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Child Neglect and Adolescent Violence: 
Examining the Effects of Self-Control  

and Peer Rejection

Constance L. Chapple, PhD
Kimberly A. Tyler, PhD
Bianca E. Bersani, MA

University of Nebraska–Lincoln

Abstract
Child maltreatment researchers have often suggested that experiences with child neglect 
have long-term, negative effects. Child neglect is thought to have particularly adverse effects 
on self-control, peer relations, and delinquency. In this research, we examine the relationship 
of child neglect with adolescent violence via self-control and peer rejection. Using prospec-
tive, longitudinal data from a community sample, we find that child neglect adversely af-
fects peer rejection and violence. Neglected children were more likely to be rejected by their 
peers in early adolescence and were more likely to be violent later in adolescence. Contrary 
to theoretical predictions, child neglect was not a significant predictor of self-control. Impli-
cations for delinquency and child maltreatment researchers are discussed.

Keywords: neglect, self-control, violence, peer rejection

Delinquency researchers have long been interested in familial processes and de-
linquency. In particular, much attention has been paid to the effect of physical 
abuse on delinquency (Doerner, 1988; McCord, 1983; Widom, 1989). Compar-

atively little research has been done however, on the deleterious effects of early child-
hood neglect on adolescent delinquency. While it is well established that domains of 
child maltreatment overlap (Ireland, Smith, & Thornberry, 2002; Smith & Thornberry, 
1995; Stouthamer-Loeber, Wei, Homish, & Loeber, 2002; Zingraff, Leiter, Meyers, & 
Johnsen, 1993), little empirical attention has been paid to the relationship between the 
absence of parenting, or child neglect, on delinquency. Those studies that examine 
the differential effects of various types of child maltreatment on delinquency find that 
neglected children have higher rates of violence, property crime, and general delin-
quency than physically abused children (Zingraff et al., 1993) or have similar rates of 
delinquency compared to physically abused children (McCord; Widom).

Experience with maltreatment in childhood has been suggested to interfere with 
healthy emotional and behavioral development (Egeland, Yates, Appleyard, & van 
Dulman, 2002; Ireland et al., 2002; Maughan & Cicchetti, 2002), including developing 
healthy peer relations (Bolger & Patterson, 2001; De Paul & Arruabarrena, 1995; Muel-
ler & Silverman, 1989) and the development of self-control (Avakame, 1998; Gott-
fredson & Hirschi, 1990). As such, neglected children experience limited parent-child 
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interactions, which are often devoid of attention and caring, and subsequently are un-
likely to have the ability to regulate their emotions, curb impulsivity, or choose appro-
priate peers. Much of the current research on child maltreatment and delinquency has 
focused on the nature of maltreatment and/or the chronicity of maltreatment as pre-
dictors of serious and chronic delinquency (Ireland et al.; Smith & Thornberry, 1995). 
This prior research finds that chronically maltreated youths are more likely to be se-
rious delinquents (Smith & Thornberry; Zingraff et al., 1993) than children with less 
persistent maltreatment.

Often overlooked in this line of research is the process through which maltreat-
ment, and specifically child neglect, impacts adolescent outcomes such as self-control, 
peer rejection, and ultimately, delinquency. Neglected children, whether episodically 
or chronically neglected, are unlikely to develop the ability to resist criminal tempta-
tions and defer gratification and may be rejected by conventional peers. Using a pro-
spective, longitudinal, community sample of mothers and their children, we add to 
the growing list of research on child maltreatment and delinquency by examining the 
process through which childhood neglect impacts adolescent delinquency via self-
control and peer rejection.

Literature Review

Child Maltreatment and Delinquency
Research on child neglect and delinquency (Lemmon, 1999; Luntz Weiler & Spatz-

Widom, 1996; Stouthamer-Loeber et al., 2002; Zingraff et al., 1993) suggests that ne-
glected children are often as likely to be involved in delinquency as other maltreated 
children (Lemmon, 1999). Child neglect and its effect on delinquency however, is 
rarely assessed independent of other types of child maltreatment, and it is difficult to 
discern to what extent child neglect impairs adolescent development and increases the 
likelihood of delinquency. Additionally, research on child neglect and delinquency 
has been limited primarily to research on officially recorded neglected children (Lem-
mon, 1999; Luntz Weiler & Spatz-Widom, 1996; Stouthamer-Loeber et al., 2002; Zin-
graff et al., 1993), leaving open questions concerning the effects of neglect for children 
who are not severely neglected or escape state notice. Developmental research on ne-
glect in early childhood suggests that children who are neglected prior to the pre-
school years have particularly adverse developmental outcomes in childhood and ad-
olescence, although prospective longitudinal research on the adverse effects of child 
maltreatment into adolescence is rare (Hildyard & Wolfe, 2002; Scannapieco & Con-
nell-Carrick, 2002). Because the bulk of the research on child neglect combines mea-
sures of neglect with other measures of maltreatment, we review the general child 
maltreatment and delinquency relationship below.

