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This study examines how early entries into adult roles are associated with
aggressive and violent behavior occurring from early adolescence to young
adulthood among 499 males and 578 females living in low-income, central-
city neighborhoods. Among males, engagement in adult roles accounted for
the relationship between higher levels of aggressive behavior during early
adolescence and violence in young adulthood. Males who lived indepen-
dently and males who were behind in school or not in school at age 19 and
20 years (regardless of labor force participation) were at increased risk of
engaging in violence in young adulthood. Among females, the positive asso-
ciation between early adolescent aggressive behavior and violence in young
adulthood persisted even after accounting for involvement in adult roles. For
females, parenthood and independent living were associated with involve-
ment in violence during young adulthood in varying ways depending on
labor force participation.
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(Moffitt, 1993; Patterson & Dishion, 1985; Patterson, Reid, & Dishion, 1992).
In a departure from this research, we recently examined how a youth’s estab-
lishment of independence in domains of work, family (e.g., babysitting, doing
chores), and peers (e.g., spending unsupervised time with peers) was associ-
ated with aggressive behavior among 12- and 13-year-olds who were low
income living in poor, urban neighborhoods. Results from that published work
(Roche, Ensminger, Chilcoat, & Storr, 2003) indicated that independent roles
within work and peer domains were related to higher levels of aggression;
whereas, familial independent roles were associated with less aggression.
Because paid work modified associations that familial and peer independent
roles had with aggression, we concluded that the meaning of a particular inde-
pendent role depends on a youth’s entire repertoire of independent roles
(Roche et al., 2003). Among this same population, the current study examines
the association between independence and aggressive behavior from early
adolescence through the transition to young adulthood. Rather than examin-
ing independence established during early adolescence, we focus on indepen-
dence represented by adult roles such as parenthood, marriage, full-time
work, and independent living. We explore this topic separately for males and
females. When compared to females, males engage in more violence (Gove,
1985; Harris, 1977; Windle, 1990) and enter adult family roles (e.g., parent-
hood, marriage) earlier and extrafamilial adult roles (e.g., work) later (Chen &
Kaplan, 1999; Michael & Tuma, 1985).

Life-course perspective and social control theory (Hirschi, 1969) posit that
early entries into adult roles deter individuals from continuing or becoming
engaged in antisocial and risky behaviors. Marriage, parenthood, and employ-
ment are thought to confer benefits to individuals by providing informal
social control over deviant behavior, strengthening investments and bonds in
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social institutions, and increasing individual responsibility (Horney, Osgood,
& Marshall, 1995; Nielsen, 1999). Sampson and Laub (1990), for example,
found that job stability and attachment to a spouse were associated with
declines in antisocial behaviors throughout the life course, regardless of child-
hood delinquency. Similarly, in a longitudinal study of more than 600 males
who had committed serious criminal offenses, males who reported living
with a spouse experienced a 57% decrease in the odds of later committing an
assault; whereas, those who lived with a girlfriend experienced a significant
increase in criminal offending. In this same study, attending school was asso-
ciated with declines in criminal offending and, contrary to authors’ expecta-
tions, engaging in paid work was not (Horney et al., 1995). The benefits of
marriage may depend on one’s racial and ethnic background. Marriage has
been associated with increased affluence and less problematic alcohol use
among Whites and Latinos but not African Americans (Hirschl, Altobelli, &
Rank, 2003; Nielsen, 1999).

Research based on a life-span perspective emphasizes the importance of
the timing of adult roles for deviant behavior (Nielsen, 1999). The focus in
this regard has been on the negative social and economic consequences of
precocious entries into independent living, parenthood, marriage, and full-time
work (Aquilino, 1996; Buck & Scott, 1993; Card & Wise, 1978; Newcomb
& Bentler, 1988; Uggen, 2000). Among a national sample of youth, living
independently outside of marriage during late adolescence and young adult-
hood was related to greater increases in alcohol and marijuana use during the
3 years following high school (Bachman, O’Malley, & Johnston, 1984). In
addition, early childbearing has been associated with lower labor force
earnings and educational attainment and greater psychological distress and
family disruption later in the life course among African Americans who are
low income (Kellam, Adams, Brown, & Ensminger, 1982; Thompson &
Ensminger, 1989).

