving support from friends to receiving support from romantic partners. Some research has 

shown that changes in close friendships quality are related to changes in romantic involvement 
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(Camirand & Poulin, 2019). Romantic relationships become increasingly prevalent and 

meaningful during adolescence, so that by the end of adolescence and beginning of adulthood the 

focus on romantic partners limits the intimacy in friendships (Connolly & Johnson, 1996; 

Connolly & McIsaac, 2009). Consequently, romantic partners may be the predominant focus of 

support for these youth. Thus, decreased perceptions of friends’ support could signify a shift from 

receiving support from friends to receiving support from romantic partners, rather than decreased 

total support. Future research should explore perceptions of support from romantic partners during 

adolescence and compare how they relate to shifts in the perceptions of support from friends 

during the same time period.  

Alternatively, these findings may reflect regression toward the mean (RTM). RTM is a 

statistical phenomenon that occurs when observing the same individuals over time (Barnett, Van 

Der Pols, & Dobson, 2005). RTM highlights that very high or low values are likely to be followed 

by values closer to the mean of the data (Barnett et al., 2005). RTM is not the result of biased data, 

but rather that any given measurement is observed with non-systematic variation around a true 

mean (Barnett et al., 2005). In general, friendship support began at high levels, so the general 

downward trend may reflect participants’ regressions to their means. Developing a larger literature 

on friendship support over time with serious adolescent offenders will help distinguish if distinct 

samples show decreases over time. Additionally, future research can use multiple measurements of 

friendship quality to assess how support changes relative to other dimensions of the friendship. 

Multiple measurements would help provide a fuller description to monitor over time. 

Racial and Ethnic Differences  

As expected, Black and Hispanic youth had significantly higher levels of perceived 

friendship support than White youth at baseline, but the trajectory of support did not differ by 
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race and ethnicity (Way & Chen, 2000; Way & Greene, 2006). The present study cannot speak to 

the reasons underlying the different intercept values of perceived support among Black, 

Hispanic, and White youth. Research with community samples suggested that Black male youth 

disclosed more to their friends than White male youth (DuBois & Hirsch, 1990; Jones, Costin & 

Ricard, 1994), which could explain why Black males perceived higher levels of support than 

White males. The study of disclosure only assessed Black and White youth, so future research 

should assess similarities and differences in the friendships of Hispanic and White youth. It is 

possible that, similar to Black males, Hispanic males disclose more to their friends or there may 

be other culturally relevant factors that differentiate Hispanic males’ friendships from White 

males’ friendships.  

The racial and ethnic differences in perceptions of friend support might also be related to 

friends’ judgments of justice involvement. The recognition that involvement in the justice system 

is associated with public shaming or stigmatization is one of the reasons the juvenile justice 

system established confidentiality in its proceedings (Henning, 2004). However, the juvenile 

court may release information about serious offenses to schools, public housing authorities, or 

other organizations (Henning, 2004). Further, serious adolescent offenders may be processed in 

the adult criminal justice system where confidentiality is not provided. If youth involvement in 

the system is revealed by the justice system or the youth, community members may develop 

negative attitudes toward the youth that impact perceptions of support. Research has found that 

formal justice involvement has a larger negative impact on the self-conceptions of White than 

Black individuals (see Winnick & Bodkin, 2009). White serious adolescent offenders may 

experience more stigma from friends’ judgments than Black or Hispanic offenders, and in turn, 

perceive less support from friends. Identity research supports the notion that race and ethnicity 
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markedly influence individuals’ experiences of their contexts (Spencer, Dupree, & Hartmann, 

1997). Additionally, the intersection between race and other identity domains, such as socio-

economic status or sexual orientation, may influence the degree of stigmatization individuals 

experience from their friend groups following adjudication or conviction for a serious offense 

(Velez & Spencer, 2018). Future research should explore the relationships among stigma, 

identity domains (e.g., socio-economic status and race and ethnicity), and perceptions of support.  

Peer Delinquency and Friendship Support  

The results were not fully consistent with either the social disability model or the social 

ability model. The social disability model argues that youth who offend are likely to have weak 

friendships (Hirschi, 1969; Hansell & Wiatrowski, 1980). As predicted by the social disability 

model, increasing levels of peer delinquency were related to decreasing levels of friendship 

support. Further, adolescents with higher levels of friendship support at baseline had stronger 

negative peer delinquency slopes, meaning those who began with higher levels of friendship 

support were more likely to have non-offending friends either because they had discontinuous 

friends, or they had continuous friends who quickly reduced their delinquency levels. In contrast, 

the social ability model argues that offenders have supportive friendships (Brezina & Azimi, 

2018; Hansell & Wiatrowski, 1980; Thrasher, 1963). As predicted by the social ability model 

adolescents reported very high levels of perceived friend support. Further, adolescents self-

reported delinquency (i.e., aggressive and income offending) did not significantly predict 

perceptions of friendship support. Thus, neither the social disability nor the social ability models 

fully captured the complexity of serious adolescent offenders’ friendships.  
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Friendship Continuity and Friend Support 

As hypothesized, a greater proportion of continuous friendships was associated with 

increased perceptions of friend support (Bukowski et al., 1994; Poulin & Chan, 2010). The 

present study measured the proportion of continuous friendships at each study recall period 

rather than over the course of the entire study, so we could not determine the length of the 

friendships (i.e., the number of months). Continuous friendships may have lasted from one 

interview period to the next, or they may have lasted through several follow-up interviews. Thus, 

it is unclear how long friendships need to continue for increased perceptions of support.  

Based on previous research, one possible reason for the positive relationship between the 

proportion of continuous friendships and perceptions of support is that continuous friendships 

have more time to develop supportive features (Furman, 1996; Poulin & Chan, 2010). 

Alternatively, friendships that last longer have more time for youth to observe how supportive 

their friends are towards them. Youth with new friendships may be unsure if they could count on 

their friend to provide high levels of support because they have not observed how supportive the 

friend is towards them or others, and the uncertainty may lead to lower perceptions of support. 

There are likely many reasons underlying the positive relationship between continuity and 

perceptions of support. Future research that uses qualitative methods would help provide a rich 

description of why continuous friendships are related to adolescents’ perceptions of support.   

Limitations and Future Research  

The global measure of support may have masked how different facets of support develop 

over time. For example, it is feasible that instrumental support between friends increases as 

individuals establish themselves economically and are able to financially support others; whereas, 

expressive support decreases as individuals see their friends less due to employment or other 
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obligations. These changes could impact perceived or received support from friends. Moreover, 

the general nature of our measure of reported support may have contributed to the high levels of 

support serious adolescent offenders displayed. A more nuanced measure that differentiated 

between different facets of support may have provided more aggregate variation. Future research 

should analyze how trajectories of instrumental and expressive support develop with samples of 

serious adolescent offenders. 

We measured perceptions of support across the youths’ closest five friends and were 

unable to distinguish perceptions of each individual friend. We controlled for the total number of 

close friends the participant reported, so we could distinguish how the total number of close 

friends related to perceptions of support, but we could not see how each friend related to 

perceptions of support. Items from each individual friend would help researchers understand if 

youth reports of perceived support are driven predominantly from one or two close friends or, if 

youth perceive similarly high levels of support from all of their close friends. Information on 

individual friends would also help clarify how a friend’s characteristics influence perceptions of 

support. For example, we did not have information on if the five friends the youth considered 

when describing their perceptions of support were from their neighborhood, school, or if they were 

or had been incarcerated together. The ability to differentiate perceptions of support from friends 

on an individual level is an important area for future research.  

Additionally, both individuals in the friendship should be surveyed about the relationship. 

It is possible that serious adolescent offenders anticipate giving support at similarly high levels 

as they anticipate receiving support from their friends, regardless of their own level of 

delinquency. Alternatively, serious adolescent offenders may perceive their friends would 

provide a high level of support, but their willingness to similarly provide the same level of 
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support to their friends may depend on their own level of delinquency. In order to assess how 

perceptions of friend support relate to delinquency, both friends should be surveyed. The 

researchers in the Pathways to Desistance study collected some data from friends, but the data 

did not include friendship support measures. Future research should include such dyadic 

measures of friendship support to assess if delinquency affects the perceptions of receiving 

and/or providing support.  

Examining how, if at all, gender differences contribute to perceptions of friendship support 

for offenders is an important avenue for future research as well. Female offending is increasing 

(Sickmund & Puzzanchera, 2014), which suggests female offenders are an important population 

for researchers to examine. Female offenders notably differ from their male counterparts. For 

example, female offenders report higher rates of physical and sexual abuse than male offenders 

(Cauffman, 2008). The friendships of female adolescents also generally differ from male 

adolescents. As one example, females have been shown to have more discontinuous friendships 

than males, suggesting their friendships may be more fragile than male adolescents’ friendships 

(Benenson & Christakos, 2003). In addition, non-binary youth have not been included in most 

research (Walker, Sexton, Valcore, Sumner, & Wooda, 2018). Although non-binary individuals 

represent a small portion of the population, more individuals are increasingly identifying as non-

binary (Rider, Mcmorris, Gower, Coleman, & Eisenberg, 2018) and future research should be 

reflective of these societal changes. 

 Limitations notwithstanding, the present study significantly contributed a nuanced perspective 

to the literature on serious adolescent offenders’ friendships. Male serious adolescent offenders 

reported high levels of perceived friendship support, which declined significantly, albeit modestly, 

over time. Peer delinquency predicted decreased perceptions of support and friendship continuity 



 46 

predicted increased perceptions of support. Black and Hispanic youth reported higher perceptions 

of support compared to White youth. Future research should build upon these findings to assess 

the pervasive assumption that serious adolescent offenders’ friendships only contain negative 

elements. The results of this study show that it is possible for offenders’ friendships to have 

supportive features as well. 
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STUDY ONE, PART B: THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN FRIENDSHIP SUPPORT 
AND DESISTANCE 

 
Research Questions 

Part B of Study One answered two research questions that followed from the overall research 

aims.  

1) Do perceptions of friend support predict youth desistance from delinquency? 

2) Do perceptions of friend support depend on the source of support (offending or non-

offending friends) to predict youth desistance from delinquency? 

Hypotheses 

On one hand, social support has been considered a bond that promotes desistance from 

delinquency (Martí et al., 2019; Sampson & Laub, 2003, 2005). On the other hand, support from 

delinquent sources has been purported to promote persistence in delinquency (Brezina & Azimi, 

2018; Cullen, 1994). Due to the limited and conflicting evidence in the literature, the analysis on 

the relationship among desistance, the level of social support, and the source of support was 

exploratory.  

Method 

Participants 

The present study utilized the 36-month follow-up interviews (with the exception of one 

measure of friendship support that came from the 30-month follow-up interviews) of the same 

sample of youth from Study One, Part A. This means that it was a sample of exclusively male 

adolescent offenders who had at least three completed follow-up interviews out of the possible six 

(Mulvey et al., 2010). We excluded youth categorized in the “other” racial and ethnic category and 

youth who never reported at least one friend over all data collection as well as youth without a 
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friend at the 30 and 36-month follow-up interviews. The final sample was roughly 750 males (N = 

752).  

Measures 

Dependent Variable 

     Desistance Group. A binary variable that indicated if youth persisted in delinquency (0) or 

desisted from delinquency (1) was measured at the 36-month follow-up interview. Using the first 

three years of data from male youth in the Pathways to desistance dataset, Mulvey et al. (2010) 

identified five groups of offenders (see Figure 5). They were: (1) low level offenders who 

desisted quickly, (2) low level offenders who desisted slowly, (3) moderate level offenders who 

persisted, (4) high level offenders who desisted quickly, and (5) high level offenders who 

persisted (Mulvey et al., 2010; see Figure 5). We used these groups to create a binary measure of 

desistance from delinquency as the outcome variable. Youth were classified as desisters if they 

belonged to groups one, two, or four and persisters if they belonged to group three or five. 

Definitions of desistance vary across studies (see Schubert, Mulvey, & Pitzer, 2016), but this 

definition allowed us to base our classification on similar existing work with the male youth in 

the Pathways study (Mulvey et al., 2010).    

Predictor Variables 

Unless otherwise indicated these variables were measured at the 36-month follow-up 

interview, which captured behavior in the prior six months.  

Perceptions of Friendship Support at 30- and 36-month Follow-Up Interviews. A 

measure of youth global support across their five closest friends derived from the Quality of 

Relationships Inventory (Pierce et al., 1997). For each of the ten items included in the scale, 

participants rated their perceptions of support from their five closest friends on a one to four 
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scale, with higher scores corresponding to higher ratings of support. The variable used in 

analysis was the average score of the ten items in the friendship support scale, which ranged 

from 1.3 to four. The average score was only calculated for participants who indicated they had 

at least one friend and who provided at least seven valid answers. This variable was measured at 

the 30- and 36-month follow-up interviews.  