Research on child maltreatment and delinquency often finds that abused and/
or neglected children are more likely to be serious delinquents (Smith & Thornberry, 
1995; Stouthamer-Loeber et al., 2002), engage in violence (Benda & Corwyn, 2002; 
Kruttschnitt, Ward, & Sheble, 1987; Raskin White & Spatz Widom, 2003), or be ar-
rested (Smith & Thornberry, 1995; Zingraff et al., 1993) than nonmaltreated youths. 
These delinquent outcomes are more likely among children who have been chron-
ically maltreated (Ireland et al., 2002). Research indicates a clear link between child 
maltreatment and delinquency, but methodological flaws have plagued this area. 
Some research utilized very small samples, making the generalizability of findings 
uncertain, while other research on child maltreatment and delinquency did not in-
clude control groups of nonmaltreated youth. Recent research has rectified many of 
these methodological problems, and the connection between maltreatment and se-
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rious delinquency appears clear (Ireland et al., 2002; Raskin White & Spatz Widom, 
2003). However, researchers have issued recent calls for research on maltreatment 
that utilizes community samples and self and observer reports of child neglect (Ger-
shater-Molko, Lutzker, & Sherman, 2003).

Research also suggests that delinquency varies by types of maltreatment. Although 
the trend is that types of maltreatment generally overlap (e.g., neglected children are 
often physically abused), research that does distinguish between types of maltreat-
ment finds that physically abused and/or neglected children are often most seriously 
delinquent (Kruttschnitt et al., 1987; Smith & Thornberry, 1995; Zingraff et al., 1993). 
Researchers have investigated potential explanations for the connection between mal-
treatment and delinquency. They have found that maltreatment was tied to poor so-
cial controls (Brezina, 1998; Herrenkohl, Huang, Tajima, & Whitney, 2003), poor emo-
tional regulation (Maughan & Cicchetti, 2002), and the acquisition of deviant values 
(Brezina; Herrenkohl et al.). Additionally, the relationship between child maltreat-
ment and delinquency was stronger for children in nonintact homes (Stouthamer-Loe-
ber et a]., 2002), and the relationship was mediated by attachment to mother (Benda 
& Corwyn, 2002), good school performance (Zingraff, Leiter, Johnsen, & Myers, 1994), 
and family structure (Zingraff et al.). Although theorists and researchers have often 
suggested that experiences with maltreatment in childhood adversely affect child and 
adolescent development (Egeland et al., 2002; Hildyard & Wolfe, 2002), little research 
has been done to corroborate this assertion with longitudinal data into adolescence. 
To fully understand the long-term consequences of maltreatment, we need to exam-
ine how maltreatment affects development and delinquency in adolescence.

Poor Parenting and Self-Control
Developmental researchers have long asserted that child neglect is tied to poor 

emotional regulation (Egeland et al., 2002; Maughan & Cicchetti, 2002), antisocial per-
sonality (Horowitz, Spatz Widom, McLaughlin, & Raskin White, 2001; Raskin White 
& Spatz Widom, 2003), and impulsivity Hildyard & Wolfe, 2002), constructs similar 
to the concept of self-control in criminology. According to Gottfredson and Hirschi, 
in A General Theory of Crime (1990), self-control is the differential tendency of people 
to avoid criminal acts regardless of the circumstances in which they find themselves. 
Youths lacking in self-control will tend to be impulsive, insensitive, physical (as op-
posed to mental) risk-taking, shortsighted, and nonverbal, and they will therefore 
tend to engage in criminal and analogous acts (p. 90). Those with low self-control 
have difficulty managing their emotions, act without thinking, and often disregard 
the pain and suffering in others. According to Gottfredson and Hirschi, low self-con-
trol is not produced by socialization or learning but by the absence of nurturance, dis-
cipline, or training (p. 95). In order for self-control to develop, someone must care 
about the child (attachment), watch the child (supervision), and recognize and punish 
deviant behavior when it occurs (discipline). Children who are neglected are devoid 
of parental caring and interaction and are unlikely to develop self-control, and would 
be more likely to engage in delinquency.