The theoretical base for the data collected here—the life course and social
field framework—combines a social-role perspective with individual devel-
opmental histories (Kellam, 1990; Kellam, Branch, Agrawal, & Ensminger,
1975; Kellam & Ensminger, 1980; Kellam & Rebok, 1992). Across the life
course, different social fields have varying prominence. For example, work and
intimate social fields take on increasing importance as individuals traverse
adolescence into adulthood. Within a life course and social field framework,
normal development is marked by the integration of earlier competencies into
later competencies. A major premise of this perspective is that social adapta-
tion results from the interaction between the social field and rater character-
istics and the characteristics of the individual. For example, teachers are the
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natural raters in the social field of the classroom. Their ratings have importance
not only because they are observers of the child’s behavior but also because
they are legally sanctioned to give grades and to pass or fail the student.
This does not imply that the teachers are necessarily unbiased or correct in
their observations but that they are important raters who have influence
over the child’s trajectory. Early successful social adaptation in the face of
developmental challenges promotes later adaptation as one encounters new
social task demands (Cicchetti & Schneider-Rosen, 1984). Successful entries
into age-appropriate social roles, such as being a student and having posi-
tive relationships with peers, provide competencies for later life success in
work and parenting; whereas, early involvement in aggressive behavior can
diminish the chances of later successful role performance.

Although most young people in the United States do not enter parenthood
or full-time work by the time they are age 19 and 20 years, youth living in com-
munities and families with limited social, human, and financial capital com-
monly face the responsibilities of adulthood at a young age (Arnett, 2001;
Burton, Allison, & Obeidallah, 1995; Marini, 1985). Family socioeconomic
status has been positively associated with the age of labor force entry, first
marriage, and first birth (Marini, 1985). Living in a stepparent or single-parent
family also has been positively associated with leaving the home at a younger
age (Aquilino, 1991; Buck & Scott, 1993; Cooney & Mortimer, 1999; Smith
et al., 2000; Tang, 1997), marrying early (Michael & Tuma, 1985), bearing
children early (Wu & Martinson, 1993), and entering the labor force prior to
the completion of school (Chen & Kaplan, 1999). Many African American
youth who are low income in the United States’ poor, urban neighborhoods do
not perceive a good future and have substantial adult responsibilities. Many of
these youth thus experience an “accelerated” adolescence (Burton et al., 1995).

Building on our earlier study of independence and aggression among
urban youth who are low income and on research examining adult roles, the
current study examines how early entries into adult roles are relevant to a
youth’s aggressive and violent behavior as it occurs from early adolescence
through the transition to young adulthood. We consider the adult roles of
independent living, parenthood, marriage, and full-time work.

The current study’s first research question is based on the premise that an
early entry into adult roles is a consequence of early problem behavior and
the impetus for youth continuing or ceasing—depending on the kind of adult
role—later involvement in problem behavior. We ask: “Is the association
between early adolescent aggression and young adult violence accounted for
by a youth’s entry into early adult roles?” We expect that early aggression will
be associated with early entries into full-time work, marriage, independent
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living, and parenthood. Based on findings from our previous study that
suggested protective effects of familial independent roles and harmful conse-
quences of extrafamilial independent roles for aggressive behavior (Roche
et al., 2003), we expect that employment and independent living will be asso-
ciated with greater violence and that parenthood and marriage will be associ-
ated with less violence during young adulthood. Because our previous research
revealed interactive influences of independent roles, we pose a second
research question in the current study: “Is a single adult role associated with
violence in young adulthood differently depending on one’s engagement in
other adult roles?” We expect parenthood to offset some detrimental conse-
quences of living independently for violence because the responsibilities of
parenthood provide sanctions and social controls within the structure of inde-
pendent living. We also expect full-time work to be less strongly associated
with violence for youth who are still living with their family of origin because
of the social controls provided by the family context.

We stratify analyses by gender because of differences in rates of physical
aggression and violence and in the timing of entry into adult roles among
males and females. We account for the individual’s poverty status in grade
school and her or his racial background because previous research has
shown that youth who are poor and have a racial or ethnic minority back-
ground experience earlier entries into adult roles (Arnett, 2001; Marini, 1985)
and more aggression (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2002;
Patterson et al., 1992).

Method

Sample

We use data from an epidemiologically defined study of students in the
Baltimore City Public School System who participated in a longitudinal pre-
vention study conducted by the Johns Hopkins University Prevention Research
Center in partnership with the local public school system. The study included
two successive cohorts of first graders. The first cohort enrolled in first grade
in 1985, and the second cohort enrolled in 1986 (Dolan et al., 1993; Kellam,
Werthamer-Larsson, Dolan, & Brown, 1991). Five different urban areas within
one large elementary school district in eastern Baltimore were selected with
the involvement of the Baltimore City Planning Department. These areas var-
ied in terms of ethnicity, type of housing, family structure, socioeconomic
status, violent crime, suicide and school drop-out rates. Three or four schools
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were selected in each urban area that were matched with regard to census tract,
grade level, and first- and second-grade data; and, in first grade, schools,
teachers, and children were randomly assigned to classrooms and to interven-
tion or control statuses. Students who stayed in the Baltimore City Public
School System and their teachers participated in assessments in the fall and
spring of first and second grades, and in subsequent springs through middle
school. All students were followed up and interviewed by telephone for 2 hours
at ages 19 to 21 years.

