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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the short-term effects of family structure transitions on 

adolescent well-being, as measured by depression, delinquency, and grade point average.  

We use data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health) 

and incorporate both a stress and life-course perspective.  We first ask if the impact of 

family structure transitions affect adolescent well-being differently, depending on the 

number of parents in the household.  Second, we ask, are adolescents transitioning into 

cohabiting family structures worse off than those transitioning into a married family 

structure?  Finally, do adolescents transitioning into or out of single mother homes 

significantly differ from those transitioning into or out of single father homes?  Do 

female or male adolescents fare better with respect to the impact of family structure 

transitions on adolescent well-being?  Preliminary results suggest that family structure 

transitions do indeed differentially affect adolescent well-being, depending on the 

specific type of transition and well-being outcome.      
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INTRODUCTION 

Decades of research examining the influence of family structure on adult and 

child outcomes (Amato 2000; Amato, Loomis, and Booth 1995; McLanahan and Booth 

1989; Ross and Mirowksy 1999; Videon 2002) have potentially misrepresented the actual 

experiences of adults and children.  Despite overwhelming statistics that children today 

experience multiple family structure transitions (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1996), 

researchers continue to examine the impact of family structure on child and adult 

outcomes as a static system rather than an on-going process.  Rates of children living 

with cohabiting parents or biological parents and a cohabiting partner are at an all time 

high (Department of Health and Human Service 2002), making it crucial to examine 

these family structures, yet they are often overlooked.   

Many researchers today are still left questioning if family structures really matter 

for adult and child outcomes.  Family structures themselves may not be all that important.  

Most research posits that family structures only matter to the extent that they indirectly 

affect parenting styles (Simons et al. 1999), martial conflict (Amato et al. 1995), 

economic hardship (Aseltine 1996), and general parental quality (Richardson et al. 1986).  

Further, most studies have only examined the long-term effects of family structure at an 

early age with outcomes in later life. 

Research in the area of marriage and adult mental health (Williams and Umberson 

2004) has devised a theoretically and methodologically more appropriate way of 

examining these types of relationships.  Instead of examining family structure at one 

point in time and its association with a later outcome, they instead examine a change in 

family structure and its association with a well-being at a later point in time.  So, for 
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example does a woman who transitions from married to single (divorce) experience an 

increase or decrease in depression after the transition?  Theoretically, experiencing a 

marital transition is stressful, which usually leads to a decline in well-being, as measured 

by depression.  If this is the case, then methodologically, it makes more sense to examine 

short-term, rather than long-term effects, since stress is often an immediate and short-

term mechanism associated with a transition.      

 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 Transitions, by definition, are the actual passage from one stage to a transitional 

stage marked by change, disequilibrium, and psychological distress (Walsh 2003).  When 

a couple undergoes a transition, the effects ripple through the family system.  Whether a 

new adult is added or subtracted from the family system, there are bound to be changes in 

self-identity, roles, and the quality of close relationships.  Transitions require new 

adjustments and new means of dealing with the challenges associated with them.  Marital 

transitions set in motion quick changes in residential relocation, economic circumstances, 

and family roles and relationships, which have implications for the well-being of each 

family member (Bray and Hetherington 1993). 

 With respect to adolescence, it is important to note that it may already be a 

stressful time.  As the life course perspective agues, the consequences of family structure 

transitions on adolescent well-being depend upon the events that both precede and follow 

marital transitions.  Adolescents who experience a family structure transition, coupled 

with the current stresses of being a teen, are likely to experience a significant increase in 

their stress, which, in turn, decreases their well-being.  Some researchers today refer to 
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this as the old “Storm and Stress” perspective and view it as an outdated idea.  More 

recent research argues that an only transition to situations of fewer resources, both 

financial and emotional, is actually detrimental to well-being (Mirowsky and Ross 2003).  

Therefore, adolescents who experience a family structure transition may take advantage 

of the opportunity for personal growth and more harmonious family relationships (Bray 

and Hetherington 1993).  This is easier to suggest in cases where the marriage itself is 

marked by tension, violence, or unhappiness.  Here, when a divorce or separation of an 

adolescent’s parents occurs, a seemingly negative life event, an adolescent may 

experience what Wheaton (1990) terms “relief stress,” where the end of a period of 

tension and emotional distress in their family is actually a relief.      

