
Family Instability and
Structural Change: 
Effects on Adolescent Outcomes

Kathleen M. Cardona, DrPH1,2

Laurie Schwab Zabin, PhD1

Funded in part by NIMH NRSA Predoctoral Fellowship #5F31MH066539 and NICHD grant #1R01HD039018

1Department of Population and Family Health Sciences
2Center for Adolescent Health

Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health



2

Introduction

 There has been great analytic and theoretical 
interest in the explanatory power of family 
structure and environment on negative 
outcomes for youth. 

 Although consistently negative family 
environments are detrimental for children, 
instability and change itself—even if positive—
might have a negative impact on adolescent 
outcomes.
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Research Questions

The questions we address in this paper are:
 Does transiency and change in aspects of family 

structure over a child’s life have a negative 
impact on behavioral outcomes?

 Are changes more proximate in time to the 
adolescent outcomes more likely to affect these 
outcomes? 

 How do theories of modeling/socialization, 
control/monitoring, and instability and 
change/turbulence explain the relationship of 
family structure and poverty to the outcomes?
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Study Hypotheses

 We hypothesize that change in family structure, 
regardless of direction, can have negative impact 
on adolescent behavioral outcomes.
 H1: Risk of negative outcome will increase with greater 

family instability
 H2: Any non-normative change in family structure will 

negatively impact adolescent outcomes
 H3: Family structural change/instability will have a 

greater effect when occurring closer to the outcomes
 H4: The theory of instability & change/turbulence will 

best explain the relationship between family structure 
and poverty and the outcomes
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Data

 Data utilized are from the multi-generation 
longitudinal Pathways to Adulthood Study, 
conducted by Dr. Janet Hardy.

 Study subjects are male and female children and 
their mothers.

 Mothers were enrolled while receiving prenatal care 
at the Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore between 
1960-1965.
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Data and Sample
 Extensive demographic, medical, 

psychological and behavioral data were 
collected both during pregnancy and 
prospectively from birth → child’s age 8.

 Re-interviews were conducted with the 
mother and child when the child was aged 
27-33, retrospectively covering the period 
from child’s age 8 → age 19.

 The study sample includes 1353 mother-child 
dyads from whom both prospective and 
retrospective data are available across time.
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Adolescent Behavioral Outcomes
 Outcome variables were collected retrospectively and 

were selected due to the potential lifetime health, 
educational, economic, and social consequences of 
these behaviors. The three are characterized as:

 Early initiation of sexual intercourse
 Males < 14, females < 16 (31% males, 27% females)

 Early childbearing
 Bearing/fathering a child < 19 or before HS graduation 

(27% females, 14% males)

 School non-completion
 Never received HS diploma (32% of sample)
 GED included with dropouts
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Predictor Variables

 Predictors were collected during three 
epochs:
 Epoch 1: Enrollment through child age 7 

 Baseline interviews with mother
 Epoch 2: Child age 7/8

 Follow-up interviews with mother
 Epoch 3: Child age 8 thru 16/the outcome

 Retrospective interviews with mother & child
 Included calendar of child main living arrangements & 

time spent living with one/both parents
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Family-Level Predictors: Structure

 We have broadened the definition of family 
structure and have utilized dynamic 
measures of:
 Parental instability (movement of a parent in-out 

of the child’s household).
 Family structure and structural change, including 

proportion of time without the mother and/or father 
in the household.

 Household transiency, including household 
disruption and changes in child living 
arrangements.
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Family-Level Predictors: Poverty

 As poverty often fluctuates with changes in 
family composition, we included measures of 
household poverty that demonstrate change 
over time.

 Composite measures of family poverty were 
created for these data, showing the 
distribution of poverty indicators for each time 
period (welfare receipt, living below the 
poverty line, living in public housing).
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Analytic Methods

 Potential predictor variables were selected for 
entry in the multivariate models based on 
univariate regressions with each of the three 
outcomes.

 All analyses were conducted separately for 
females and males.
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Multivariate Modeling

 Multivariate models were fit at three time 
points and also across time for each 
outcome, controlling for race, to determine 
differences in the effects of changes in family 
structure during the child’s development.