Of the 2,311 youth originally enrolled in Cohorts 1 and 2, the current study
sample included 499 males and 578 females (47%, n = 1,077). This sample
comprised youth who were assessed by a teacher in seventh grade (59%,
n = 1,363) and who completed an interview at age 19 and 20 years (74%,
n = 1,715). A small proportion (3%, n = 37,) of participants were excluded
because they had missing data on study variables. Males were more likely
than females, 32% vs. 19%; χ2(1) = 49.7, p < .001, and White, non-Hispanics
were more likely than African Americans to not complete the young adult
interview, 32% vs. 21%; χ2(1) = 61.6, p < .001. Those not completing the
young adult interview were also reported by teachers in the fall of first grade
to be more aggressive and disruptive, M = 2.0 versus M = 1.87; F(1, 1869) =
6.6, p < .05, and to have more concentration or attention problems, M = 3.02
vs. M = 1.76; F(1, 1869) = 11.3, p < .01, than others. White non-Hispanic
youth were more likely than African American youth to be excluded from
our sample based on not having been assessed by a teacher in seventh
grade, 65% vs. 29%; χ2(1) = 271.1, p < .001. (The study assessed students
who were still in the Baltimore City School System in seventh grade, and
White students were more likely to have moved outside the city). Youth
not assessed by a teacher in seventh grade were reported by teachers in
the fall of first grade to be shyer than others, M = 2.75 vs. M = 2.63;
F(1, 2,053) = 7.1, p < .01.

Measures

Violence in emerging adulthood. At age 19 and 20, participants answered
the following questions: “In the last year, have you” (a) used force to get
money or expensive things from another person? (b) carried a hand gun
when you went out? and (c) taken part in a fight? (response categories
included no and yes). Among males, 9% (n = 43) had used force to steal,
19% (n = 93) had carried a gun, and 37% (n = 184) had taken part in a fight.
Because almost one half of males (43%, n = 215) had engaged in one of
these three forms of violence, our outcome measure of violence for males
was indicated by either carrying a gun or using force to steal. Although gun
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carrying and using force to steal are distinct forms of violence, each poses
important risks to an individual’s health and safety. More than one fifth (22%,
n = 112) of males reported serious violence during young adulthood. A small
proportion of females reported using force to steal (3%, n = 18), carrying a
gun (2%, n = 13), and being in a fight (13%, n = 74). Our measure of vio-
lence among females was, therefore, indicated by involvement in any of the
three behaviors. Sixteen percent (n = 90) of the females reported violence.

Adult roles. We measured four adult roles: parenthood, marriage, inde-
pendent living, and work and/or schooling. Parenthood was indicated by
responses to the question: How many children do you have? Those with at
least one child were given a value of 1 for this measure, indicating that the
respondent was a parent (the reference group was coded as 0). One third
(n = 347) of 19- and 20-year-olds reported being a parent. Marriage was
measured by the young adults’ reports of ever having been married (0 = no,
1 = yes). Only 2% (n = 19) of respondents were married. Independent
living was measured by respondent reports of whose place they stayed most
often during the past month. For respondents who did not report staying
with a parent, grandparent, or aunt and/or uncle, a value of 1 was given for
the independent living measure (0 was given to all others, the reference
group). Just less than one half (45%, n = 481) of participants lived inde-
pendently at age 19 and 20 years.