The stress perspective adds a new element to the life course perspective by 

suggesting that the amount of stress resulting from an event is determined by the context 

in which the event occurs.  The context of the relationship between the adolescents and 

their parents is crucial to the effect of these family transitions on both the well-being of 

the parents as well as the well-being of the adolescents.  The adolescent’s reaction to 

stress depends on the resources at their disposal and, in general, the quantity and quality 

of resources in children’s lives not only directly improve their well-being but also helps 

them cope with everyday strains and major life stressors (Amato 2000).  Additionally, 

Aneshensel (1992) points out that stress can manifest in many different outcomes and 

research examining the stress perspective must not limit itself to a single outcome.   

 Our analyses, therefore, will first focus on the quantity of an adolescent’s 

resources—is the adolescent transitioning into or out of a two-parent family? 
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The Importance of Two Parents 

 Previous research suggests that the best situation for children is when two parents 

are happily married to each other, because a happy family environment makes for happy 

children.  Yet, at least half of all first marriages will end in divorce (Cherlin 1992).  In the 

United States alone this amounts to over 1 million children per year experiencing a 

divorce and 50% of all children experiencing a divorce by the age of 18 (Bumpass, 

Thompson, and McDonald 1984).  One of the most common explanations for an increase 

in stress to children of divorce is the negative impact of changes in their economic 

situation.  Many researchers argue that divorce causes a family’s living standards to 

decline, if for no other reason than it is simply less expensive to live in one household 

than in two (Emery 1999).  Since adolescence is already a stressful time, experiencing a 

divorce at this time could be extremely detrimental to their well-being.  Additionally, 

divorce almost always means that one parent will be leaving the established home, which 

can be very stressful and upsetting to a child of any age.  A possible exception would be 

an adolescent experiencing relief stress as a result of the transition.  Therefore, we expect 

to find a significant association between the transition to a single-parent family and an 

adolescent’s well-being, but as posited above, the direction of the association is unclear.    

 Although less attention has been given to remarriage, stepfamilies have also 

increased rapidly, from 4.5 million children in 1990 to 5.2 million 1996.  Most research 

that has examined stepfamily life suggests that remarriage is an “incomplete institution” 

(Cherlin 1978).  As compared to married couple families, stepfamilies have increased 

role conflict, especially over parenting roles, a lack of shared family histories, and less 

cohesion (Beer 1998).  Perhaps most importantly, stepfamilies have less integration 
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because pre-existing sub-systems are combined in the new family – making boundaries 

ambiguous.  Moreover, children of remarriage fare worse than children living with two 

biological parents in terms of academic achievement, years of schooling completed, 

depression, and behavioral problems including increased risk of becoming single parents 

themselves (Coleman, Ganong, and Fine 2000; McLanahan and Booth 1989; McLanahan 

and Sandefur 1994).  In contrast, Bray (1999) finds that adolescents in stepfamilies did 

not have significantly more behavioral problems than those in nuclear families during the 

early transitional phase after stepfamily formation.  Rather, adolescents made a 

seemingly healthy adjustment to stepfamily life after several years.  If it is the case that 

the effect of stepfamily formation is at first negatively associated with adolescent well-

being and only after several years does the direction reverse, then we posit that over a one 

year time frame, adolescents who transition to a stepfamily will experience a decrease in 

well-being, as compared to those who stay in a stable two-parent family. 

 

The Effect of Cohabitation 

 The rapid increase of children living in cohabiting families, nearly 3.3 million in 

1996 (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 2002), has spurred an increase in 

research examining the effects of cohabitation on children’s well-being.  Researchers 

who have examined cohabitation in comparison to married couples claim that they are 

qualitatively different.  Manning and Lichter (1996) find that although children living in 

cohabiting families have two potential caretakers and economic providers, parental 

resources are substantially less than their married-couple counterparts.  This 

socioeconomic difference explains a substantial portion of the gap in overall well-being 
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between adolescents of cohabiting families versus those in remarried families.  Teenagers 

of single unmarried mothers are similar to teens living with cohabiting stepparents, 

except that teens of cohabiting parents have lower grade point averages and higher levels 

of delinquency (Manning and Lamb 2003).  Cohabiting couples are less likely than 

married couples to pool income, although income sharing often increases when a child 

was born into the cohabiting union (Greene et al. 2003). 