Source of Support: Non-Offending Friends. A dichotomous measure that indicated if the 

source of support was non-offending (1) or offending (0). The dichotomous measure was 

computed from the peer delinquency score. The peer delinquency behavior score measured the 

average number of friends that engaged in 12 antisocial behaviors (e.g., sold drugs or carried a 

gun). For each item in the scale, participants responded using a Likert scale from one (none of 

them) to five (all of them) to indicate how many of their friends engaged in the behavior. We 

classified non-offending friends as those with a score of one or less (i.e., very few or none of their 

friends engaged in delinquency on average) all others were considered offending friends (i.e., 

some, most, or all friends engaged in delinquency on average). This was roughly equivalent to a 

mean split of the data (M = 0.67, SD = 0.75; range: 0 – 3.85). 

Control Variables 

Unless otherwise indicated these variables were measured at the 36-month follow-up 

interview, which captured behavior in the prior six months. 

Number of Friends. A measure of the total number of close friends that participants reported 

out of four.  

Age. A continuous measure of participant’s age truncated to whole numbers, which ranged 

from age 17 up to 21. 
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Romantic Partners. The total number of unique romantic relationships the participant 

reported that lasted one month or more, which ranged from zero to three.  

Proportion of Community Time. A proportional measure of how much time in a recall 

period that the youth was in the community (i.e., not in a secure confinement facility), where zero 

indicated none of their time was spent in the community and one indicated all of their time was 

spent in the community. 

School Enrollment. A dichotomous measure that indicated if the participant had been enrolled 

in school (1) or not (0). 

Employment Status. A dichotomous measure that indicated if the participant had a paying job 

(1) or not (0) at any time during the recall. 

Race and Ethnicity. Participants’ self-reported race/ethnicity, which was coded into three 

categories: White, Black, or Hispanic. 

Data Analysis  

We selected the 36-month follow-up interview time-point because it represented the end of 

adolescence and beginning of young adulthood (i.e., age 17 – 21) for the youth who participated in 

the Pathways to Desistance study. It is also the end of extended juvenile jurisdiction
1
 for most 

states (OJJDP, 2019). By utilizing one time period to predict desistance, we adopted an end state 

approach, which views desistance as an achievement that occurs or does not occur in a period of 

time (Schubert et al., 2016; Uggen & Kruttschnitt, 1998). This approach follows other desistance 

research used to guide policymakers’ decisions (Council of State Governments Justice Center, 

2014; Schubert et al., 2016). We used a binary logistic regression because the outcome was a 

 

1
 Extended jurisdiction allows state juvenile justice systems to provide sanctions and services 

above the maximum age of juvenile court jurisdiction (i.e., provide services to youth through age 

21 even if the maximum age for juvenile court is 17 in the state; OJJDP, 2019).   
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dichotomous variable. We used proximal levels of friendship support (i.e., friend support at 30 

months and 36 months) because research suggests distal or baseline characteristics are poor 

predictors of desistance from delinquency (Mulvey et al., 2016; Schubert et al., 2016).  

Results 

Descriptive Results (Table 4) 

     Youth were approximately 19 years old (M = 18.98, SD = 1.17) with high levels of friend 

support at the 30-month (M = 3.33, SD = 0.50) and 36-month (M = 3.29, SD = 0.52) follow-up 

interviews. Youth who persisted and desisted from offending were similar on most measured 

characteristics, in line with prior work (Martí et al., 2019; Mulvey et al., 2016). Youth who 

desisted from delinquency spent more time in the community (M = 0.72, SD = 0.02) than youth 

who persisted in delinquency (M = 0.60, SD = 0.03; t = -3.48, p < 0.05). A greater proportion of 

youth who desisted from delinquency had non-offending friends (79.58%) compared to youth 

who persisted in delinquency (45.11%; χ2
 = 80.43, p < 0.001). 

Logistic Regression Results (Table 5) 

Research Question One: Friendship Support and Desistance 

Model one indicated that the odds of desisting were approximately five times higher (OR = 

4.93, p < 0.001) for youth with non-offending friends than youth with offending friends. 

Friendship support at 30 or 36 months (p’s both greater than 0.05) was not a statistically 

significant predictor of desistance. The odds of desisting were roughly two times higher for 

Black youth (OR = 2.33, p < 0.001) and Hispanic youth (OR = 1.76, p < 0.05) compared to 

White youth.  
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Research Question Two: Interaction of Support and Source of Support on Desistance  

In model two, we added the interaction between friendship support and source of support 

(offending or non-offending friends). We found no statistically significant main effect of friend 

support, source of support, or interaction between the two (p’s all greater than 0.05).  Due to the 

fact that Black and Hispanic youth had higher odds of desistance than White youth, we 

conducted exploratory post-hoc analyses to examine interactions between ethnicity and level of 

support as well as ethnicity and source of support. Neither interaction was statistically significant 

(p’s both greater than 0.05), which suggested that support and source of support did not 

differentially relate to desistance by ethnicity (see Table 6).  

Discussion 

It was difficult to predict desistance of serious adolescent offenders with the chosen 

variables. Desisters and persisters were similar on most of the variables, except race and 

ethnicity, presence of non-offending friends, and proportion of time in the community. 

Specifically, Black and Hispanic youth, youth who had non-offending friends, and youth who 

had a higher proportion of time in the community were significantly more likely to desist. Other 

work has shown the difficulties of predicting desistance in late adolescence and early adulthood 

(Basto-Pereira, Começanha, Ribeiro & Maia, 2015; Mulvey et al., 2010). While it is possible that 

that predicting desistance is easier later in adulthood, we do not think that is likely based on 

desistance research. For example, a meta-analysis on predictors of desistance found that 

predictors were inconsistent in the long-term (i.e., five to seven years after a juvenile offense) 

across studies (Basto-Pereira et al., 2015). In combination, these findings suggest that researchers 

have limited aggregate evidence to use in advising policymakers and practitioners on youth 

desistance, despite the findings that most youth desist from delinquency.  
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Social Support and Desistance  

The findings did not support the notion that increased levels of social support increased 

the likelihood of desistance (Sampson & Laub, 2003, 2005). Perhaps, friendships are less 

meaningful to youth than family or romantic relationships, and therefore, do not influence 

desistance from delinquency. Family relationships are more continuous than friendships and 

youth spend more time with romantic partners in the end of adolescence and beginning of young 

adulthood than with friends (Markiewicz, Lawford, Doyle, & Haggart, 2006; Poulin & Chan, 

2010). Romantic partnerships that involve cohabitation, marriage, and/or having children 

together arguably involve more commitment than friendships. Thus, the bonds of friendships 

may be fundamentally different than the bonds of family or significant others. Future work 

should be aimed at directly comparing how support from romantic, platonic, and familial 

relationships predicts desistance and understanding if variation in commitment levels in the 

relationships explain differences in their ability to predict desistance from delinquency. 

The results were in line with recent qualitative work that suggests youth who desist and 

persist have similar levels of friendship support but desisters reinterpret the friendship support as 

pathway to desistance (Martí et al., 2019). Similarly, the age-graded theory of social control 

suggests that the interpretation of the relationship as a bond to society is an important component 

of desistance (Sampson & Laub, 2003, 2005). So, serious adolescent offenders may have high 

levels of support but do not interpret that support as a meaningful bond that they are unwilling to 

lose by offending. The present study was unable to capture the youths’ interpretations of 

friendship support as a pathway to desistance, so it is possible that the interpretation may have 

mediated the relationship between support levels and desistance from delinquency. Future work 

should explore the role that interpretation plays in desistance.   
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Source of Support and Desistance 

Our results failed to support the differential support theory. Support from non-offending 

friends did not significantly predict desistance from delinquency (Cullen, 1994). Other work has 

found that increasing support from offending friends was associated persistence in offending, 

however, that study used data from the 1977 National Youth Survey (Brezina & Azimi, 2018). 

Differences between the findings of the present study and the Brezina and Azimi work could be 

due to societal differences between the 1970s and early 2000s and/or the offending level of 

participants (youth who commit serious offenses compared to minor acts of delinquency). Future 

work should be aimed at assessing under what conditions, if at all, the differential support theory 

predicts desistance from or persistence in offending. 

Predictors of Desistance from Delinquency 

  The link between friends’ delinquency (or lack thereof) and youth desistance was expected 

based on a large body of literature from multiple disciplines (e.g., Cottle et al., 2001). The 

present study was cross-sectional, so it could not address if the association between peer 

delinquency and offending was due to peer socialization and/or peer selection effects. Given the 

ages of participants’ (between 17 and 21 years old) and previous research (Monahan et al., 

2009), peer socialization effects may explain the significant association. Specifically, their 

antisocial friends may have spurred changes in their level of delinquent behavior (peer 

socialization) rather than their own delinquent behavior influencing their decision to associate 

with antisocial friends (peer selection; Monahan et al., 2009). 

The finding that Black and Hispanic serious adolescent offenders were more likely to 

desist than White serious adolescent offenders was unexpected based on the disproportionate 

numbers of Black and Hispanic youth in the justice systems. Black and Hispanic youth are more 
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likely to be arrested, transferred to the adult system, and receive harsher sanctions than White 

youth (Armour & Hammond, 2009; Brown & Sorensen, 2013; OJJDP, 2018). Researchers have 

argued that the treatment of Black and Hispanic youth in the justice systems is more driven by 

stakeholders’ perceptions of minority youth than actual offending risk (Bridges & Steen, 1998). 

For example, one study found that, controlling for juveniles’ offense type and offending history, 

probation officers were more likely to attribute delinquency for Black adolescent males to 

negative internal characteristics (e.g., hostility) that are unlikely to change and attribute 

delinquency for White adolescent males to external environmental factors (e.g., family context; 

Bridges & Steen, 1998). Even if stakeholders do not disclose explicit bias, they can hold implicit 

bias towards minority youth that impacts their recommendations and actions as has been shown 

in racial priming experiments (Graham & Lowery, 2004). The results of the present study stress 

that the actual risk of persistence for Black and Hispanic male serious adolescent offenders is 

lower than that of White male serious adolescent offenders. Stakeholders in the justice system 

should evaluate how racial bias may be impacting their treatment of minority youth so they can 

mitigate such bias. Scholars debate if de-biasing interventions are effective (see Bell & Rasquiza, 

2014), however, standardized assessments or tools may help mitigate racial bias in key decision 

points or by key decision makers (Umpierre, Dedel, Marrow & Pakseresht, 2016).  

Limitations and Future Research  

Although consistent with the existing literature, the use of an end-state approach limited 

our ability to infer how changes influenced offending and the direction of effects between 

predictors and offending. To the extent that stakeholders are also interested in self-reported 

offending variety or frequency over time, a longitudinal approach could be used to assess how 

factors influence offending levels. A longitudinal approach is focused more on recidivism than the 
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end state of desistance, but it is useful to assess how dynamic factors influence offending.  For 

example, as adolescents grow more resistant to peer influence with age (Steinberg & Monahan, 

2007) the level of support may be more important than the source of support (i.e., offending versus 

non-offending). A longitudinal approach could also analyze the direction of effects. In the present 

study, a higher proportion of time in the community predicted desistance. That finding does not 

mean that community time preceded desistance though. It may be that youth who are not 

offending (i.e., have desisted) are in the community more than a secure confinement facility. 

Future research should continue to analyze additional factors associated with an end state of 

desistance, but they should also utilize longitudinal methods to assess how dynamic factors 

influence offending and understand the direction of effects.    

Additional research should also focus on how expressive and instrumental forms of 

support predict desistance. The global measure of support in the present study could not assess 

how these different facets of friendship support relate to desistance. Offenders may need more 

tangible forms of support provided through instrumental support to desist from offending. For 

example, providing financial support may help an adolescent stop from committing financial 

crimes, such as selling drugs, or a connection to an employment opportunity may reduce the time 

and motivation to offend. The present study provided a base that future research can expand upon 

to clarify how, if at all, different forms of support relate to desistance.    

That said, it is important for future research to examine how perceptions of friendship 

support relate to outcomes beyond desistance from delinquency. It is unlikely that recidivism will 

ever reach zero or that desistance from delinquency will ever be a universal outcome. So, research 

should also assess factors associated with other desirable outcomes for serious adolescent 

offenders. For example, research should assess factors associated with offenders’ pursuits of 
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educational or employment opportunities as well as factors associated with offenders’ mental well-

being. Such research would be in line with a positive youth development perspective, which is a 

strengths-based approach to working with adolescent offenders (Lerner, 2005). Increasing such 

research with serious adolescent offender will be important to support best practice justice 

interventions and policies.  

Despite the limitations, the study provided insight into friends’ influence on desistance 

from delinquency. Desisters were more likely to have non-offending friends than persisters but the 

level of support received from friends did not significantly differ between the two groups. Further, 

the interaction between source of support (offending versus non-offending) and level of support 

did not significantly differ between desisters and persisters. Our results did not support the 

differential social support theory. Future research should assess if and under what conditions the 

theory predicts the relationship between support and offending for serious adolescent offenders. 