To measure respondents’ work and/or schooling status, we combined
responses from reported work hours and schooling status. Using responses to
an item asking how many hours the respondent works in a typical week, we
created an indicator of full-time work based on the respondent working at least
35 hours per week. Schooling was measured by a question regarding the
participant’s current course of study. We grouped responses of high school,
GED program, and not in school into a category indicating that the youth
was not in school or behind in school; we grouped responses of university,
4-year program; community college, 2-year program; and vocational/business/
technical program into a category indicating that the youth was enrolled in
advanced education. Although youth within the not in school/behind in school
category may differ with respect to having a high school education, we group
them together for the current study largely because a high school education
does not buy youth better jobs in today’s economy. We then created the fol-
lowing work and/or schooling categories dummy coded as 0 or 1: not in school
or behind in school and not working full-time (the reference group; 28%,
n = 300); not in or behind in school and working full-time (42%, n = 450);
enrolled in advanced education and not working full-time (17%, n = 183); and
enrolled in advanced education and working full-time (13%, n = 142).
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We used the Teacher Observation of Classroom Adaptation–Revised
(TOCA-R; Werthamer-Larsson, Kellam, & Wheeler, 1991) to measure
seventh grade aggressive behavior. The TOCA-R is a structured interview
administered by a trained interviewer who follows a precise script; interview-
ers respond to teacher-initiated issues in a standardized fashion. Teachers first
responded to items pertaining to the child’s adaptation in the classroom, they
then made global ratings of each child’s behavior and progress. In these analy-
ses, we use three domains on which teachers rate each child’s performance
during the previous 3 weeks: aggressive behavior, social isolation, and con-
centration problems. A single teacher, usually the English/Language arts
teacher, reported on the youth’s aggressive behavior; this teacher was unaware
of the student’s first-grade intervention status. Teacher ratings of aggressive
behavior among this sample consistently predicted official juvenile court
records across teachers and across grades (Petras, Chilcoat, Leaf, Ialongo, &
Kellam, 2004). This article uses the aggressive scale including the following
items: (a) breaks rules, (b) harms others and property, (c) breaks things,
(d) takes others property, (e) fights, (f) lies, (g) teases classmates, (h) yells
at others, (i) stubborn (response categories range from 1 = never to 6 = almost
always). Coefficient alphas ranged from .92 to .94 for Grades 1 through 7, or
ages 8 to 13 years. Werthamer-Larsson et al. (1991) reported test-retest corre-
lations during a 4-month interval with different interviewers of .60 or higher
for the scale, and aggression ratings were correlated at .67 (p < .001) with peer
ratings of aggression. Using gender-specific cut-points, we categorized scores
into tertiles indicating 0 = low, 1 = moderate, and 2 = high aggression.

Demographic characteristics. Race indicates that the respondent is White,
non-Hispanic, as compared to African American, the reference group.
Eighty percent (n = 395) of males and 83% of females (n = 480) were
African American. We measure whether the youth is poor based on school
records of the child receiving a free or reduced price lunch (the reference
group is nonpoor). About two thirds of males (68%, n = 335) and females
(66%, n = 384) in this sample were poor.

Analysis Plans

We initially ran gender-stratified, cross-tabulations with chi-square tests
of significance to examine how adult-role participation at age 19 and 20 years
varied by a youth’s level of aggression during early adolescence and by
violence during young adulthood. Next, we ran multivariate analyses aimed
at answering each of the two research questions. Addressing the first research
question, we ran two-step logistic regression models separately for males
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and females. In the first step, violence at age 19 and 20 years was regressed
on seventh-grade aggression, poverty status, and race. After adding adult-
role statuses in the second step, we concluded that adult roles helped
account for associations between early and later violence if coefficients
for seventh-grade aggression became nonsignificant and substantially
diminished in the second step of the model. We examined interactions
between adult roles to address the current study’s second research question.
We regressed young adult violence on all study variables and on two-way
interactions between each adult role (for a total of three interaction terms in
each model).

Results

Bivariate Results

As shown in Table 1, higher levels of seventh-grade aggression were
positively associated with becoming a parent by age 19 and 20 years for
males, χ2(1) = 23.7, p < .001; and females, χ2(1) = 15.3, p < .001. The pro-
portions of males who became parents by age 19 and 20 years were 13%,
21%, and 35%, respectively, for those with low, moderate, and high levels
of aggression in seventh grade. The proportions of females who were
parents by age 19 and 20 years were 31%, 39%, and 58%, respectively, for
females with low, moderate, and high levels of aggression in seventh grade.
Moderate to high seventh-grade aggression was also associated with living
independently at age 19 and 20 years among males, χ2(1) = 6.5, p < .05.
Thirty-seven percent of males with low levels of aggressive behavior in sev-
enth grade were living independently at age 19 and 20 years, compared to
49% of males with moderate or high levels of seventh-grade aggression.