 Economic circumstances being equal, it is unclear why children of cohabiting 

families should have lower well-being than those of remarried families.  If in fact, more 

parents in the home increase support and supervision, then we predict that having two 

parents regardless of marital status, would be positive for adolescents’ well-being.  With 

that said, it is possible that certain characteristics associated with depression, 

delinquency, and grade point average are the same factors that select some couples into 

cohabitation.  Thus, it will be necessary for us to examine if there is an actual association 

between the family structure transition and the adolescent’s outcome, or if the association 

is actually due to a similar set of factors for both cohabitation and the outcome. 

 

The Importance of Mothers and Fathers 

 Little support has been found for the claim that parent’ gender accounts for family 

structure differences in parental socialization of children (Thomson, McLanahan, and 

Curtin 1992) that lead to negative child outcomes.  One exception is Videon’s (2002) 

study, which found that opposite-sex parents constitute a significant influence on 

adolescents’ depression regardless of family structure, suggesting that research needs to 

continue to focus on gender-specific differences.  This idea of same-sex parents is also 



 9 

supported by Amato (2000) who found that divorce does not appear to weaken the bonds 

of affection between sons and fathers or between daughters and mothers if it occurs 

during late adolescence.  Presumably, by this point, the adolescent has developed a strong 

enough relationship with the same gender parent that the divorce is not damaging to the 

relationship.  However, if the divorce is experienced at an earlier age, or if it is followed 

by remarriage, bonds of affection are weaker regardless of gender.   

 Economic hardship is considered to be one of the biggest problems resulting from 

divorce and is the most severe in mother only families.  Although many single mothers 

who live below the poverty line were poor prior to becoming single mothers, a sizable 

majority became poor at the time of the marital disruption (McLanahan and Booth 1989).  

This problem is exacerbated by the low earnings potentials of women, especially single 

mothers, although it is often difficult to disentangle these elements of stress, poverty, 

class, and discrimination.  

 Another major stressor on children of divorce is loss of contact with one parent, 

most typically the father (Emery 1999).  Many researchers speculate that the loss of 

contact with the father explains, at least in part, the high prevalence of emotional and 

behavioral problems in children of divorce (Simons and Beamen 1996).  Only one quarter 

of all fathers see their children once a week or more and as time passes the time spent 

with children decreases (Seltzer 1991).  When the father is the residential parent, similar 

situations exist with the mother; she spends little time with the children. 

 Considering theory, past research, and a one-year time frame, we hypothesize that 

children transitioning into a single mother family will fare worse than those transitioning 

into a single father family with respect to well-being.   
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Adolescent’s Gender, Parent-Child Relationships, and Well-Being 

  With respect to delinquency, the direct effect of family structure transitions on 

delinquent outcomes appears to be stronger for boys.  Buchanan and colleagues (1996) 

found that boys in cohabiting post-divorce households scored higher on almost every 

problem measured, including substance use, school deviance, antisocial behavior, poor 

grades, and problem peer relations compared to remarried families. 

  Since boys tend to be more accepting of a step-parent than girls, we posit that the 

effect of a transition from a single parent home to a stepfamily will more determinately 

affect the well-being of girls than boys.  However, this will most likely show as increased 

depression or decreased grade point average for girls.  Boys on the other hand, who have 

transitioned from a cohabiting post-divorce family, will have higher levels of changes in 

delinquency than girls. 

  

THE PRESENT STUDY 

 The present study examines the short-term effects of family structure transitions 

on the well-being of adolescents, as measured by depression, delinquency, and grade 

point average.  We use data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health 

(Add Health) and incorporate both a stress and life-course perspective.  We first ask if the 

impact of family structure transitions affect adolescent well-being differently, depending 

on the number of parents in the household.  Specifically, is transitioning to a single-

parent family bad for adolescent well-being?  Second, we examine if marriage matters 

with respect to the effect of family structure transitions on adolescent well-being.  So, are 

adolescents transitioning into cohabiting family structures worse off than those 
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transitioning into a married family structure?  Additionally, we question the influence of 

gender.  Do adolescents transitioning into or out of single mother homes significantly 

differ from those transitioning into or out of single father homes?  Do female or male 

adolescents fare better with respect to the impact of family structure transitions on 

adolescent well-being?   