Empirical research has confirmed Gottfredson and Hirschi’s assertions that at-
tached, consistent parenting is tied to self-control (Gibbs, Geiver, & Martin, 1998; 
Hope, Grasmick, & Pointon, 2003), while poor monitoring and weak discipline often 
inhibit the development of self-control (Hope et al.; Unnever, Cullen, & Pratt, 2003). 
Gottfredson and Hirschi also maintain (1990, p. 101) that parental deviance will ad-
versely affect children’s self-control, and research has shown that early maternal sex-
ual behavior (Hope & Chapple, 2004), interparental violence (Avakame, 1998), and 
maternal substance use (Chapple, Hope, & Whiteford, 2004) are linked with chil-
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dren’s low self-control. Finally, child neglect (Coulton, Corbin, & Su, 1999; Gabarino 
& Sherman, 1980; Hildyard & Wolfe, 2002) and self-control (Hope et al.; Paternoster 
& Brame, 1997) are often associated with growing up in poor, single-parent families, 
and controlling for family and structural context is particularly important when ex-
amining the relationship between child neglect and self-control.

Child Maltreatment and Negative Peer Relations
Parents play a key role in helping children form positive relationships with peers 

(Bolger & Patterson, 2001), and positive peer relations are important because they 
contribute to competence and advancement of social skills, and help aid in the devel-
opment of forming positive relations with others (Mueller & Silverman, 1989). Mal-
treated children often have problems with peer relations because they tend to be more 
aggressive and socially withdrawn (Bolger & Patterson, 2001; De Paul & Arruabar-
rena, 1995; Mueller & Silverman), and children displaying these characteristics are 
more likely to be rejected by their peers (cf. Bolger & Patterson; Rubin, LeMare, & 
Lollis, 1990). Numerous studies have found that aggressive behavior leads to unpop-
ularity of maltreated children as well as rejection by normal peer groups (Bolger & 
Patterson, 2001; Coie, Dodge, Terry, & Wright, 1991; Little & Garber, 1995; Patterson, 
Dishion, & Bank, 1984; Pope & Bierman, 1999). Rejection by prosocial peers is prob-
lematic given that it is a major risk factor for poor adjustment and has been associated 
with delinquency at later developmental stages (Bolger & Patterson, 2001; Coie & Cil-
lessen, 1993; Patterson, DeBaryshe, & Ramsey, 1989; Whitbeck & Hoyt, 1999).

Despite the significant increase in emotional and physical neglect in recent years 
(Sedlak & Broadhurst, 1996), child neglect has received limited attention in the litera-
ture (Crouch & Milner, 1993; De Paul & Arruabarrena, 1995). The few studies on ne-
glect that do exist, however, have found a positive link between neglect and peer re-
jection (Bolger & Patterson, 2001; Bolger, Patterson, & Kupersmidt, 1998; De Paul & 
Arruabarrena, 1995). Among a representative community sample of maltreated and 
nonmaltreated children, Bolger and Patterson found that chronic maltreatment (which 
included neglect) was associated with a higher risk of rejection by peers. The duration 
of maltreatment also positively influenced the child being rejected by peers over time. 
Both neglected and physically abused children had more problems establishing rela-
tions with peers, and both groups had higher rates of delinquent behaviors compared 
to their nonabused counterparts (De Paul & Arruabarrena, 1995). Overall, research 
tends to find that children who are subjected to all forms of maltreatment have poorer 
outcomes compared to nonmaltreated children (Kaufman & Cicchetti, 1989; Manly, 
Cicchetti, & Barnett, 1994) and, as a result, are likely to have unsuccessful encounters 
with peers. Additionally, Bolger and colleagues (1998) argue that the physical envi-
ronments of neglectful families (e.g., homes being extremely dirty) may discourage 
children from inviting friends over, which may contribute to a lack of friends among 
neglected children. Those children who have difficulties establishing and maintaining 
relationships with prosocial peers are more at risk of becoming delinquent later in life 
(De Paul & Arruabarrena, 1995; DeMuth, 2004).