Adolescent aggressive behavior was also associated with work and
schooling statuses at age 19 and 20 years for males, χ2(6) = 27.9, p < .001;
and females, χ2(6) = 29.9, p < .001. Among females with high levels of
aggressive behavior in seventh grade, 33% were behind in school or not in
school and not working full-time, and 40% were behind in school or not in
school and working full-time, which are substantially larger than the respec-
tive 18% and 31% of females with low levels of seventh-grade aggression.
Among females with high levels of early adolescent aggressive behavior,
16% were seeking advanced education and not working full-time, and 11%
were seeking advanced education and working full-time, compared to 29%
and 22%, respectively, of those with low levels of aggression during early
adolescence. Among males with high levels of seventh-grade aggression,
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31% were behind in school or not in school and not working full-time, and
55% were behind in school or not in school and working full-time, compared
to 18% and 47%, respectively, of males with low levels of aggression in
seventh grade. Among males with high levels of aggression in early ado-
lescence, 8% were seeking advanced education and not working full-time,
and 6% were seeking advanced education and working full-time, compared
to 20% and 16%, respectively, of males with low seventh-grade aggression.

Violence among young adult males and, to some extent, among young
adult females, was associated with adult roles. One third of males who were
parents reported violence in the past year at age 19 and 20 years; this compares
to one fifth of males who were not parents, χ2 (1) = 8.1, p < .05. In addition,
more than one half (55%) of males who lived independently at age 19 and
20 years reported having engaged in violence during the previous year, com-
pared to 42% of males who did not live independently, χ2(1) = 6.6, p < .05.
Work and schooling statuses at age 19 and 20 years were also associated with
males’ violence, χ2(3) = 19.6, p < .001; and females’ violence, χ2(3) = 10.6,
p < .05, during young adulthood. Among young adult females reporting any
past-year violence, 34% were behind in school or not in school and not work-
ing full-time, and 44% were behind in school or not in school and working
full-time, compared to 13% of those seeking advanced education and not
working full-time and 8% of those seeking advanced education and working
full-time. Among females not reporting any violence at age 19 and 20 years,
these proportions were 27%, 34%, 22%, and 17%. Among males who reported
violence at age 19 and 20 years, 38% were behind in school or not in school
and not working full-time and 25% were behind in school or not in school and
working full-time, compared to 4% of those getting advanced education and
not working full-time and 5% of those getting advanced education and work-
ing full-time. Among males not reporting violence at age 19 and 20 years,
these proportions were 25%, 48%, 15%, and 12%.

Multivariate Results

Tables 2 and 3 present results from multivariate logistic regression
analyses addressing the study’s first research question regarding whether or
not adult roles account for associations between aggression during early
adolescence and violence during young adulthood. Males whose seventh-
grade aggression scores were moderate or high were 1.9 times more likely
to report violence at age 19 and 20 years than males whose seventh-grade
aggression scores fell within the lowest tertile (for moderate aggression, the
95% confidence interval [CI] was 1.1 to 3.3, p < .05; for high aggression,
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the 95% CI was 1.1 to 3.4, p < .01; Model 1, Table 3). When accounting for
the acquisition of adult roles by age 19 and 20, years, associations between
males’ seventh-grade aggression and violence in young adulthood substan-
tially diminished in magnitude and were no longer statistically significant
(Model 2, Table 3). Findings for adult roles indicated that males who were
living independently at age 19 and 20 years were 1.6 times (95% CI: 1.0 to
2.5, p < .05) more likely to report having engaged in violence during the
previous year. Males seeking advanced education and not working full-time
were .16 (95% CI: .05 to .5, p < .01) times as likely as those not in school
or behind in school and not working to engage in violence; and males seek-
ing advanced education and working full-time were .34 (95% CI: .1 to .9,
p < .05) times as likely as males not in school or behind in school and not
working full-time to engage in violence. After accounting for adult roles,
demographic attributes were significantly related to violence in young
adulthood for males. White, non-Hispanic males were one half as likely
(odds ratio [OR] = .52, 95% CI: .28 to .97, p < .05) as Black, non-Hispanic
males to engage in violence, and males who were poor in seventh grade
were .59 times as likely (95% CI: .35 to .98, p < .05) as males who were
not poor to engage in violence at age 19 and 20 years.

Findings for females indicated that the likelihood of any violence in
young adulthood was higher among females who were more aggressive in
seventh grade. Females with moderate and high levels of aggression were,
respectively, 3.1 (95% CI: 1.6 to 6.1, p < .01) and 3.8 (95% CI: 1.9 to 7.5,
p < .01) times more likely to report physical fighting in young adulthood
than were females with low levels of aggression in seventh grade (Model 1,
Table 3). The increased likelihood of aggression in young adulthood asso-
ciated with females’ seventh-grade aggression scores remained virtually the
same when accounting for females’ participation in adult roles. Among
adult roles, only parenthood was related to females’ reports of violence at
age 19 and 20 years. Females who were parents were 56% (95% CI: .34 to
.93, p < .05) as likely as females who were not parents to report violence at
the ages of 19 or 20 years. Although females who were poor in seventh grade
were 1.8 (95% CI: .98 to 3.2, p < .05) times more likely than females who
were not poor to report violence at age 19 and 20 years, the OR diminished
in magnitude and was no longer significant when accounting for adult roles.