 

DATA 

We use Waves I and II of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health 

(Add Health), a nationally representative sample of seventh to twelfth grade students 

from the 1994-1995 school year.  In addition to completing brief in-school surveys, 

20,745 students and 17,670 parents were interviewed in their homes during the summer 

of 1995.  Approximately fourteen thousand of these individuals were re-interviewed in 

their homes during the summer of 1996.  Our sample includes all adolescent respondents 

who participated in the in-school survey and both in-home interviews and who have non-

missing information on all sampling weights, control, and independent variables 

(N=7,149). 

Add Health data provide comprehensive measures of adolescent physical, mental, 

and emotional health.  These data work well for the research at hand because the data 

include comprehensive measures of family structure, which allow us to investigate 

changes in family structure between Waves I and II and the impact of these transitions on 

self-reports of depressive symptoms, delinquency, and academic achievement.  Below, 

we briefly discuss our measures. 
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MEASURES 

DEPENDENT VARIABLES 

Depression 

 A summed CES-D depression scale (Cronbach’s alpha=.8774) serves as our first 

dependent variable.  During the second in-home interview, adolescents were asked about 

their experiences of depressive symptoms in the past seven days.  Adolescents reported 

how often they felt bothered by things that normally did not bother them, had a poor 

appetite, could not shake the blues, had trouble concentrating, felt depressed, felt too tired 

to do things, felt life was a failure, felt fearful, felt lonely, talked less than usual, felt 

others were unfriendly, felt sad, felt others disliked them, lacked motivation, and felt life 

was not worth living (0=never or rarely – 3=most of the time or all the time).  

Additionally, adolescents were asked how often they felt happy, enjoyed life, felt hopeful 

about the future, and felt as good as other people; all of these variables were reverse-

coded and included in the scale with the indicators of depression. 

 

Delinquency 

 A summed delinquency scale (Cronbach’s alpha=.8029) serves as our second 

dependent variable.  During the second in-home interview, adolescents were asked about 

their participation in a wide variety of delinquent activities, both property and violent.  

Adolescents were asked how many times they had committed each delinquent activity in 

the previous 12 months: painted graffiti, damaged property, took something without 

paying, took a car without the owner’s permission, stole more than $50, stole less than 

$50, entered a house or building to steal something, used/threatened to use a weapon to 
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get something that you wanted, and participated in a group fight.  Responses ranged from 

0, never, to, 3, five or more times.  All items were summed into a delinquency index. 

 

Academic Achievement 

 We assess adolescents’ academic achievement by computing their grade point 

average from all courses taken either currently (if interviewed during the school year) or 

during the previous school year (if interviewed during the summer).  During the second 

in-home interview, respondents indicated the grades that they received in English, math, 

science, and history/social studies.  These responses were coded 4, indicating an A in the 

course, to, 1, indicating a D or below in the course.  After the grades were coded on a 4-

point scale, they were summed and divided by the number of courses taken, resulting in a 

grade point average. 

 

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES 

 

Family Structure Change 

 During both in-home interviews, respondents completed a comprehensive 

household roster questionnaire, which assessed the number of people residing with the 

respondent and the relations of these people to the respondent.  We use the household 

roster to code changes in family structure between Waves I and II.   

 We code each adolescent’s family structure at each wave.  As we previously 

mentioned, we retrieved this information using the Wave I and Wave II in-home 

interviews, specifically the household roster section.  We coded the family structures 

using a series of arrays in SAS, which resulted in an 81-category variable for family 
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structure at each wave.  The eighty-one family structures include many common family 

structures, such as two biological parents, biological mother and stepfather, biological 

father and stepmother, single biological mother, single biological father, and several less 

common family structures, such as biological mother and partner, biological father and 

partner, two adoptive parents, single non-biological parents, and married or cohabiting 

non-biological parents, just to name a few.  

 As our arguments at the outset of the paper suggest, we limit ourselves to 

analyzing four specific transitions: transitioning from a two-parent family to a single 

parent family versus staying in a stable two-parent family, transitioning to a two-parent 

stepfamily versus staying in a stable two-parent family, transitioning to cohabitation 

versus transitioning to a stepfamily, and transitioning to a single mother family versus 

transitioning to a single father family. 