Such research is important for policy and practice aimed at promoting youth desistance. 
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STUDY TWO: MATERNAL PERSPECTIVES ON THEIR JUSTICE-INVOLVED SON’S 
FRIENDS 

  
Objectives 

Study Two focused on qualitative, exploratory analysis of two main topics:  

1) Mothers’ knowledge and perceptions of their son’s friends when he first became 

system-involved (i.e., when the youth was first charged). 

a. How, if at all, mothers’ perceptions of the friendships changed throughout 

system involvement. 

2) Mothers’ attempts to directly influence (i.e., encourage or discourage) their child’s 

friendships. 

Method 

Recruitment 

Families with children in the justice system have been classified as a hard-to-reach research 

population, meaning they are difficult to recruit for research (Shaghaghi, Bhopal, & Sheikh, 

2011). Families may feel shame or stigma surrounding their child’s involvement, they may not 

have the time or other resources necessary to participate in research (Amani et al., 2018), or they 

may be distrustful of the research community (Ellard-Gray, Jeffrey, Choubak, & Crann, 2015), all 

of which could limit their willingness to participate in research. As such, we used multiple, 

purposeful sampling techniques to recruit families for this study. We handed out flyers outside of 

the DC Moultrie Courthouse, we posted flyers at community locations (e.g., coffeeshops and 

grocery stores) and online community boards (i.e., Craigslist), and we worked with community 

partners to reach eligible families (e.g., Parent Watch DC, Global Transcendence, and Credible 

Messengers). Additionally, we used the snowball sampling technique by asking mothers who had 
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participated to pass along a flyer to other eligible mothers they knew (Shaghaghi et al., 2011). 

Recruitment began in the summer of 2019 and concluded in January 2020.  

Participants 

We interviewed a total of eleven maternal guardians with a male child who had been 

adjudicated or convicted in the juvenile or adult justice system prior to age 18 in the DC metro 

area. The majority of the interviews took place in DC (n = 9) and the rest took place in Maryland 

(n = 2) based on participants’ preferences. Maternal guardians, hereafter referred to as mothers, 

was broadly defined so that biological relatives or other guardians could participate (Shanahan & 

diZerega, 2016). 

We narrowed the sample to mothers with justice-involved sons for several reasons. First, 

focusing exclusively on male youth complemented the analyses from study one, which focused 

exclusively on male offenders. Second, research has shown that mothers have higher levels of 

knowledge about their child’s friends and influence their child’s friendships more than fathers 

(Tilton-Weaver & Galambos, 2003; Updegraff, Kim, Killoren, & Thayer, 2007). Third, prior 

research in this jurisdiction highlighted the difficulty of recruiting fathers of justice-involved 

youth (see Woolard, 2019). Finally, these parameters helped narrow the scope of the study so that 

we could attempt to reach the point of saturation (i.e., the point at which new data does not 

generate new results) in a reasonable timeframe (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006).  

Interview Eligibility Criteria 

In order to participate, mothers needed to have a son who had formal sanctions (i.e., was not 

diverted) in the justice system. In an effort to ensure recency of juvenile justice system experience, 
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the son needed to be under the age of 25
2
 because the District of Columbia and Maryland have 

extended jurisdiction over juveniles until age 21 (D.C. code §§ 16-2301(3); MD code § 3-8A-

07(a), (b)). If the mother was not the biological mother, she self-reported she had guardianship 

over the youth. Beyond these criteria, we did not include or exclude mothers based on their child’s 

justice system experience. Thus, we interviewed mothers with children who had a range of formal 

processing experiences in the justice system.  

Procedure 

After materials received approval from Georgetown University’s Institutional Review Board 

(IRB # 00001751), we invited mothers to participate in a one-hour interview on their experience as 

a parent in the justice system. Interviews took place in community locations convenient to the 

participant, such as meeting rooms in neighborhood libraries or local churches. The interviews 

were audio-recorded once informed consent and approval to record the interviews were obtained. 

At the start of the interview, participants were asked the number of children they had and the 

number of children who had contact with the justice system. If multiple sons had charges in the 

justice system, interviews focused on one son who was under 25 and had the most serious charge. 

We used a responsive interviewing approach, which is a technique that aims to get at the depth of 

an issue by inquiring about interviewees’ interpretations of their lived experiences (Rubin & 

Rubin, 2005). At the end of the interview, mothers answered demographic questions about 

themselves, their child, and the child’s father. All participants were compensated $25 for their 

time (funded through the 2019 Georgetown GradGov Research Project Award and the co-

investigators’ internal funds). Following the interview, interviewers debriefed through written 

 

2
 One mother had a child who youth turned 26 two months prior to study participation who was 

allowed to participate.  
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memos. The interviewers also debriefed and presented the identified themes at coding meetings to 

discuss the ongoing analysis.   

Data Storage 

We assigned participants a number that was recorded on the consent form. All consent forms 

were separated from transcriptions to maintain anonymity of the data. Any identifying information 

recorded in the interview (e.g., child’s name or identifiable locations) was redacted during the 

transcription process. The audio-recorder was stored in a safe within a locked office in the 

Psychology department. Transcriptions were stored on Georgetown University’s Box folder, 

which is compliant with HIPAA privacy protections.  

Measures 

Semi-structured Interviews 

 Interviews were semi-structured to allow the participants to detail meaningful, personal 

experiences but cover common ground across all participants (see Appendix A; Blee & Taylor, 

2002).  

Demographic Information 

       We asked mothers to report the age, race/ethnicity, marital status and level of education for 

themselves and the child’s father. We also asked the mother to report on their relationship status 

with the father. The mothers reported the age, race, and highest grade completed for the son 

discussed.  

Data Analysis 

We used an interpretative phenomenological approach to analyze for central themes in the 

data. An interpretative phenomenological approach is non-positivistic and views knowledge as 

subjective with the epistemological goal of interpreting the subjectivity (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). In 
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this way, the researcher is interested in the meaning participants ascribe to experiences, rather than 

the specifics of experiences (Smith & Osborn, 2007). A qualitative study grounded in this 

perspective looks for depth rather than breadth of information (Smith & Osborn, 2007) and aims 

to describe the crux or central meaning of lived experiences through iterative data analysis 

(Creswell, 2007; Moustakas, 1994).  

Data analysis proceeded in stages. The first stage involved reflecting on my preconceived 

notions of the topic in a process known as bracketing or epoche. In bracketing or epoche, the 

researcher explicitly acknowledges and sets aside their biases on the topic (Creswell, 2007; 

Moustakas, 1994; Richards & Morse, 2013), which in this case setting meant setting aside my 

expectations about mothers’ experiences with their justice-involved child. Although scholars 

debate the best time and method to bracket (Tufford & Newman, 2012), I began the bracketing 

processing at the start of the project through reflexive journaling and discussions with the co-

investigator (Tufford & Newman, 2012). Bracketing at the start of a project allows one to assess 

preconceptions before they cascade throughout the research process (e.g., in the follow-ups 

questions in interviews; Rolls & Relf, 2006; Rubin & Rubin, 2005). With reflexive journaling, I 

explored my preconceptions as well as the power dynamics of the interviews, and I discussed 

these with the co-investigator (Rolls & Relf, 2006). I continued to engage with the bracketing 

process throughout the research through debriefing memos following best practice 

recommendations (Tufford & Newman, 2012).  

Then, we analyzed the qualitative text in Dedoose, which is a software program for qualitative 

analysis. In the first round of analysis, we pulled in-vivo and process codes. In-vivo codes are 

direct quotes from the participant that were used to capture participant insight. Process codes are 

gerund phrases (i.e., verbs ending in –ing like running) that were used to capture participant action 
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(Saldaña, 2015). We pulled these codes in a process known as horizontalism where each code was 

given equal weight as themes emerged (Moustakas, 1994). 

In iterative rounds of analyses, we engaged in focused coding where we condensed and 

integrated clusters of codes into categories and inductively derived themes from the categories. 

Categories are summative phrases that encapsulate similar codes (Saldaña, 2018) and themes are 

the phrases that broadly encompass the deeper meaning of categories (Saldaña, 2018). An 

inductive, or bottoms-up, approach is data-driven instead of based on a theoretically driven coding 

plan (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke, 2006). An inductive approach is frequently used with 

extensive qualitative data to link transcripts to research aims (Thomas, 2003). We engaged in this 

process until additional reviews of the data did not entail additional refinement. This approach 

followed prior inductive, qualitative research (see Jain & Ogden, 1999; Thomas, 2003).  

Analytic Rigor  

Given that an interpretative phenomenological approach is non-positivistic, quantitative, 

positivistic measures such as reliability, generalizability, and/or validity are not appropriate to 

assess its credibility (Carcary, 2009; Syed & Nelson, 2015). Instead, measures of rigor ensure the 

results are consistent with the raw data (Merriam, 2009). Rigor refers to the data analysis process 

and is akin to the trustworthiness of the results (Hays, Wood, Dahl, & Kirk-Jenkins, 2016; Syed & 

Nelson, 2015). I chose three strategies to ensure rigor: (1) reflexivity (2) external examination, and 

(3) an audit trail.  

(1) Reflexivity is a process for researchers to acknowledge how they influence and are 

influenced by the research (Merriam, 2009). For example, reflexivity could involve an 

acknowledgement of the researcher’s positionality relative to the participants (Hays et al., 

2016). A researcher’s positionality may be defined as an insider or outsider to the sample, 
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depending on their level of similarity to the sample (Herr & Anderson, 2005). I define myself 

as an outsider to the sample because I am neither a mother nor part of the juvenile or criminal 

justice system. Additionally, I was younger than most of the mothers in the sample and a 

different race/ethnicity than the mothers in the sample. I engaged in collaborative discussions 

about my positionality with the co-investigator and engaged in written memorandums in the 

bracketing process to acknowledge potential biases stemming from either issue.  

(2) External examination is the collaborative process of discussing and refining qualitative 

analysis (Merriam, 2009; Hays et al., 2016). I read all transcripts and the co-investigator read a 

subsample of the transcripts after which we met to discuss the coding categories and themes. 

The investigators’ discussions surrounding coding decisions served as an external examination 

of the data to ensure categorization and themes were consistent with the raw data.  

(3) An audit trail is a coding log that allows other researchers to follow the analytic process 

(Merriam, 2009). I documented coding decisions from the first set of unedited codes to the 

final themes (see Appendix B).  

Although each of these tools are recommended manners to ensure rigor in qualitative analysis, 

it is important to note that inductive, interpretative analyses are inherently subjective (Syed & 

Nelson, 2015). The goal is not to fully separate the researcher from the research but acknowledge 

their potential influence in collecting and analyzing the data, so that audiences may analyze the 

results in light of this information (Merriam, 2009). 

Results and Interpretations 

Descriptive Results 

The majority of the eleven mothers identified as African American (n = 10; 90%), one 

identified as American Indian, and all mothers (n = 11, 100%) identified their son as African 
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American. The sample of predominantly African American mothers with African American sons 

reflects national trends of justice-involved families and youth (Rovner, 2016) as well as local 

trends of committed youth in the Department of Youth and Rehabilitative Services (DYRS, 2018). 

Two of the maternal guardians were grandmothers, hereafter referred to as mothers. The majority 

reported they were single mothers (n = 9; 82%). Four mothers (36%) reported that the child’s 

father was deceased, four reported that they were separated and never married to the child’s father, 

two (18%) reported that they were divorced from the child’s father, and one did not disclose her 

relationship with the child’s father (9.09%). On average, the mothers were 50 years old (M = 

50.18, SD = 10.87) and the justice-involved son we discussed was 19 years old (M = 19.27, SD = 

3.58). Mothers’ highest level of education ranged from 10
th

 grade to a bachelor’s degree. Youth 

were on average 14 years old (M = 14.92, SD = 1.04) when they were initially charged in the 

system, meaning there had been almost 4 and a half years (M = 4.36, SD = 3.67) between the 

initial charge and the interview. Six of the sons (54.54%) lived at home with their mother and the 

remaining five were incarcerated.  

Objective 1: Mothers’ Initial Impressions of Their Son’s Friends 

      We asked the mothers to describe what they thought about their son’s friends or the crowd 

he was hanging around when he was initially charged. Mothers knew the frame of the 

interview was to discuss their experience as a parent with a justice-involved child, so the view 

they presented of their son’s friends may have been more heavily focused on offending and 

legal involvement than if the frame of the interview had been on a non-legal topic. Due to the 

interview frame and the literature on the increased likelihood of peer offending for justice-

involved adolescents, it was not surprising that all but three mothers (n = 8; 73%) discussed 
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how their son committed the initial offense with a friend or a group of friends. However, 

mothers reported more about their son’s friends than their involvement with offending.   