We next ran models addressing our second research question regarding
interactions among adult roles. Among males, there were no statistically
significant two-way interactions between the three adult roles. Among
females, two of the three interaction terms reached statistical significance
(results are shown in Model 3 of Table 3 and are illustrated in Figures 1 and 2).
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As illustrated in Figure 1, the odds that females would report violent behavior
at age 19 and 20 years was significantly higher among females who were
living independently and not in school or behind in school and working
full-time. When compared to females who were still living with family, not
in school or behind in school and not working full-time, females who were
living independently and not in school or behind in school and working
full-time were 3.9 times more likely to report having engaged in violence
within the previous year. Independent living was not associated with increased
violence for females in any other work and schooling categories. The cur-
rent study’s second significant interaction effect for females is illustrated in
Figure 2. We retained this interaction term in our model, yet the coefficient
just failed a test of statistical significance at the probability level equal to .05
(as opposed to p < .05). Overall, advanced education was associated with less
violence, regardless of females’ work. However, among females not in school
or behind in school and working full-time, those who were parents reported

Table 2
Summary of Multiple Logistic Regression Predicting Violence

at Age 19 and 20 Years for Males (N == 497)

Variable Odds Ratio 95% CI Odds Ratio 95% CI

Seventh-grade
aggressiona

Moderate 1.85* 1.06, 3.25 1.52 .85, 2.72
High 1.93* 1.11, 3.37 1.44 .81, 2.56

White, non-Hispanicb .60 .33, 1.08 .52* .28, .97
Poorc .84 .53, 1.36 .59* .35, .98
Parent by age 19 and 20d — — 1.57 .95, 2.59
Live independently — — 1.60* 1.01, 2.52

at age 19 and 20f

Not in or behind — — .76 .47, 1.25
in school, working
full-time

Advanced education, — — .16** .05, .48
not working full-time

Advanced education, — — .34* .13, .87
working full-time

Model χ2 (df) 12.2 (6)* 28.8 (5)***

Note: Reference groups are the following: a. Seventh-grade aggression: Low; b. African
American; c. Not poor; d. Not a parent; e. Do not live independently; f. Work and/or school-
ing: Not in school/behind in school and do not work full-time.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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less violence within the previous year. Among this group, females who had
become parents by age 19 and 20 years were 29% as likely to report past-
year violence as their counterparts who were not parents.

Discussion

As in other studies examining life-course trajectories of aggressive and
antisocial behaviors, youth in the current study who were more aggressive
during early adolescence were at increased risk of engaging in violence
during young adulthood. Our aim here was to examine whether or not early
entries into adult roles helped explain the processes by which youth living
in poor, urban neighborhoods continue or reduce involvement in aggression

Figure 1
Odds of Violent Behavior Among Females by Work and/or Schooling

Status and Independent Living at Age 19 and 20 Years
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later in the life course. Our rationale for focusing on adult roles was
twofold. First, our previous study of youth included in the current study
provided compelling evidence of a link between independent roles (e.g.,
preparing meals, babysitting, doing chores, working, unsupervised time
with peers) and changes in fighting and weapon use during early adoles-
cence (Roche et al., 2003). Second, life-span studies supported the idea that
adult roles are related to deviant behaviors and that early entries into adult
roles are salient to the lives of youth in poor urban areas (Burton et al.,
1995; Nielsen, 1999).

Although we included males and females in the current study, we used
gender-specific measures of aggression and violence because of the small
proportion of females reporting serious violent behavior (e.g., gun carrying,
using force to steal) in young adulthood. We may have benefited from a
measure tapping into relational forms of aggressive behavior as previous

Figure 2
Odds of Violent Behavior Among Females by Work and/or Schooling

Status and Parenthood at Age 19 and 20 Years
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research suggests that this better captures aggression among females than
indicators of physical fighting and violence (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). We
were also unable to gain a meaningful understanding of associations
between aggression and marriage because so few youth in the current sample
reported ever having been married. The low prevalence of marriage among
this sample, coupled with previous research showing fewer benefits of
marriage for African Americans compared to Whites and Latinos, raises
questions about the relevance of marriage as an adult role for some African
Americans, at least in the very early years of adulthood.