Although preliminary research indicates that there is an important connection be-
tween child neglect and delinquency, additional studies are needed that fully exam-
ine this link. In particular, theorists and researchers in child maltreatment have called 
for the use of noninstitutionalized, community samples and for researchers to use lon-
gitudinal samples that extend into adolescence. We add to the growing list of research 
on child neglect by utilizing a longitudinal, national, community sample of mothers 
and their children, with self- and observer reports of child neglect, to assess the effects 
of early childhood neglect on self-control, peer rejection, and adolescent delinquency.
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Methods

The Sample
Data for this study were taken from the Children of the National Longitudinal 

Survey of Youth (NLSY-Child). The original National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 
(NLSY79) was a nationally representative longitudinal sample of youth aged 14 to 
21 in 1979. The NLSY79 contains extensive information about the employment, ed-
ucation, training, and family experiences of the respondents (Center for Human Re-
source Research [CHRR], 2000, p. 1). Beginning in 1982, the female respondents of 
the NLSY79 were surveyed about pregnancy, postnatal fertility, and child care experi-
ences (CHRR, p. 1). Since 1986, assessments of the children born to the women of the 
NLSY79 have been conducted. In 1994, children aged 15 and older were no longer as-
sessed with their mothers, but instead completed individual, personal interviews that 
focused on a variety of attitudes and behaviors.

The NLSY79 Child sample approximately represents a cross section of children 
born to a nationally representative sample of women who were between the ages of 
31 and 38 on January 1, 1998 (CHRR, 2000, p. 3).1 For the analyses, we combine data 
from mothers in 1988 when the children were aged 3 to 5, data from the mother and 
child assessments taken when the children were aged 11 to 13 in 1996, and data when 
the young adults were aged 15 to 17 in 2000. The exogenous (independent) variables 
were measured in 1988, while the endogenous (dependent) variables were measured 
in 1996 (e.g., self-control and peer rejection) and 2000 (e.g., violence). This original 
sample violates independence assumptions as siblings were included in the sample. 
To rectify this, we randomly selected one respondent out of each sibling pair for in-
clusion in the sample. We deleted 133 siblings and 5 respondents with missing data 
on violence, for a final sample size of 942 young adults in 2000. We used structural 
equation models analyzed in AMOS (Arbuckle & Worthke, 1999) to investigate the si-
multaneous direct and indirect effects of self-control and association peer rejection on 
violence. AMOS uses full information maximum likelihood (FIML) for the estimation 
of missing data.2 Descriptive information for our sample is presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Descriptive Information for the Sample (N = 942)

                                                                                                                M                            SD

Race (0 = White, 1 = non-White) 0.477 0.499
Sex (0 = female, 1 = male) 0.485 0.500
Age in 2000 (15–17) 16.0 0.820
Family’s poverty status in 1987–88 (0 = never, 1 = ever) 0.328 0.470
Family structure 1988 (0 = other, 1 = intact) 0.591 0.479
Spanked in the last week 1988 (0 = no, yes = 1) 0.648 0.440
Physical neglect (0–3) 2.76 0.557
Emotional neglect (0–2) 1.80 0.462
Educational neglect (0–9) 6.90 1.52
Self-control (7–21) 17.9 2.45
Peer rejection (2–6) 2.45 0.776
Violence (0–2) 0.438 0.704
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Measures

Independent Variables
In the analyses we independently assess the effect of educational neglect, physical 

neglect, and emotional neglect, net of the effects of self-control, peer rejection, spank-
ing, and demographic variables including gender, race, age, family structure, and 
poverty status.

All of the neglect and demographic measures were measured when the children 
were 3 to 5 years old in 1988. The measures of child neglect were taken from HOME-
SF (short form) assessments and are either mother self-reports or are observer reports 
of maternal behavior. Educational neglect was measured using five items assessing 
whether family members help the child to learn: numbers, the alphabet, sizes, colors, 
or none of these items, and how often the mother reads to the child each week. Items 
about learning/teaching were coded 0 = no and 1 = yes, and “how often mom reads 
to child” was coded as 0 = never, 1 = several times per year, 2 = several times per 
month, 3 = once a week, 4 = about three times per week, and 5 = every day. The five 
items were summed to form a composite scale of educational neglect, ranging from 0 
to 9. The scale is coded so that low values indicated educational neglect. The scale has 
a mean of 6.90, indicating low levels of educational neglect. Emotional neglect is an 
observer rating of mother and child interaction during the HOME-SF assessment. Ob-
servers/interviewers provided information on “whether the mother shows positive 
feelings in her voice when she talks about the child” and “whether the mother spoke 
to the child at least twice during the interview.” These two items were measured as 0 
= no and 1 = yes and were added together to form the measure of emotional neglect. 
Emotional neglect ranges in value from 0 to 2, with low values indicating emotional 
neglect. The mean for emotional neglect was 1.80, suggesting that very few children 
in the sample were emotionally neglected in 1988.

