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Parental Supervision and Juvenile Delinquency 

The level of supervisioll alld family relatiollships call illfluellce the 
likelihood of teenage delillquellcy 

By David Riley and Margaret Shaw 

Introduction 

This study highlights the findings of a na­
tionally representative survey ofleenagers 

. and their parents which focused on .the as­
sociation between parental control·and 
juvenile offending. It discusses both 
parents' and teenagers' views on several 
subjects: parental supervision. teenagers' 
use of free time and their spending habits, 
drinking and drug abuse. and family rela­
tionships .. ~orrelati(}ns between parental 
supervision and both boys' and girls' delin­
quent behavior are discussed. as are factors 
that might explain differences in super­
vision.The study also reports the survey's 
findings about supervision in one-parent 
families and offers gui~elines for parents 
to reduce the risk of their children bec\)m-
ing delinquent. . 

Research" has contirmed that delinquent 
behavior increases from t~e age of 12 and 

This is a summary of P(lrt'1I11l1 SII/1('rI';S;OIl (11111 

JIII·t'/li/t' Dt'lillt/IIt'lIcy. Home Office Re~earch 
Study No, 83, London: HerMajesty's Station­
ery Oflice. HMSO Bunks. Publicatiun Ccntrc. 
P.O. Box 276. London SW8 5DT. 1985. 85 
pages. (NO 78198). Six appendixes in the 
origiMI describe thc survey's methodol\lgy. 
including sample sclection. the self-rcport del.in. 
quency instrument. and statistical tcchniqueli. 
and give additional data on survey factors re- , 
latcd to delinquency and factors associated with 
parental supervisiun .. A bibliography ill' mure 
than 80 refercnces is supplied in the original. 

peaks at age 140r 15. Self-report surveys 
have shown that some delinquent activity 
is t(lUndatntmg children from all back­
grounds, but that only a very small minority 
are ever caught or prosecuted. Other 
studies have established that children who 
offend at an early age and who become ser­
ious offenders tend to come from large 
families. to have parents with criminal 
records. and to have poor or erratic disci­
pline at home. conflict between parents. 
and poor'supervision. These conclusions. 
however. have almost entirely focused on 
boys and have been based on! ussessments 
of family circumstances and relationships 
when the children were young. 

Parental sUpCrvisl(m isoneofthe few fam­
ily factors found. t(fbe associated with 
delinquency. Again, most studies have 
concentrated on boys livin,g in poorer areas 
with high crime rates and on parents' at­
tempts to supervise them from an early age 
up to Ihor II years. The few studies that 
have focused on teenage boys suggelit that 
boys' attachment to their families anqa 
good relationship with parents helped pro­
tect them from delinquency, On the whole. 
little is known about the supervision of 
older children and almost nothing is'known 
about that of girls. 

Methodology 

The'present study is based \)n a national 
survey of 751 teenagers and their parents in 
Englund and Wales. An independent sur-

vey organization conducted household in­
terviews between June and August 1983. 
holding separate interviews with the 
mother and the teenager in each family. If 
no mother was living in the household. the 
father was seen. Areas covered in the sur­
vey questions included the extent. of family 
interaction. issues about which parents had 
arguments with teenagers or about which 
they gave advice, and teenagers' attitudes 
toward school, friends. parents, offending. 
smoking. drinking. and drugs. Teens Were 
asked if they had ever committed a range of 
minor and more serious acts that would be 
detinedas offenses if t!ley were caught. 

The study screened a stratified random 
sample of 17,782 electoral register ad-

" dr~sses to identify households where chil­
dren aged 14 or 15 lived with one or both 
of their parents. Because the population 
census indicated that only I in every 12 
househ(llds would have children this age. 
addresses were screened in tight clusters. 
Aqdresses were selected fro,", ,the register, 
not individually. but in blOCks of six, in 
three stages: selection of constituencies, 
then of wards. and tinally of addresses. The 
total number of eligible households identi­
tied through this process was 1,063. Inter­
views were held successfully with the 
mother and the teenager at 773 homes: loss 
in transit reduced the tinal sample to 751 
(373 girls and 37S.boys). Interviews with 
the parent lasted about 45 minutes and 
those with the teenagers abdul 30 minutes: . " 
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International Summaries 