How Much They Knew about the Friends. The majority of mothers in the sample 

reported they were aware of their son’s friends, but their degree of awareness varied. I 

categorized mothers’ knowledge of their son’s friends into three groups: (1) those that 

reported they knew their son’s friends well; (2) those that felt like they knew enough about 

them; (3) those that did not know their son’s friends.  

Four parents focused on how well they knew their son’s friends. For example, one mother 

said, “I know all the kids… they grew up all together - Mother #10. Another mother discussed 

how well she knew her son’s friends and their family, Like we all grew up - everyone's grown 

up in the same community for a while….known each other for a while.” – Mother #02. 

Growing up together suggests that some mothers of adolescent offenders have an intimate 

level of knowledge of their son’s friends that had not been captured in prior studies of parents 

of adolescent offenders. It also suggests continuity in the relationships between adolescents 

and their friends. Although the youth were not all friends with each other from birth to 

adolescence, some of them lived in the same neighborhoods and their families had been 

familiar with each other for years. We did not focus on how neighborhood or community level 

variables influenced mothers’ knowledge of their child’s friends, which would be a rich area 

for future research. For example, social disorganization theory suggests that community-level 

variables, such as social norms and residential stability, are significant influences on youth 

developmental outcomes (Cantillon, Davidson, & Schweitzer, 2003). Neighborhoods can bind 

residents together and create supportive contexts for youth, but they can also be negative 

contexts categorized by high levels of disorganization and weak bonds (Cantillon et al., 
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2003). Future research that examines how individual level maternal variables interact with 

neighborhood level variables would enrich the understanding of how maternal knowledge is 

influenced by context.  

Three parents reported that while they may not have known the friends personally, that 

they knew enough about them to form an opinion. For example, “I didn’t feel like I knew 

them, I just felt like I knew enough.” She elaborated to say,  

I hate to be judgmental, but I felt like I knew enough cause I research and I advocated, so 

I would go to the schools and be like what’s up with this such and such that [son's name 

redacted] is hanging around. They'd be like ‘well you know [son's name redacted] doesn't 

come from that environment, you know, their parents don't come up here. They don't come 

to the PTA.’ – Mother #05 

Another mother said, “He [her son] was like ‘you don't know them. You're just judging them 

because we got locked up together or we- we caught a charge.’ That's getting some 

information from them!” – Mother #08. Even if these mothers did not know about other 

aspects of the friends’ lives, they extrapolated from the information that they had, such as 

their offending history and family environment. This finding is similar to previous research 

that has found that parents rely on impressions to gather information about their child’s 

friends (Bourdeau et al., 2011). 

Two parents reported they did not know their son’s friends. One mother was adamant that 

she deliberately avoided getting to know anything about her son’s friends because she 

assumed that they acted out like her son.   

My thing is, I don’t know want to deal with nobody’s truth. Cause probably doing the  
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same thing - doing the same thing [son’s name redacted] was doing. And I ain’t got time 

for that… I don’t want to know ‘em. They'll speak ‘how you doing?’ and that’s it. That’s 

the way I am. I don’t get involved with teenagers no more. – Mother #07 

The literature suggests that adolescent offenders are less likely to disclose information to 

their parents (Smetana et al., 2010; Tilton-Weaver et al., 2010) but has not acknowledged that 

parents may be less likely to want that information. During the course of the interview, it was 

apparent that the mother in the last excerpt was overwhelmed with her son’s offending 

behavior. As a result, she was unwilling to learn information about his friends. Although her 

son may have withheld information from her too, her decisions played a role in the amount of 

knowledge she had about his friends.  

     Even if mothers reported they knew their children’s friends, several (n = 5) reported that 

their son hid certain friends because he knew their mother would not approve. 

Someone would pull up to the house every now and again and I would say who is that? 

You know something like that. But I think, honestly, because I was very close and strict 

with them, they hid who they hung with cause they know how I am. They know that it 

wouldn’t be accepted. – Mother #09 

So, there was one incident where there was a new friend that I didn't know about. So, I 

think by that time [son's name redacted] was keeping a lot of things from me. 

 – Mother #05  

The focus on maternal voices indicated that mothers knew that their sons did not tell 

them everything and may have even explicitly hidden information from them. Adolescents 

may think strategies for hiding information are successful, and to some extent they may be, 

but these results suggest sons are not wholly able to withhold information about their friends 
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from mothers. This study focused on what parents know rather than how they gained 

knowledge about their son’s friends, but mechanisms parents use to gain knowledge would be 

a rich area for future research. Mothers with justice-involved sons likely gather information 

from their sons in multiple ways and from diverse sources. 

Perceptions of the Friend Group. The majority of mothers (n = 7) viewed their son’s 

friends as one group, meaning they saw their son’s friends as either all negative or all 

positive. A smaller portion divided their son’s friends into two groups (positive friends and 

offending friends) and/or described a multifaceted appreciation for their son’s friends’ lives. 

If mothers indicated that their son’s friends were all positive, we questioned to see if there 

were any friends that they perceived to be negative at the time of their son’s initial system 

involvement. Similarly, if mothers indicated that their son’s friends were all negative, we 

asked if they thought there were any uplifting or encouraging friends at the time of their son’s 

initial system involvement. The mothers who maintained their perspectives were classified as 

viewing their son’s friends as one group, whereas those who altered their opinions to include 

both types of friends were classified as viewing their son’s friends as two groups.   

One Group. Most of the mothers (n = 5) who viewed their son’s friend as one group, 

viewed the group as uniformly negative. For example, when asked to describe her son’s 

friends one mother said, “bad people. The wrong crowd.” – Mother #08. She later discussed 

her son’s friends’ gang involvement and their role in committing offenses in the community, 

which contributed to her impressions of them. 

The mothers who exclusively viewed their son’s friends as negative due to their 

offending reflected the perspective of a large body of evidence on peer delinquency. The 

scholarly conclusion on delinquent peers is clearly negative given that one of the most robust 
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findings in the literature is that having delinquent peers increases a youth’s risk of offending 

(Cottle et al., 2001). In order to honor maternal experiences, unless the mothers described 

delinquency in the friendship negatively (e.g., as the “wrong crowd”), we did not interpret it 

negatively. 

While most mothers held a view consistent with the literature, there was diversity in the 

impressions. For example, another mother said she thought all of her son’s friends were 

positive. She stated, “they are all very nice, very nice young men” – Mother #06. The 

mother’s perspective that her son’s friends were nice was not because she did not think her 

son’s friends offended. In fact, she described the large role she believed her son’s friends 

played in his offending. Nonetheless, she held an overall positive impression of his friend 

group. The possibility that a mother could hold these two seemingly disparate perspectives, 

that her son’s friends influence him to offend and that they are very nice, has not been 

acknowledged in the delinquency literature. The potential for positive opinions are important 

to consider because they can affect the probability that a mother will attempt to influence her 

son’s friends or engage in a justice-system intervention to influence his friends, which is 

discussed in more detail below.  

Additionally, these findings highlight the strength of engaging in bracketing and 

reflexivity to mitigate researchers’ preconceived notions as well as inductively coding the 

interviews. Without continuously engaging in tools to acknowledge my pre-existing beliefs 

from the literature, it would have been difficult to accept that mothers simultaneously know 

that their son’s friends influence them to offend or commit offenses with them and also view 

them positively. Moreover, inductively coding the qualitative interviews allowed novel 

themes to emerge directly from the mothers.  
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Two Groups. A smaller group of mothers (n = 3) divided their son’s friends into two 

distinct groups: positive friends and offending friends. For example, “he had three positive 

friends’ um but the rest was influencers and users.” 

The mother later clarified,  

Interviewer: So, did he have two groups of friends then?  

Mother 03: Yes.  

Interviewer: The ones that were getting into trouble –  

Mother 03: Exactly. And ones that wasn't.  

The division of friends into two groups implies that mothers define friends as 

individuals who uplift or are otherwise positive for their son. For example, this mother later 

said, “they're not his real friends because they wouldn't do this [referring to their offending]. 

You know?” – Mother #03. In clarifying whom she believed were truly her son’s friends, she 

highlighted that her definition of friendship is dependent on them not getting into trouble. If 

her son was influenced to offend when he was around certain people, then she did not believe 

those people were his friends.  

Mothers’ grouping of their son’s friends into one group (whether positive or negative) 

or two groups may reflect that mothers are not as intimately involved in their son’s 

friendships in adolescence as they were in childhood. This is not to say that the mothers were 

not knowledgeable about their son’s friends, as some reported they knew them very well. 

Rather, as adolescents grow increasingly independent (American Psychological Association 

[APA], 2002) and have a growing number of friends (Feiring & Lewis, 1992), mothers may 

group their son’s friends together and form generalizations about them. However, it is 
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possible that if we asked mothers to think about each friend individually, rather than as a 

crowd, that they would have a more nuanced perspective about their son’s friendships. 

Sympathy Towards Friends 

Despite having different perceptions on their son’s friends (i.e., as one group or two 

groups and as positive or negative), four of the mothers (36.36%) expressed sympathy 

towards their son’s friends because of hardships they experienced, such as parental addiction 

or a lack of parental involvement in their lives.  

I actually thought, you know, I felt sorry for him cause he was - his grandmother was very, 

very ill. She had custody of him. The mother seemed like way out in Virginia somewhere in 

a mental home. She was schizophrenic and like they said she didn't even know who she 

really was, and the father, they didn't know where the father was at all. So, I like felt 

sorry. – Mother #01 

This suggested that the mothers could hold a multifaceted view of their son’s friends. For 

example, Mother #01 thought of the friend in the above excerpt as a negative friend, but she 

recognized that there were external influences in his life that were difficult. This nuanced 

perspective that recognizes friends as more than their delinquency is often lacking from 

quantitative assessments of maternal and adolescent perceptions of friends. In order to gain a 

complete empirical assessment of the adolescent offenders’ friendships though, researchers 

should assess multifaceted or nuanced perspectives.  

Objective 1A: Updated Impressions of Friends Throughout System Involvement 

     We asked the mothers to describe how, if at all, their son’s friends changed following the 

initial charge. I classified mothers’ perceptions about their son’s friends throughout system 

involvement by:  
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1) group consistency: new friends or same friends 

and 

2) perceptions of friends: consistent or updated impressions.  

This led to four categorizations: (1) new friends, consistent perceptions; (2) new friends, updated 

perceptions; (3) same friends, consistent perceptions; (4) same friends, updated perceptions. 

Mothers’ perceptions did not neatly fall into these four categories though. Four mothers reported 

that while some friends remained consistent, others changed throughout system involvement. 

Similarly, two mothers updated their perceptions on certain friends but held consistent 

impressions regarding other friends.  

We provide examples of mothers that exemplified the neat categorizations as well as an 

example of a mother who exemplified mixed perceptions (i.e., new friends/consistent perceptions 

and/or same friends/updated perceptions).  

New friends, consistent perceptions. This category was characterized by mothers who 

reported that their son changed friend groups, either due to court order or because his old 

friends were now incarcerated and out of the community, but that these were the same type of 

friends as when he was initially charged. For example, “he back hanging with different boys 

but- boys from his hood, as he say, and doing the same stuff.” – Mother #08. Or, “he meets 

new criminal friends and when he comes out of prison, they're his new friends or 

associates.” – Mother #09 

New friends, updated perceptions. These mothers reported their son changed friends and 

that they subsequently updated their perceptions of his friends. Only one mother noted that 

her son isolated himself as a result of system involvement, which we categorized in the new 

friend, updated perceptions category. She stated, “like, he kept feeling like dag, every time I'm 
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with a friend I get in trouble…He feel like other people around brings negative energy.  So 

that's when I start to really see him isolate himself.” – Mother #01. Other mothers stated that 

changing friends pushed their son deeper into trouble. For example,  

Well, they was on another level um... they was jumping, they skipped school, um smoked 

weed, um steal cars. I mean they was on a whole ‘nother level. Even though he didn't 

progress to that part - he was just smoking weed - but it was just, they was just more 

advanced than him and to me, I felt like he was trying to - not so much get there but he 

was on that path because he was hanging with them, you know. – Mother #03 

Only one mother noted that a change in friends had been positive for their son, which 

appeared to be related to her son’s maturation and employment. She began by describing how 

her son’s friends are now an older group of guys because his former same-aged friends are 

incarcerated. “Well most of them are older guys, let's see, [friend name redacted] locked up, 

[friend name redacted] locked up, most of them [son's name redacted]'s age is locked up, like, 

that he, that he was close with.” She then discussed her updated perceptions about one of his 

new friends.  