Physical neglect is an observer rating of the home conditions of the child and is 
part of the overall HOME-SF scale. Interviewers recorded whether the interior of the 
residence appeared: safe, dark or monotonous, reasonably clean, and minimally clut-
tered. Responses are coded as 0 = no and 1 = yes. Principal components factor anal-
ysis suggested that all four items loaded on one factor, but reliability analysis sug-
gested that deleting “minimally cluttered” increased the reliability of the scale. The 
three remaining items were summed to form a composite scale of physical neglect 
that has a reliability of .65. Physical neglect is coded so that low values on the scale in-
dicate physical neglect. The item ranged from 0 to 3 with a mean of 2.76, indicating a 
low level of physical neglect in the sample.

Because types of maltreatment overlap, it was important to control for the ef-
fects of physical abuse when assessing child neglect. Unfortunately, the NLSY-Child 
HOME instrument does not include measures of physical abuse, but it does include 
measures of corporal punishment. We use one measure of corporal punishment, “did 
you have to spank your child in the last week,” as a rough proxy for physical abuse. 
The variable is measured as 0 = no and 1 = yes, with nearly 65% of the respondents re-
porting having spanked their child in the past week.

We used the following sociodemographic variables in the analysis: race, sex, age, 
family structure, and youth’s family’s poverty status from 1987 to 1988. Gender is 
coded 0 for female and 1 for male, and race is coded 0 for White and 1 for non-White. 
Fifty-three percent of the sample was white, and 52% percent of the sample was fe-
male. The sample ranged in age from 15 to 17 years old in 2000, with a mean of 16 
years in 2000. Poverty status is a measure of the youth’s family poverty status from 
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the years 1987 to 1988. Because of problems with missing data and to maximize the 
number of respondents for analysis, we chose a narrow time frame of poverty when 
child neglect was measured to control for the confounding effect of poverty on child 
neglect. Responses range from 0 (never lived in poverty during these years) to 1 (lived 
in poverty during any of these years). The mean for poverty status was .328, indicat-
ing that 33% of the mothers had lived in poverty from 1987 to 1988. Family structure 
is a composite variable that measures whether children lived with both biological par-
ents in 1988 (coded as 1) or in other familial arrangements (coded as 0). The mean for 
family structure is .591, indicating that 59% of children lived with both biological par-
ents in 1988. None of the independent variables are correlated beyond .35, and we do 
not have a problem with multicollinearity.

Dependent Variables
Because of the conventions of structural equation modeling analysis in AMOS, in-

tervening variables (self-control and peer rejection) as well as dependent variables 
(violence) are considered endogenous variables. Therefore, we describe the measure-
ment of self-control, peer rejection, and violence in this section.

The measures of self-control were taken from the 1996 NLSY-Child assessment 
when the children were between the ages of 11 to 13. The mothers of the children 
in the sample assessed their children on a series of attitudinal and behavioral mea-
sures of problem behavior and self-control. This is the third use of parental reports 
of children’s self-control in the literature testing the general theory of crime using the 
NLSY79 and NLSY-Child data (see also Turner & Piquero, 2002; Hope & Chapple, 
2004).3 Parents’ reports of children’s self-control should be conservative estimates of 
children’s actual low self-control as parents may underestimate the extent to which 
their children are “problematic” or may not be aware of most or all of their children’s 
problem behavior. The general “Behavioral Problems Index” (BPI) from which we 
took the self-control items has been validated and used extensively in developmental 
literature (CHRR, 2000). Descriptions of the items comprising the self-control scale are 
listed in the Appendix. 

The 11 items within the BPI that measured self-control were entered into a prin-
cipal components factor analysis with varimax rotation. One factor emerged. The 7 
items that had factor loading scores higher than .45 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1997, p. 677) 
comprise the self-control scale and measure impulsivity, insensitivity to others, and 
incorrigibility. The alpha reliability of this scale is .77. The mean for self-control was 
17.9, with a range of 7 to 21, indicating that the sample had relatively high levels of 
self-control.

Peer rejection was measured by two items in which the mothers were asked how 
true it was that their child “has trouble getting along with other children” and “is not 
liked by other children.” Responses were coded so that a 1 = not true, 2 = sometimes 
true, and 3 = often true, so that high values indicate greater peer rejection. Peer rejec-
tion has a range of 2 to 6 and a mean of 2.45, indicating very little peer rejection in this 
sample.

Because child neglect has been most often associated with greater levels of seri-
ous delinquency and violence rather than minor delinquency, we use a measure of vi-
olence in our analyses. Violence was measured by a two-item composite variable in 
which the youth were asked if in the past year they had “got in a school/work fight” 
and “hit or threatened to hit another person.” Responses were coded so that a 0 = no 
and 1 = yes. The range of violence is 0 to 2 with a mean of .438, indicating that only 
44% of youths in the sample had been engaged in violence in the last year. Violence, 
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emotional neglect, physical neglect, and peer rejection were all skewed and were 
transformed before entering them into the analyses (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1997, p. 85).

