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Effects of Criminal Parents on Children

1. Risk of Becoming a Delinquent

In a longitudinal study of 394 families in England, David P. Farrington, professor of criminology at
Cambridge University, found that approximately 4 percent of these families accrued almost half of the
convictions of the entire sample: “The fact that delinquency is transmitted from one generation to the
next is indisputable…. [F]ewer than 5 percent of the families accounted for almost half of the criminal
convictions in the entire sample…. In order to achieve such concentration of crime in a small number
of families, it is necessary that the parents and the brothers and sisters of offenders also be unusually
likely to commit criminal acts.”1)

The findings for England, though dramatic and for a different culture and country, comport with the
earlier U.S. research as summarized by Professor Kevin Wright of the State University of New York at
Binghamton:

The Gluecks determined that delinquents were more likely than nondelinquents to have delinquent
fathers and mothers. Subsequent studies supported the Gluecks' findings, observing that
delinquent boys were more likely to have delinquent or criminal parents. In a study of the families
of black delinquents in St. Louis, Robins found that a child's delinquent behavior was associated
with 1) arrests of one or both of the parents in their adult years, and 2) a history of juvenile
delinquency on the part of the parents. Children with two parents with criminal histories were at
extremely high risk of delinquency.2)

Girls involved in crime tend to partner with (if not marry) men with criminal records.3) Jill Leslie
Rosenbaum of California State University, describing young delinquent women in her study, states:
“[T]he men in the wards' lives bore a striking resemblance to the men chosen by their mothers. Many
were significantly older than the girls and had criminal records.”4)

2. Violent Families in Violent Neighborhoods

Violent youth often come from violent parents. Violent youth are the most likely to have witnessed
conflict and violence between their parents.5) According to the National Survey of Children's Exposure
to Violence, in 2011 twenty-two percent of children had witnessed violence in their homes, schools,
and communities in the past year, and one in twelve children saw one family member assault another
in the past year.6) Children exposed to family violence are also the most likely to commit serious
violent crime and to become “versatile” criminals – those engaged in a variety of crimes, including,
theft, fraud, and drugs.7) Among these youths, victims of violent crime are more likely to be
perpetrators of violent crimes.8) Physically or sexually abused boys commit the most violent offenses.

Internal family violence is only one major contributor to adolescent violence in these socially
disorganized neighborhoods. The neighborhood itself (which includes the youth's violent peers, also
rooted in their own broken families) is the other powerful contributor,9) especially to violent
delinquency.10)
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3. Rejection by Other Children

For most normal children, going to school is their first serious step into the broader community. But
for future delinquents, this first experience pushes them further down the spiral toward delinquency
and crime. Because of their family experiences, these children already are aggressive and hostile.11)

Normal, emotionally attached children avoid them – in effect isolating and rejecting them. As a result,
they seek compatible company elsewhere, in a group where they feel they belong.

As Ronald Simons, professor of sociology at Iowa State University, writes, “Ineffective parents produce
aggressive first graders who are rejected by their peers and as a consequence must form friendships
with other deviant youth.”12) Likewise, Gerald Patterson of the Oregon Social Learning Center says:
“Poor social skills, characterized by aversive or coercive interaction styles, lead directly to rejection by
normal peers.”13) Patterson, the leading expert in this area, also makes the point that peer rejection
tends to be linked to ineffective parenting: “Specifically, early parent failures contribute to later skills
deficits…. Parent skills in solving family problems correlate significantly with measures of academic
skill and peer relations.”14) In a study of 1,224 grade school boys, James D. Roff, professor of
psychology at Eastern Michigan University, concludes that the boy at highest risk of becoming
delinquent “was characterized by aggressive behavior in the context of peer rejection.”15)

Closed off from the community of their peers, future criminals search out companions who feel
comfortable with them. These companions are similarly aggressive-hostile children with whom they
feel at ease and by whom they are accepted. The group thus reinforces its own aggressive-hostile
ways and gradually rejects the conventional ways of normally attached children.16) Continued
disruption at home, parents' continued use of harsh discipline,17) and the continued absence of a
father all add to the growing hostility of these future delinquents. Association with delinquent peers –
almost all of whom come from similar family and parental backgrounds – is the next significant
development on the path to habitual crime.18)
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