Despite these limitations, we did find support for the idea that adult roles
are relevant to differences in early adolescent aggression among males and
females. For example, males and females who were rated by teachers as
being more aggressive in seventh grade were more likely than those who
were less aggressive to have children by age 19 and 20 years. In addition,
males who were more aggressive were more likely than males who were
less aggressive to live independently at age 19 and 20 years. Contrary to our
expectations, early aggressive behavior was not associated with entry into
full-time work. Rather, aggression was positively associated with an individ-
ual’s schooling status in young adulthood. Youth who were more aggressive
were less likely to be seeking advanced education at age 19 and 20 years,
regardless of whether or not they worked full-time, and they were more
likely to be behind in school or not in school, regardless of whether or not
they worked full-time.

The greater salience of aggression to education, as compared to employ-
ment, is consistent with findings from previous research showing that school-
ing, but not work, was related to adult criminal behavior (Horney et al.,
1995). Perhaps full-time work is an insufficient indicator of a precocious
adult role among those living in economically distressed areas because
youth in these contexts have unusually great financial needs. Information
about the reasons why youth in the current sample worked full-time and
what their plans were for future jobs and education may have enabled us to
develop a measure of work that more accurately captured a precocious entry
into the labor force.

Regardless of why and how youth who are more aggressive entered adult
roles precociously, each was relevant to violence in young adulthood. Males
who had high levels of aggression during early adolescence, for example,
were 2.2 times more likely than those with low levels of aggression to
engage in violence in young adulthood. The risk of serious violence asso-
ciated with a high level of early adolescent aggression declined 60% when
accounting for males’ participation in adult roles, namely greater tendency
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of males who are aggressive to live independently and to not seek advanced
education. Young men who lived independently at age 19 and 20 years were
60% more likely than those living with family to engage in serious vio-
lence. And, when compared to men who were neither seeking advanced
education nor working full-time, young adult males seeking advanced edu-
cation who were not working full-time were 16% as likely to engage in
serious violence, and males seeking advanced education and working full-
time were 34% as likely as to engage in serious violence. Parenthood was
unrelated to males’ reports of serious violence at age 19 and 20 years.

The current study does not allow us to draw causal inferences between
early involvement in aggression and later independent living arrangements
and reduced schooling. Other family or neighborhood characteristics may be
related to both. Families, for example, may not allow males who are aggres-
sive to continue to live with them. Other studies have shown that youth who
are aggressive or deviant are more likely to do poorly in school and drop out
(Ensminger & Slusarick, 1992; Smith et al., 2000). Similarly, we do not
know from our findings why independent living and being behind in school
or not in school are associated with acts of violence.

With these caveats in mind, there is certainly convincing theoretical sup-
port for the possibility of causal pathways from early adolescent aggressive
behavior to independent living and reduced schooling and, in turn, to seri-
ous violence among males in young adulthood. Boys whose teachers per-
ceive them as engaged in high levels of fighting and disruptive behaviors
are likely to, consequently, experience problems in schooling leading to
dropout or grade retention. Boys who are more aggressive during early ado-
lescence are also more likely to develop stronger affiliations with deviant
peer groups rather than with family (Patterson & Dishion, 1985) that, in
turn, would inspire them to live independently rather than with family at age
19 and 20 years. As suggested by previous theory and research, living inde-
pendently and a lower attachment to school provide young men with fewer
informal social controls and bonds to social institutions that, in turn, act as
deterrents to one’s decision to carry a gun or use force to steal something
(Sampson & Laub, 1990). Although parenthood might also deter males’
engagement in violence for these same reasons, it is likely that a relatively
small proportion of men in the current sample actually lived with their
children. Thus, parenthood would not inspire males to act responsibly or as
positive role models.

Early adolescent aggressive behavior was associated with females’
increased risk of violence in young adulthood. Females with moderate and
high levels of aggressive behavior in seventh grade were, respectively, 3.1 and
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3.8 times more likely than those with low levels of aggressive behavior to
report violence in young adulthood. Precocious entries into adult roles did not,
however, alter the odds that early adolescent aggression would be associated
with later violence. Among adult roles, only parenthood was associated with
females’ reports of violence during young adulthood. Consistent with our
expectation that a family-oriented adult role such as parenthood would be asso-
ciated with declines in violence, females who had become parents by age 19
and 20 years were 56% as likely as other females to have been involved in vio-
lence during young adulthood. Thus, girls who were highly aggressive during
early adolescence were more likely than others to become parents at a young
age; yet, young mothers did not experience declines in violence as a result.