Results

Because we are interested in whether child neglect affects developmental pro-
cesses and delinquency, we created two path models. We use multiple-least squares 
analysis in AMOS (Arbuckle & Wothke, 1999) to analyze the effects of educational ne-
glect, emotional neglect, and physical neglect on adolescent violence via self-control 
and peer rejection. The same initial theoretical model was specified for each analysis. 
The models were adjusted so that only the significant paths and correlations were re-
tained. The results of the analyses are listed in Figures 1 and 2 and are summarized in 
Table 2.

We present the results of the AMOS analysis of educational neglect, physical ne-
glect, and emotional neglect on adolescent violence via self-control in Figure 1. We 
also summarize all of the significant (p < .05 or lower) paths for both models in Table 
2. The model specified is a good fit to the data (p = .179; RMSEA = .021; chi-square/
df = 12.65; NFI = .999).4 Contrary to Gottfredson and Hirschi’s theoretical predictions, 
none of the measures of child neglect were significant predictors of self-control. Per-
haps not surprisingly, children who had been spanked, children from nonintact fam-
ilies, boys, and older youths all had lower levels of self-control. To test if the effects 
of neglect were confounded by measures of family structure, poverty, or spanking, 
we removed these three variables from the analysis and reran the model (analysis not 
presented). When all three of these control variables were removed, the effect of emo-
tional neglect on self-control was significant at the p < .10 level, which suggested that 

Figure 1. Child neglect, self-control, and adolescent violence (p = .179, RMSEA = .021, chi-
square = 12.65, chi-square/df = 1.41, NFI = .999). 
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children who were emotionally neglected reported lower levels of self-control. Al-
though Gottfredson and Hirschi suggest that love and affection are important precur-
sors to self-control, parental behavior (in the form of spanking) is far more predictive 
of self-control.

Adolescent violence was significantly predicted by self-control (β = –.14, p = .000), 
physical neglect (β = –.08, p = .028), and emotional neglect (β = –.07, p = .052), and the 
model indicated that boys and younger youths were more likely to be violent than 
girls and older youths (β = .10, p = .002; β = –.11; p = .001 respectively). According 
to this first model, the negative effects of child neglect, even after a 12-year lag, per-
sist well into adolescence and are not mediated by the more proximal acquisition of 
self-control.

We present the results of the AMOS analysis of the effects of educational neglect, 
physical neglect, and emotional neglect on adolescent violence via peer rejection in 
Figure 2. The model fits the data well ( p = .263; RMSEA = .016; chi-square/df = 10.02; 
NFI = .999). Similar to past research on the relationship between neglect and peer re-
jection, children who were physically neglected were more likely to be rejected (β = –
.14; p = .000); but contrary to past research, children whose mothers were emotionally 
attached were more likely to be rejected (β = .13, p = .000). This is certainly anomalous, 
but might be an artifact of the measure of peer rejection we use. Our measure of peer 
rejection is a maternal report of her perceptions of the child’s friendships.5 It is possi-
ble that attached mothers are disproportionately worried about the state and quality 
of their children’s friendships and are more likely to perceive them as troubled. With-
out more detailed analysis into this possibility, this is only speculation.

Adolescent violence was significantly predicted by peer rejection (β = .09, p = .012) 
and by emotional neglect (β = –.07, p = .052), and was more likely among boys (β = 
.13, p = .000), children of nonintact homes (β = –.09, p = .006), and younger adolescents 

Figure 2. Child neglect, deviant peers, and adolescent violence ( p = .263, RMSEA = .016, 
chi-square = 10.03, chi-square/df = 1.25, NFI = .999). 
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(β = –.11 , p = .001). Although the long-term effect of child neglect on adolescent vio-
lence was weaker in this model (only emotional neglect was significant), we believe 
that given a 12-year lag, this is still an important finding. Our results also suggest that 
the negative effects of physical neglect on adolescent violence are mediated by chil-
dren’s experiences with peer rejection. This is true even when controls for poverty 
and family structure are included, which suggests that the ill effects of physical ne-
glect are not limited to those children in poor families or nonintact families.