 

Control Variables 

T1 depression, T1 delinquency, and T1 academic achievement are controlled for 

in the specific regressions for each (e.g., we control for Wave 1 GPA in our investigation 

of Wave II GPA).  We control for T1 depression using the same CES-D depression scale 

that serves as our dependent variable (Cronbach’s alpha=.8731).  During the Wave I in-

home interview, respondents were asked the same series of questions about depressive 

symptoms that they answered during Wave II.  We also control for T1 delinquency using 

the same delinquency scale that serves as our dependent variable (Cronbach’s 

alpha=.8084).  During the Wave I in-home interview, respondents were asked the same 

series of questions about their involvement in delinquent activities that they answered 
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during Wave II.  Finally, we also control for Wave I academic achievement.  During the 

Wave I in-home interview, respondents were asked about their courses taken and grades 

received; we used this information to calculate respondent’s Wave I GPA as we did our 

dependent variable.   

We also control for a variety of demographic and family characteristics 

recognized in previous transition, depression, and delinquency research as important: sex, 

race, age, recent residential move, recent school change, lifetime death of a biological 

parent, and family socioeconomic status.  Sex is measured using a dichotomous dummy 

variable with males serving as the reference category.  To control for an adolescent’s 

race, we include dummy variables to compare Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, Asians, and 

other races with whites serving as the reference category.  Age is measured in years at 

Wave I.  We include dichotomous measures of residential moves and school changes that 

occurred prior to the Wave I interview (1=yes), and the experience of a death of a 

biological parent prior to Wave I (1=yes)1.  Finally, family socioeconomic status is 

measured using both parent and adolescent responses to questions about their parents’ 

education, occupation, and income.  The socioeconomic status score used here is the sum 

of an education scale, an occupation scale, and an income scale (a score of 6 reflects true 

“middle class” status).  This measure was devised by Bearman and Moody (2004) and 

has been used successfully in their research. 

 

                                                 
1 We ran all of our analyses twice: once with adolescents who experienced the death of a biological parent 
between Waves I and II (N=166) and once without these adolescents (because these adolescents most likely 
experienced an increase in depression and decrease in GPA during this time, which may not have been due 
to the transition experienced, but due to the loss of their biological parent).  We are also trying to rule out 
the possibility that adolescents had experienced a transition due to death rather than family structure 
changes.  There were no differences in findings between the two samples, so our final results include those 
adolescents who experienced the death of a parent between Waves I and II.      
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METHOD OF ANALYSIS 

Our study is longitudinal in nature with our dependent variables, depression, 

delinquency, and academic achievement, measured at Time 2 (T2) and all of our other 

control variables measured at Time 1 (T1).  Our independent variables, the four specific 

family structure transitions, are measured by variables measuring change between Waves 

I and II.  Our longitudinal analysis allows us to control for the T1 value of the dependent 

variable, for example. This represents an improvement over cross-sectional models 

because it minimizes the probability that associations we observe between change in 

family structure and our dependent variables are due to a reverse causal process—the 

influence of adolescent depression, delinquency, and academic achievement on family 

structure transitions.   

We analyze the effect of family structure transition on each dependent variable 

separately by regressing each dependent variable on the family structure transition and 

control variables. All analyses are conducted using survey-corrected statistical procedures 

available in STATA (version 8) to correct for the clustered and stratified nature of the 

Add Health sample.  STATA allows for the incorporation of sampling weights to yield 

nationally representative estimates and ensures that the standard errors are not deflated, 

which reduces the likelihood of rejecting the null hypothesis when it should have been 

accepted (see Chantala and Tabor 1999; Chantala 2001).   
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RESULTS 

Mean Differences between the Transitions 

 Table 1 presents mean differences between adolescents experiencing the 

transitions of interest (discussed above).  Panel A examines mean level differences 

between adolescents transitioning to a single parent household compared to adolescents 

living in stable two-parent families.  In terms of our dependent variables, those 

adolescents experiencing a transition to a single parent home are, on average, more 

depressed and have lower GPAs than adolescents from stable two-parent homes.  On 

average, adolescents experiencing such a transition are Black, have experienced both a 

recent move and the death of a biological parent, and reside in families that have a lower 

SES than adolescents in stable two-parent families.  Adolescents living in stable two 

parent families come from families that are White with a higher SES scores as compared 

to those transitioning to a single parent family.  Interestingly, adolescent who experience 

a transition to a single parent family have, on average, higher quality relationships with 

their parents at Wave I than adolescents in stable two-parent families.   