The aim of the data analysis was to examine 
whether or not variations in parental super­
vision relate to delinquency after allowing 
for the effects of other possible influences. 
The statistical technique selected as most 
appropriate was logistic regression baseq 
on the generalized linear model. The gen­
eral method was to examine the improve­
ment in the fit of the model taking one 
factor at a time, but omitting consideration 
of parental supervision in the initial stages 
of the model-building process. Thus, the 
first factor to be fitted to the model was 
that associated with the largest reduction 
in scaled deviance. The second factor was 
that which produced the largest reduction 
in scaled deviance when added to a model 
containing the first factor. This process 
was continued in a stepwise cmanner until 
no further variables signific;antly improved 
the fit of the model. At this point, it was 
possible to evaluate the independent effect 
of including as a factor parental supervi­
sion. 

Views of parents and teenagers 
regarding discipline 

This dis.cussion is based on interviews with 
parents (733 mothers and IS fathers) and 
teenagers. It examines parents' capacities 
to exercise supervision in terms of how. 
much time they spend with their children 
and their use of less direct forms o( control. 
It identifies issues on which they d'iSi\greed 
with their children or gave advice.\;IThe 
discussion also focuses on three aspects of 
teenagers' lives: use of free time, spending 
habits and sources of money, and involve­
ment with parents. It describes their reac­
tions to parental supervision and the extent 
to which they felt their paren'ts' practices 
were fair. . 

The parents' view 

The survey provided little evidence that 
teenagers were left to themselves before 
and after school. At least one parent gener­
ally was at home when the teenager left 
for school, and S3 percent of the teenagers 
said there was usually one adult at home 
when they returned. Two-thirds of the 
mothers were reasonably content with the 
amount oftime they had to spend with their 
children. Fathers were less so, and almost 
half said they would like more time to 
spend with their son or daughter. 

The familfu.:J were concerned about where 
their teenagers were going and what they 
were doing. Differing opinions between 
parents and teens revealed that parents 

were not as well informed about their chil­
dren's activities as they thoughtthey were. 
Parents' anxiety about their children was 
coupled with a feeling that they should or 
could trust their son or daughter to behave 
well when outside the home. While super­
vision for most was based on a concept of 
trust, parents were much stricter about 
asking girls where they were going and 
with whom than about asking boys. While 
night-time curfew was an important issue 
to parents. few felt the need to control their 
children's choices of friends. 

Parents were still exercising a fair degree 
of authority over their children during their 
teen years. Disagreements were common, 
but serious contlicts were rare. Various 
sanctions, such as stopping pocket money. 
were used to maintain discipline. Most 
parents were content with their teenagers' 
school. but one-third felt that discipline 
could be stricter. Homework was a com­
mon source of friction. particularly with 
boys. Eleven percent of the parents, but 
twice as many teenagers, reported truancy. 

Drinking was clearly acceptable-S4 per­
centofthe parents reported allowing their 
child to have an alcoholic drink at home 
oron a special occasion. Drinking in situ­
ations less controlled than family gather­
ings was less well endorsed. Smoking was 
far less acceptable to parents. even though 
almost two-thirds smoked themselves. Of 
the teenagers, I I percent reported they 
were current smokers, and their own esti­
mates of the number of cigarettes they 
smoked was well above the parents' esti­
mates. Parents were concerned about drugs 
and glue sniffing, and almost 70 percent 
had discussed them with their children. 
Very few teenagers admitted to using these 
substances, although IS percent had been 
offered glue, cannabis, or pills. There were 
marked differences between parents of 
boys and those of girls in their responses 
about sexual relationships. Only half ofthe 
boys' parents had discussed sex with their 
children compared to about three-quarters 
of the girls' parents. 

Most parents had views on crime, fre­
quently giving lack of pllr't~tal interest and 
control as the reason for delinquency. 
About 15 percent reported that their child 
had done something at some time that could 
have gotten him or her into trouble with 
the police. In contrast. just under half the 
teenagers reported having recently commit­
ted such an act. 