Other studies have raised provocative questions about the extent to which
early childbearing leads to negative consequences among African American
youth living in this country’s most economically disadvantaged, urban neigh-
borhoods. Geronimus (1991) argued that delayed childbearing enables White
non-Hispanic, but not African Americans, living in high-poverty neighbor-
hoods to gain educational and employment advantages. She contended that
African American females who are low income who delay childbearing face
the same limited opportunities for jobs, marriage, and education as their
counterparts who bear children during adolescence, but that they have fewer
extended kin to rely on for support and assistance in raising their children
because the kin are now often experiencing their own health problems or are
no longer alive (Geronimus). Other studies of African American populations,
though, have found that early childbearing is not advantageous to education,
family formation, or employment (Jacobsen, 1998; Kellam et al., 1982).
Although our findings suggest a protective effect of early childbearing
against increased risks of violence in young adulthood, these findings must
be evaluated in the context of a young woman’s work and educational status.

This brings us to findings addressing the current study’s second research
question regarding interactions among adult roles. We found that working
mothers with low levels of education engaged in less violence than other
women with low levels of education. Having children did not distinguish
violence risks among women seeking advanced educational opportunities,
whose overall risks were lower when compared to women with less educa-
tion. An obvious explanation for why mothers who work full time without
advanced education were buffered from the increased risks of violence
faced by other women with less education is that they simply did not have
time for involvement in activities other than working and caring for their
children. This supports the idea that increased responsibility may mitigate
the likelihood of aggressive behavior. Given that many neighborhoods in
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which study participants lived had high levels of crime and unemployment,
women who were not parents and full-time workers likely had more time to
hang out with others who were unemployed and not in school. As a result,
they may have experienced more opportunities for becoming involved in
delinquent behaviors such as fighting.

Full-time work also modified the association between independent living
and fighting among young adult females with low levels of education. When
not seeking advanced education, young women who worked full-time and
lived independently experienced substantial increases in the risk of violence.
These women were four times more likely to have been involved in violence
at age 19 and 20 years than females who lived independently and did not work
full-time (and were not seeking advanced education), who did not live inde-
pendently, and who were seeking advanced education. In interpreting these
findings, it is useful to consider that the jobs held by urban women who were
low income without advanced education commonly offer low wages and few
benefits and provide little stability in the job market. Women working in these
positions often, therefore, experience considerable psychological and financial
stress in their lives. Living with family, as opposed to independently, may
therefore buffer women against the stresses of low-wage work and the ensu-
ing risks of becoming involved in violence by providing women with greater
emotional and financial support from families. Women who are seeking
advanced education may not experience the increased risks posed by indepen-
dent living or full-time work because of the contextual advantage of attending
a college or university, as compared to high school or no school.

The fact that early parenthood and independent living, taken alone, were
not associated with increased risks among females demonstrates the impor-
tance of evaluating early adult roles within a larger context of individuals’
lives. Clearly, for females, one’s educational status and participation in the
labor force have important bearings on the extent to which parenthood and
independent living pose increased risks of fighting at age 19 and 20 years.
The interactive nature of adult roles is consistent with our previous find-
ings demonstrating that paid work modified influences of familial and peer
independent roles on changes in young adolescent’s aggressive behavior
(Roche et al., 2003).

There are important limitations of the current study. First, we know little
about the timing and dynamic changes in adult role acquisition among
respondents. As mentioned in our discussion of findings for males, adult
roles such as independent living and work and/or schooling may have been
the consequence rather than cause of violence and aggression at age 19 and
20 years. Information about changes in work and schooling over time would
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also have provided us with a better understanding of whether or not individuals
who were not in school or behind in school and working full-time had begun
to work as a way to establish fiscal responsibility or were simply having to
work while finishing school with the intention of continuing their education
after completion of high school. Second, our findings for parenthood are
limited because we do not know if the participant lived with the child.
Parents who live with their children experience entirely different structures
and responsibilities on a daily basis when compared to parents who do not
live with, or have contact with, their children. Finally, the current study is
limited with respect to sample attrition as 46% of original participants did
not participate at age 19 and 20 years. Because those lost to attrition were
more likely to be White, non-Hispanic as compared to African American, we
likely had a lower prevalence of marriage and independent living than would
be expected without this sample attrition (Aquilino, 1991; Buck & Scott,
1993). We expect that the current study findings represent a conservative
estimate of how adult roles are associated with aggression and serious vio-
lence in young adulthood because the sample attrition was greater among
youth who were more aggressive in first grade.

In sum, the current study provides strong support for the relevance of
adult role acquisition to aggressive and violent behaviors during early ado-
lescence and the transition to adulthood among young people growing up
in low-income, urban neighborhoods. Future studies should consider how
adult roles relate to other domains of youth health and well-being within
high-risk settings.
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