[Friend name redacted] used to be a drug dealer, when [son's name redacted] was 

small, you know. And, then he did clean up his act, you know, he tell [son's name 

redacted], don't be doing that, you know, leave that girl alone or something like that. – 

Mother #10 

Same friends, consistent perceptions. One mother reported her son had the same group 

of friends and held consistent impressions of them. This mother had an 18-year-old son who 

was involved in the system in the last year. In describing the consistency of the friends, she 

noted that they became friends while playing basketball at the recreation center, “they've been 
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on the same basketball teams and even though he can't play basketball [because of an injury] 

he's at his friends’ games.” She reported that she initially thought they were a decent group of 

friends, which was reaffirmed by how they acted when her son faced court sanctions.  

When [son's name redacted] was going to court they would come up to the court building. 

If they want to do something, like hang out or do something, and they know he has to be 

home by 9:00, they'll just all come over and they're like 'oh, we know he has to be in by 

9:00 so instead of going out, we're just going to all come over’ – Mother #11 

Same friends, updated perceptions. Other mothers noticed that their son still associated 

with the same group of friends, but the mothers changed her perception of the friends or the 

friends’ home environments as a result of the charges. In the present study, mothers only 

updated their perceptions of the friends for the worse. For example, one mother said, 

They [her son and his friends] got caught stealing from the store… I thought I knew them 

very well… I thought that the parent and the kids were of similar backgrounds… similar 

meaning um other moms that are um kind of active in their child's life. 

She also said, “so, I thought they were same type of kids who I thought would kinda deter 

each other from doing bad things.” – Mother #02 

As a result of the charges her son and his friends faced together, she learned that one of 

his friends had a sibling with several serious charges, which changed her perspective on that 

friend’s home environment. She also questioned how well she truly knew her son’s friends 

after the offense. In the end, she reported that she felt like she still knew them well and that 

this incident was just a youthful indiscretion.  
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Mixed perceptions. Mother #05 arguably best exemplified the difficulty of classifying 

maternal perceptions of their son’s friends throughout system involvement. Her initial 

impression of her son’s friends was that he had no uplifting, or encouraging, friends. 

Interviewer: Do you think he had any friends that uplifted him? 

Mother 05: No. I wanna say hell no, but no, he didn't.  

She updated her perceptions on his friends during his system involvement because she 

realized that he had a consistent group of uplifting friends.  

He had a lot of uplifting friends that encouraged him because these are the friends today 

standing in the court room for a charge that's out of this world, I'll tell you about. He can 

say a little bit but those friends- he never brought [them] around me. 

She also updated her opinion about a friend that she thought pushed her son deeper into 

trouble. 

Mother 05: So, the guy that was on [son's name redacted]'s last UUV [unauthorized use of 

vehicle] case, who I told you - this new friend? 

Interviewer: Yeah. 

Mother 05: He is now our youth mentor…and we're like this [crosses fingers]. 

Interviewer: So, things have changed with him? 

Mother 05: Yes, uh huh, uh huh, yup, things have changed a lot with him.  

Mothers’ reports that her son’s friends were new and/or that her opinions of them had 

changed could be related to context, such as system involvement, or related to time, such as 

aging. Mothers had sons with a range of justice system experiences (e.g., one charge to several 

charges) with formal sanctions that ranged from community service to incarceration. 

Additionally, some of the boys were first charged within the past year and others were first 
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charged several years prior, which meant mothers varied in the amount of time to change their 

opinions and their sons had different amounts of time to change friends (range: 0 – 10 years). 

Mothers who reported that they updated their perceptions had sons who were initially charged 

six years ago, while mothers who held consistent perceptions had sons who were initially 

charged approximately three years ago. Furthermore, the sons discussed ranged in ages from 

14 to 26. Adolescents gain and lose friends frequently (Feiring & Lewis, 1992; Poulin & Chan, 

2010). Mothers with the youngest sons in the sample (age 14 - 15) noticed that some of their 

child’s friends had changed and they had updated their perceptions of them. Similarly, mothers 

with the oldest sons in the sample (age 23 - 26) noticed that some of their son’s friends changed 

while others remained the same. It is possible that across these developmental periods that 

similar levels of friendship discontinuity are to be expected, but it is unclear from these findings 

and the existing literature on friendship continuity over the lifespan. Thus, additional research 

with larger samples of mothers and sons is necessary to understand how contextual and 

developmental factors influence mothers’ opinions of their son’s friends.  

Support in the Friendships. Several mothers (n = 6) discussed their perceptions of how 

their son’s friends offered support. Of the four mothers who discussed instrumental support 

(i.e., providing tangible benefits), the most frequently discussed example was having a friend 

send money to their son’s commissary account in jail so that he could purchase food or other 

items (n = 3; 75%). For instance, “I had a couple of them bring me, you know, money, say put 

this in his commissary.” – Mother #10 

Four mothers also described expressive support (i.e., affective functions) that occurred in 

their son’s friendships. For example, one mother described one of her son’s friends by saying,   

He's the only one I seen that really came to his life and was like 'man, I'm gonna take you  
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far. We gonna go. You can do this.' So, he was like the one that really like kept 

encouraging him – Mother #01 

Two mothers described both instrumental and expressive support in their son’s friendships. 

For example, one mother described instrumental support provided by her son’s friends:  

They be like 'why you ain't in school? Come on, we ‘bout to drive you to school', you 

know, and stuff like that. 'You got money in your pocket?' He be like 'No.' They give him 

$5/$6, you know so, they really help. I can say, they really help, you know. – Mother #03 

She also noted expressive support in her son’s friendships, “when he call, they answer. 'You 

good, bro? We love you, bro.' Just to keep him up while he's there [incarcerated], you know.” 

– Mother #03 

These findings highlight two themes: (1) most, but not all, mothers mentioned some type 

of support in their son’s friendships and (2) those who mentioned instrumental support 

generally focused on funds for their incarcerated sons. To the first point, it is important to 

highlight that support was not the explicit focus of the interview. Thus, mothers who did not 

mention support may not have noticed support in their son’s friendships or they may not have 

chosen to focus on it during our conversation. Additional research can help assess the extent 

to which mothers notice support in their son’s friendships, which is important because the 

mothers seemed to feel supported by their son’s friends’ actions as well. To the second point, 

mothers generally focused on how their sons received instrumental support from their son’s 

friends when they put money on their son’s commissary. It is possible that mothers noticed 

forms of instrumental support other than putting money on their son’s commissary when he 

was incarcerated, but this was the most salient form of support. Or, it may have been the only 

form of support they noticed. Of course, mothers needed to have a son who had been 
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incarcerated to note that friends put money on their son’s commissary. One mother who did 

not mention instrumental support in the form of money for her son’s commissary did not have 

a son who was incarcerated. She described how her son’s friend bought food when he came 

over to her house for her son and for her grandchildren. There are likely numerous ways for 

friends to support each other and future research should qualitatively explore which forms and 

methods of support from friends are most important to adolescents and their mothers. 

Objective 2: Mother’s Attempts to Influence their Son’s Friendships 

     We wanted to know if mothers directly influenced their son’s friendships, and if so, how they 

attempted to directly influence them. We found that the mothers engaged in multiple approaches 

to influence their son’s friendships that ranged from explicit attempts to control the relationship 

to no attempts at exerting any influence or control. The mothers engaged in an average of two of 

the methods described below.  

Methods of influence. 

“My house.” Although mothers had conflicting opinions on how or if they should influence 

their son’s friendships, they were mostly unified (n = 8; 73%) in feeling that they could and 

should limit who was allowed in their house. For example, “I can control who comes in my 

house” – Mother #02; “I was the type of mother if you kept bad company they couldn't come in 

my house.” – Mother #05; “I’m not having it in my house. So, that’s the way that goes.” – Mother 

#07; and, “He's not gonna have friends over at my house.” – Mother #04 

Two mothers did not take strong stances for or against inviting friends into their homes and 

one mother explicitly described her house as an open, welcoming space for her son’s friends who 

may come from troubled backgrounds.   
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We have a very open house where we let all of his friends come stay or if they want to eat or 

wash their clothes or whatever. We try to always have that for all the kids because you never 

know what's going on. – Mother #11 

Explicit influence. I classified influence as explicit if mothers acknowledged that they 

knowingly attempted to influence their son’s friendships. Mothers attempted to both explicitly 

encourage certain friendships and explicitly discourage others, but it was more common for 

mothers to discourage existing friends (n = 7; 64%) rather than encourage new friendships (n = 

4; 36.36%). Mothers directly discouraged their son’s friendships by restricting with whom their 

son could hang out with and when their son could go out. For example, one mother said, “I 

restricted him to the house. I would restrict him or put him on a curfew.” –Mother #09 

Other mothers directly encouraged their son’s friendships by signing them up for new 

activities where they could meet new friends. For example, “one time, I was encouraging him, go 

ahead and play football, basketball - that's a whole new set of friends, you know, stuff like that.” 

– Mother #10 

Mothers mechanisms of explicit influence were consistent with recommendations for 

intervention. For example, parenting interventions often target specific strategies to manage 

youth’s friendships (i.e., restrict who the youth is allowed to associate with). To the extent that 

interventions encourage new friendships, they often encourage parents to put their child in 

structured activities that will occupy their time (e.g., Bilchik, 1998). So, it is perhaps not 

surprising that these mothers displayed similar strategies to manage their son’s friendships.  

Mothers mechanisms of explicit influence likely reflected their son’s maturation as well.  

Adolescents develop their own independent interests (APA, 2002), so it is arguably more 

difficult for mothers to sign their son up for activities that will encourage new friendships, such 
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as sports teams, when they are adolescents and young adults than when they were children. For 

example, one mother said, 

When he was younger, I had more control of like the types of friends he had; the kind of 

people that I wanted him to be around. I put him in certain places like I would - he grew up 

pretty much like in the library, doing sports… So now I have no control over who his friends 

are. He chooses his friends. – Mother #02 

Contrary to the expectation that delinquent friends are considered negative influences who 

should be avoided, mothers viewed some of these friends positively and did not influence their 

son’s friendships with these individuals. This highlights the importance of understanding 

maternal perceptions of their son’s friends, rather than just assessing maternal knowledge of their 

son’s friends’ delinquency. Researchers, policymakers, and practitioners are able to more fully 

understand maternal decisions to influence or to not influence their son’s friendships when they 

inquire about maternal perceptions. Justice agencies can build upon this knowledge to create 

interventions that are more successful in the long-term by aligning or shifting maternal 

perceptions to match the program goals. Ideally, justice interventions and agencies would work 

to understand and honor maternal perceptions rather than just trying to shift perceptions to match 

program goals. This approach would allow agency-mother partnerships in intervention efforts.  

Encourage youth’s agency. The mothers who were classified in this category often gave 

advice that could have been interpreted as explicit influence, but these mothers did not believe 

they influenced their son’s friendships. In order to honor the mothers’ subjective truths, I did not 

classify such influence as explicit. As a prime example, one mother discussed a few instances 

that she restricted her son’s access to certain friends (by not letting them in her house or verbally 

discouraging the friendship), but when asked if she influenced her son’s friendships she said,  
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“I let him make his own decisions.” – Mother #01. The use of an interpretative 

phenomenological framework honored mothers’ realities as they perceived them.  

Another mother spoke to her son about his friends and his choices but specified that she did 

not explicitly meddle in her son’s friendships. She summarized her philosophy by stating,  

We never say - I don't think with any of our kids - that we ever say, you can't do this, or you 

better not go this place. We just give them the like if you do this, this is what can happen and 

let them kind of make their decisions from them. – Mother #11 

Notably, mothers who viewed their son’s friends as positive supported their son’s autonomy, 

which is an important developmental task during adolescence (APA, 2002). For example, one of 

the mothers mentioned that she encouraged her son to hang out with his family as a way to get 

him out of the neighborhood and “off of the streets” but ultimately left the decision up to him.  

You know, like for my 60th birthday… like we all up here at um some grill. I'm like, why don't 

you [her son] come up here and meet us? And I'm like - he didn't, he don't want to do things 

like that. I don't know what he think - it too childish or (chuckles) but no, he didn't want to 

spend a lot of - I mean, he love his family, don't get me wrong. But as far as like spending 

time and hanging out, I guess he have other things on his mind. – Mother #06 

No direct influence or control. Only two mothers reported that they did not attempt to 

influence or control their son’s friendships and did not describe any actions that might be 

considered attempts to do so, although they did limit who was allowed in the house. For 

example, “that’s what he says - you don’t know everything, grandma. Okay, and I step back and 

let him experiment himself.” She additionally said, “it's like I don’t control nothing he do, which 

I don’t, and I let him know he do what he wants to do.” – Mother #07 
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Mother #07 reported that she did not know her son’s friends, so her decision to not influence 

them could be due to her lack of knowledge or perceptions, but otherwise her decision cannot be 

linked to her reported knowledge or perceptions of his friends. Her decision may have been 

related to her feelings of frustration with his behavior and/or her inability to control his behavior. 