The teenagers' J'iew 

Two-thirds of the teenagers said they be­
longed to a club or took part in an organized 
activity outside school hours. Almost all 
named hobbies and interests that occupied 
part of their spare time. Around 70 percent, 
more often girls than boys, were expected 
to help in the house regularly without pay. 
About one-third of the teenagers had a paid 
job, usually paper routes, babysitting, or 
helping in a shop. 

Apart from these activities, most teenagers 
went out during the week to see friends. 
There was a wide divergence of opinion as 
to how often the teenagers went out. with 
parents giving consistently lower estimates 
than their children. About SO percent of 
the teenagers received pocket money from 
their parents, and about half occasionally 
got extra spending money. Only about 20 
percent thought it was very important to 
have plenty of money to spend. These 
teenagers purchased an enormous range of 
goods and services that generally reflected 
this age group's preoccupation with music 
and style. 

Three-quarters of the teenagers thought it 
was very serious to shoplift something 

. worth £ I 0 (about $13) and an even higher 
proportion said they would feel very guilty 
if they had shoplifted something on im­
pulse. Almost all believed their parents 
would be very upset if they found out their 
child had stolen something. 

Despite the time they were away from 
home, teenagers still had numerous oppor­
tunitie,s to be with their parents. Overall, 
62 percellt of the girls and 52 percent of 
the boys went out at least once a week with 
their families. Around two-thirds of the 
teenagers spent considerable time chatting 
with their parents, mostly with the mother. 
Three-quarters or more took to their parents 
problems about school, friends, future 
jgbs, or other matters. About 62 percent 
of both sexes felt very close to their 
mothers, and 46 percent felt very close to 
their fathers. 

Most teenagers did not think their parents 
were too strict and accepted that they had 

( 

a right to tell them what to do. While teen­
agers commonly complained that their 
friends were allowed to do things they were 
not, two-thirds thought their parents were 
about average in their supervision. Teen­
agers felt they did not have rules but rather 
understandings about what they were al­
lowed to do. A parent whodid not impose 
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some sense of discipline and structure was 
seen as uncaring. 

Parental supervision and how it 
relates to delinquency 

The survey examined more than the extent 
of parents' control over their 14 and 15 
year olds by exploring the direct relation­
ship between supervision and del inquency. 
It. measured supervision in terms of how 
often the parents knew who their son or 
daughter was with. where they were going. 
and what they were doing. Those who 
answered "almollt always" to a/l three ques­
tions were regarded as exerting high super­
vision, while those who did not were 
defined as providing low supervision. De­
linquency was measured by a self-report 
survey that asked teenagers to sort a set of 
21 cards describing varh;us illegal acts into 
two groups: those they had ever committed 
and those they had not. The acts involved 
vandalism, theft. and dishonesty (e.g .. 
shoplifting. stealing a bicycle. traveling on 
a bus or train without a ticket. stealing a 
wallet). 

The analysis showed that three factors 
made a significant difference in the chances 
of delinquency for both sexes: whether or 
not their friends were delinquent. their 
views about stealing. and their feelings 
toward their fathers. Parental knowledge 
of the details of how the boys spent their 
spare time was unrelated to the chances of 
being delinquent. once account was taken 
of the boys' friends. In contrast, differ­
ences in parental supervision did relate to 
girls' delinquency, even after allowing for 
the effects of other influences. This sug­
gests that. regardless of the influences 
exerted by friends. parents are less likely 
to have delinquent daughters if they know 
in detail how the daughters spend their 
spare time. It seems likely that for teenage 
girls, low supervision indicates that the 
parents playa less prominent or intrusive 
role in the lives of their children. 

Specifically. the survey findings were that: 

• In the 12 months prior to the survey. 43 
percent of the teenagers had comm itted at 
least one illegal act. 

• The prevalence of self-reported delin­
quency was 49 percent for boys and 39 
percent for girls. 

• The types of delinquency committed by 
boy£ and girls were similar. 
~ Of those experiencing high supervision. 
41 percent of the boys and 29 percent of 
the girls had committed one or more delin-

quent acts, compared to 56 percent ofthe 
boys and 55 percent of the girls with low 
parental supervision. 

