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Permissive, Lax Parenting in Adolescence 

Can Boost Young Black Men’s Likelihood of Criminal Behavior 

 

 Exposure in childhood to adverse circumstances predicts a variety of problematic 

outcomes in adulthood, with those who study crime suggesting that poor parenting can increase 

the risk for criminal behavior in adulthood. A new study examined the effect of different styles 

of parenting during adolescence on young adult crime in African American men. The study 

found that parenting styles in which parents are permissive or lax and do not control or monitor 

their children’s behavior places African American youth at significant risk for adult crime. 

The study, by researchers at the University of Georgia and Mississippi State University, 

is published in Criminology, a publication of the American Society of Criminology 

“We examined parenting styles rather than parenting behaviors, which allowed us to look 

at various combinations of parenting practices as they co-occur rather than focusing on them 

individually as though each occurs in a vacuum,” explains Leslie Simons, professor of sociology 

at the University of Georgia, who led the study. 

 Although many studies have shown that parents’ behavior predicts adolescent 

delinquency, most delinquent youth do not become adult offenders. Few studies have examined 

the link between parenting styles and adult criminal behavior. 

In this study, researchers examined longitudinal data on 318 African American men to 

identify the effects of eight parenting styles during early adolescence on crime in young 

adulthood. The men were part of the Family and Community Health Study, a multisite study in 

Iowa and Georgia that was generally representative of African American families in poor, 

working-class, and middle-class neighborhoods in those states. 

Researchers assessed parents’ style when youth were age 10 and 12, on average. They 

measured adult criminal behavior when youth were age 22 and 25. The eight styles of parenting 

were authoritative, neglectful, permissive, abusive, no-nonsense, authoritarian, lax/reactive, and 

vigilant/punitive. The study also assessed whether parenting was responsive or demanding, and 

whether it involved corporal punishment. Demanding parents were defined as those who 

controlled their children’s behavior or demanded their maturity through monitoring and 

consistent discipline. 

The researchers also considered how childhood traits (e.g., conduct problems, poor self-

control), as well as background and social-environmental variables (e.g., parents’ education, 

community violence) were likely to affect the quality of parenting and youth’s antisocial 

behavior. 

Finally, the study investigated the extent to which the effects of parenting styles were 

mediated by factors that can cause criminal behavior (e.g., need for immediate gratification, 

disengagement from conventional norms, hostile view of relationships), negative emotions (e.g., 

anger), affiliations with deviant peers, transitions to adulthood (e.g., employment, college or 

vocational training), and involvement with the criminal justice system (e.g., number of times 

arrested). 

The study found that parenting styles with low levels of demandingness (e.g., abusive, 
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permissive, and lax/reactive) significantly elevated the risk for crime in adulthood. The harmful 

consequences of abusive parenting are not surprising, but the negative consequences of 

permissive parenting (which involves high levels of responsiveness) and lax/reactive parenting 

(which involves high levels of responsiveness combined with corporal punishment) suggest that 

youth who are raised without the monitoring and consistent discipline that are part of demanding 

parenting are considerably more likely to engage in crime in adulthood. 

Conversely, the study found that parenting styles that were demanding (e.g., 

authoritative) reduced the risk of crime in adulthood. This occurred even when parenting was 

low on responsiveness (e.g., authoritarian) or involved corporal punishment (e.g., no-nonsense). 

The study also found that the consequences of physical discipline (e.g., being slapped or 

punched, or being hit with a belt, paddle, or other object) depend on the parenting context in 

which it occurs: It can enhance the monitoring and consistency associated with demandingness, 

but in the absence of these behaviors, it is a risk factor for later participation in crime. 

Turning to the mediators, the study found that factors that can cause criminal behavior 

and youth affiliating with adult deviant peers were the two most important elements linking 

parenting styles to adult crime. Abusive, permissive, and lax/reactive parenting indirectly 

influenced youth’s later crime through involvement with deviant peers, while abusive, neglectful, 

and lax/reactive parenting exerted an indirect effect on crime through factors that caused 

criminal behavior. 

The study’s findings held after taking into account the effect of adolescent experiences 

and traits such as delinquency, deviant peer affiliations, community violence, discrimination, 

negative emotionality, and poor self-control. 

 The authors identified as a limitation that their study considered only one outcome—

crime; studying other outcomes (e.g., emotional well-being, educational attainment, occupational 

success) might yield different results. In addition, youth reported on their parents’ parenting 

styles, which may influence the responses, and parenting styles during adolescence are not 

always stable over time. Finally, while the study considered the impact of parenting on youth’s 

later crime, it did not consider the extent to which parenting might moderate later criminal acts, 

so the authors suggest that the study should be viewed as a conservative estimate of the effect of 

parenting on adult crime. 

“Most studies on predictors of crime have focused on peer affiliations, neighborhood 

disadvantage, racial discrimination, and transitions to adulthood, with less attention to the effect 

of parenting during adolescence on adult criminal behavior,” notes Tara Sutton, assistant 

professor of sociology at Mississippi State University, who coauthored the study. “Our study 

suggests that parents, who are the primary socialization agents during their children’s formative 

years, have considerable influence over their adolescents’ later criminal behavior.” 

 

### 

Summarized from Criminology, The Long Arm of Parenting: How Parenting Styles Influence 

Crime and the Pathways That Explain This Effect by Simons, LG (University of Georgia), Sutton, 

TE (Mississippi State University), and Simons, R (University of Georgia). Copyright 2021 The 

American Society of Criminology (or other). All rights reserved. 

 

 