With the proper resources and supports it is possible that this mother would want and be able to 

exert influence on her son’s friendships. Alternatively, even with resources and support she may 

not want to influence her son’s friendships. Rather, she may choose to empower her son to make 

his own decisions and learn from them. Researchers and practitioners should work with mothers 

to assess how interventions can build upon existing parenting philosophies and decisions.  

Although two mothers did not engage in direct attempts to influence or control their son’s 

friendships, all of the mothers influenced their child’s friendships through indirect methods 

(Ladd & Pettit, 2002; Parke & Buriel, 2006). We did not analyze indirect influences related to 

mother’s knowledge, perceptions, or direct action. For example, the household composition, 

maternal marital status, maternal sexual orientation, and racial and ethnic differences in 

parenting practices could have influenced their son’s friendships, although they are not 

necessarily choices (or at least explicit choices) directed at influencing their son’s friends. Future 

research should assess mothers’ direct and indirect influences in tandem to capture how, if at all, 

the two relate to gain a fuller appreciation of mother’s influences on their adolescent son’s 

friendships.  

The methods mothers used to influence their son’s friendships could be affected by 

contextual or developmental factors. For example, mothers who used three different 

mechanisms to influence their son (e.g., controlling access to their house, explicit influence, 

encouraging youth autonomy, etc.) had sons who were on average 23 years old and had seven 
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years since their first charge. Mothers who used fewer mechanisms to influence their son had 

sons who were on average roughly 18 years old with about four years since their initial 

charge. Thus, mothers may have used more mechanisms simply because they had more time 

to try different tactics to influence their sons’ friendships. However, this study was a 

qualitative inquiry not intended to attribute causality or predict antecedents to mothers’ 

influence. Quantitative work with larger sample would be appropriate to assess the factors 

that predict how many and which methods mothers use to directly influence. 

Recognizing the limits of control. Even if the mothers attempted to directly influence 

their son’s friendships or encourage his autonomy, they reported a limit to how much they could 

control; that their sons were separate, autonomous individuals who were responsible for their 

actions. They recognized what researchers refer to as boundaries of influence, which are limits 

to parental control (Smetana, 2004). Parental boundaries of influence shrink as their child gets 

older; at the same time, their child’s boundaries of influence expand as they take control over 

their own life (Smetana, 2004). For example, 

What could I have done better to help my son? He should not be in this situation. Then on the 

other hand, like, he's in this situation because I know I did all I could. You made that choice. 

I've talked to you about people, places, and things and who you're hanging around. I've talked 

to you until I was blue in the face. – Mother #05 

I know he hears my voice (laughs) but I’m very aware that it’s secondary compared to his 

friends. His friends have the - I have a big influence but they also have a huge influence on 

his decisions – Mother #02 
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I tried to tell him don't hang out with the bad kids, hang out with some good kids gonna help 

you in school. Here's the right way…but I - I guess outside of the house, he did what he 

wanna do. – Mother #08 

While mothers can attempt to influence their son’s friends, their son has an active role in 

deciding his friends. As one researcher notes, a “central force in development is the active 

person: shaping environments, evoking responses from them, and reacting to them” (Darling, 

2007, p. 204). It is developmentally normative for adolescents to increasingly establish their 

independence through their decisions about what they do and with whom. It is important to 

understand who youth choose to associate with because their friends’ opinions gain importance 

and influence over their decisions in adolescence (Steinberg & Monahan, 2007). However, 

mothers also have to grapple with the limits of their control.  

Implications  

 The present study expanded the literature on the knowledge, perceptions, and direct influence 

of mothers with justice-involved sons. There is no single description to adequately capture the 

mothers’ knowledge, perceptions or influence strategies because parenting an adolescent is 

complex. Adolescents develop an independent identity and that involves a re-negotiation of roles 

within the family system (Steinberg & Morris, 2001). On top of that, mothers with a justice-

involved son have to navigate the justice system, which often entails probation or other 

intervention-based requirements. The use of semi-structured qualitative interviews helped us 

capture some of the complexities of mothers’ experiences navigating developmental and 

contextual changes with their son and their son’s friends.   

 The contributions from this study are important for justice system interventions. We found 

that mothers were generally knowledgeable and had nuanced perspectives about their son’s 
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friends. Given that mothers are often relied on as part of justice intervention strategies, 

understanding their knowledge and perspectives can help agencies tailor the ways they serve a 

youth in their care. For example, if agencies know that mothers grew up and are intimately 

connected to the families of their child’s friends who he offended with, it might not make sense 

to mandate contact with the friends is completely cut off. Instead, it may be more feasible to 

discuss methods to supervise contact. Even a lack of maternal knowledge about their son’s 

friends is informative and important for agencies because it can alert the agency that mothers 

may require more resources or support to manage their son. Alternatively, it may provide 

insight into mothers’ parenting philosophies, which are important for agencies to have a 

baseline understanding of before attempting to intervene. Initial and updated maternal opinions 

of their son’s friends are also important for agencies because they can serve as a resource to 

understand the influences in a child’s life. Additionally, they provide insight into mothers’ 

willingness to enforce court mandates to separate their child from certain friends. If mothers 

feel the friends are positive, they may not explicitly influence their son’s friendships as 

suggested or mandated by justice agencies. Future research should assess how maternal 

perceptions relate to their willingness to enforce court orders to separate adolescents from their 

(co-defendant) friends to analyze how mothers impact the success of justice system 

interventions for youth.  

Limitations and Future Research 

 It is important to keep in mind the limitations of generalizing the results beyond the 

present sample. This study took a non-positivistic approach, so positivistic measures like 

generalizability are not appropriate to assess its’ credibility. Additionally, generalizability of 

the results was not the primary goal of this study. Instead, we aimed to provide novel, 
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exploratory insights into an understudied topic. However, it is important to acknowledge that 

a larger or different sample of mothers with justice-involved sons may have revealed different 

patterns of knowledge. Mothers volunteered to take part in the hour-long interview for a small 

compensation, so it is likely that they were motivated mothers who had information about 

their son and his friends. Additionally, we exclusively sampled mothers with justice-involved 

sons. Future research could expand these findings to assess fathers of justice-involved sons and 

mothers and fathers of justice-involved daughters to assess similarities and differences in the 

parental knowledge, perceptions, and influence. Even for mothers of justice-involved sons it is 

important to consider the person-context-time combinations, meaning how the individual mother, 

their context and the time in which we interviewed them influenced the results. It is possible that 

if we interviewed these same mothers at a different time that their realities would be altered, and 

our pattern of results would change. For example, after the interviews were completed COVID-

19 altered the realities of many individuals. Due to social distancing guidelines related to 

COVID-19, mothers may be much more likely to restrict when and with whom their son can 

associate with now. It may also limit the amount of support incarcerated individuals are able to 

receive from external sources, as secure confinement facilities have been advised to eliminate in- 

person visitation due to safety concerns (Center for Disease Control, 2020). Moving forward, it 

will be important to assess how such contextual changes influence mothers and their sons.  

It is also important to recognize how and if our study reached the point of saturation, which 

is used as a guide to decide when data collection and data analysis is complete (Saunders et al., 

2018). Some researchers define saturation as the point at which data collection is complete 

because additional interviews do not reveal new themes (Guest et al., 2006). With this approach, 

an apriori number of interviews is difficult to estimate. Before we began this study, we set a goal 
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of interviewing 12 mothers based on researchers’ guidance that it was an adequate number to 

approach the point of saturation (Guest et al., 2006; Kuzel, 1992) as well as the time and resources 

available to complete the interviews. Our final sample of 11 mothers was close to our goal and 

reflected recruiting difficulties. Although by the final interview, repetitive themes had emerged 

(e.g., “my house”) we cannot be sure that interviewing additional mothers would not have 

revealed new themes. As discussed, interviewing the same mothers at a different time may have 

also revealed new themes. Even so, this study provided an exploratory analysis of novel themes 

(e.g., positive aspects of delinquent friends, mothers direct influence methods, etc.) that future 

research could build upon. It would be very difficult to capture all of the themes of mother’s with 

justice-involved sons given that they are not a heterogenous group. For instance, their sons have 

different amounts of justice system experience and ranged in age. However, purposeful sampling 

of mothers who have sons with a specific set of justice system experiences or ages would have 

been very difficult with time and resources available to complete this dissertation. It will be 

important for future research to see the extent to which the themes we found emerge across studies 

of different samples. It was important that we reached analytic saturation within the interviews we 

collected, which is the point where repeat data analysis does not reveal new themes or additional 

refinement of the themes (Saunders et al., 2018). As such, we ensured our qualitative analysis was 

rigorous. For example, we did multiple passes through the data until new themes did not emerge. 

Thus, while additional interviews may have revealed new themes, we are assured that within the 

existing interviews we reached the point of analytic saturation.
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GENERAL DISCUSSION 

This two-study dissertation analyzed the development of and influence on supportive 

friendships for serious adolescent offenders, evaluated how support related to desistance from 

delinquency for serious adolescent offenders, and explored the knowledge, perceptions, and 

mechanisms of direct influence of mothers with a justice-involved son. First, we used a 

prospective longitudinal design to examine the progression of friendship support during 

adolescence and into young adulthood, and we found that males’ perceptions of support 

significantly and modestly decreased. Then, we used a cross-sectional end-state approach with the 

same dataset to analyze desistance from delinquency and found that support from friends was not 

significantly related to desistance from delinquency. Finally, we used semi-structured, responsive 

interviews to assess what mothers know and think about their justice-involved son’s friendships as 

well as what, if anything, they do to influence their son’s friendships.  

By using multiple methods, we harnessed the strengths of quantitative and qualitative 

methodologies to further our understanding of adolescent offenders’ friendships. We decided 

which method to use in each study based on the existing literature. Research on serious 

adolescent offenders’ perspectives of their friendships and maternal perspectives on adolescent 

offenders’ friendships are not comparably developed. The empirical literature on offenders’ 

perspectives on friendship, albeit mostly focused on risk, is much more developed than the 

empirical literature on mothers’ perspectives on their justice-involved son’s friends. As such, the 

first part of Study One used a quantitative multi-level modeling approach that moved beyond 

inter-individual differences in average support knowledge to understanding intra-individual 

change in the development of support in serious adolescent offenders’ friendships. The second 

part of Study One used a cross-sectional quantitative analysis to understand how the levels of 
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friendship support (i.e., friendship support at the 30- and 36-month follow up interviews) related 

to desistance from delinquency. The scant research on maternal voices indicated that qualitative 

methods would best suited for Study Two so that we could engage in an exploratory analysis 

with mothers. By using the methods best suited to advance the knowledge of different aspects of 

offenders’ friendships, we contributed novel findings that will help move the criminological and 

psychological understanding of adolescent offenders’ friendships forward.  

Given that the two studies used different methods, samples, and viewpoints (i.e., 

adolescent versus maternal), it is not surprising that there were some differences in themes. One 

theme in Study One was that offenders’ friendships could be delinquent and supportive (although 

as peer delinquency increased support decreased), whereas most mothers in Study Two viewed 

support and delinquency as mutually exclusive concepts for friendships. Additionally, in contrast 

to Study One findings, mothers in Study Two did not report that friendship support decreased over 

time. It is possible that maternal and adolescent perspectives just differ from each other or that 

mothers have less insight into the amount of support and delinquency in adolescents’ friendships. 

However, we did not assess the adolescents’ perspectives of their friendships in Study Two, so it 

is also possible that they would have viewed their friendships similarly to their mothers. There 

were also a host of contextual differences between the samples that may have contributed to the 

distinct findings. For example, the two studies had different racial and ethnic compositions and the 

two studies took place in different timeframes (data collection for study one was completed 

between 2003 and 2006 and data collection for study two was completed in 2020). Given that we 

cannot directly compare across the two studies, future research should include maternal and 

adolescent offenders’ viewpoints on their friendships to see the extent to which they agree on 

different facets of the relationships. 
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Despite the differences in the two studies, above all the studies indicated that offenders’ 

friendships are nuanced relationships. The results of Study One and Study Two indicated that 

delinquency was present in adolescent offenders’ friendships. That in and of itself is not a novel 

contribution to the literature; however, it is remarkable that both studies indicated that 

characteristics other than delinquency described the adolescents’ friendships. In Study One, 

adolescents reported very high levels of friendship support and low levels of friend delinquency. 

In Study Two, mothers discussed their son’s friends’ positivity or support. Even for the mothers 

who exclusively viewed their son’s friendships in terms of delinquency, some of them 

acknowledged the hardships their son’s friends faced. Together, these studies indicate a 

multifaceted perspective of adolescent offenders is not only possible, but arguably also a more 

accurate way to describe offenders’ friendships.  