According to our findings, the negative effects of child neglect on adolescent vi-
olence, even within a community sample with self- and observer-reported measures 
of neglect, are significant. Although one of the measures of child neglect (emotional 
neglect) barely missed traditional cutoffs for significance (p = .052), we believe that 
given a 12-year lag in the measurement of neglect and violence, we find apprecia-
ble evidence for a connection between child neglect and violence. This effect was not 
mediated by self-control and, in fact, self-control was not predicted by child neglect, 
but the effect of physical neglect on adolescent violence was mediated by experiences 
with peer rejection. Our research suggests that even experience with milder forms of 
child neglect, which may or may not result in state intervention, has detrimental ef-
fects on adolescent development and behavior.

Conclusions and Discussion

We proposed to answer two key questions with our analyses of child neglect and 
adolescent violence. First, do experiences with child neglect, measured by self- and 
observer reports, predict involvement in adolescent violence in a community sample? 
Second, is the relationship between child neglect and adolescent violence affected by 
more proximal developmental processes, such as the acquisition of self-control and 
peer rejection? Although we have a 12-year lag between measures of child neglect 
and adolescent violence, we find appreciable support for the idea that child neglect, 
especially physical neglect, increases the likelihood for violence later in life. We find 
less support for the relationship between emotional neglect and violence, but we be-

Table 2. Standardized Regression Coefficients of Significant Paths

                                                                                                                                          Violence
                                                                       Self-              Peer             Violence            (Peer
                                                                     Control       Rejection    (Self-Control)     Rejection)

Gender  –.17***               —  .10**  .13***
Poverty status                                                —                    —                   —                     —
Race                                                                 —                    —                   —                     —
Age  –.08*                   — –.11**  –.11**
Family structure  .14***               —                   — –.09**
Spanked in past week  –.17***               —                   —                     —
Educational neglect                                     —                     —                   —                     —
Emotional neglect                                        — .13***  –.07****  –.07****
Physical neglect                                           — –.14***  –.08**                —
Self-control                                                   —                     — –.14***              —
Peer rejection   .09*                  —                    —                   —
Squared multiple correlation  .09  .04  .06  .08

* p < .05 ; ** p < .01 ; *** p < .001 ; **** p < .10
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lieve that our data indicate that there is a significant, if weaker, link. To answer our 
second question, we find that child neglect does not predict self-control, and self-con-
trol, while it is a significant predictor of adolescent violence, does not mediate the re-
lationship between neglect and violence. Experiences with peer rejection, however, 
mediate the relationship between physical neglect and violence. Our findings suggest, 
similar to past research, that physically neglected children are more likely to be re-
jected by their peers.

Our research sheds important light on intervening developmental processes that 
affect the relationship between child neglect and violence. In addition, we have shown 
that in community samples, with self- and observer reports of neglect, the deleterious 
effects of neglect on adolescent development are marked. This finding is significant 
as it suggests that even with milder forms of child neglect, the adverse outcomes ex-
ist. There may be countless children suffering the ill effects of child neglect who may 
never be detected by child service workers or teachers because their neglect is not ex-
treme. While neglect often comprises almost half of all child deaths due to maltreat-
ment (Scannapieco & Connell-Carrick, 2002), it is notoriously difficult to detect. Tra-
ditionally, only more severe cases of child abandonment and failure to provide food 
and shelter were reported to child protection services (National Research Council, 
1993). Our research indicates that many children at risk for delinquency due to child 
neglect might be even harder to detect as their neglect may appear more benign-sim-
ply having a dirty home, not reading to your child at night, or not conversing regu-
larly with your child.

Although we did not find support for the idea that child neglect is associated with 
low self-control in children, we feel that this issue is far from resolved. While Gottfred-
son and Hirschi maintain that love and affection are needed to form a close, affective 
bond between parent and child, they also suggest that this is not enough to produce 
self-control, but that parents must monitor, correct, and punish children’s errant behav-
ior to produce self-control in children (1990, p. 97). Our research suggests the converse, 
that the absence of affection and caring is not enough to allow low self-control to oc-
cur. Perhaps not surprisingly to Gottfredson and Hirschi, spanking was a very strong 
predictor of self-control. Children who had been spanked at age 3 to 5 reported much 
lower levels of self-control at age 11 to 13 than children who had not been spanked.

This finding is in keeping with Gottfredson and Hirschi’s suggestion that low self-
control in children is most likely found when “… punishment in these families tends 
to be easy, short-term, and insensitive—that is, yelling, screaming, slapping, and hit-
ting …” (1990, p. 101) and is reflected in research that suggests a causal link between 
corporal punishment and child impulsivity (Straus, 1991). We also believe that the ab-
sence of a relationship between self-control and child neglect was due, in part, to the 
measures we employ. Had we been able to use more conventional measures of child 
neglect, such as withholding food, water, and daily necessities, or if we had measured 
child neglect as grossly lax supervision, we believe there would have been a signifi-
cant relationship. As it stands, this is an important area of research for criminologists 
and child maltreatment researchers alike as the acquisition of self-control is an impor-
tant developmental milestone.