 Variance inflation factors (VIFs) were used to 
check for collinearity; likelihood-ratio testing 
was used to verify the significance of 
individual variables and reduce the models.
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Sample Characteristics: Selected Family Structure 
and Social Indicators

Table 1: Sample characteristics for selected indicator variables

Indicator:
Females
(n=731)

Males
(n=622)

% or µ (sd) % or µ (sd)

Family structure and social characteristics:

Mother had changes in marital status from birth-age 7
Husband/FOB present in household from child’s birth-age 16
Household at child age 7 included other than immediate family
Change in household structure based on roster, child age 7-12
Number of household changes from child age 8-16
Number of household changes from child age 8-having sex
Number of household changes from child age 8-dropout
Proportion of time dad not in household age 8-early birth
Parental instability between child age 8-dropout

No instability, 2 parent household
No instability, 1 parent household
Instability w/1 parent, 2 parent household
Instability with single parent
Instability with both parents

African-American
Mother was <19 y.o. at first birth
Mother had ≥HS education at child’s birth
Mother had ≥HS education at child’s age 7
Mother unmarried, no husband/FOB present at child’s birth

37
45
23
22

0.37 (.94)
0.44 (.80)
0.56 (1.1)
46.0 (44.4)

40
24
13
10
13
83
54
28
34
27

38
42
26
26

0.43 (1.1)
0.34 (.72)
0.64 (1.4)
46.7 (43.9)

38
22
11
11
19
81
54
29
37
27
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Sample Characteristics: Selected Poverty Indicators
Table 1: Sample characteristics for selected indicator variables

Indicator: Females
(n=731)

Males
(n=622)

% or µ (sd) % or µ (sd)

Poverty and welfare characteristics:
Mother reported financial situation worse at child age 7 than birth
Poverty at child age 7: welfare, poverty, housing

None
Public housing only
Below poverty only
Public housing & below poverty
Welfare only
Welfare & public housing
Welfare & below poverty
Welfare, below poverty & public housing

Poverty at child age 16: welfare and public housing
Neither
Public housing only
Welfare only
Welfare & public housing

15

59
3
9
2
7
1
11
8

78
8
9
5

14

59
2
9
2
7
1

12
7

80
8
8
4
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Univariate Results

 The majority of family instability was 
observed during the last epoch, from child 
age 8-16/outcome.

 Instability/change in family structure and 
poverty are most significant in predicting the 
outcomes.

 Controlling for instability, poverty is  
significantly related to the outcomes across 
all three epochs.
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Table 2: Univariate Results for All Outcomes
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Multivariate Models: Overall Results

 Employing dynamic measures of family 
change and instability, we find change 
itself in family structure over children’s 
lives negatively impacts their adolescent 
outcomes, regardless of the direction of 
change.

 Our findings support all three theories, but 
greatest support is for the theory of  
instability/change.
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Table 3: Results for Selected Female Outcome
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Table 4: Results for Selected Male Outcome
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Multivariate Models: Specific Findings
 Transiency increases the risk of early birth and 

dropout, but not early sexual activity—there was a 
reduction in the risk of sexual onset with increasing 
changes in living arrangements from age 8 to the 
outcome.

 Parental instability is associated with dropout.
 Family structure/maternal marital status change 

increases odds of all three outcomes.

 These predictors could include positive and negative 
changes, which in most cases does not appear to 
make a difference.
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Positive Findings

 The presence of a father, particularly a stable 
presence across time, reduces the risk of negative 
outcomes for both males & females

 There is a positive modeling effect for males: having 
a father who had himself completed high school 
present in the household at age 7 decreases the 
odds of dropout by nearly 70%, but if the father had 
no degree there is no protection seen at all.

 Living in an extended-family household reduces the 
risk of early childbearing for females.

 African-Americans had a high degree of protection 
from school dropout.
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Results: Cross-time Analyses

 With the goal of identifying points particularly 
amenable to intervention, we hoped to 
determine whether the effects of change in 
family structure varied across time.

 In the cross-time analyses, transiency and 
household structural changes from age 8 
onwards had the greatest effect on study 
outcomes.

 The effect of poverty was also strongest 
when measured in this same time period.
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Conclusions

 Family instability and structural change do 
have negative effects on adolescent 
outcomes in the presence of poverty. 

 This finding, and the importance of family-
level poverty when investigating the effects of 
other family characteristics on adolescent 
outcomes, has important program and policy 
implications.
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Policy and Program Implications
 Interventions in late childhood and adolescence 

should support mothers, families and children.
 Reduce risks of transient and unstable living environments 

by supporting stable and healthy family living arrangements, 
or providing external support to pre-adolescent children 
living in these unfavorable situations.

 Reduction of family-level poverty by the teen years could 
potentially occur through programs limiting maternal welfare 
receipt and assisting with the transition to paid work in early 
childhood, as long as these programs do not cause further 
family instability by reducing mother’s real income and 
presence in the home.
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