Implications for Policy and Practice  

Our results indicate that practitioners should not assume that offenders’ friendships are 

exclusively negative. Close friendships are developmentally important because they allow 

adolescents to practice essential social skills, such as perspective taking (Collins & Steinberg, 

2008; Crone & Dahl, 2012). They also support adolescent growth in other areas as well. For 

example, support from friends can encourage an adolescent to try out for a sports team or a play 

where they learn new skills (Collins & Steinberg, 2008; Crone & Dahl, 2012). While peer 

delinquency is a risk factor for offending, there is more to adolescent offenders’ friendships. 

Practitioners advice or mandates for youth to stop associating with their friends may cut off a 

significant source of support for them, which could also have detrimental impacts for their 

development. Future work should explore the best manner to support youth with delinquent 
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friendships in order to mitigate their risks but also encourage their social support and 

development.  

Encouraging support from friends could improve the emotional well-being of youth in the 

justice system. Prior work has indicated that perceptions of social support are important 

throughout an individual’s lifespan (Siedlecki et al., 2014), including for individuals who are 

incarcerated (Biggam & Power, 1997). Reports from mothers in Study Two suggest that friendship 

support was important for justice-involved adolescents’ and young adults’ emotional well-being as 

well their guardian’s emotional well-being. Specifically, mothers reported that instrumental and 

expressive forms of support encouraged their incarcerated and non-incarcerated sons to stay 

positive through the difficulties justice system involvement. Of course, justice agencies may 

continue to limit contact in correctional facilities or in the community between friends who offend 

together because of the predicted risk for recidivism. However, justice agencies may want to 

reconsider mandates that order contact between friends to stop entirely. Both studies highlight that 

friends who have offended can be positive sources of support for the youth. Future research will 

need to explore specific characteristics of friends who are supportive so that agencies are able to 

identify potential sources of support in a youths’ existing social network.  

Furthermore, we urge justice agencies to truly partner with juveniles’ caregivers. 

Agency efforts to engage with families has expanded in the past decade (OJJDP, 2018). Some 

justice agencies now have advocates that work on behalf of parents, have expanded the 

definition of who is considered family, and have expanded the treatment meetings and 

visitations available for families to participate in (see Luckenbill & Yeager, 2009). It is possible 

that justice agencies will expand to partner with caregivers, such as mothers, and allow them to 

help decide restrictions around co-offenders based on their knowledge of the co-offenders. We 
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found that mothers were informed and attempted to influence their son’s friendships, so it may 

be prudent for agencies to build off of the existing ways mothers’ attempt to influence their 

son’s friends. For example, if mothers have tried certain after school programs and found them 

to be unsuccessful it would be inefficient for justice agencies to recommend or mandate similar 

programs. Instead, they could partner with mothers to assess the best response for each youth 

individually. Additional research with mothers of justice-involved sons about their son’s 

friendships could help spur such partnership efforts between justice agencies and caregivers.  

Conclusion 

As one scholar noted, “the matter is settled then - peers are neither an entirely supportive 

and healthy set of associates for adolescents, nor a social force driving them fervently toward 

maladaptive outcomes” (Brown, 2004, p. 389). Sixteen years after that declaration and the matter 

seems far from settled in the research focused on serious adolescent offenders’ friendships. The 

results of the present study fully support the sentiment though; offenders’ friendships cannot be 

viewed in dichotomous terms. Serious adolescent offenders reported both support and 

delinquency in their friendships. Similarly, mothers did not view their son’s friends just as 

“delinquents” even if their son offended with them. Thus, the findings of this dissertation  

underscore the critical importance of taking a nuanced view of adolescent offenders’ friendships.
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FIGURES 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Flow diagram showing selection of the analytic sample  
Note: Stata estimation omits any unit of observation that has missing values for any of the model 

variables in a listwise deletion process  

1
Includes one 19-year-old participant that lied about his age at baseline 
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Participated in at least three follow-up interviews 

(n = 1,066) 
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(n = 962) 

Excluding those who never reported a friend  

(n = 1,064) 

Sample with missing values
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(n = 102) 
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Figure 2. Intra-individual changes in friendship support from a sub-sample of participants 
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Figure 3. A model where only the intercepts of a sub-sample of participants varied by months 

from baseline 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1
2

3
4

Fr
ie

nd
 S

up
po

rt

0 10 20 30 40
Months from Base



 97 

 

Figure 4. A model where the intercepts and slopes of a sub-sample of participants varied by 

months from baseline 
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Figure 5. Five identified group desistance trajectories  
Note. Derived from Mulvey et al., 2010    
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TABLES 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of analytic sample at baseline  

 

 

 

M(SD) 

 

Min 

 

Max 

Friend support  3.35(0.46) 1.3 4 

Age  15.97(1.17) 14  18 

Peer delinquency 1.37(0.92) 0  4 

Number of friends
1 

2.86(1.14) 1 4 

Proportion of male friends  0.81(0.28) 0  1 

Resistance to peer influence  1.96 (0.57) 0.3 3  

Maternal hostility Z-score -2.12 (0.43) -2.71 0.21 

Family context Z-score -2.74 (1.84) -8.06 2.03 

Neighborhood risk Z-score -0.00 (1.00) -1.83 2.23 

Arrest history  4.19 (4.41) 0  36 

Incarceration history 1.60 (2.84) 0 35 

Aggressive offending
2 

0.05 (0.10) 0  0.73 

Income offending
2 

0.05 (0.12) 0 0.90 

Romantic partners
2 

0.55 (0.56) 0 3 

 % n  

Gang involvement  25 225  

Race/ethnicity  

      White 

       Black 

       Hispanic 

 

20.54 

43.25 

36.21 

 

186 

 392 

335 

 

Note.1 
Number of friends was person-mean centered in subsequent analyses to ease interpretation 

of the intercept. Youth without any friends at all waves were excluded from the analyses (n = 2), 

but youth who reported zero at any one wave were not excluded.  

2 
These offending variety variables were measured at the 36-month follow-up 
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics at follow-up interviews for time-varying variables  

 

 6 mo. 12 mo. 18 mo. 24 mo. 30 mo. 36 mo. 

Friend 

support  

3.31(0.50) 3.29(0.51) 3.31(0.52) 3.30(0.51) 3.31(0.52) 3.28(0.52) 

Peer 

delinquency 

 

1.01(0.89) 

 

0.88(0.83) 

 

0.81(0.80) 

 

0.78(0.80) 

 

0.69(0.75) 

 

0.63(0.72) 

Community 

time 

 

0.51(0.44) 

 

0.57(0.43) 

 

0.66(0.42) 

 

0.67(0.42) 

 

0.69(0.42) 

 

0.69(0.41) 

Friendship 

continuity 

 

0.42(0.36) 

 

0.42(0.37) 

 

0.43(0.38) 

 

0.45(0.38) 

 

0.47(0.39) 

 

0.44(0.40) 

Note. Mean(SD) reported; community time and friendship continuity set to 1 at baseline (see 

Nagin, 2005; Monahan & Piquero, 2009).  
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  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
  Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE 
Support intercept 3.22*** 0.09 3.19*** 0.09 3.23*** 0.09 3.21*** 0.09 
Time-varying variables         
    Months from baseline -0.002** 0.001 0.000 0.001 -0.001 0.001 -0.000 0.001 
    Peer delinquency  - - - - -0.02* 0.01 -0.03** 0.01 
    Number of friends  -0.01 0.01 -0.01 0.01 -0.01 0.01 -0.00 0.01 
    Community time 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.02 
    Friendship continuity - - - - - - 0.05*** 0.02 
Time-fixed variables         
    Age at baseline 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 
    Time*Age - - -0.00 0.00 -0.00 0.00 -0.00 0.00 
    Black a 0.16*** 0.03 0.18*** 0.04 0.17*** 0.03 0.16*** 0.03 
    Hispanic a 0.07* 0.03 0.08* 0.04 0.07* 0.03 0.07* 0.03 
    Black*Time - - -0.001 0.001 - - - - 
    Hispanic*Time - - -0.001 0.001 - - - - 
    Male friends  -0.18*** 0.04  -0.18*** 0.04 -0.18*** 0.04 -0.18*** 0.04 
    Resistance to peer   
    influence 

0.03 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.03 0.02 

    Gang involved  0.01 0.03 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.03 
    Maternal hostility -0.06* 0.03 -0.06* 0.03 -0.06* 0.03 0.06* 0.03 
    Family context 0.04*** 0.01 0.04*** 0.01 0.04*** 0.01  0.04*** 0.01 
    Neighborhood risk -0.02 0.01 -0.02 0.01 -0.02 0.01 -0.02 0.01 
    Arrest history  0.003 0.004 0.003 0.004 0.004 0.004 0.004 0.003 
    Incarceration history 0.002 0.01 0.001 0.01 0.001 0.01 0.001 0.01 
    Aggressive offending 0.21 0.16 0.21 0.16 0.24 0.16 0.25 0.16 
    Income offending -0.11 0.13 -0.11 0.13 -0.10 0.13 -0.10 0.13 
    Romantic partners 0.06** 0.02 0.06** 0.02  0.06** 0.02 0.06** 0.02 
Random effects Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE 
  Support intercept (sd) 0.31 0.01 0.31 0.01 0.33 0.02 0.33 0.02 
  Time slope (sd) 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.00 
  Delinquency slope (sd) - - - - 0.10 0.01 0.10 0.01 
  Support*time     
  correlation 

-0.25 0.07 -0.24 0.07 -0.22 0.09 -0.22 0.10 

Table 3. Multilevel modeling results 
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Table 3 Continued Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
 Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE 
  Support*delinquency       
  correlation 

- - - - -0.41 0.10 -0.41 0.10 

  Time*delinquency    
correlation 

- - - - 0.02 0.16 0.03 0.16 

  Level-1 residual (sd) 0.37 0.00 0.37 0.00 0.37 0.00 0.37 0.00 
Note. n = 962; a Reference category is White; sd is the abbreviation for standard deviation; *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05
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Table 4. Descriptive results comparing youth grouped as persisters and desisters  
 

  
 

Persisters 
(n = 184) 

Desisters 
(n = 568) 

Total 
(N = 752) 

 
t-test statistic 

 Range M SD M SD M SD   
Friend support:  
30 months 

 
1 – 4 

 
3.28 

 
0.49 

 
3.35 

 
0.50 

 
3.33 

 
0.50 

 
-1.68 

Friend support:  
36 months 

 
1 – 4 

 
3.23 

 
0.56 

 
3.31 

 
0.50 

 
3.29 

 
0.52 

 
-1.81 

Number of friends 1 – 4 2.53 1.14 2.54 1.16 2.54 1.15 -0.06 
Age 17 – 21  18.96 1.12 18.98 1.19 18.98 1.17 -0.28 
Romantic partners 0 – 3 0.53 0.04 0.56 0.02 0.55 0.02 -0.75 
Community time 0 – 1  0.60 0.03 0.72 0.02 0.69 0.02 -3.48* 
  n % n % n % χ2 
Non-offending 
friends 

0 – 1  83 45.11 452 79.58 535 71.14 80.43* 

School enrollment   0 – 1  73 39.67 229 40.32 302 40.16 0.02 
Employment 0 – 1  100 54.35 343 60.39 443 58.91 2.09 
Ethnicity  
      White 
       Black 
       Hispanic 

 
0 – 1  
0 – 1 
0 – 1 

 
54 
68 
62 

 
29.35 
36.96 
33.70 

 
107 
264 
197 

 
18.84 
46.48 
34.68 

 
161 
332 
259 

 
21.41 
44.15 
34.44 

 
9.12* 
5.11* 
0.06 

Note. All variables, with the exception of friendship support at 30-months, were measured at the 
36-month follow-up interview; * p < 0.05 
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Table 5. Binary logistic regression of membership in desistance group: Persisters (0) or desisters (1)  
 

 Model 1 Model 2 

 Wald p Exp(B) 95% CI Wald p Exp(B) 95% CI 

Friend support:  

30 months 

 

0.38 

 

0.71 

 

1.08 

 

0.72 – 1.63 

 

0.38 

 

0.71 

 

1.08 

 

0.72 – 1.63 

Friend support:  

36 months1 
 

0.32 

 

0.75 

 

1.07 

 

0.71 – 1.61 

 

-0.26 

 

0.80 

 

0.93 

 