Our research has several strengths as well as one notable weakness. The data and 
measures we use are both a strength and a weakness. We believe that the national, 
longitudinal data with mother reports, adolescent reports, and observer reports is a 
major strength of this research. Very little research on child maltreatment has utilized 
prospective, longitudinal data, and very few data sets contain data on respondents 
from across the country. Therefore, our findings are not limited to a particular county, 
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city, or state locale but may represent the experiences of mothers, children, and ado-
lescents in different parts of the country. Also, researchers in child maltreatment and 
child neglect have recently called for the use of prospective, longitudinal data into ad-
olescence to study the long-term effects of child maltreatment, and particularly, child 
neglect. Researchers have also called for the use of multireporters of child neglect. 
We are able to do both with our data; we use prospective longitudinal data into ad-
olescence and utilized self- and observer reports of child neglect. We believe this re-
search adds important information on the effects of child neglect on adolescent be-
havior within a community sample.

However, the nature of secondary data analysis and our less than ideal measures 
of child neglect are limitations of the research. We were unable to measure gross lax 
supervision, abandonment, or the withholding of food, water, and other daily neces-
sities that comprise traditional measures of physical child neglect. Our measures of 
poor physical environments are proxies for more serious forms of physical neglect. 
Also, the measures of emotional neglect we use, although observer ratings, do not tap 
into how the mothers feel (or do not feel) about their children. They are measures of 
maternal behavior and observer perceptions that may not adequately measure emo-
tional neglect in the preschool years. Our measures likely underestimate the nature of 
the relationship between neglect, self-control, peer rejection, and violence as they un-
derestimate the severity of neglect in this sample.

Future research on child neglect should continue to employ community samples 
with self- and observer reports of child neglect, but reports of child neglect should in-
clude more traditional measures of neglect, such as failure to provide food and shelter 
and mother’s emotional connection to her children. We also propose that research on 
child neglect should more carefully examine measures of community and structural 
context as have been shown to be important predictors of adolescent development 
among maltreated children (Coulton et al., 1999; Korbin, 2003). Neglected children 
do not live in families alone, and more attention needs to be paid to the interactive re-
lationship between child neglect and community and social contexts to explain the 
long-term effects of child neglect. It is possible that our measures of physical environ-
ment, even net of controls for poverty, are proxies for community disorganization. If 
this is true, then the community context of child neglect is particularly important for 
adolescent development. That said, our research indicates that even less serious forms 
of child neglect have long-reaching negative effects on children, their peer relation-
ships, and their violent behavior.

Notes

1. The youngest women of the original NLSY79 sample are now 39 years old. When these 
women complete their childbearing, the child and young adult subsamples will be a 
nationally representative sample of children born to women who were born between 
1960 to 1965.

2. An analysis of missing data indicated that those with missing data were more likely to 
be older non-White, from non-intact families, and have experienced emotional neglect. 
This is consistent with much of the information on other analyses of the NLSY-Child 
and Young Adult Data (CHRR, 2000) in which children from less stable families were 
more likely to either drop out of the survey or not complete specific items. Our results, 
then, should be viewed in light of this pattern in missing data in which we, most likely, 
underestimate the effects of age, race, family structure, and emotional neglect on self-
control, peer relations, and violence.

3. Michael Gottfredson (personal communication, 10/02) suggested that parental reports 
of their children’s behavior should be reliable measures of self-control. He com-
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mented that, if anything, this measurement strategy underestimates the extent of low 
self-control in our sample, thus attenuating the effects of self-control on adolescent 
substance use.

4. According to Arbuckle and Wothke (1999), for good fitting models, the p-value should 
be non-significant, RMSEA should be less than .05, and NFI should be close to 1.00.

5. In analysis not presented here, children’s self-report of “its hard to make friends at this 
school” indicated that emotional neglect was not a significant predictor of this sin-
gle measure of peer difficulties. However, because of the imprecision of this measure, 
which constrains it to making friends at school, we chose to use the two-item measure 
of peer rejection from the mother reports.
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Appendix. Items Comprising the Self-Control Scale
Description of Items in the Self-Control Scale

How often are these statements true about your child?

Child bullies or is cruel to others.
Child is not sorry after misbehaving.
Child is impulsive, acts without thinking.
Child is restless or overactive.
Child is stubborn, sullen, or irritable.
Child has a very strong temper.
Child has trouble getting along with teachers.

Alpha = .77  
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