 Panel B of Table 1 examines mean level differences between adolescents 

transitioning into a stepfamily compared to those in a stable two-parent family.  Here, we 

find that adolescents transitioning into a stepfamily have higher mean levels of 

depression at both waves, higher delinquency scores at Wave I, and lower grade point 

averages than adolescents living in stable two-parent families.  On average, adolescents 

residing in a stable two-parent family are White, while, on average, adolescents 

transitioning into a stepfamily are Black.  Adolescents who transitioned into a stepfamily 

have recently moved and experienced the death of a biological parent when compared to 
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adolescents in a stable two-parent family.  Adolescents in stable two-parent families have 

higher SES scores than those experiencing the stepfamily transition.  Similar to the 

results discussed for adolescents transitioning into a single parent family, adolescents 

transitioning into a stepfamily have higher Wave I measures of parent-child relationship 

quality.   

 Panel C of Table 1 examines mean level differences between adolescents 

transitioning into a cohabiting family and adolescents transitioning into a stepfamily.  

There are few mean level differences between these groups; adolescents transitioning to a 

stepfamily have higher mean levels of depression at time 1.  On average, adolescents 

transitioning into a cohabiting family structure are White, while those transitioning to a 

stepfamily are, on average, Asian.   

 Panel D of Table 1 examines mean level differences between adolescents 

transitioning into a single mother family compared to adolescents transitioning into a 

single father family.  Once again, there are few mean level differences between these two 

groups.  Adolescents transitioning to single mother families have higher time 2 GPAs 

than adolescents transitioning into a single father family.  On average, adolescents 

transitioning to a single father family are slightly older and White, while those 

transitioning to a single mother family are, on average, Black or Asian. 

 

Depression 

 Table 2 examines the effect of each of the transitions of interest on depression.  

Model 1 demonstrates a significant positive statistic for transitioning to a single parent 

family versus staying in a stable two-parent family.  Model 2-4 do not demonstrate 
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significant statistics for the transition variables.  Transitioning from a single parent family 

into a stepfamily (compared to residing in a stable two-parent family), transitioning into a 

cohabiting family (compared to transitioning into a stepfamily), and transitioning into a 

single mother family (compared to transitioning into a single father family) are not 

statistically significant predictors of depression.  In sum, the only transition that is 

significantly associated with depression is transitioning into a single parent family versus 

those staying in a stable two-parent family.  Consistent with our predictions, this 

significant association is positive, which means experiencing such a transition leads to an 

increase in depression.  Looking to the control variables, we find that T1 depression is the 

only consistent significant predictors of depression.  Overall, our models explain between 

36% and 42% of the variance in depression.  

 

Delinquency 

 Table 3 examines the effect of our four transition variables on delinquency.  

Model 1 indicates that there are no significant differences between adolescents 

transitioning to a single parent family and adolescents residing in a stable two-parent 

family.  Model 2 also does not demonstrate any significant differences between those 

transitioning to a two-parent stepfamily and those staying in a stable two-parent family.  

Model 3 demonstrates a positive and significant coefficient for our transition variable, 

which compares those who transition into a cohabiting household to those who 

transitioned into a stepfamily.  Finally, Model 4 demonstrates no significant differences 

between those transitioning into a single mother family and those transitioning into a 

single father family.  In sum, the only transition that is significantly associated with 
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delinquency is transitioning into a cohabiting family versus transitioning into a 

stepfamily.  Contrary to our predictions, this significant association is positive, which 

means transitioning into a cohabiting household leads to an increase in delinquency.  In 

terms of the controls, T1 delinquency is positively associated with delinquency; it is the 

only control that is significant across all models.   