Delinquent boys differed in several ways 
from their nondelinquent counterparts. 
They were less willing to accept control 
over the way they spent their time away 
from home with their friends. and they had 
some difficulties in their relationships with 
their fathers. Delinquent boy~, had school 
problems, spent more time with their 
friends. and were more often involved With 
girls than nondelinquent boys. Boys who 
had committed offenses in the year prior 
to the survey regarded lawbreaking in a 
less serious light, felt less guilty if they 
stole. and were less likely to expect to be 
caught if they did steal. 

Compared to their nondelinquent counter­
parts, delinquent girls appeared more re­
mote from both parents, especially their 
fathers. They frequently argued about their 
appearance. the time they spent with 
friends. and curfews. Their patterns with 
regard to school. spending time with 
friends. and attitudes toward lawbreaking 
were similar to those of delinquent boys. 

Both groups more frequently reported in­
volvement with the police than nondelin­
quents; this included seeking assistance as 
well as being stopped on the street and 
questioned. Both were more likely to feel 
the police treated young people unfairly. 

What explains the differences in 
parental supervision? 

It was contrary to expectations that parental 
supervision alone does not completely ex­
plain variations in delinquency among the 
14- to 15-year old age group, and that it 
has no impact on boys' delinquency. Dif­
ferences in supervision were, however, 
consistently related to a broad range of 
factors that form a useful basis for interpret­
ing how parent-child relationships influ­
ence supervision levels. 

Three factors were associated with differ­
ences in supervision: the teenagers' will­
ingness to give their parents information 
about their activities witb friends, whether 
"the teenagers went out three or more times 
a week. and whether or not they were reli­
able about coming home at sensible times 
in the evening. These findings suggest that 
the extent of parents' information about 
their children's activities depends very 
much on the children themselves. Those 
who are less involved with their families 
are less prepared to share their Iivesoutside 
the home with family members. 

The specific findings for boys and girls 
outlined below show how much more likely 
these categories of teenagers were of being 
in the low supervision group. 

Percentage of boys more likely to be in the low supervision group. 

• Boys who were less often trusted by parents to behave themselves when out 
with friends: 2.7 times. 
• Boys who went out with friends at least three times a week: 2.6 times. 
• Boys whose parents had a poor view of their neighborhood: 2.2 times. 
• Boys who had frequent rows with their parents over how they spent time 
with friends: I.S times. 

• Boys who were unreliable about coming home at what parents considered a 
sensible hour: 1.7 times. 

Percentage of girls more likely to be in the low supervision group. 

• Girls who were unwilling to tell their parents about how they spent their 
time with friends: 5.8 times. 
• Girls who went out three or more times a week to see their friends: 4.9 times. 
• Girls whose mothers left school at or betbre age 15: 4.5 times. 
• Girls who tended not to share their problems with their parents: 2.9 times. 
• Girls who were unreliable about coming home at a sensible time: 2.7 times. 
• Girls who were delinquent: 2.2 times. 
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Delinquency and supervision: 
one-parent families 

Previous research studies have confirmed 
an association between f)roken homes and 
juvenile delinquency. This survey did not 
focus on single-parent familiell, but 18 of 
the 751 teenagers surveyed were living 
with only their father and 75 with only their 
mother. Scores for these teenagers on those 
measures most closely related to delin­
quency-such as delinquent friends, views 
on stealing, and feelings toward their 
fathers-were not significantly different 
for boys living in one-parent households. 
This was also true for girls, with the excep­
tion that girls from one-parent families 
were more likely to receive low supervi­
sion. 

When examining other ways that children 
from single-parent families differed from 
children living with both parents, the sur­
vey found no differences in feelings of 
closeness between lone parents and their 
children. in how often they had rows about 
the teenager going out, in whether they had 
delinquent friends, in whether they had 
been stopped by the police for questioning, 
or in how willing teenagers were to t~1I 
parents how they spent their time with 
friends. In contrast, both boys and girls 
from single-parent families were more 
likely to go out to see their friends three 
or more times a week, to have a paid job 
on weekends, and to live in neighborhoods 
regarded unfavorably by their parent. 

In conclusion, the survey did not support 
the notion that single-parent families are 
in any way criminogenic. 