0.52 – 1.66 

Non-offending 

friends 

8.43 0.00* 4.93 3.40 – 7.14  0.69 0.49 2.25 0.22 – 22.84  

Support*Non-

offending friends2   

- - - - 0.67 0.50 1.27 0.63 – 2.59  

Number of friends -0.07 0.95 1.00 0.85 – 1.17  -0.05 0.96 1.00 0.85 – 1.17  

Age 0.34 0.73 1.03 0.87 – 1.22 0.34 0.73 1.03 0.87 – 1.22 

Romantic partners  -0.07 0.94 0.99 0.70 – 1.39 -0.05 0.95 0.99 0.70 – 1.39 

School enrollment   0.94 0.35 1.22 0.81 – 1.84  0.95 0.34 1.22 0.81 – 1.84 

Employment 1.55 0.12 1.36 0.92 – 2.00  1.56 0.12 1.36 0.92 – 2.00 

Community time 3.88 0.00* 2.52 1.58 – 4.01 3.85 0.00* 2.50 1.57 – 3.98 

Ethnicity  
      White3 

       Black 
       Hispanic 

 
- 

3.42 
2.29 

 
- 

0.00* 
0.02* 

 
- 

2.33 
1.76 

 
- 

1.44 – 3.78  
1.08 – 2.86  

 
- 

3.44 
2.30 

 
- 

0.00* 
0.02* 

 
- 

2.34 
1.77 

 
- 

1.44 – 3.80 
1.09 – 2.86  

Note. With the exception of friendship support at 30 months, all variables were measured at the 36-month follow-up; * p < 0.05 
1 The correlation between friend support at 30 months and friend support at 36 months is r = 0.50; the variance inflation factor for the 

model is 1.31, which is within the acceptable threshold (Hair et al., 2010). 
2 The offending friends variable was interacted with level of support at 36 months  
3 Reference group is White  
 

 
 

 
 

 

1
0
4
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Table 6. Exploratory binary logistic regression of membership in desistance group: Persisters (0) or desisters (1)  
 

 Model 1 Model 2 

Effect Wald p Exp(B) 95% CI Wald p Exp(B) 95% CI 

Friend support: 30 

months 

 

0.78 

 

0.71 

 

1.08 

 

0.72 – 1.63 

 

0.08 

 

0.72 

 

1.08 

 

0.72 – 1.63 

Friend support:  

36 months 
 

-0.15 

 

0.71 

 

0.87 

 

0.41 – 1.84 

 

-0.05 

 

0.87 

 

0.95 

 

0.53 – 1.71 

Non-offending 

friends 

0.75 0.53 2.11 0.20 – 21.84 0.89 0.46 2.45 0.23 – 25.56 

Support*Non-

offending friends1   

 

0.26 

 

0.47 

 

1.30 

 

0.64 – 2.65 

 

0.21 

 

0.57 

 

1.23 

 

0.60 – 2.52 

Number of friends -0.01 0.95 0.99 0.85 – 1.17 -0.01 0.91 0.99 0.84 – 1.16 

Age 0.02 0.79 1.02 0.86 – 1.22  0.03 0.74 1.03 0.87 – 1.22 

Romantic partners  -0.01 0.98 1.00 0.71 – 1.40 -0.00 0.98 1.00 0.71 – 1.40 

School enrollment   0.21 0.98 1.23 0.81 – 1.86  0.20 0.35 1.22 0.81 – 1.84 

Employment 0.32 0.11 1.38 0.93 – 2.03 0.33 0.10 1.39 0.94 – 2.05 

Community time 0.90 0.00* 2.45 1.54 – 3.91  0.89 0.00 2.44 1.52 – 3.90 

Ethnicity  
      White2 

       Black 
       Hispanic 

 
- 

1.49 
-0.50 

 
- 

0.32 
0.73 

 
- 

4.46 
0.61 

 
- 

0.24 – 83.08  
0.04 – 9.91 

 
- 

0.69 
0.72 

 
- 

0.06 
0.06 

 
- 

2.00 
2.06 

 
- 

0.09 – 4.09 
0.98 – 4.34 

Support*Black -0.19 0.68 0.83 0.34 – 2.02 - - - - 

Support*Hispanic 0.33 0.45 1.39 0.58 – 3.32  - - - - 

Non-offending 

friends*Black 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

0.30 

 

0.54 

 

1.35 

 

0.52 – 3.45 

Non-offending 

friends*Hispanic 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

-0.26 

 

0.60 

 

0.77 

 

0.30 – 2.01 

Note. With the exception of friendship support at 30 months, all variables were measured at the 36-month follow-up; * p < 0.05 
1 Interactions with the support variable used friend support at 36 months; 2 Reference group for all ethnicity variables is White

1
0
5
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APPENDIX A 

Semi-structured Interview Guide 
Introduction 
 
Introduce self.  
We want to hear about your experience as a parent with a son in the justice system. We think it’s 
really important to have research that comes from you, the parent, to help researchers and people 
who work in the justice system learn about your experiences - with the ultimate goal of gathering 
knowledge that can inform system change.  
 
I’d like to start by getting some background information and then we’ll discuss your specific 
experiences with one son from there. 

      How many sons and daughters do you have?  
Of your kids, how many have had contact with the justice system?  

If more than one child had contact with the justice system: For today, I want 
to discuss one of your sons in particular – which son had the most serious charge? 

Choose that son and start questions.  
If only one son was involved with the system, start questions. 

 
Guiding Questions  
1. Think back to the first time you can remember hearing that your son was charged. What do 

you remember about what happened? 
a) How would you describe your son’s friends or the crowd he was hanging around with 

then?  
a. Follow-up: How well did you feel like you knew them? 

b) What did you think about the type of friends he had?  
a. Follow up: Any friends that you thought uplifted your son? Any friends that 

pushed him deeper into trouble? 
c) How would you describe your relationship with your son at that time? 

 
2. [If mother felt some friends were bad crowd], you mentioned a few friends were bad 
influences, did you ever try to stop your son from hanging out with them? 

a) If yes, can you (choose one time) tell me what happened when you tried to stop them? 
      a.   How was your relationship with your son after? 

       b) If no, ask participants to expand on their decision to understand their reasoning. 
      a.   How do you think that impacted your relationship with your son? 

 
[If mother felt friends were fine], some parents try to influence who their kids hang out with and  
others do not. Have you ever tried to stop your son from hanging out with certain friends? 
        a) If yes, can you (choose one time) tell me what happened when you tried to stop them? 

      a.   How was your relationship with your son after? 
        b) If no, ask participants to expand on their decision to understand their reasoning. 

      a.   How do you think that impacted your relationship with your son? 
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3. Have you tried to encourage your son to hang out with [X people/anyone] that you thought  
    uplifted him? 

         a) If no, ask participants to expand on their decision to understand their reasoning. 
      a. How do you think that impacted your relationship with your son? 
 

4. Can you describe your son’s involvement in the system since that first contact? 
        a) In the days/weeks/months/years since your son’s first contact, what happened to the  

friends we discussed earlier - the group he was hanging out with when he first was 
charged? 

                  a. What do you think about his friends now?  
Follow up: Any friends that you thought uplifted your son? Any friends that pushed him deeper 
into trouble? 
       b) How would you describe your relationship with your son now? 
 
Conclusion 
Thank you for your time.  
Is there anything we didn’t cover that you think would be helpful for us to know? 
 

Demographics:  
Mother 
 Age: 
 Race: 
 Marital status: 
 Education: 
 
Son discussed: 
 Current age: 
 Race: 
 Highest grade completed: 
 
Father 
 Age: 
 Race: 
 Status/relationship to youth and mother: 
 Education:  
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"Associates" 
"Bad news" 
"Be there for me" 
"Can't do nothing" 
"Changing perception" 
"Close-knit" 
"Deter" 
"Didn't see any danger" 
"Doing stuff" 
"Doing the same stuff" 
"Everybody is his friend" 
"Good kid" 
"Had mouth" 
"I can only do so much" 
"I don't want to know" 
"In the streets" 
"Likes sports" 
"Loyalty" 
"Most of them are locked 
up" 
"My house" 
"Neighborhood friends" 
"Nice young men" 
"Not trying to be their 
friend" 
"Older guys" 
"Part of that gang" 
"Positive friends" 
"Resourceful" 
"Respectful" 
"Same crowd" 
"Same level" 
"School and sports" 
"She want attention" 
"Some type of trouble" 
"Structured" 
"Super supportive" 
"Support group" 
"They're in jail now" 
"They're not good if y'all 
in this situation" 
 

APPENDIX B 
 

First Iteration Coding 
 
"Uplifter" 
"Uplifting friends" 
Assuming similarity  
Autonomy 
Avoiding  
Balancing 
Changing friends 
Changing perception 
Changing relationships 
Choosing to hang out with 
Choosing to hang with a 
certain group 
Defining friends 
Different variety of friends 
Direct influence 
Direct influence: Changing 
behaviors 
Direct influence: 
Restricting access 
Direct influence: 
Restricting access 
Disbelief 
Encouraging family time 
Encouraging friend time 
Encouraging new friends 
Expressive support  
Friend "red flag" 
Friend's influence 
Friends not pushing into 
trouble 
Friends pushing into 
trouble   
Getting him off the street 
Good group of friends 
Hanging with family 
Hidden friends 
Hiding friends 
Indirect influence  
Indirect influence: Talking 
Influencers and users 
Trying to impress them 
 

 
 
 
 
Secluded 
Influencing decisions    
Influencing friends 
Instability 
Instrumental support 
Involved  
Isolating 
Judging relationships 
Knowing but not knowing 
friends 
Knowing friends 
Knowing parents 
Large group 
Less time 
Maturing 
Monitoring 
Negative influences 
No controlling his friends 
Not his real friends 
Not influencing decisions 
Not influencing friends  
Not knowing friends 
Not knowing parents 
Not talking 
Offending peers 
Offending vs. non-
offending friends 
Offending with peers 
Positive friends 
Same level 
School friends 
Searching 
Secluded  
Similar parents 
Slowing down 
Small group 
Social media 
Socializing 
Stability 
Structured 
Talking 
Two groups of friends 
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Q1: Impression of friends 
"Advanced crowd" 
Binary view - Offending 
peers 
andsupportive/uplifting 
friends are separate (if 
supportive exist) 
"Bad news" 
"had mouth" 
"In the streets" 
"positive friends" 
"some type of trouble" 
Expressive support 
"super supportive" 
Good group of friends 
Instrumental support 
Negative influences 
(friends) 
No uplifting friends 
Offending friends vs. not 
offending friends 
Two groups of friends 
Do not perceive any 
friends, either due to 
isolation or qualities. 
Friends are by definition 
positive. 
"Associates"  
"not his real friends" 
Assuming similarity  
Avoiding 
Defining friends  
Felt like I knew them 
enough  
Judging relationships 
Friend's influence 
Knew them  
Large group of friends  
"Different variety of 
friends" 
"Everybody is his friend" 
Socializing 
 
 

Second Iteration Coding 
 
Multidimensional view - 
Offending peers who are 
supportive/uplifting  
"I don't know what they do 
other places" 
"Nice young men" 
Not blaming friends  
Not knowing friends 
Offending with peers 
Small group of friends 
Sympathetic towards 
"Something is wrong" 
Searching 
Struggling 
Uplifter 
 
Q1A: Did the 
impressions change? 
Changed: Isolated  
Consistent impressions 
"Just made a mistake" 
"Same level" 
Disbelief 
New friends 
"Most of them are locked 
up" 
Separating friends 
Same friends  
Changing relationships 
Growing up together 
Stability  
Updated perceptions 
"Deter" 
"Didn't see any danger" 
Similar parents 
 
Q2: How, if at all, did 
you attempt to influence 
the friendships? 
"I tried" 
"My house" 
Does not acknowledge 
influence, but engages in 
influencing actions  

 
 
Explicit and direct 
influence  
"Resourceful" 
"School and sports" 
Direct influence: 
discouragement   
Direct influence: 
encouragement  
Getting him off the streets 
Monitoring 
Friend influence  
Limits of control  
"Can't do nothing" 
"I can only do so much" 
Autonomy 
Hiding friends 
No influence or control  
"I don't want to know 
them" 
Not knowing parents 
Not talking 
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Q1: Impression of friends 
Judgement of friend group 
Binary view that divides them into distinct 
groups 
Offending friends vs. not offending friends 
Friend's influence 
Not blaming friends  
His "friends" are not friends 
"Associates"  
Defining friends  
Homogenous view of friends  
"Bad news" 
Support offered by friends 
Expressive support 
"super supportive" 
Instrumental support 
Sympathetic towards 
Level of knowledge of friends  
Do not know friends  
Felt like I knew them enough  
Hiding friends 
Knew them  
Network Size  
Multiple groups of friends (large social 
network) 
Small group of friends 
Offending with peers 
 
Q1A: Did the impressions change? 
Group consistency 
New friends 
"Most of them are locked up" 
Separating friends 
New Isolation 
Same friends  
Stability  
Judgment of friends 
Consistent impressions 
"Just made a mistake" 
Disbelief 
Updated impressions 
"Didn't see any danger" 
 

 
 
 
Q2: How, if at all, did you attempt to 
influence the friendships? 
Can control what occurs in "my house" 
Encourages youth's agency 
Explicit and direct influence  
Direct influence: discouragement   
Direct influence: encouragement  
Getting him off the streets 
Sports teams  
Limits of control  
"I can only do so much" 
"I tried" 
Autonomy 
Friend influence  
Monitoring 
No influence or control  
"Can't do nothing”

Final Iterations of Coding 
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