 

GPA 

Table 4 examines the effect of our four specific transition comparisons on 

adolescent’s GPA.  We find no significant differences between those transitioning into a 

single parent family and those residing in a stable two-parent family (Model 1), 

transitioning into a two-parent stepfamily and those staying in a two-parent family 

(Model 2), and those transitioning into cohabitation compared to those transitioning into 

a stepfamily (Model 3).  Model 4 demonstrates a significant difference between 

adolescents transitioning into a single mother family compared to those transitioning into 

a single father family.  It appears that those transitioning into a single mother family have 

higher GPAs than those transitioning into a single father family.  Here, it is obvious that 

it is not the number of parents that matter for adolescent GPA, but possibly the sex of the 

parent that matters.  As with our other two dependent variables, the only consistent 

control variable predictors of GPA across all models is the T1 measure of GPA.  Overall, 

our models explain between 26% and 36% of the variance in T2 GPA. 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

We find support for previous research that the number of parents is very 

important for adolescent well-being.  Specifically, we find that transitioning from a two-

parent family to a single parent family, is associated with increased depression compared 

to adolescents who resided in a stable two-parent family.  However, in terms of 

delinquency, adolescents transitioning from a single parent family to a cohabiting family 

experience increased delinquency compared with those who transition into a stepfamily.  

Both of these family structures involve two parents, so why are adolescents transitioning 

to cohabitation experiencing an increase in delinquency?  Additionally, why do 

adolescents transitioning from a two-parent family to a single mother family fare better in 

terms of GPA compared to those transitioning from a two-parent family to a single father 

family? 

 This paper is a step toward furthering our understanding of the short-term effects 

of specific family structure transitions on adolescent well-being.  As argued by 

Aneshensel (1992), our research reinforces the idea that different stresses manifest in 

different outcomes.  Therefore, all family structure transitions are not uniformly 

damaging to adolescent mental health, some lower their GPA, and some increase their 

delinquency.  The next step is to develop and test the causal mechanisms that help to 

explain why the stress associated with each of these transitions appears to manifest in 

such vastly different ways.  Is it something about the transition itself or some 

characteristics of those who experience these specific transitions?  Our next step will be 

to test for the latter, specifically we will test for potential adolescent gender differences in 

stress response.       
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Table 2: OLS Regression Analysis of T2 Depression       

         

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3  Model 4  

 b  b  b  b  

 s.e.  s.e.  s.e.  s.e.  

CONTROL VARIABLES         

T1 Depression 0.567 *** 0.565 *** 0.608 *** 0.645 *** 

 0.018  0.017  0.067  0.054  

Female 0.753 *** 0.770 *** 1.366  1.326  

 0.180  0.167  0.757  0.750  

Age 0.175 ** 0.165 * 0.158  -0.073  

 0.062  0.068  0.232  0.222  

Black& 0.252  0.397  1.306  1.116  

 0.300  0.345  0.796  0.823  

Hispanic& 0.779 * 0.682 * 1.442  3.484 * 

 0.351  0.332  0.787  1.473  

Asian& 1.125 * 1.195 * 1.552  0.247  

 0.446  0.462  1.602  1.216  

Other Race& 0.899  0.755  -0.523  1.748  

 0.608  0.552  1.827  2.290  

Recent Move 0.630 * 0.624 * -0.207  -0.586  

 0.308  0.280  0.609  0.869  

New School 0.105  -0.048  -0.558  1.658  

 0.190  0.191  0.716  0.922  

Parental Death 0.908  1.279  0.345  -1.529  

 0.792  0.729  1.182  1.239  

Family SES -0.157 *** -0.175 *** 0.016  0.191  

 0.041  0.038  0.148  0.172  

Parent-Child Relationship Quality 0.106  0.156 ** 0.132  0.042  

 0.054  0.059  0.143  0.154  

TRANSITION VARIABLES         

Into Single Parent Family^ 0.791        

 0.480        

Into Stepfamily^   -0.186      

   0.458      

Into Cohabiting Family$     -0.729    

     0.795    

Into Single Mother Family%       -0.540  

       1.144  

         

Constant 1.393  1.467  0.352  2.973  

 0.953  1.038  3.704  3.762  

         

N 7,149  7,066  511  486  

R2 0.369  0.371  0.414  0.417  

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05         

&White is the reference category         

^Stable two-parent is the reference         

$Into stepfamily is the reference         

%Into single father is the reference         



Table 3: Negative Binomial Regression Analysis        

of T2 Delinquency         

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3  Model 4  

 b  b  b  b  

 s.e.  s.e.  s.e.  s.e.  