Stress and delinquency 

Whiie earlier research focused on relation­
ships between family structure and delin­
quency, more recent work has emphasized i! 
stress. such as low income,an,d poor hous­
ing. as a cause of delinquent behavior. 

To examine the role of stress, this study 
constructed an index of family stress based 
on four measures: (I) families headed by 
a lone parent or fathers unemployed or 
father~ being in a low social class group: 
(2) fal1,mes with four or more children: (3) 
parents' evaluation of a neighborhood as a 
good one in which to raise children: and 
(4) families that rent rather than own. 

This analysis failed to discover any clear 
relationship between family stress and de­
linquency for either sex. Families with 

high scores on family stress were more 
likely to exert low levels of supervision 
over their teenagers. It is doubtful if family 
stress is a direct influence on parental 
supervision during the teenage years. but 
it may have some impact on the develop­
ment of relationships between parents and 
children. 

What can parents do 

The survey results suggest that parents are 
still exercising supervision over their 
younger teenagers in many ways. and that 
most teenagers accept the supervision. 
While parental influence was not as impor­
tant in preventing boys' delinquency as 
expected. it clearly was a major influence 
on girls' delinquency. However, other as­
pects of family relationships seem to be 
very important for both boys and girls. 

Teenagers with strong acquired inhibitions 
against offending will be less likely to 
succumb when faced with an opportunity. 
The finding that delinquency was strongly 
associated with a lack of close feelings 
between fathers and their teenage children 
suggests that it is worth encouraging par­
ents to consider the wider implications of 
poor relationships with their children. It is 
unrealistic to expect all parents to get along 
well with their adolescents, but parents 
might explore ways, such as negotiation 
rather than confrontation, to reduce the 
tensions that are likely to arise. Because 
juvenile offending was strongly related to 
the levels of delinquency among friends, 
one preventive measure might be to limit 
the time boys spend with delinquent 
friends. Parents cannot always guide the 
specific choices children make. but they 
can discourage children from making 
friends with individuals who are prepared 
to violate the law. Parents also may be able 
to decrease the risk of their daughter's 
offending by increasing their involvement 
in and being less credulous about their 
daughters' activities outside the home. 

ii 

Becau!\e school' problems are correlated 
with delinquency. greater cooperation be­
tween home and school might bring early 
attention to teenagers who are underachiev­
ing or whose work is deteriorating and to 
incidences of truancy. One source of or­
ganized support that can help parents cope 
with teenagers is parents' self-help groups, 
often run by social service departments. 
While treatmen~ programs are inappro­
priate for most families with delinquent 
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children, parents in difficulty could benefit 
from self-referral to community programs. 

\' 

Do's and don't's for parents 

The following suggestions somewhat over-
simplify parent-child relations, but can 
provide a starting point for considering 
how such relationships might be influ-
enced. Many parents already are doing as 

,) 

much as they can along these lines; in some 
cases, pressures outside the home may 
exert an overwhelming influence on teen-
agers. The primary objective of the sugges-
tiOllS is to encourage parents and their teen-
agers to think about the implications of 
their behavior for each other. 

• Be aware that the risk exists for teenagers 
to get into trouble and be prepared to take 
action if needed. 

• Be responsive or alert to unexpected or 
unexplained events that might indicate 
lawbreaking. drugs, or drinking. 

• Be prepared to respond effectively to ;0 
what you suspect might be the beginnings " 
of adolescent delinquency rather than ig-
noring it and hoping it will go away. 

• Make it clear that you disapprove 
strongly of antisocial and criminal activity. 

• Spend time with your teenagers. LiMen 
sympathetically to their problems and make 
your home an interesting place for your 
children to be. 

• Protect relationships with children from 
deteriorating to the point where no one is 
talking. Negotiate and compromise to 
avoid this situation. 

• If your child gets into trouble with the 
police, be supportive and recognize that 
commitment to the child may influence 
whether or not he or she stays out of trouble 
in the future. 

• Take an interest in what your children 
do at school and take advantage of oppor-
tunities to visit the school. 

• Take an interest in your children's 
friends and how they spend their time to-
gether. 
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