CONTROL VARIABLES         

T1 Delinquency 0.254 *** 0.256 *** 0.207 *** 0.213 *** 

 0.013  0.014  0.034  0.039  

Female -0.309 *** -0.280 *** 0.060  -0.410 * 

 0.059  0.061  0.166  0.196  

Age -0.133 *** -0.129 *** -0.049  -0.098  

 0.019  0.021  0.058  0.058  

Black& -0.041  -0.088  -0.262  0.097  

 0.079  0.095  0.234  0.246  

Hispanic& 0.191 * 0.204 * 0.205  -0.269  

 0.095  0.098  0.265  0.370  

Asian& -0.222  -0.237  -0.083  -0.429  

 0.140  0.147  0.500  0.312  

Other Race& 0.280  0.289  0.332  0.017  

 0.209  0.215  0.452  0.359  

Recent Move 0.065  0.111  0.337  -0.071  

 0.108  0.113  0.223  0.229  

New School -0.078  -0.074  0.016  0.144  

 0.082  0.083  0.230  0.239  

Parental Death -0.253  -0.211  0.198  0.284  

 0.178  0.215  0.495  0.378  

Family SES -0.014  -0.016  0.045  0.019  

 0.014  0.014  0.038  0.044  

Parent-Child Relationship Quality 0.067 *** 0.067 *** 0.044  0.053  

 0.017  0.017  0.032  0.045  

TRANSITION VARIABLES         

Into Single Parent Family^ -0.052        

 0.115        

Into Stepfamily^   0.026      

   0.138      

Into Cohabiting Family$     0.440 **   

     0.163    

Into Single Mother Family%       0.026  

       0.248  

         

Constant 1.396 *** 1.319 *** -0.358  0.828  

 0.352  0.359  0.948  0.985  

         

N 7115  7030  507  484  

R2         

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05         

&White is the reference category         

^Stable two-parent is the reference         

$Into stepfamily is the reference         

%Into single father is the reference         



Table 4: OLS Regression Analysis of GPA        

         

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3  Model 4  

 b  b  b  b  

 s.e.  s.e.  s.e.  s.e.  

CONTROL VARIABLES         

T1 GPA 0.473 *** 0.477 *** 0.375 *** 0.321 *** 

 0.016  0.016  0.051  0.067  

Female 0.109 *** 0.108 *** 0.109  0.102  

 0.021  0.021  0.081  0.096  

Age 0.006  0.008  0.002  -0.005  

 0.009  0.009  0.034  0.028  

Black& -0.174 *** -0.168 *** -0.177  -0.253 * 

 0.036  0.035  0.116  0.102  

Hispanic& -0.122 * -0.103 * -0.013  -0.346 * 

 0.050  0.051  0.129  0.138  

Asian& 0.070  0.077  0.248  -0.023  

 0.055  0.053  0.198  0.164  

Other Race& -0.130 * -0.095  0.239  -0.321  

 0.062  0.058  0.294  0.328  

Recent Move 0.021  0.000  -0.140  0.021  

 0.034  0.034  0.091  0.091  

New School -0.030  -0.027  0.064  0.064  

 0.033  0.033  0.099  0.102  

Parental Death 0.113  0.106  0.130  0.175  

 0.069  0.071  0.129  0.167  

Family SES 0.035 *** 0.034 *** 0.004  0.040 * 

 0.005  0.004  0.016  0.017  

Parent-Child Relationship Quality -0.019 ** -0.017 ** -0.008  -0.023  

 0.007  0.006  0.013  0.017  

TRANSITION VARIABLES         

Into Single Parent Family^ -0.041        

 0.053        

Into Stepfamily^   0.016      

   0.046      

Into Cohabiting Family$     0.039    

     0.085    

Into Single Mother Family%       0.308 * 

       0.123  

         

Constant 1.319 *** 1.279 *** 1.718 ** 1.630 *** 

 0.152  0.153  0.556  0.491  

         

N 5988  5926  412  383  

R2 0.358  0.361  0.269  0.272  

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05         

&White is the reference category         

^Stable two-parent is the reference         

$Into stepfamily is the reference         

%Into single father is the reference         
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